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The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum              American History 
  Middle School 

 
 

UNIT 5 

The Turn of the Century 
1877–1919 

 
40-50-minute classes | 19-22 classes 

 

UNIT PREVIEW 
 

 
Structure 
 
LESSON 1 1877–1901 The Gilded Age   7-8 classes  p. 6 
 
LESSON 2 1901–1914 The Progressive Era   6-7 classes    p. 18 
 
LESSON 3 1914–1919 The Great War   6-7 classes   p. 28 
 
APPENDIX A Study Guides, Tests, and Writing Assignment    p. 38 
 
APPENDIX B Primary Sources        p. 58 
        
      
 

Why Teach the Turn of the Century 
 
There perhaps has never been a period of more dramatic transformation in America than the final 
decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth. The ways of life for tens of 
millions of Americans and immigrants changed frequently and rapidly in but a single lifetime. And 
amid all that was gained, some things were lost, and new challenges arose. Most poignantly, these years 
put to the test the country’s faith that the ideas and legacy of the American Founding could still be 
fruitfully applied in a modern age of industrialization and mass markets.   
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Enduring Ideas from This Unit 
 
1. The Gilded Age brought a great transformation to the American economy, society, and way of life—a 

transformation that included unparalleled benefits to the lives of millions of Americans, along with 
unprecedented challenges. 

2. The closing of the frontier in the West marked the end of an era in American history; the pioneering 
character of American society began to diminish, or shift its focus, as American energies became 
redirected to overseas interests. 

3. A group of reformers and political thinkers known as the Progressives sought to answer challenges 
associated with the Gilded Age through new ideas about the purpose and structure of government—
ideas they themselves considered to be a critique of the American Founding. 

4. The Great War was one of the greatest disasters in the history of mankind, and it forever changed 
America’s place on the world stage. 

 

 
What Teachers Should Consider 
 
The chief experience students should take away from the study of this unit is the great transformation 
that Americans living at the turn of the 20th century experienced. In a single lifetime, countless 
Americans went from a quiet, agrarian nation of dispersed small communities to an industrial and 
urban giant and world power. The texture of American life, especially for those in cities or near them, 
changed dramatically.  
 
Students should recognize the great benefits most Americans enjoyed from such changes, especially in 
their material standard of living. These changes did not “just happen”; entrepreneurial individuals 
made them happen. We should acknowledge, alongside these advantages, that there were disadvantages 
that some unskilled workers, small businesses, and new immigrants had to endure. 
 
Students should be directed toward aspects of the American past beyond its urban centers, particularly 
those of the Eastern Seaboard. There is much to be learned from the histories of the Old West, the 
frontier, and the American South during these decades, especially regarding U.S. government policy 
toward Native Americans and the status of African American civil rights.  
 
The challenges of the “Gilded Age” gave rise to new ways of thinking and a new generation of social 
and political thinkers who sought to solve the problems of the day through a more active government. 
The Progressives rethought the very concept of government, basing it on a new view of human nature 
and a “scientific” understanding of government as an activity that should be based on the application of 
expert knowledge. The changes that Progressives brought to the Constitution and government in the 
United States in many respects endure to the present day.  
 
Finally, the Great War is of paramount importance in the history of the 20th century, both for the world 
and for America. So many observers had begun the new century believing that the world was entering a 
century of peace and enlightenment, but their expectations were cruelly dashed, as the war’s 
unprecedented destruction left much of Europe in ruins. But at the same time, the power and 
responsibility the United States assumed in fighting the war established its essential place of leadership 
in the world order. 
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How Teachers Can Learn More 
  
TEXTS 
 

A Fierce Discontent, Michael McGerr 
The Myth of the Robber Barons, Burton Folsom 
The Guns of August, Barbara Tuchman 
The First World War, John Keegan 
World War I and America, A. Scott Berg 
American Heritage: A Reader, ed. Hillsdale College History Faculty 
   

ONLINE COURSES | Online.Hillsdale.edu  
 

The Great American Story 
American Heritage 
Civil Rights in American History 
Introduction to the Constitution 
Constitution 101 
Constitution 201 
 
