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The Progressive Era marked the deepest and most profound shift in American parties 

since the rise of mass politics.1 New groups, a new state, new rules and procedures, and most 

importantly, new conceptions of politics all grew up where the parties used to be. No longer 

would mass partisan mobilization rooted in local communities dominate the nation’s civic life. 

No longer would parties control the machinery of electoral politics or serve as the essential 

intermediaries between officeholders and citizens. No longer would doctrines of party restrain 

the ambitions of leaders or the reach of the state. And never again would American parties enjoy 

their legitimate veneration as the essential building blocks of democratic life. A purifying 

radicalism unyoked ambition from the restraints of party. It paved the way for technocracy—and, 

paradoxically, weakened the restraints against demagogy.2 

                                                
1 This paper, though written individually, draws on and owes much to, an ongoing research collaboration with Sam 
Rosenfeld, and will ultimately reside as a chapter in a jointly authored book. See, for early soundings, Daniel 
Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld, “The Hollow Parties,” in Can America Govern Itself?, ed. Frances Lee and Nolan 
McCarty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming); Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld, “Prophets 
of Party in American Political History,” The Forum 15 (2018): 685-709; and Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld, 
“Party Blobs and Partisan Visions: Making Sense of Our Hollow Parties,” in State of the Parties, 8th ed., ed. John C. 
Green, Daniel Coffey, and David Cohen (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, forthcoming). 
2 On Progressive historiography, see the classic Peter G. Filene, “An Obituary for the Progressive Movement,” 
American Quarterly 22 (1970): 20-34; and Daniel T. Rodgers, “In Search of Progressivism,” Reviews in American 
History 10 (1982): 113-132. For an intellectual history, see James Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory: Social 
Democracy And Progressivism in European And American Thought, 1870-1920 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1986). For syntheses, see Michael McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in 
America, 1870-1920 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); and see also Eldon J. Eisenach, The Lost Promise of 
Progressivism (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1994), 120-22. For recent efforts to historicize, see Robert D. 
Johnston, “Re-Democratizing the Progressive Era: The Politics of Progressive Era Political Historiography,” 
Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 1 (2002): 68-92; Robert D. Johnston, “The Possibilities of Politics: 
Democracy in America, 1877 to 1917,” in American History Now, ed. Eric Foner and Lisa McGirr (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2011); and Robert D. Johnston, “Long Live Teddy/Death to Woodrow: The Polarized 
Politics of the Progressive Era in the 2012 Election, Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 13 (2014): 411-
43. Our perspective differs from Johnston’s; he identifies Ralph Nader’s candidacy in 2000 as a model rooted in the 
best of the radical middle. See Robert D. Johnston, The Radical Middle Class: Populist Democracy and the 
Question of Capitalism in Progressive Era Portland (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 273-74. Cf. 
Ralph Nader, “Compare the 1912 Elections with the 2012 Elections,” Common Dreams, January 1, 2013, 
https://www.commondreams.org/views/2013/01/01/compare-1912-elections-2012-elections.  
 For a still-useful topic-by-topic survey, see Benjamin Parke De Witt, The Progressive Movement: A Non-
partisan, Comprehensive Discussion of Current Tendencies in American Politics (New York: Macmillan, 1915). See 
also, with a revealing introduction from Theodore Roosevelt, S.J. Duncan-Clark, The Progressive Movement: Its 
Principles and Its Programme (Boston: Small, Maynard, 1913). 
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Henceforth the state controlled the registration of voters, set the polling place, and printed 

all ballots; gone was the madcap Election Day of the party ticket. For state and Congressional 

office, direct primaries and not conventions of party delegates chose nominees.3 Though they 

remained uncommon, the first presidential primaries appeared in 1912. The Senate—the engine 

of intergovernmental party power in the late 19th century—transformed as voters, not state 

legislators, chose its members. In states where the currents of reform ran deep, notably in the 

West, municipal elections became nonpartisan, and voters gained the power to vote directly on 

legislation via the initiative and referendum and, in a few instance, to recall elected officials 

whom they deemed derelict.4 

Progressives emphasized the direct connection between leader and citizen, at the expense 

of the middlemen—the panoply of state legislators, delegates, ward-heelers, and precinct 

captains—so central to nineteenth-century parties.5 Once governors and senators, through their 

power to control delegates to the national convention, had served as the president’s equal if not 

his better. Increasingly, however, they became supplicants. The result, over time, made “the 

president’s party his captive” and so nationalized and personalized the American political party 

once defined by local and state organization.6 Yet this nationalization proved a promise 

unfulfilled: the parties nationalized without building positive loyalties to a national regime. 

                                                
3 Alan M. Ware, The American Direct Primary: Party Institutionalization and Transformation in the North 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); John F. Reynolds, Testing Democracy: Electoral Behavior and 
Progressive Reform in New Jersey, 1880-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988); John F. 
Reynolds, Demise of the American Convention System, 1880-1911 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
231. 
4 Martin Shefter, Political Parties and the State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 169-190; Amy 
Bridges, Morning Glories: Municipal Reform in the Southwest (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
5 James J. Connolly, The Triumph of Ethnic Progressivism: Urban Political Culture in Boston, 1900-1925 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 133 
6 Joseph Cooper, “The Balance of Power Between Congress and the President: Issues and Dilemmas,” in Congress 
Reconsidered, 11th, ed., ed. Lawrence C. Dodd and Bruce I. Oppenheimer (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2017), 364; 
similarly, see David B. Truman, “Party Reform, Party Atrophy, and Constitutional Change: Some Reflections,” 
Political Science Quarterly 99 (1984): 645. For detailed evidence from early in the period, see Daniel Klinghard, 
The Nationalization of American Political Parties, 1880-1896 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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Instead, political parties lost ground to voters below, to bureaucracies and presidents7 above, and 

to the new groups that emerged to channel citizens’ activism.8 The party had been toppled from 

its pedestal as savior of the public interest. 

Though they did not always originate the reforms,9 Progressives assimilated them into a 

broader vision. Progressives, mostly old-stock Protestants facing a threatening world, sought an 

agenda of moral reform and purity. They sought, to take a distinction from Tocqueville beloved 

of Progressives, to break through the limits of the “small” party that aimed only to line its own 

pockets, and to build a reformed polity fit for a new era. In this sense, the Progressives 

collectively stand, to paraphrase Thomas McCraw’s portrait of four “prophets of regulation,” as 

paradigmatic prophets of party. For McCraw, the term “prophets” effectively expressed “the 

unusual combination each one represented of both theorizing about regulation and actually doing 

it, of both design and implementation.”10 So, too, the Progressives offered, arguably to a greater 

extent than any political faction or tendency before or since, answers in word and deed, however 

partial, biased, or internally inconsistent, to essential questions about the role and structure of the 

political party in the Madisonian system.11 

                                                
7 Peri Arnold, Remaking the Presidency: Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2009); 
Jeffrey K. Tulis, The Rhetorical Presidency (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987); John Milton Cooper, Jr., 
The Warrior and the Priest: Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1983). 
8 On the state that was built instead, see Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State: The Expansion of 
National Administrative Capacity, 1877-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Daniel Carpenter, 
The Forging of Bureaucratic Autonomy: Reputations, Networks, and Policy Innovation in Executive Agencies, 1862-
1928 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Colin D. Moore, American Imperialism and the State, 1893-
1921 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); and Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, The Policy State: 
An American Predicament (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), esp. 153-167. 
9 We use “reform” in a neutral and “reformer” in a historical sense. No other word captures quite so well as 
“reform” what, say, direct primaries were as durable shifts in the electoral process, despite the double meaning. 
10 Thomas K. McCraw, Prophets of Regulation: Charles Francis Adams, Louis D. Brandeis, James M. Landis, 
Alfred E. Kahn (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1984), vii-viii. 
11 For an overview, see Schlozman and Rosenfeld, “Prophets of Party.” 
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This paper seeks to make sense of Progressivism as a party project. Rather than homing 

on an emblematic turning point, whether in time or place, it aims to situate Progressivism in a 

longer context of American party development. The paper reconstructs the Progressive vision, 

battling against small parties that strangled the popular will, and traces out the Progressives’ 

multiple legacies for party practice over the ensuing century. It begins with the setting and origin 

of the Progressive project, and then grapples with the consequences of institutional reform: the 

Australian ballot and the direct primary. It then examines as prophets of party Robert M. La 

Follette of Wisconsin, the proto-modern “reform boss” who pushed through the nation’s first 

statewide direct primary, and the Progressive Party of 1912, including both Theodore Roosevelt 

and the circle around him as well as the policy-minded reformers at the fringes of the Bull 

Moose.12 A short section then examines the Progressives’ decline, before tackling their long-term 

legacy for American party politics. Bits of the Progressive vision, glimmers off the kaleidoscope, 

appear in vastly different places, whether in charismatic leaders flirting with demagogy, high-

minded technocrats disdaining the machinations of politics, or earnest activists demanding 

openness and transparency in parties’ every move.  

