Chapter 21 – Section 1

The Progressive Movement 


NARRATOR:  THE GROWTH OF THE GREAT MONOPOLIES OF AMERICAN BUSINESS IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY GAVE RISE TO ANOTHER GREAT TRADITION: THE MUCKRAKER

AS AMERICA BEGAN ITS DEPENDENCE ON PETROLEUM PRODUCTS, JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER AND HIS STANDARD OIL CORPORATION GREW RAPIDLY.   

IN HIS DRIVE TO TIGHTEN HIS HOLD ON THE OIL INDUSTRY, ROCKEFELLER SOUGHT TO USE EVERY CONCEIVABLE ADVANTAGE. 

SECRET DEALS AIMED AT DRIVING SMALLER COMPETITORS OUT OF BUSINESS WERE THE NORM.   AMONG THESE WAS A CONSPIRACY WITH THE MAJOR EASTERN RAILROADS CALLED “THE 1872 SOUTH IMPROVEMENT COMPANY.”  THE PLAN USED A FRONT COMPANY TO ALLOW HIDDEN REBATES AND KICKBACKS THAT WOULD LET STANDARD OIL AND ITS SUBSIDIARIES SHIP THEIR PRODUCTS AT RATES FAR LOWER THAN THEIR SMALLER RIVALS.    

THE SCHEME, AND MANY OTHERS LIKE IT, MADE FAIR COMPETITION WITH STANDARD OIL IMPOSSIBLE. 

AMONG THE MANY MEN CRUSHED BY ROCKEFELLER’S RUTHLESS TACTICS WAS AN INDEPENDENT REFINER FROM PENNSYLVANIA NAMED FRANK TARBELL.   THE PAINFUL MEMORY OF THE FAMILY’S FINANCIAL RUIN HAD A LASTING IMPACT ON TARBELL’S 15 YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER, IDA. 

DECADES LATER, IDA WAS LAUNCHING A CAREER AS A JOURNALIST IN PARIS WHEN HER ARTICLES DREW THE NOTICE OF PUBLISHER SIDNEY McCLURE.  

AS A WRITER FOR McCLURE’S MONTHLY, TARBELL WON PRAISE FOR HER INVESTIGATIVE ESSAYS ON LINCOLN AND NAPOLEON. BUT WHEN IDA RETURNED TO THE STORY THAT HAD CHANGED HER YOUNG LIFE, SHE HELPED REVOLUTIONIZE JOURNALISM. 

IN A 19 PART SERIES OF ARTICLES, PUBLISHED IN McCLURES BETWEEN 1902 AND 1904, TARBELL USED CAREFUL RESEARCH AND DETAILED INTERVIEWS TO EXPOSE THE DEALINGS THAT HAD LED TO THE RISE OF THE STANDARD OIL MONOPOLY.   

HER STYLE OF WRITING MADE COMPLEX TRANSACTIONS UNDERSTANDABLE TO THE AVERAGE READER.  THE ARTICLES HELPED STIMULATE WIDESPREAD OUTRAGE AGAINST THE BRUTAL BUSINESS TACTICS EMPLOYED BY THE “ROBBER BARONS” WHO HAD BUILT THE GREAT OIL, RAILROAD AND STEEL MONOPOLIES.

PRESIDENT THEODORE ROOSEVELT OBSERVED THE GROWING TIDE OF PROTEST SPURRED BY TARBELL AND A HANDFUL OF LIKE-MINDED WRITERS. HE COINED THE PHRASE “MUCKRAKER” TO DESCRIBE THEIR INVESTIGATIVE APPROACH TO FIGHTING CORRUPTION. 

THE AWARENESS AND ANGER CREATED BY IDA TARBELL HELPED USHER IN THE PROGRESSIVE MOVEMENT; A POPULIST REACTION TO CHANGES BROUGHT ON BY INDUSTRIALIZATION.  AMONG THE EARLIEST PROGRESSIVE VICTORIES WAS THE FIRST ENFORCEMENT OF FEDERAL ANTI-TRUST LAWS, WHICH LED TO DIVIDING STANDARD OIL IN 1911 INTO SEVERAL SMALLER, COMPETING COMPANIES.  

THE PROGRESSIVE NOTION OF JOURNALISM AS A CHECK ON THE POWER OF BIG BUSINESS AND GOVERNMENT WAS CEMENTED BY THE EFFORTS OF IDA TARBELL.  
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