 

Lesson Planning Resources 
 
TEACHER RESOURCES 
 

Land of Hope, Wilfred McClay 
A Teacher’s Guide to Land of Hope, Wilfred McClay and John McBride 
A Student Workbook for Land of Hope, Wilfred McClay and John McBride 
A Short History of World War I, James Stokesbury 
Fighting the Great War, Michael Neiberg 

 
STUDENT RESOURCES 
 

Land of Hope Young Reader’s Edition, Wilfred McClay 
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 

“Surrender,” Chief Joseph 
“Wealth,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Triumph of America,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Mission of the Populist Party,” William A. Peffer 
“The Cross of Gold,” William Jennings Bryan 
“The March of the Flag,” Albert J. Beveridge 
Platform, American Anti-Imperialist League 
Atlanta Exposition Address, Booker T. Washington 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Frederick Jackson Turner 
“What Is Progress?”, Woodrow Wilson 
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“The Presidency,” Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Talented Tenth,” The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. DuBois 
War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 
Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson 
League of Nations Speech, Henry Cabot Lodge  
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LESSON PLANS, ASSIGNMENTS,  
AND FORMATIVE QUIZ 
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Lesson 1 — The Gilded Age 
1877–1901 

 
7–8 classes 

LESSON OBJECTIVE 
 
Students learn about the rapid changes America underwent in the decades following the Civil War, 
especially in the realms of industrialization, technology, economics, and foreign policy.  
 
TEACHER PREPARATION  

 
Create a note outline based on the following: 
 

Student Texts 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition, Vol. 2 Chapters 1-4 
Primary Sources    See below. 

 
Teacher Texts 

Land of Hope      Pages 205–239 
A Teacher’s Guide to Land of Hope  Pages 200–208, 211–217, 234–236 
A Student Workbook for Land of Hope  Pages 120–123, 125–127, 142–143 

 
Online.Hillsdale.edu 

The Great American Story   Lectures 12-13 
Civil Rights in American History  Lectures 5-6 

 
 
STUDENT PREPARATION  
 

Assignment 1:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 1, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 
 
Assignment 2:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 2, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 

 
Assignment 3:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapters 3-4, and prepare for a reading 
quiz (provided below). 

 
 
CORE CONTENT IN THIS LESSON 

 
Geography & Places 

Pittsburgh 
Great Lakes 
Ellis Island 
Alaska 
North Dakota 
South Dakota 

Montana 
Washington 
Idaho 
Wyoming 
Utah 
Hawaiian Islands 
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Spain 
Cuba 
Puerto Rico 
Santiago Bay 

San Juan Hill 
Philippines  
Manila Bay 
China 

  
Persons 

Mark Twain 
Thomas Edison 
Cornelius Vanderbilt 
Andrew Carnegie 
John D. Rockefeller 
J. Pierpont Morgan 
Samuel Gompers 
Booker T. Washington 
George Washington Carver  

George Armstrong Custer 
Sitting Bull 
Rutherford B. Hayes 
James A. Garfield 
Grover Cleveland 
William Jennings Bryan 
William McKinley 
Theodore Roosevelt

 
Terms and Topics 

Homestead Act 
railroads 
Transcontinental Railroad 
industrialization 
patent 
steel 
self-made man 
coal 
oil refining 
Standard Oil Co. 
mass production 
division of labor 
monopoly 
“captains of industry” 
“robber barons” 
philanthropy 
urbanization  
immigration  
pollution 

Tuskegee Institute 
Plessy v. Ferguson 
frontier  
Battle of Little Bighorn 
political boss 
labor unions 
Populist Party  
bimetallism 
Cross of Gold 
social gospel 
The Influence of Sea Power  

upon History 
USS Maine 
yellow journalism 
Spanish-American War 
Rough Riders 
Philippine-American War 
Open Door Policy 