The Progressives stood foursquare against small parties. That, for prophecy of party, was 

the great complaint, against machines and bosses and invisible government. A 1914 textbook 

summarized this view aptly: so long as the party is bound together by “a common attachment to 

principles and a supreme regard for the national welfare its existence is justified. When it 

becomes a machine for the dispensation of patronage it is a menace to the state.”13 The reformer, 

                                                
12 Sidney M. Milkis, Theodore Roosevelt, the Progressive Party, and the Transformation of American Democracy 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2009) offers a fine interpretation that similarly situates the Bull Moose at 
the center of Progressive views on party, though Milkis places more emphasis on the statist strand in civic 
nationalism. Milkis is particularly strong in separating the views of Debs and Taft, each in his way a figure of the 
19th-century party system, from those of Roosevelt and Wilson. 
13 James Albert Woodburn, Political Parties and Party Problems in the United States, 2nd ed. (New York: G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1914), 471. 
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said Walter Weyl, “labors for the democratic control of the party, while simultaneously striving 

for its abolition.”14 Had Progressivism succeeded in toppling the old parties, or even, perhaps, 

had the Progressive impulse not receded in American public life, then a choice, already apparent 

in the contradictions of the Progressive Party of 1912, would have loomed, between the great 

party and the destruction of party. As history played out, that moment of decision never 

arrived.15  

And so it is possible both to overstate and understate the Progressive challenge to party. 

Though they liked to cite Washington’s farewell address, most Progressives were not simply 

anti-party, even if lineages later moved in that direction.16 Yet they were hardly advocates for 

responsible parties angry at too much patronage and too little policymaking; that line reads 

backwards from midcentury and mistakes the part for the whole. The Progressives understood 

parties as shapers of democracy rather than mere coordinators of preferences. Their nostalgic 

looks back to the Republicans of the 1850s may seem at best naïve, and to contemporary eyes 

deeply hypocritical given a generation that acquiesced in Jim Crow, but they should not be 

dismissed so lightly for all that. More than the reformers of McGovern-Fraser, the Progressives 

held up a heroic sense of party deeply connected to their entire collective desire to remake the 

polity and to make citizens better. Yet, in retrospect, the evidence of voters “becoming exacting, 

discriminate, alert and aggressive,” 17 the great hope for reformers, seems far weaker than that of 

                                                
14 Walter E. Weyl, The New Democracy (New York: Macmillan, 1912), 305. 
15 This is, in statistical terms, a censored data problem. 
16 See James W. Ceaser, Presidential Selection: Theory and Development (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1979) cf. Daniel D. Stid, The President as Statesman: Woodrow Wilson and the Constitution (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 1998), 172-78. 
17 “Future of the Two-Party System,” 10. 
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the institutional reforms demobilizing, whether intentionally or not, large swathes of the 

population socialized under the prior order.18 

The old parties proved resilient. The essential institutions of the Van Buren party 

survived the Progressive years: the appeal, even in a different political style, to party loyalty, the 

convention, as a site for party loyalists to hammer out platforms and, more consequentially, to 

assess factions’ respective strength and to give politicians the once-over; the party organization, 

organized at the local, state, and national level—none of them vanished. The sectional System of 

1896 lumbered on until the New Deal. Many of the outward forms of traditional political 

organization, most prominently the urban machine, lingered on for decades.19 In the mass public 

and in the formal institutions of the state and federal government, the parties’ role has waned and 

then waxed. Yet there was no turning back, no putting the genie back in the bottle. When the 

long-term consequences of other deep transformations, emerging from the New Deal and the 

Second Reconstruction, pushed Democrats and Republicans apart, the parties proved too weak to 

hold all the passions brought to bear upon them. 

The Progressives’ impact on the American state came principally in legislation pushed by 

agrarians, passed by a Democratic Congress, and signed by Woodrow Wilson, that created, 

among others a federal income tax, the Federal Reserve, the Federal Trade Commission, and the 

eight-hour day for railroad workers.20 The Progressive prophecy of party, however, apart from 

the views of Wilson himself, emerges more principally from dissident Republicans, and so this 

account homes in on those strands. And the focus on parties themselves means giving short shrift 

                                                
18 Michael E. McGerr, The Decline of Popular Politics: The American North, 1865-1928 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988); Mark Lawrence Kornbluh, Why America Stopped Voting: The Decline of Participatory 
Democracy and the Emergence of Modern American Politics (New York: New York University Press, 2000). 
19 David R. Mayhew, Placing Parties in American Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). 
20 Elizabeth Sanders, The Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the American State, 1877– 1917 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999); John Gerring, Party Ideologies in America, 1828-1996 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 187-231. 
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to Progressives in Congress—though the outstanding figure among them, George W. Norris of 

Nebraska, perfectly exemplifies the Progressive priority for individual integrity over collective 

virtues of acting together.21 

Political parties simplify politics. The Progressive attack on parties complexified it, 

splitting apart without destroying so much of what the Jacksonian model had assiduously hitched 

together.22 All the metaphors used in contemporary social science to describe mature institutions 

apply for parties in the Progressive Era. The Progressives did not start anew; they trimmed and 

swapped and venue-shifted. The underbrush in an already dense landscape grew even thicker. 

This story contains elements of displacement (as the secret ballot supplanted the party ticket), 

layering (as the primary did not fully replace the convention and the traditional party machinery), 

drift (as state-building took place outside the parties and as parties lost their luster), and 

conversion (as party organizations, notably Democratic machines, figured out how to benefit 

from the new configuration) but serves as a textbook case of none of them.23 There is a central 

irony here. The Progressives sought to eliminate all the underbrush and reduce politics to the 

essential connection between leader and citizen. Instead, through their partial victories an already 

dense and fragmented political system became even more so.24 

No prophets of party since the Progressives have been nearly so influential. The 

Progressive-era equilibria have proven sticky, and where they have not, change has largely 

                                                
21 George W. Norris, Fighting Liberal: The Autobiography of George W. Norris (New York: Macmillan, 1945); 
Richard Lowitt, George W. Norris: The Making of a Progressive, 1861-1912 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 
1963); Richard Lowitt, George W. Norris: The Persistence of a Progressive, 1913-1933 (Urbana, University of 
Illinois Press, 1971). 
22 Shefter, Political Parties, 66-81. 
23 Categories taken from James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen, “A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change,” in 
Explaining Institutional Change: Ambiguity, Agency, and Power, ed. James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 15-18. Morton Keller, Regulating a New Economy: Public Policy 
and Economic Change in America, 1900-1933 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 3, makes the same 
central point. 
24 We thank David Bateman for this point. 
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followed along the lines that the Progressives set. We may have the logic of a national primary, 

but we do not have the “nation-wide preferential primaries for candidates for the presidency” 

called for in the Progressive Party platform of 1912.25 Only half the states ended up with the 

voter initiative, a figure that barely budged after the Progressive Era. The parties themselves, in a 

crucial irony of Progressivism, command little respect even in our partisan era. Even in 1914, 

Herbert Croly marked progressivism’s great achievement as “a tendency to undermine the 

traditional two-party system.”26 Thus did the Progressives break the old system without entirely 

building a new one. 

 

Progressivism inside the System of 1896 

With the election of 1896 closed the old political order, with its sky-high turnouts and its 

evenly matched parties, their vast efforts greased with patronage. It was, in the overworked 

phrase, a critical election less because the victors won than because the losers lost. Though the 

Socialists still contended, and their arguments about how the political party might serve as an 

engine to democratize society redound to contemporary debates on the Left, the defeat of 

Populism, the last great challenge to the triumph of industrial capitalism, foreclosed alternatives, 

of which Radical Republicanism was the most important, that might have adapted the old 

popular politics to a new state and society.  

Progressivism emerged inside the System of 1896, and reflected its paradoxes.27 Two 

broad capitalist parties contended, one based in the industrial core and the other on the periphery. 

