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Local reforms coincided with progressive efforts at the 
state level. Spurred by progressive governors, many states 
passed laws to regulate railroads, mines, mills, telephone 
companies, and other large businesses.  

Under the progressive Republican leadership of Robert 
M. La Follette, Wisconsin led the way in regulating big 
business. “Fighting Bob” La Follette served three terms as 
governor before he entered the U.S. Senate in 1906. He 
explained that, as governor, he did not mean to “smash  

corporations, but merely to drive them out of politics, and 
then to treat them exactly the same as other people are 
treated.” La Follette’s major target was the railroad 
industry. He taxed railroad property at the same rate as 
other business property, set up a commission to regulate 
rates, and forbade railroads to issue free passes to state 
officials. Other reform governors who attacked big business 
interests included Charles B. Aycock of North Carolina and 
James S. Hogg of Texas. 
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As the number of child workers rose dramatically, 
reformers worked to protect workers and to end child labor. 
Businesses hired children because they performed unskilled 
jobs for lower wages and because children’s small hands 
made them more adept at handling small parts and tools. 
Immigrants and rural migrants often sent their children to 
work because they viewed their children as part of the 
family economy. Often wages were so low for adults that 
every family member needed to work to pull the family out 
of poverty. 

 In industrial settings, however, children were more 
prone to accidents caused by fatigue. Many developed 
serious health problems and suffered from stunted growth.  

Formed in 1904, the National Child Labor Committee  

sent investigators to gather evidence of children working in 
harsh conditions. They then organized exhibitions with  
photographs and statistics to dramatize the children’s 
plight. They were joined by labor union members who 
argued that child labor lowered wages for all workers. 
These groups pressured national politicians to pass the 
Keating-Owen Act in 1916. The act prohibited the 
transportation across state lines of goods produced with 
child labor. 
Two years later the Supreme Court declared the act 
unconstitutional due to interference with states’ rights to 
regulate labor. Reformers did, however, succeed in nearly 
every state by effecting legislation that banned child labor 
and set maximum hours.  
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The Supreme Court sometimes took a more sympathetic 
view of the plight of workers. In the 1908 case of Muller v. 
Oregon, Louis D. Brandeis—assisted by Florence Kelley and 
Josephine Goldmark—persuasively argued that poor working 
women were much more economically insecure than large 
corporations. Asserting that women required the state’s protection 
against powerful employers, Brandeis convinced the Court to 
uphold an Oregon law limiting women to a ten-hour workday.  

 

Other states responded by enacting or strengthening laws to 
reduce women’s hours of work. A similar Brandeis brief in 
Bunting v. Oregon in 1917 persuaded the Court to uphold a ten-
hour workday for men. 

Progressives also succeeded in winning workers’ 
compensation to aid the families of workers who were hurt or 
killed on the job. Beginning with Maryland in 1902, one state 
after another passed legislation requiring employers to pay 
benefits in death cases. 

Main Idea: 
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REFORMING ELECTIONS In some cases, ordinary citizens 
won state reforms. William S. U’Ren prompted his state of 
Oregon to adopt the secret ballot (also called the Australian 
ballot), the initiative, the referendum, and the recall. The 
initiative and referendum gave citizens the power to create laws. 
Citizens could petition to place an initiative—a bill originated by 
the people rather than lawmakers—on the ballot. Then voters, 
instead of the legislature, accepted or rejected the initiative by 
referendum, a vote on the initiative. The recall enabled voters to 
remove public officials from elected positions by forcing them to 
face another election before the end of their term if enough voters 
asked for it. By 1920, 20 states had adopted at least one of these 
procedures.  

In 1899, Minnesota passed the first mandatory statewide 
primary system. This enabled voters, instead of political 
machines, to choose candidates for public office through a special 
popular election. About two-thirds of the states had adopted some 
form of direct primary by 1915.  

 

It was the success of the direct primary that paved the way 
for the Seventeenth Amendment to the Constitution. Before 1913, 
each state’s legislature had chosen its own United States senators, 
which put even more power in the hands of party bosses and 
wealthy corporation heads. To force senators to be more 
responsive to the public, progressives pushed for the popular 
election of senators. At first, the Senate refused to go along with 
the idea, but gradually more and more states began allowing 
voters to nominate senatorial candidates in direct primaries. As a 
result, Congress approved the Seventeenth Amendment in 1912. 
Its ratification in 1913 made direct election of senators the law of 
the land.  

Government reform—including efforts to give Americans 
more of a voice in electing their legislators and creating laws—
drew increased numbers of women into public life. It also 
focused renewed attention on the issue of woman suffrage. 
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