 
Primary Sources 
 “Surrender,” Chief Joseph 

“Wealth,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Triumph of America,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Mission of the Populist Party,” William A. Peffer 
“The Cross of Gold,” William Jennings Bryan 
“The March of the Flag,” Albert J. Beveridge 
Platform, American Anti-Imperialist League 
Atlanta Exposition Address, Booker T. Washington 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Frederick Jackson Turner 
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To Know by Heart 
“The New Colossus” —Emma Lazarus  
“Pledge of Allegiance” —Francis Bellamy 
“America the Beautiful” —Katharine Lee Bates 

 
Timeline 
 1869  Transcontinental Railroad completed 
 1898  Spanish-American War 

1901  Oil discovered in Beaumont, Texas 
 

Images  
Historical figures and events 
New inventions 
The “Golden spike” picture  
First professional sports teams 
Western settlement under the Homestead Act 
Maps of railroad lines over time 
Mansions of industrial leaders 
Philanthropic buildings 
Brooklyn Bridge 
First skyscrapers 
Cityscapes 
Factories and workers 
Life in tenement buildings 
Immigrants on boats and at Ellis Island 
Statue of Liberty construction 
First greenbacks 
Electoral maps 
American battleships 
Images and uniforms of Spanish and American officers and soldiers 
Depictions of figures at various scenes and moments in battle 
Maps: overall strategies, specific battles 
Medical equipment 
Reenactment photos

 
 
 
 
 
STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART  
 

§ Biographies and the roles of Elijah McCoy, Thomas Edison, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew 
Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, J. P. Morgan, Samuel Gompers, Booker T. Washington, Grover 
Cleveland, William Jennings Bryan, William McKinley, and Theodore Roosevelt 

§ Grenville Dodge’s account of the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad at Promontory 
Point, Utah 

§ Thomas Edison’s account of the first successful lightbulb 
§ Albert Goodwill Spalding’s account of innovations in baseball 
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§ James Naismith’s account of inventing basketball 
§ J. P. Morgan’s bailouts of the federal government 
§ Frank Lloyd Wright on first seeing a city 
§ Accounts of the Great Chicago Fire 
§ Jacob Riis photographing life of the poor in the cities 
§ Barton Simonson’s account of the Haymarket Square riot 
§ Immigrant stories 
§ Edward Steiner’s account from Ellis Island 
§ Robert Louis Stevenson’s travel with immigrants on a train from New York to California 
§ Chief White Bull’s account of Custer’s Last Stand at Little Bighorn 
§ The exploits of Jesse James 
§ Hamilton Wick’s account of the Oklahoma Land Rush 
§ Black Elk’s account of the massacre at Wounded Knee 
§ Rutherford B. Hayes’s promotion of Frederick Douglass to marshal in Washington, D.C. 
§ The assassination of James Garfield 
§ William Jennings Bryan’s “Cross of Gold” speech 
§ The explosion of the USS Maine 
§ The surrender of Guam 
§ Theodore Roosevelt and the Rough Riders in the Spanish-American War 
§ Richard Harding Davis’s account of the Battle of San Juan Hill 

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND  
 

§ How did America change after the Civil War with respect to the agrarian makeup of its 
economy, workforce, and population distribution? 

§ What sorts of technological changes were developed in the late 19th century?  Which were the 
most important and why? 

§ Why were the railroads so significant to the transformation of the American economy? 
§ What are some of the beneficial developments produced during the Gilded Age? 
§ What were some of the characteristics of America’s most successful companies and 

businessmen?  In what ways were they similar and in what ways different? 
§ What challenges emerged from the technological and economic changes during the Gilded 

Age? 
§ What problems did farmers face during the Gilded Age? 
§ Why did so many people immigrate to the United States in the late 19th century? 
§ To what extent did immigrants assimilate into the American populace?  What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of this situation? 
§ How did the relationship between the employer and employee change relative to the size of a 

business? 
§ How did labor unions organize, and how did businesses and government officials sometimes 

respond? 
§ What was life like for African Americans in the late 19th century? 
§ What were Booker T. Washington’s ideas for improving conditions for African Americans? 
§ What did the U.S. Supreme Court rule in Plessy v. Ferguson? 
§ What happened in the western United States with respect to relations between Native 

Americans and the U.S. government? 
§ What was the nature of the gold standard–bimetallism debates?  What groups preferred which 

standard, and why? 
§ Who belonged to the Populist Party, and what was its platform? 
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§ What was the significance of the frontier in American history?  What effects might its “closing” 
have on America? 