                                                
25 “Progressive Party Platform of 1912”; accessed at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=29617. 
26 “Future of the Two-Party System,” New Republic, 14 Nov. 1914, 10. The editorial, unsigned, was written by 
Herbert Croly. 
27 Walter Dean Burnham, “The System of 1896,” in The Evolution of American Electoral Systems, ed. Paul 
Kleppner (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1981), 147–202; see also David P. Thelen, “Two Traditions of Progressive 
Reform, Political Parties and American Democracy” in The American Constitutional System under Strong and Weak 
Parties,” ed. Patricia Bonomi, James MacGregor Burns, and Austin Ranney (New York: Praeger, 1981). 



 9 
 

Competition plummeted. Inside the North and, once the threat of silver dissipated, the West, 

Republicans ruled. In the South, Bourbon Democrats wrote new constitutions and, through the 

grandfather clause, the poll tax, and the literacy test, radically restricted the suffrage so as to 

protect the joint rule of white supremacy and the planter class.  

The “outs” under the new system, whether in losing factions inside dominant in their 

states or cities, or in parties with little chance for success, looked less to find new voters than to 

restructure the game. And so came nonpartisan municipal elections and city managers, the 

initiative and referendum, and, critically, the new pressure politics, designed to influence 

legislatures and agencies directly. Where party politics was petty and dirty, the new group 

politics emphasized its public-spirited ethos. Even as the System of 1896 foreclosed national 

alternatives to the new order, it stimulated challenges in states and cities as “reformers sought 

new ways to bridge social chasms by building communities of shared faith that would 

supplement or replace the old parties.”28 

Though its appeals varied based on context, Progressivism built outwards from the 

middle class, emphasizing the organic unity of the people. “Between the restless and often 

unreasoning protest of the disinherited many and the selfish domination of the privileged few,” a 

1913 tract explained, “the middle class suffers.”29 From the Anti-Saloon League to the women’s 

clubs to the state labor federations to the Chamber of Commerce to the Farmers’ Union that put 

forth bits of the old Populist program (and, in the 1920s, to the second Ku Klux Klan), groups 

                                                
28 Rebecca Edwards, Angels in the Machinery: Gender in American Party Politics from the Civil War to the 
Progressive Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 162. 
29 Duncan-Clark, The Progressive Movement, 10. 
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organized, pressed their demands, and then sought to entrench their gains in the state—or, in 

Elisabeth Clemens’s pithy summary, “organize, politicize, bureaucratize.”30 

Where interests had in prior decades negotiated directly with the parties that controlled 

access into the political system, or else formed new parties, they now organized groups, and 

mobilized on behalf of those group loyalties. The adherents of “rings” and “circles” prominent in 

the factional politics of the Party Period had their own views and interests, to be sure, but they 

viewed themselves as party men first, and bolters only if necessary. The new groups, by contrast, 

aimed to attenuate the primacy of partisan loyalties.31 It would not be until the New Deal, and 

accelerating in the following decades, that group politics would itself become partisan. 

 

Limits of Progressivism 

Inside the System of 1896, the debates of Progressivism came over how to tame 

industrial capitalism.32 Far more than either the Republican Party in its early years, with the 

promise of free-labor ideology and the specter of Radicalism, or the New Deal, with the 

efflorescence of the Popular Front, Progressivism walled itself off from radical alternatives. 

Theodore Roosevelt, in a book preface in 1913, was blunt. “Frank acceptance of the Progressive 

doctrine by the men at the top is the only effective way to prevent the woeful damage that would 

                                                
30 Elisabeth S. Clemens, The People’s Lobby: Organizational Innovation and the Rise of Interest Group Politics in 
the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 276. 
31 This history suggests how the construction of organized, high-demanding groups and of group interests has varied 
across time. Cf. Marty Cohen, David Karol, Hans Noel, and John Zaller, The Party Decides: Presidential 
Nominations Before and After Reform (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). Interests have their own 
historical story, dating back to the early-modern period; see Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests: 
Political Arguments for Capitalism before Its Triumph (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977). 
32 On these themes see, e.g., David Huyssen, Progressive Inequality: Rich and Poor in New York, 1890-1920 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014); Jacob A.C. Remes, Survivors, Solidarity, and Power in the 
Progressive Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2016); in a longer line back to the New Left, see Gabriel 
Kolko, The Triumph of Conservatism: a Re-interpretation of American History, 1900-1916 (New York: Free Press, 
1963). 
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come from the triumph of class consciousness.”33 The age of industrial violence, when the 

Rockefeller interests perpetrated the Ludlow Massacre, still saw the crippling labor injunction.34 

The decline in voter turnout that followed 1896 hit hardest in the working class, in the North 

among new-stock immigrants and in the South, with greater virulence, among African-

Americans and poor whites.35 

 Progressivism transformed concepts of party, but it did not realign the parties. Each party 

still contained conservative and radical elements. The dissident factions inside regionally 

dominant parties never came together behind a single banner of reform.36 The Progressive Party 

itself collapsed. The reason, above all, came from the Solid South. Its commitment to white 

supremacy united white Southerners behind the Party of the Fathers, whatever their views on 

monopoly or taxes or banking or workers’ compensation or the initiative and referendum. In 

such an alignment, Northern and Southern conservatives could not simply sort. Josephus 

Daniels, soon to serve as Secretary of the Navy (and, as FDR always called him, “Chief” to an 

upstate relative of the Colonel’s, from a branch that had never shed its Democratic loyalties), put 

the matter plainly during the campaign of 1912: “the subjugation of the Negro, politically, and 

the separation of the Negro, socially, are paramount to all other considerations in the South, short 

of the preservation of the Republic itself.”37  

 A few keen observers saw the shape of thing to come. Perhaps the first was a figure very 

much of the 19th century Republican Party who, more than many in his cohort, would likely find 

                                                
33 Theodore Roosevelt, “Introduction,” in Duncan-Clark, The Progressive Movement, xvi-xvii. 
34 David Montgomery, Workers’ Control in America: Studies in the History of Work, Technology, and Labor 
Struggles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). 
35 Richard Oestreicher, “Urban Working-Class Political Behavior and Theories of American Electoral Politics, 
1870-1940,” Journal of American History 74 (1988): 1257-86. 
36 The analysis here generally follows James L. Sundquist, Dynamics of the Party System: Alignment and 
Realignment of Political Parties in the United States, revised edition (Washington: Brookings Institution, 1983), 
170-81, though with much more emphasis on the South and the structural limits it imposed. 
37 Arthur S. Link, “Theodore Roosevelt and the South in 1912,” North Carolina Historical Review 23 (1946): 319. 



 12 
 

himself comfortable in the 21st century Republican Party. John Coit Spooner, Robert M. La 

Follette’s great rival in Wisconsin and a Stalwart traditionalist, in a 1904 letter, looked “four 

years from now for a realignment of parties.” In it, he predicted, “The socialists, populists, the 

social democrats, the radicals of the democracy and the radicals of the Republican party, will 

probably be together. The conservatives of the democracy and the conservatives of the 

republican party are likely to be together. It is not unlikely in that consummation the South will 

be found to be no longer solid.” 38 Spooner was off only in the timing. 

A split in Southern Democrats’ ranks, Herbert Croly noted in 1915, “would be fatal to 

their own political influence,” though rather than look to the transformation of the two-party 

system, he hoped for a time when the nation might “dispense with the service of national 

parties.”39 A magazine story, “fanfic” as it would later be termed, imagined a 1912 election with 

a Conservative and a Radical party. The nation’s leading politicians simply decided to switch 

teams.40 The ultimate resolution would hardly be so easy. 

 Though not our focus here, the Progressive legacy carried into the executive. In the 

Gilded Age, presidents worked to take control over the national party committees. In a practice 

that would continue down through Dwight Eisenhower, new presidents used them as 

clearinghouses for appointment.41 The Democratic presidents, especially suspicious of the small-

minded local chieftains, proved important; Woodrow Wilson particularly admired Grover 

                                                
38 John Coit Spooner to J. Hicks, November 11, 1904, John Coit Spooner papers, Library of Congress (Washington, 
D.C.), box 180. 
39 Herbert Croly, Progressive Democracy (New York: Macmillan, 1915), 340 and 343. Similarly, see De Witt, The 
Progressive Movement, 44; and Victor Murdock, “The New South and the New World,” address delivered before 
the Southern Commercial Congress, Muskogee, Okla., April 29th, 1915, Progressive Party papers, folder 60. 
40 Samuel G. Blythe, “How the Big Split Came,” McClure’s Magazine, June 1912, 205-214, 68, 70. The indictment 
in the politicians’ imagined manifesto that “Instead of two strong parties we have four weak ones” presages James 
MacGregor Burns, The Deadlock of Democracy: Four-Party Politics in America, rev. ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1965).  
41 Dean E. Mann, “The Selection of Federal Political Executives,” American Political Science Review 58 (1964): 81-
99. 



