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The late 1800s in the United States are often called the 
Gilded Age. The term came from a novel by that name. The 
Gilded Age highlights the inequality between wealthy 
business owners, who profited from the Industrial 
Revolution, and workers, who often labored under terrible 
conditions for little pay. Many people began to believe that 
the government should help fix this inequality. The first 
step was to get rid of  

In the late 1800s city and county politics were 
dominated by political machines–powerful organizations 
that used both legal and illegal methods to get their 
candidates elected to public office. For example, members 
of political machines sometimes stuffed ballot boxes with 
extra votes for their candidates. They also paid people to 
vote a certain way and then bribed vote counters. Through 
such actions, political machines could control local 
governments.  

Political machines were run by leaders called bosses. 
The machine’s boss frequently traded favors for votes. For 
example, the boss might hand out city  

jobs to unqualified people or allow an illegal business to 
operate. The bosses drew much of their support from 
immigrants. They became popular among poor families 
because of the services they provided, including jobs and 
social services such as a fire brigade. A Boston politician 
said that the role of the machine boss was “to be … 
somebody that any bloke [man] can come to … and get 
help.” 

     New York City’s political machine, Tammany Hall, 
was one of the most notorious. After winning city elections 
in 1888, members of Tammany Hall rewarded their 
supporters with about 12,000 jobs. As boss of Tammany 
Hall, William Marcy Tweed may have stolen up to $200 
million from the city. One man remembered how Tammany 
Hall stayed in power by intimidating voters:“Father used to 
say, ‘They know how you’re voting. You can’t fool them.’ 
He was a Republican at heart, but he had to vote 
Democratic in order that they didn’t find out and make it 
difficult for him.”—Henry Fenner, quoted in You Must 
Remember This,  

 

Corruption was also a problem in the federal 
government. Many people thought that the corruption 
extended to the presidential administration of Ulysses S. 
Grant. During Grant’s second term, federal officials were 
jailed for taking bribes from whiskey makers in exchange 
for allowing them to avoid paying taxes. Another scandal 
involved members of Congress who had taken bribes to 
allow the Union Pacific Railway to receive government 
funds. These scandals and others caused many Americans 
to question the honesty of national leaders. 

     In response, Americans began calling for changes in 
the civil service, the government job system. They disliked 
the spoils system, the practice of giving jobs to the winning 
candidates’ supporters. Thomas Jefferson was the first to 
reward supporters with jobs. After his administration, each 
time a new party took power, it replaced many government 
officials. Many new employees were unqualified and 
untrained. 

 

 By the late 1800s government corruption was so 
widespread that reformers demanded that only qualified 
people be given government jobs. 
In response, President Rutherford B. Hayes made minor 
reforms, such as firing a powerful member of the New 
York Republican political machine. President James A. 
Garfield also attempted reforms. But on July 2, 1881, 
Garfield was attacked and shot twice by a mentally unstable 
federal job seeker named Charles Guiteau. The president 
later died from his wounds, and Vice President Chester A. 
Arthur became president. 

     Arthur continued the push for reforms by backing 
the Pendleton Civil Service Act, which was passed in 1883. 
This law set up a merit system for awarding federal jobs. 
Under the Pendleton Act, more than 10 percent of 
government job applicants had to pass an exam before they 
could be hired. It was a start to reforming other government 
practices. 

 



A group of reformers known as Progressives were also 
working to improve society in the late 1800s. Progressives 
tried to solve problems caused by rapid industrial and urban 
growth. Their goals were to eliminate the causes of 
problems such as crime, disease, and poverty. They fought 
for reforms ranging from better working conditions to 
education programs in poor neighborhoods. 

Some journalists urged Progressives to action by 
writing stories that vividly described problems in U.S. 
society. These journalists were nicknamed muckrakers 
because they “raked up” and exposed the muck, or filth, of 
society. Muckrakers wrote about troubling issues such as 
child labor, racial discrimination, slum housing, and 
corruption in business and politics.  

     In 1902 and 1903 Lincoln Steffens wrote a series of 
articles in McClure’s Magazine exposing corruption in city  

government. In one article, he described how government 
officials in St. Louis, Missouri, used their positions to earn 
extra money illegally: “Men empowered to issue peddlers’ 
licenses and permits to citizens who wished to erect 
awnings or use a portion of the sidewalk for storage 
purposes charged an amount in excess of the prices 
stipulated [set] by law, and pocketed the difference.” —
Lincoln Steffens,The Shame of the CitiesAnother 
muckraker, Ida B. Tarbell, wrote articles criticizing the 
unfair business practices of the Standard Oil Company. 
Upton Sinclair exposed unsanitary practices in the meat-
processing industry in his novel The Jungle. 

Although such writing angered many politicians and 
business leaders, it also helped to unite Progressives. 
Muckrakers influenced voters, causing them to pressure 
politicians into backing reforms. 

American public kindergarten in St. Louis. By 1898 more than 4,000 kindergartens had opened in the United States. 

A major goal of Progressive reformers was to help the 
urban poor. You have read about the work of housing 
reformers, which led to the 1901 New York State Tenement 
House Act. Other Progressives started settlement houses 
similar to Jane Addams’s Hull House. People usually 
started settlement houses in poor areas in order to improve 
education, housing, and sanitation there. 

     The movement for urban reform also led to new 
professions, such as city planning and civil engineering. 
City planners helped design safer building codes and 
opened new public parks. Civil engineers improved 
transportation by paving streets and building bridges. 
Sanitation engineers tried to solve problems concerning 
pollution, waste disposal, and impure water supplies. Death 
rates dropped dramatically in areas where planners and 
engineers addressed these problems. 

     Progressives also believed that improving education 
would lead to a better society. In response to their demands 
for reform, states passed laws requiring all children to 
attend school. Some Progressives started kindergarten  

programs to help young city children learn basic social 
skills. In 1873 reformer Susan Blow opened the first 

Philosopher John Dewey was a key supporter of early 
childhood education. His motive was to help children learn 
problem-solving skills, not just memorize facts. This, he 
thought, would help them in everyday life. Dewey’s 
teaching methods became a model for progressive 
education across the country. 

     Progressives also worked to improve the education 
of medical professionals. In the late 1800s the United States 
lacked a ready supply of well-trained and professionally 
organized doctors. Researchers knew the causes of diseases 
such as pneumonia and tuberculosis. However, there were 
few medical organizations that could help spread this 
knowledge. 

     Under the leadership of Joseph McCormack, the 
American Medical Association (AMA) brought together 
local medical organizations in 1901. The AMA supported 
laws designed to protect public health and showed how 
Progressives could organize to help improve society. Other 
organizations followed the AMA’s lead. 

 

 