§ How did the idea of a more active foreign policy and imperialism contend with the American 
Founding and foreign policy precedent? 

§ Where did America expand during the McKinley administration, and why? 
§ How did the Spanish-American War begin, and why was it fought? 
§ For what reasons did the Americans soundly defeat the Spanish in the Spanish-American War? 
§ What issues did America face in the Philippines and Cuba following the Spanish-American 

War?  
§ How did America’s imperial ventures compare to those of the nations of Europe and of Japan 

at the time? 
§ Questions from the U.S. Civics Test: 

- Question 67: Name two promises that new citizens make in the Oath of Allegiance. 
- Question 68: How can people become United States citizens? 
- Question 117: Name one American Indian tribe in the United States. 
- Question 118: Name one example of an American innovation. 
- Question 120: Where is the Statue of Liberty?  
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KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
The lives of Americans underwent an unprecedented transformation in the decades following 
Reconstruction. Many of the policies and practices of centralized action forged during the Civil War 
continued and expanded into other parts of the American economy and society. Simultaneously, the 
entire developed world was undergoing a period of remarkable and rapid technological development. 
The benefits from these changes were immense, but they also presented a number of new challenges to 
the lives of ordinary Americans. Students should come to appreciate the great extent of this upheaval and 
transformation of daily life that Americans experienced within a single lifetime. They should also 
understand the many benefits of these changes and be asked to consider the balance between those 
benefits and their costs. 
 
Teachers might best plan and teach The Gilded Age with emphasis on the following approaches: 
 

§ Introduce students to Mark Twain and his branding of the final decades of the 19th century as a 
“gilded age.” Ask students what “gilded” means, then have them think throughout the lesson 
about why Mark Twain applied this term to these decades—and whether he was right to do so.  

§ The Gilded Age is one period in teaching American history where the narrative form is more 
difficult to employ, simply because so much was changing all at once, while isolatable events of 
great historical import were less common. Because the Gilded Age is a period for which a 
conventional chronological narrative form is difficult to employ, consider dividing this lesson 
into halves. First, teach about the major changes in American life, the economy, and society 
from Reconstruction to 1900, giving students an experience of the rapid and rather disorienting 
pace of change that defined the period. Then move on to a more chronological treatment of 
political history during the same years. The political events of the era will remain more muted 
than in other periods, reflecting the primacy of large structural forces over politics.  

§ Help students to recognize and understand two critical causes of the great changes America 
experienced after the Civil War: the use of mass organization and the development of mass 
production—both derived from fighting and supplying the war. With many of the institutions, 
policies, skills, and even equipment still in place following the war, it was natural to apply these 
practices and knowledge to peacetime endeavors, especially in manufacturing. At the same 
time, a series of new inventions worked together within the mass production mechanisms from 
wartime America to expand at a breakneck pace the capacity of production, as well as the size 
of markets. 

§ In general, help students to understand the significant shift away from agrarianism and toward 
urban living and working, and how this shift marked a major change in most Americans’ way 
of life. 

§ Highlight for students the most significant inventions created or significantly improved during 
the mid- to late 19th century. These would include, among others: improved railroads 
(including standard gauges, time zones, the automatic lubricator, and the air brake); the steel 
cast plow; the mechanical reaper; the light bulb; the flush toilet and sewer system; the elevator 
brake; the Bessemer process; steel cable; and the telephone. Most such inventions were 
developed or at least monetized in America. Ask students to imagine life without these things. 
Also include the inventions that responded to the growing capacity for leisure in the life of the 
middle class: the gramophone, professional sports, department stores, mail-order retail, 
amusement parks, etc. With each major invention, explain briefly how it worked, the need it 
met, and the impact it had. Students should especially appreciate America’s revolutionary 
patent system, which vigorously protected inventions and innovations—including intellectual 
property rights—all under the banner of private property. 
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§ Above all, spend time on the foundational inventions that made most of the others possible and 
drove the many changes American life was undergoing. If iron, coal, and textiles undergirded 
the First Industrial Revolution, then steel, oil, and electricity drove the Second Industrial 
Revolution. Take the time to explain the importance of these inventions and industries, 
including the major figures associated with them, such as Andrew Carnegie, John D. 
Rockefeller, and Thomas Edison. 