 13 
 

Cleveland’s adroit use of the patronage power. “It was then, not the party he had in charge,” 

Wilson said in emulation in 1910, “but the beliefs and principles of the party.”42 Combine with 

the new role for public leadership in the presidency, and the president increasingly made the 

national party his own, leaving state parties as repositories of localism.  

There is a great irony in all this. Because the national direct primary never came to pass, 

the presidency—the repository of Progressives’ hopes, the branch of government closest to the 

national elite clustered in a few great cities and most transformed from its early occupancy, the 

great disruptor in American politics—is the last office standing where the nominee is determined 

by delegates in convention assembled.43 

 

The Australian Ballot and the Direct Primary 

The Australian ballot and the direct primary emerged, in the words of John F. Reynolds, 

from “the very separate agendas of middle-class reformers and partisan-minded public 

officials.”44 Critically, however, the middle-class reformers left behind a prophecy of party while 

the partisan-minded public officials did not.  

                                                
42 On this emulation, see Woodrow Wilson, “Mr. Cleveland as President,” Atlantic Monthly, March 1897, 289-301; 
and, from 1910, Woodrow Wilson, “An After-Dinner Speech on Grover Cleveland to the National Democratic Club 
of New York,” in The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, vol. 20 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 257-262. 
On Wilson and ideas of party, see Ceaser, Presidential Selection. 
 Wilson won thanks to the most antiquated, small-party legacy of all, the Democrats' two-thirds rule. For the 
first time since 1844, the candidate who won a majority of delegates did not receive the nomination. Champ Clark of 
Missouri, the Speaker of the House, clawed his way to a majority on the tenth ballot, but Wilson finally prevailed on 
the forty-sixth when Southern delegations that had stood by Oscar Underwood of Alabama finally broke for Wilson. 
Clark was an effective Speaker, and as much a party traditionalist, if from a different lineage, as his political 
opponent, Taft. See Cooper, Warrior and the Priest, 186; Champ Clark, My Quarter Century of American Politics 
(New York: Harper & Bros., 1920), 392-443. In 1936, Roosevelt shrewdly dispatched Clark’s son, Senator Bennett 
Champ Clark, no friend of the New Deal, to make the pitch to end the two-thirds rule. His victory allowed Northern 
liberals to prevail in the schisms that rent the party in the final decades of the mixed system. 
43 To be sure, a few state conventions have the power, vestigial in the sweep of history, to determine who appears on 
a primary ballot. 
44 John F. Reynolds, Testing Democracy, 168. 
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The nineteenth century party was a ragtag, jerry-rigged affair. As it drafted a platform 

and balanced the ticket, the convention gave form to the party’s collective aspirations. The party 

then printed and distributed its tickets—in the Party Period, “ticket” was no metaphor. When the 

polls opened on Election Day, agents from the party fanned out to every hamlet in the land, no 

matter how remote and no matter how futile the chances for many of the candidates. All day, 

until the polls closed and they oversaw the vote-counting, party agents would distribute tickets 

that listed each candidate the convention had endorsed.45 

The party ballot system induced cooperation for the collective good of the party only at 

enormous cost.46 It required armies of party workers to hand out tickets. Those party workers 

needed patronage, or financial reward. The party’s financial patrons needed goodies of their own. 

Errant factions could bolt the convention and print their own tickets. Less publicly, ward bosses 

needed constant monitoring; they could substitute tickets of their own design that might simply 

fail to list the name of a would-be officeholder from a rival faction or follow local customs to 

rotate various offices that distributed spoils. In the 1880s came the rise of the “hustling 

candidate.” He rejected the ethos, reflected in the convention, that put party before individual 

candidate, and put forth his own name.47  

And so when reformers pressed for the Australian ballot—that is, a secret ballot, printed 

by the state—parties quickly acceded. Massachusetts came first, adopting a Mugwump proposal 

in 1888 and implementing it the following year. By the election of 1892, 33 states, including all 

but two outside the South, had moved to the Australian ballot. The major distinction among 

                                                
45 Richard Franklin Bensel, The American Ballot Box in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004). 
46 Erik J. Engstrom and Samuel Kernell, Party Ballots, Reform, and the Transformation of America’s Electoral 
System (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 186. 
47 Reynolds, Demise. 
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them, then as now, came in whether voters could easily vote the party list, or else had to mark 

candidates individually for each office.48 The party ballot forced candidates to cooperate on the 

ticket they shared and parties to reach voters with that ticket, and so gave parties their central 

place in early American mass democracy. Yet the effect of its replacement is hard to treat in 

isolation, for it soon set in train the adoption of the direct primary. 

 The logic works for party organizations and reformers alike. When losing factions at the 

convention could threaten to print their own tickets at the polls, then winners had every incentive 

to mollify the losers by presenting names minimally acceptable to all. With the Australian ballot, 

intraparty losers lost their greatest weapon, worsening the challenges of corralling all the party’s 

supporters.49 Far easier, party organizations generally concluded, to battle against rival factions 

in a primary and not a convention.50 Given severe malapportionment that benefited rural areas, 

primaries, which allowed the urban vote to exercise its full clout, appealed to urban machines. 

Delegate allotments to state conventions reflected districts with far more residents in the 

countryside than in the burgeoning cities. Rural Republicans often resisted the direct primary for 

just this reason. Even as urban machines, for their part, could order a bolt, or simply stand down, 

in the general election, they could not nominate their candidates to statewide office without rural 

                                                
48 Joseph B. Bishop, “The Secret Ballot in Thirty-Three States,” The Forum, January 1892, 589-94; Eldon Cobb 
Evans, A History of the Australian Ballot System in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1917). 
On Massachusetts, see the reminiscences in Richard Henry Dana, “Sir William Vernon Harcourt and the Australian 
Ballot Law,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 58 (1925): 401-18. 
49 Even then, “sore loser” laws have increasingly kept those unable to win the nomination from trying again in 
November. In a notable difference from other patterns, sore loser laws have become far more popular over time. By 
1939, only ten states had adopted them. By 2010, only three lacked them. Fourteen states adopted sore-loser laws in 
the 1970s alone. In 1974, the Supreme Court endorsed sore loser laws; Storer v. Brown, 415 U.S. 724. See Michael 
S. Kang, “Sore Loser Laws and Democratic Contestation,” Georgetown Law Journal 99 (2011), 1044 and, for logic 
behind them, Walter Dellinger, “Should Anderson Be on the Ballot,” Chapel Hill Newspaper, October 5, 1980. 
50 Ware, Direct Primary. 
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delegates’ votes on the convention floor.51 In primaries, the urban vote could effectively secure 

the nomination for a machine favorite. 

The Progressive Era, at the parties’ behest, formalized parties as creatures of state law—

“public utilities” in Leon Epstein’s phrase.52 Not only did the state operate the primary election, 

but it regulated who could appear on such a ballot. The parties’ internal operations, down in 

many instances to the membership and meeting requirements for local committees, became 

matters for the statute books. As American political scientists routinely must note to their 

colleagues overseas, party membership is a very different concept in the United States than in 

any other democracy.  

Two consequences are with us still. First, even as Progressives furthered the creation of 

an ever-more nationalized politics, parties became public utilities in the age of strong federalism, 

and so found themselves creatures of state and not federal law. Now-creaky state parties became 

the permanent custodians of precious ballot lines, thereby creating a complex regulatory 

patchwork and thwarting any attempts at regulation by federal statute or state law of the national 

conventions at the parties’ apex.53 Second, the state-building that incorporated the parties, with 

remarkable effectiveness, killed top-to-bottom third parties. In particular, Republicans worried 

about fusion between Democrats and Populists (or, more generally, agrarian radicals) banned 

                                                
51 The same logic explains the machines’ support for direct election of senators, which increased the power of urban 
voters since one-person, one-vote weakened the power of rural areas that benefited from state legislative 
malapportionment. Had the Constitution-making of Reconstruction taken one-person one-vote to require equality in 
district populations (admittedly an unlikely prospect), then urban machines would have had far more reason to 
protect both the convention system and indirect election of senators. 
52 Leon D. Epstein, Political Parties in the American Mold (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1986). This 
logic, of course, hardly applied nationally. Not until Smith v. Allwright in 1944 did the Supreme Court, with 
enormous consequences, strike down the white primary in the South. See Michael J. Klarman, “The White Primary 
Rulings: A Case Study in the Consequences of Supreme Court Decisionmaking,” Florida State University Law 
Review 29 (2001): 55-107; and Robert W. Mickey, “The Beginning of the End for Authoritarian Rule in America: 
Smith v. Allwright and the Abolition of the White Primary in the Deep South, 1944–1948,” Studies in American 
Political Development 22 (2008): 143-82.  
53 On parties and the law, see Samuel Issacharoff, Pamela S. Karlan, and Richard Pildes, The Law of Democracy: 
Legal Structure of the Political Process, 4th ed. (New York: Foundation Press, 2012), 214-331. 
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candidates from appearing on more than one line in the general election, a practice known as 

