Why the Progressive Era?
In many ways, the Progressive Era
arose out of need. The number of
people in the United States almost
doubled from 1870 to 1900. Small
businesses gave way to huge
factories. The country’s economic
growth was off the charts. Each of
these brought new social problems
that the progressives wanted to fix.

The Eighteenth
Amendment
There was a big push in this era
to make alcohol illegal. Many
people thought that alcohol
kept society from being at its
best. This led to the passing of
the Eighteenth Amendment
in 1919. The amendment
banned the use and sale of
alcohol in the United States.
It was repealed 14 years
later.
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The Presidents
With the onset of the Progressive Era, two U.S. leaders
stood out. Each believed his reforms would help the
American people.

Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909)
“A great democracy must be progressive, or it
will soon cease to be great or a democracy.”
At 42, Theodore Roosevelt was the youngest person to
become president. He inspired a nation to ask for more
from its leaders.
As president, Roosevelt had a very progressive
agenda. One of his goals was to break up business
monopolies. These are companies with complete
control of certain goods in the market. First, the
company can set prices for the items it makes.
Second, product innovation is unlikely. A company
is less likely to try new things when it doesn’t have
to compete. The company becomes complacent,
and growth may stop. Many people thought
monopolies hurt the country.
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In 1890, the Sherman Antitrust Act was passed. It
gave the government power to break up trusts that
interfered with trade. But the act had rarely been put
to use. In 1902, Roosevelt used the act to break up a
railroad conglomerate. He asked the Justice Department
to prosecute them. After two long years, he won the case.
Over the next seven years, 43 other suits were brought
against companies. For his work, Roosevelt earned the
nickname “Trust-Buster.”

Mediator
Roosevelt was the first president to
take the side of laborers in a dispute.
There was a coal strike in 1902. The
miners wanted shorter hours and
higher pay. Roosevelt mediated a
meeting between the owners and
the workers. He was also the first
president to choose a peaceful path
instead of sending troops to break
up a strike.

Roosevelt’s Words
Roosevelt was a great speaker
who was known for creating
words and phrases like these:
• A bully pulpit is a position
that allows a person to
talk about issues and
raise awareness.
• A square deal means a
fair bargain.
• A muckraker looks into
and writes about
corruption in politics
and business.

This 1889 anti-monopoly cartoon
contributed to the passage of
the Sherman Antitrust Act.
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