“fusion.”54 Social reformers turned to pressure groups and, increasingly over time, to the 

organized activism inside major parties that has rendered them engines of polarization.55 

 The reform logic had a prophecy behind it. Following adoption of the Australian ballot, 

the question arose, as it had not in the days of the party ticket, of who had earned a place on that 

ballot. State recognition of parties and supervision over their nomination procedures offered an 

easy answer: the winners of duly elected primary elections. A template, easily applicable to 

nominations, had been set.56 “The state,” said John R. Commons, a noted labor economist, in 

1898, “which protects his rights of citizenship must protect his rights of partisanship.”57 

 The direct primary emerged via institutional adaptation, beginning from various local 

arrangements. An 1897 account explains: “In the Middle States and in the South, the party 

primaries or primary elections, as they are called, usually lack the town-meeting feature of the 

old New England caucus, namely the discussion in open meeting of the merits of the different 

persons to be voted for. They are, as their name implies, elections.”58 The direct primary took 

                                                
54 Peter H. Argersinger, “‘A Place on the Ballot’: Fusion Politics and Antifusion Laws,” American Historical Review 
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56 Charles Edward Merriam and Louise Overacker, Primary Elections (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928), 
24-25. 
57 “Address by Prof. John R. Commons,” National Conference on Practical Reform of Primary Elections Held at the 
Rooms of the New York Board of Trade and Transportation: New York City, Thursday and Friday, January 20 and 
21, 1898 (Chicago: W.C. Hollister & Bro., 1898), 22; similarly, see “Direct Primaries,” Outlook, May 1, 1897, 9. 
58 Frederick W. Dallinger, Nominations for Elective Office in the United States (New York: Longmans, 1897), 56. 
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institution of party- and not state-run selection via voting at a given time and date but with no debate is now usually 
called a “firehouse primary.” It is a new locution, first observed in 1975, for a very old pattern. See William Safire, 
“Mulligan Primary,” New York Times Magazine, March 23, 2008, 14; cf. Dallinger, Nominations, 53. 
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these informal arrangements and updated them.59 A system of state-regulated ballots in place for 

the general election expanded to nomination.  

“The primary system,” wrote James Ceaser in 1979, “is, in effect, nonpartisan election in 

the nomination stage. As such, it is bound to present many of the same characteristics identified 

by Van Buren for non-partisan elections: personal factions, undesirable forms of popular 

leadership, and alleged inequities deriving from differentials in the potential to organize, 

including unequal access to money.”60 And, in the long run, so it has. For Theodore Roosevelt, 

campaigning against both Robert La Follette and William Howard Taft for the Republican 

nomination in March 1912. “The direct primary will give the voters a method ever ready for use, 

by which the party leader shall be made to obey their command.”61 But, to prefigure V.O. Key’s 

metaphor of public opinion, the command was also an echo: though the leader would follow the 

voters’ command, the voters would at the same time empower the leader.  

 

Robert M. La Follette, Reform Boss 

Though the breakthrough in Wisconsin in 1904 was hardly the single critical juncture for 

the direct primary’s adoption, it marked out the meeting of the new procedure with the new 

political style. The consequences remain with us still. Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin ranks 

among the purer prophets of party in American political history, a reform boss for decades 

                                                
59 They were initially known, after a county just south of Erie, Penn., as the Crawford County System, after a county 
that first adopted the procedure in 1842. See James H. Booser, “Origin of the Direct Primary,” National Municipal 
Review, April 1935, 222-23. 
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Jones Ford, “The Direct Primary,” North American Review,  July 1, 1909, 1-14. 
61 Theodore Roosevelt, “The Right of the People to Rule,” March 20, 1912, 7, in Progressive Party papers, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University (Cambridge, Mass.), folder 164. For view from a framer of the Democrats’ 
McGovern-Fraser reforms, see Geoffrey Cowan, Let the People Rule: Theodore Roosevelt and the Birth of the 
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pushing his line that “the bosses were not the party.”62 After a series of bruising convention 

fights, La Follette wrested control of his state party from the railroad interests and their Stalwart 

faction. He served as governor from 1901 to 1906 and radically modernized state government. In 

1904, the voters ratified his plan for the direct primary, the first such statewide law in the 

country, and for the direct election of Senators. From 1906 until his death in 1925, he led 

Progressive Republican forces, principally from the West, in the Senate. And in Wisconsin, his 

political organization reigned supreme until his death. Look for Progressivism as it mattered in 

the states, in its particular admixture of conflict and compromise, and one soon finds La 

Follette.63  

 In an 1879 commencement speech, a state judge asked two questions that roused the 

young La Follette, foreshadowing both the institutional and the class politics that dominated a 

half-century in public life: “which shall lead money or intellect; who shall fill public stations 

educated and patriotic free men, or the feudal serfs of corporate capital?”64 La Follette had clear 

answers to both questions. He would reason directly with the people. On the public platform, a 

phrase of his that elided the speaking platform and the party platform, La Follette took the 

educational style of the prior generation and made it the centerpiece of a new reform politics. He 

wanted to see and be seen, delivering hours-long addresses sometimes from the back of a 

buckboard wagon. He may have been the first candidate to barnstorm by automobile—and just 

                                                
62 Robert M. La Follette, La Follette’s Autobiography: A Personal Narrative of Political Experiences, 5th ed. 
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eight months after the Wright Brothers’ first flight he told a crowd that, “if airships were 

available I’d use them also.”65 

 More than other Republican Progressives, and certainly more than Theodore Roosevelt 

whom he conspicuously declined to endorse in 1912,66 La Follette saw the bosses as the servants 

of capital. Behind the Stalwarts, the railroad interests ultimately pulled the strings. Unlike the 

Socialists in Milwaukee with whom he often tactically cooperated, however, he deemed political 

reform a worthy project on its own terms, and no epiphenomenon. Neither did he view citizens in 

collective, still less in class terms. And so he held a very different understanding of “the people” 

than did the Populists, or even his own personal friend and occasional political ally, William 

Jennings Bryan: they were individual citizens, to be educated for rule.  

La Follette never attacked party regularity. He attacked the interests who manipulated it, 

and celebrated the direct link between the people and the party. The wirepullers manipulated the 

parties’ organizational underbrush, and so La Follette sought to connect individual citizens 

directly with the programs to which leaders bound themselves. That was the logic of the direct 

primary, and also of the initiative, referendum, and recall. All limited that dangerous slip twixt 

cup and lip. As he told the Wisconsin legislature during the battle for his primary election law, in 

language that traces back to the commercial and political revolutions of the eighteenth century 

while leaving few residues from the mass politics of the nineteenth: 

The party promise, therefore, is a covenant with the voter upon which he has staked 
his faith and his interests. He has given his support; he has invested the party with 
his authority; he has made it possible for the party to control in government. Upon 
its promise and his support the party has become the custodian of his political rights 
as a citizen, of his property right as a man.67 

 

                                                
65 Quoted in Albert O. Barton, LaFollette’s Winning of Wisconsin (1894-1904) (Madison: privately printed, 1922), 
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The platform, for La Follette was “as binding upon the party conscience as though it were 

the sealed bond of every individual of the party.”68 There was a happy circularity in all this: La 

Follette effectively wrote his Wisconsin platform, and then faced no trouble when he had to 

follow it. He never explained why the state platform ought to be the binding one, except that he 

had control of the state party. Every four years for a generation, La Follette forces from 

Wisconsin would propose language for the national platform excoriating monopoly—and every 

four years, the party of big business voted him down. 

 A biographer described La Follette as “a reform boss.”69 The label is accurate. La Follette 

ran his organization as a strictly top-down affair with no pretense of internal democracy and little 

patience for cause-oriented middle-class activists.70 A speaker’s bureau, staffed by ambitious 

young men organized by county, carried his message across the state. La Follette indulged in 

patronage of his own. Infamously, during his tenure in Madison, sixty game wardens, many of 

whom had flunked the very civil service exam that La Follette had introduced, acted as free-

floating political ambassadors. Factory inspectors and guards at the state fair performed similar 

roles. The techniques of the old parties had not entirely vanished from Wisconsin. 

 More than many other Progressives, La Follette had a notion of what a great party 

genuinely demanded, and goals substantive as well as procedural. Yet the various strands in his 

Progressivism coexisted uneasily. In his concept of party, La Follette fused the primary and the 
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platform, but in the following century hustling candidates victorious in the primary had no need 

of a grand covenant based around issues. 

 

The Progressive Party of 1912 

In 1912, the diverse impulses and factions that made up Progressivism came closest to a 

single common vision as they stood at Armageddon under the Bull Moose banner. For that one 

year, the Progressive impulse rendered itself into a political party.  The Progressive Party of 

1912 was more than Theodore Roosevelt, but it is not simply a point of great man history to say 

that there would have and could have been no party without Roosevelt, and so understanding the 

moment means making sense of the man. He defined the qualities of leadership that 

Progressivism sought.71 Wrote Harold L. Ickes in 1941, while serving as Secretary of the 

Interior, “The Progressive party, in large measure, was the outward expression of the love and 

the admiration, amounting almost to idolatry, that the overwhelming majority of its members felt 

for Theodore Roosevelt.”72 Though he took a rather darker view of the New Deal, the Kansas 

editor, William Allen White, summoned up the same scene: “I can shut my eyes and see that 

Bull Moose convention of 1912, see their eager faces—more than a thousand of them—

upturned, smiling hopefully with joy beaming out that came from hearts which believed in what 

they were doing; its importance, its righteousness. It seemed to matter so very much, that 

convention of zealots, cleansed of self-interest and purged of cynicism.”73 Despite their different 
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paths as the old Protestant pieties met new realties,74 Ickes and White identify what was at the 

core of the Progressives of 1912 as a prophecy of party: its legacy—the phrase “candidate-

centered politics” seems entirely too small—of personalism.  

In contrast to the model laid down by Van Buren, and exemplified by Lincoln of the 

“party-before-self politician,”75 Roosevelt consistently put notions of the state and citizenship 

above those of party.76 The invocations of party from Progressives, and not just Roosevelt, often 

seem instrumental, and that is precisely the point. As TR told readers of The Atlantic in 1894, in 

a statement that explains well the bolt of 1912—and also his decision in 1916 to let the 

Progressive Party dissolve: 

“The truth is, simply, that there are times when it may be the duty of a man to break 
with his party, and there are other times when it may be his duty to stand by his 
party, even though, on some points, he thinks that party wrong; he must be prepared 
to leave it when necessary, and he must not sacrifice his influence by leaving it 
unless it is necessary. If we had no party allegiance, our politics would become 
mere windy anarchy, and, under present conditions, our government could hardly 
continue at all. If we had no independence, we should always be running the risk 
of the most degraded kind of despotism,—the despotism of the party boss and the 
party machine.”77  
 
Though Roosevelt shared the Mugwumps’ stated belief in great parties and not small 

ones, he distrusted their skepticism and restraint. For all his praise of the Federalist, the political 

reflections of men who “had struggled against their adversaries and prevailed,” Roosevelt 

preferred moral exhortation on virtue to Publius’s warnings about the dangers of unchecked 
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power.78 After all, TR charged up San Juan Hill while the Anti-Imperialist League worried about 

the baleful effects from overseas expansion. Unlike La Follette, Roosevelt never claimed that 

platforms should bind candidates. In this sense, La Follette, though substantively the more 

radical figure, hewed closer to the old model. 

The Progressive Party’s upper ranks divided between idealists such as the forester 

Gifford Pinchot,79 whom Roosevelt called “moonbeamers,” and the money men, including 

notably Frank Munsey, a press baron, and George W. Perkins, a longtime Morgan associate who 

had worked on the vast mergers that created International Harvester and U.S. Steel, and, as the 

campaign’s executive secretary and later chair of the party’s executive committee, the nerve 

center of its competing factions.80 Perkins heartily approved of Roosevelt’s plans to subject the 

trusts to public control—not to bust them up, as Wilson, and many Republicans from the West, 

preferred.81 

Together, Munsey and Perkins gave the party almost half its funds. Given this 

inconvenient fact, the party pointed up givers’ high-minded purposes. To low-dollar donors, The 

Progressive Volunteer, a short-lived monthly, explained that “the significant thing about the 

Progressive movement is that the average citizen is waking up to the fact that if he wants the 
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corrupt boss put out of business, he has got to help do it.”82 Similarly, in a December 1912 

speech, Perkins looked to the dues paid into the largest mass party in the world, the Social 

Democratic Party of Germany, but strapped that emulation to the educational style: dues would 

benefit not only the collective party but the individual citizen. “It is the citizen’s duty to vote. It 

is equally his duty and his privilege to pay for the election, at which he votes.”83 As for men like 

Perkins, himself—and here the limits of Progressivism come into sharp relief—the party stressed 

the problem of incentives and not the problem of wealth. “The country,” said a sympathetic 

newspaper, “has been served too long and too often by men who went into politics and got places 

in Government BECAUSE THEY WERE FIT FOR NOTHING ELSE IN PARTICULAR.”84 

Many of the Progressive Party’s natural supporters lay on left wing of what Roosevelt in 

a 1912 letter called “rural Toryism,”85 especially in the West, but the New Nationalism had little 

to offer traditional Republican progressives keen on low tariffs and trust-busting.86 Roosevelt 

ultimately won twenty-seven percent of the popular vote, four points ahead of Taft, but only six 

states: Pennsylvania, Michigan, Minnesota, South Dakota, Washington, and, by the narrowest of 

margins (174 votes in the final tally) his running mate Hiram Johnson’s California. In the South, 

he managed a quarter of the vote only in North Carolina. 

The Progressives who bolted from the rump Republican Party in 1912 admired the men 

who founded the Republican Party. They, too, had met the central challenge of their age with the 
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most appropriate instrument: a new party. However, where free labor ideology had guided 

Republicanism, the Progressives of 1912 never quite figured out what distinctive partial partisan 

loyalty would cleave the electorate.87 Their issues were a grab-bag from political reform to the 

eight-hour day to stewardship over the trusts. The Progressive platform was, said a magazine, “as 

tedious as one of the inventory passages in a Walt Whitman poem.”88 In a letter to Gifford 

Pinchot ten days after the election, Roosevelt rendered the diagnosis: 

“We have not clear-cut issues as to which we take one side and our opponents the 
other side, and as to which the conscience of the people is deeply stirred. Our issues 
are as vital to the welfare of the country as those of the Republicans in ’56, but our 
opponents insincerely champion them instead of openly opposing them, and in 
consequence it is a matter of incredible difficulty to shake loose from the old parties 
men who profess adherence to our principles.”89 
 
Progressives admired a balance among social forces, and if their exhortations can seem 

trite, then the more wisdom and power to the balancer. As Roosevelt told a Lincoln Day dinner 

in 1913, “Our policy alone can permanently benefit property and business because our policy is 

to put both property and business in their proper relations with humanity.”90 

The Progressive prophecy of party emerged from and acquiesced in the racial hierarchies 

that structured American life. When they attacked corrupt party procedures and ill-informed 

voters, Progressives pointed to African-Americans in the South whom Republicans had once 

championed. In an August 1912 open letter to Julian Harris, a white Atlanta editor, Theodore 

Roosevelt bemoaned the “venality… of the negro delegates from these Southern States,” 
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favoring instead a Progressive Party “appealing to the best white men in the South.”91 Similarly, 

Walter Weyl brought forward the Mugwump fear of mass suffrage. “An added impulse was 

given to an unthinking party loyalty,” he warned, “through the sudden enfranchisement of the 

Negroes, and their admission to the Republican party.”92 

Roosevelt, whose mother hailed from the South, knew well that a majority in the 

Electoral College would mean getting electoral votes at a minimum from the border states, and 

saw opportunities with the glimmerings of industrialization in the South. He stressed that “We 

appeal to the sons of the men who followed Lee no less than to the sons of the men who followed 

Grant.”93 In a critical controversy, the Progressives attempted a sectional straddle that was also 

an attempt to escape an inconvenient legacy of Republicanism. The Provisional National 

Progressive Committee voted, over the objections of Jane Addams and other social reformers, to 

seat lily white delegations from across the South despite, in many instances, serious procedural 

shenanigans. At the same time, African-Americans served in delegations from across the North, 

and held two seats apiece on each of the convention’s standing committees. Though it tabled a 

motion to label the Progressives a “white man’s party,” the committee adopted resolutions 

allowing state parties to certify their own delegates, and praising the Colonel’s letter to Julian 

Harris. The former was precisely the issue the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party would 

raise in 1964—and the Progressive Party of 1912 took the side that liberal reformers a half 

century later found so deeply abhorrent.94  
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Social Reform and the Political Party 

Paradoxically, if the Progressive Party left a legacy of personalism, it also tried to marry 

programmatic responsibility with technocracy. In a sharp departure from 19th-century radicalism, 

including the Socialist candidacies of Eugene Debs, the calls for a vastly reconfigured state came 

yoked to a celebration of elite expertise. Social reformers, women (most of whom could not vote 

for the party) and men, flocked to the Bull Moose, more for its platform than for its standard-

bearer, whom they distrusted.95  

The Progressive platform incorporated recommendations from a comprehensive report 

issued by a who’s-who of reformers, including Florence Kelley and Walter Rauschenbusch.96 It 

combined support for “the adoption of a system of social insurance adapted to American use”97 

with ambivalence toward unions (after a long back-and-forth, the platform ultimately straddled 

on the labor injunction) and a record on race that the social workers fought but that did not 

dissuade them from support.98 As twentieth-century labor-liberalism emerged from the 

interweaving of those three strands, its horizons expanded beyond the left wing of the 

Progressive Party. 

Following the 1912 election, a short-lived Progressive National Service, under the 

directorship of Frances Kellor, a reformist expert on immigration who had spent time at Hull 

House, sought to formalize this connection. The Service left little direct imprint. It was 
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underfunded and faced perpetual conflict. Gender was always an implicit and often an explicit 

point of conflict with George W. Perkins, who held the Progressives’ purse strings; the archives 

are filled with denials to pay even for a single new desk lamp.99 Their disagreements came less 

on the issue that most concerned Perkins, the trusts, than on the reformers’ enthusiastic backing 

for social reform, and their desire to spend on a comprehensive campaign to educate voters.  

Ordinary citizens’ preferences and expert knowledge from the emergent social science 

would supplant mass party organizations. National policy programs, maintained on “lines of 

principle,” would bring “political economic thought of the day” together with “the will of the 

people.” Yet, as ever in Progressivism, the calls for principle came louder than the particular 

principles came clear. As a pamphlet explained: 

“Party lines must not be drawn by individual candidates, but by the political and 
economic thought of the day. What is the will of the people? How can it be made 
effective? That is what the Progressive Service proposes to find out and to 
accomplish. It is supported by the voluntary contributions of those who believe in 
its aims, and by no one else…. It is part of the Progressive Party, and the 
Progressive Party is bound by a contract with the people: 
1. To destroy the invisible government; 
2. To establish politics of social responsibility; 
3. To maintain party integrity on lines of principle; 
4. To campaign for political ideals.”100 

 
The Progressive National Service never figured out how to marry the slow pace and 

tentative conclusions of social science with rapid-fire electoral combat. A century’s worth of 

think tanks, consultants, and self-anointed messaging experts would fill that void. Yet for all its 

innovation, the Service—and here parallels to La Follette in Wisconsin suggest themselves—
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held fast to an old formalism. The party itself, not any campaign or para-organization, would 

develop policies and fit them to “party integrity.” The latter-day Frances Kellors serve as 

campaign advisors or think-tankers angling for a plum job in the White House or a powerful 

agency. They assuredly do not work year in and year out on party payroll. Still, the portents are 

striking. The Service’s vision of a politics made by technocrats in service to a common good still 

redounds to points in the center and a bit to its left, both in Obamaesque visions of benevolent 

technocracy and in the claims of anti-party groups like No Labels that experts’ preferred policies 

always prove congruent with the popular will.101  

 

Women’s Suffrage and Beyond 

Women rode the currents that washed away the old edifices. The world of nineteenth-

century mass politics was a deeply male world. At times, its spaces opened to women.102 

Women’s political activism was strongest in the party-movements that challenged the Democrats 

and Republicans, including the Populists.103 In the Progressive Era, women, still denied the 

franchise everywhere except in a smattering of states in the West, mobilized in clubs and 

pressure groups apart from the old parties, with particular impact at the state level.104 The direct 

impact of Progressivism on suffrage, and certainly the effect of the Progressives’ suffrage plank 
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is often overestimated.105 The suffragist wave, with support from the northern working class and 

in the South, began to crest just as the Progressive impulse receded. 

The strong counterfactual, that women’s suffrage could not have coexisted with the old 

party politics, that elimination of the booze-soaked party tickets, or for that matter the clubby 

relations between senators and state legislators, proved a necessary condition for suffrage, seems 

too strong. Certainly, comparative evidence suggests women would gain the vote sometime early 

in the twentieth century, in the Civil Rights era at the very, very, very latest. The question is less 

whether women’s suffrage would arrive than when, how, and with what implications for other 

political and social arrangements. Women, critically, gained the vote only after the democratic 

promise incipient in the 19th century’s popular politics had waned. No prophecy of party 

accompanied women’s entrance into the electorate or to the parties themselves. 

Nevertheless, changes in the structure of politics had enormous effects after ratification 

of the Nineteenth Amendment. Politics had moved from mass display toward privatized spaces 

that the women in party politics after suffrage had, slowly and painfully, to pry open.106 Inside 

parties, women increasingly took over the lower-level work—but to little avail in the new world 

of professionals and consultants. Instead, “like clerks, women party workers encountered 
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diminished chances for mobility and control over their work when compared to their nineteenth-

century male counterparts.”107 

In 1924, Robert La Follette ran for the presidency on a third-party line that took again the 

label of Progressive. It was a cobbled-together farmer-labor fusion under the hybrid label of the 

Committee for Progressive Political Action, “more of an instinctive class movement” than in 

1912, and less confident in its prescriptions for political reform.108 Its basis was an old agrarian 

radicalism. Western farmers joined with the railway brotherhoods, angered at the nationwide 

injunction that put down the massive shopmen’s strike in 1922.109 The American Federation of 

Labor and the weakened Socialist Party signed up, as well. The 1924 insurgency offered no 

prophecy of party. Its constituent elements disagreed about whether they had actually created a 

new party at all, and did not try to form a full slate beyond the presidency. In Wisconsin, La 

Follette brokered among diverse elements in his coalition and made them into an efficient 

electoral army. Nationally, a coalition with many of the same elements never coalesced.  

The Bull Moosers divided. Those closest to Roosevelt, almost to a one, had returned to 

the Republican camp. They repudiated the Colonel’s old foe and excoriated his misuse of the 

Progressive label. In 1912, they explained in a statement, Roosevelt had “sought the welfare of 

all the people, not the welfare of class against class.” A more eclectic set from the fringes of 

1912, including Jane Addams, Harold Ickes, Gifford Pinchot, and Herbert Croly, backed La 
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Follette.110 In the end, La Follette won only his home state (the last time a third-party candidate 

won any state outside the Confederacy) and placed second in eleven states that swept westward 

from Wisconsin. Soon after the election, the Committee for Progressive Political Action 

disbanded and, in June 1925, La Follette died from heart failure. 

Though Progressivism faded, the Progressive reforms endured. Harding and Coolidge, 

for all their revival of the old ways, never embraced the old Whig doctrines of party that had 

animated William Howard Taft.111 Despite minor rear-guard actions in the 1920s, essentially no 

states reversed course on the direct primary. Tellingly, among ten governors surveyed in 1923, 

eight preferred primaries that would directly nominate candidates over primaries that would 

choose delegates to state conventions; only two of nine state party chairs concurred. Though 

party organizations grumbled, they adapted.112  

The era of the great state Republican bosses, most successfully “the Easy Boss,” Thomas 

Platt of New York, had ended.113 Thanks to control over malapportioned state legislatures, a few 

state organizations that balanced cities, home to the rich businessmen who kept the coffers 

stocked, with the countryside, where the voters lived, survived until the New Deal, but the end 

was near. So, too for Republican city machines, even more careful than their Democratic 
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counterparts to keep tax rates low lest business succumb to the siren song of reform, as they hung 

on in Detroit, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and San Francisco.114  

The Democratic machines that endured had a sense of practical organization but not  a 

sense of party.115 At times, they moved toward a practical-minded social reform. The preeminent 

figure from this tradition is Robert F. Wagner, legislative powerhouse of New Deal liberalism 

and ever the loyal Tammany brave. In a 1937 address, Wagner declared that “Tammany Hall 

may justly claim the title of the cradle of modern liberalism in America.”116 With their practical 

liberalism, or perhaps a dealmaking multiculturalism, the urban pragmatists echo even down to 

the present-day Democratic Party. More often, machines aimed simply to direct patronage to 

their core constituencies—and so, to protect the web of tangible divisible benefits that had 

survived from the prior political order, tamped down the mass mobilization that had 

characterized the age of the torchlight parade.117 The machines that survived the New Deal often 

applied both models at once: liberalism in national politics and divide-and-conquer at home.118 

Even when they kept control over city and state organizations, and with the latter their 

delegations to national conventions, the machines’ power in the polity waned. They remained 

custodians of the old Van Buren model that kept nomination close and (backscratchingly, 

reformers would say) rewarded pragmatic partisans. But without the webs of partisan 
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connections that the Progressives had cut asunder, those claims, reasserted at conventions, came 

distant. There was no full counterattack. Instead, the figures between top leadership and ordinary 

citizenry—the activists, community leaders, brokers, civic leaders, opportunists, cranks, 

ambitious young people of talent—who once saw their path to influence entirely through the 

political party all scattered. That was the cost as new groups and forms of activism rose 

alongside the traditional party organizations.   

 

The Progressive Legacy 

As successive generations have grappled with the profound Progressive legacy, they have 

seized on those pieces most salient to the parties of their own time. At midcentury, efforts to 

make parties responsible at a time when they seemed stalled and blurred sought to harness the 

nationalizing and programmatic side of Progressivism, to make the parties mean something. 

Looking back from the 1970s, when fears of dealignment filled the air, Progressivism seemed 

like a one-way ratchet to break apart the institutions Van Buren and his ilk had built up and so 

destroy the wellsprings of party.  

In an age of hollow parties, energy against the parties directs itself less at the 

machinations of small parties than at “party elites” and their procedures. With Donald Trump in 

the White House, attention shifts especially to the guardrails, to the ways Progressivism opened 

up space for anti-system appeals of all stripe—left, right, and center—and, especially to the ways 

that its personalistic and plebiscitarian tendencies weakened the restraints against demagogy. The 

left-wing activist slamming the Democratic National Committee for its illegitimate 

machinations, the centrist on the Acela from New York to Washington worrying about all the 

politicians screwing up sensible good government led by the riders on that very train, and the 
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Trump voter looking beyond the mess to the leader’s boast that “I alone can save us”—all three 

archetypes of our political moment trace a Progressive inheritance. From the vantage point of 

2018, the Progressive attack on small parties hindered the formation not of extreme parties but of 

great parties. 

Since 1968, five contradictory tendencies, all with roots in the end of the Party Period, 

have transformed the parties: 

• The breakdown of parties at the state and local levels. 
• The buildup of national party organizations tied closely to the presidency and the 

pursuit of it. 
• The expansion in groups formally separate from the parties that harness activists’ 

energies. 
• The suspicion of nefarious backroom deals, and emphasis in parties’ internal 

affairs on openness and participation from ordinary citizens and activists.119 
• The delegitimation of formal parties as organizers of political conflict.  

 
Looming above all of these, and the reason the Progressive legacy stands so central, is the 

parties’ legitimation crisis: their incapacity to police boundaries, to sell compromises, to generate 

good feelings among supporters. The hollow parties do not trace back directly to the Progressive 

Era. The New Deal party system, the civil rights revolution and unfreezing of Southern political 

cleavages, and the new inequality have all intervened. But without the Progressive Era  there is 

no making sense of why, once polarized politics arrived, the parties proved so ill-suited to 

respond. In the Hollow Party Period, to return to the essential Progressive transformation, 

electoral politics became increasingly partisan politics but did not again become party politics.120 

In the early twenty-first century, the new experimental science of voter turnout—heir to 

the pioneering work of Chicago Progressives, Charles Merriam and Harold Gosnell—discovered 
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that community festivals, complete with hot dogs and cotton candy, located near polling places 

seemed substantially to raise turnout, even in presidential elections. It was as close a simulacrum 

to the polling place of the nineteenth century as American politics is likely to see.121 But the 

scholars came also with a warning: parties would not sponsor events with such uncertain 

spillovers.122 They would prefer, backed by microtargeting models and the money behind them, 

to hunt for voters one by one.123 To the older model of party, such reasoning would ring false. 

The Progressives killed positive party spirit, and the consequences flow alike into the anger and 

the apathy that together define contemporary American politics. 

The Progressives, finally, have loomed large as American liberals, especially those with a 

communitarian bent, looked in recent decades to unite energetic government with common 

purpose.124 Once upon a time, an efflorescence of civic energy solved long-festering problems. It 
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may do so again. With the Republican Party intolerant and intransigent, these thinkers have seen 

the Democrats as the sole repository for national action even as they have despaired at the small 

politics of a party too dependent on targeted appeals to its far-flung constituencies, and too thin 

its conception of the public good. And so they have limned the history of middle-class radicalism 

for answers. At some level, this search connects back to the fundamental problem of Left parties 

the world over, made more acute by the American electoral system, the Democrats’ peculiar 

character, and new “postmaterialist” class coalitions: without a working-class majority, they 

need support from the middle class.125 More than liberals’ other great historical touchstones—the 

Founding, the Civil War and Reconstruction, the New Deal, the Sixties—the Progressive Era 

engages the question of middle-class radicalism, its boundaries, its possibilities, its limits. The 

electoral search for a national majority and the intellectual search for a public philosophy 

converge on the Progressive legacy. Not surprisingly, they have looked to the philosophers more 

than to the politicians, not least because contemporary liberalism draws on but does not entirely 

embrace, to take the choices of 1912, Wilson, Roosevelt, and maybe even Debs. 

The cited thinkers vary—Walter Lippmann, Florence Kelley, Louis Brandeis, John 

Dewey, Jane Addams, and, foremost, Herbert Croly—and so do the lessons. At times, they focus 

on civic activism in states and cities, at other times on robust administrative capacity; like the 

Progressives themselves, they hardly present a unified front on the place of business in 
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democratic life. Stuck inside the cul-de-sac of looking for a civic savior, eyes turn to the 

presidency, which produces its own repeated cycles of disappointment as the rhetorical 

presidency’s reach exceeds the administrative presidency’s grasp.126 Barack Obama, who looked 

more consciously to the Progressives than had any of his predecessors since Franklin Roosevelt, 

serves as a case in point.127  

If the Democratic Party serves as the nation’s prime repository of shared civic 

commitments, then what is distinctly partisan in its vision? How should a party organized under 

those lines behave as a party? How do the civic commitments of party relate to all the other 

communities Americans have and want? How might loyal partisans think through the timeless 

questions of how to organize, when to compromise, whom to reward, and how to wield state 

power?128 The Progressive attack on small parties never resolved those quandaries.  

By 1924, Herbert Croly chafed at the limits of parties that “consider themselves the 

official spokesmen of a combination between popular good will and expert knowledge.” Instead, 

he argued: 

“Political divisions and classifications reflect the activities, the conflicts, the 
alliances and the rise or fall of social groups. They necessarily involve partisanship. 
One party may represent a progressive social movement and another resistance to 
it. But no party can represent liberalism in the sense of the application to politics of 
knowledge and good will as opposed, say, to dogma and group egotisms. 
Liberalism in that sense is an affair of the spirit and resides, if anywhere, in the 
individual human soul.”129 

                                                
126 In this sense, the contemporary “hobbyism” that Eitan Hersh deplores is entirely of a piece with disconnected 
middle-class radicalism. See his “Political Hobbyism: A Theory of Mass Behavior,” typescript, Tufts University, 
2017. Cf. Albert O. Hirschman, Shifting Involvements: Private Interest and Public Action, 2nd ed. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002). 
127 For a perceptive reading, see James T. Kloppenberg, Reading Obama: Dreams, Hope, and the American Political 
Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). Kloppenberg notes how race figures into the story in both 
time periods. “Ironically, Obama’s astounding advance against Progressivism’s most egregious sin seems to have 
placed in jeopardy all that he admires in the movement’s past achievements.” In his “Barack Obama and the 
Traditions of Progressive Reform,” in The Progressives’ Century, 448. 
128 Russell Muirhead, The Promise of Party in a Polarized Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014), 200-
216. 
129 Herbert Croly, “III. La Follette,” New Republic, October 29, 1924, 224. Cf. Felix Frankfurter, “Herbert Croly and 
American Public Opinion,” New Republic, July 16, 1930, 247-50. 
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Croly’s gnomic statement, though helpfully instructive in the limits of the Progressives’ 

airier notions of party, raises more questions than it answers. Whatever may reside in the human 

soul, the Progressive impulse to strengthen citizens and leaders at the expense of parties made all 

the more complex the venerable problem of governing inside a rickety American political 

system. And so the ironies of telling a party to learn from an age that mounted so determined an 

attack on the political party. 