§ Review with students the main tenets of the American economic system: free-market 
capitalism, private property, the rule of law, contract enforcement, and patents. Remind 
students that this system had largely defined America from colonial times through the Gilded 
Age and was responsible for much of America’s prosperity, upward mobility, and economic 
opportunity afforded to its people. 

§ In the course of teaching about these industries, walk students through some of the major 
economic and business practices that allowed for the tremendous rate of change and the scale 
of production, such as economies of scale, mass production, and the division of labor. 
Alongside these practices were general incorporation laws that continued from emergency 
measures enacted during the Civil War. Thanks to such instruments, capital was easier to raise 
than ever before, allowing entrepreneurs to take full advantage of the possibilities new 
technology afforded them. 

§ In discussing the major business leaders of the Gilded Age, present the two disparate ways these 
leaders are sometimes described: “captains of industry” and “robber barons.” As with all 
historical figures, teach these figures as the facts lead you. The accomplishments and benefits 
these men provided are impossible to ignore, while there are also broader questions that might 
be raised about certain specific business practices. Specificity is key, as in all historical 
controversies. Discourage your students from making sweeping generalizations, either 
favorable or unfavorable.  

§ From the conversation on business practices, pivot to other underlying challenges that 
economic changes brought to American life. This conversation should include the livelihood of 
small businesses and farmers, working conditions for unskilled laborers, and general life in 
America’s growing cities. Accompanying these changes and challenges was a massive 
immigration wave—“nearly 12 million immigrants …[arrived] between 1870 and 1900” (link). 
Students should understand the many reasons why these immigrants came to America, 
especially its positive attraction compared to their status in the Old World. Students should 
appreciate the effects of so many immigrants all at once settling in already crowded cities and 
joining the urban workforce. They should also learn about the various reasons for ethnic and 
religious resistance of the native-born to the Catholic, Jewish, and Orthodox immigrants of 
eastern and southern Europe, and how the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was the only law in 
American history to outlaw immigration based solely on national origin. Students should also 
consider the importance of citizenship education with so many new people added to the 
country. 

§ Discuss the emergence of some labor unions to advocate for better working conditions and 
wages. Note also the several major strikes and sometimes violence that accompanied these 
efforts, such as the Molly Maguires, the Great Railroad Strike, the Haymarket Square riot, the 
Homestead Strike, and the Pullman Strike. 

§ Teach about the political machines and bosses that emerged in the cities in this period of rapid 
urban growth.  

§ Consider changes in life outside of America’s major cities. Include in these conversations the 
status of African Americans, who faced continued discrimination, literacy tests, poll taxes, Jim 
Crow, convict leasing, and violence, particularly (but not exclusively) in the states of the former 
Confederacy. Many of these practices were led by members of the Ku Klux Klan as it terrorized 

https://www.loc.gov/classroom-materials/united-states-history-primary-source-timeline/rise-of-industrial-america-1876-1900/immigration-to-united-states-1851-1900/
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African Americans, immigrants, Catholics, Jews, and Republicans. At the same time, discuss 
the response of Anna Julia Cooper, Booker T. Washington, and the Tuskegee Institute to these 
circumstances, and record the successes African Americans achieved in other places in 
America. Teach also about the U.S. Supreme Court’s declaration in Plessy v. Ferguson that 
discrimination that was “separate, but equal” was constitutional. Students should consider the 
extent to which such a ruling is consistent with the principles they studied about the American 
Founding.  

§ Teach about the American West, from cowboys and cattle drives to the Plains Indians and U.S. 
government policy toward them. As with the other lessons on relationships between Native 
Americans, settlers, and the U.S. government, important questions of justice and prudence 
should be directed toward the actions of all parties. 

§ Finally, while teaching about the West, briefly share with students the developing art of the 
American West; the gradual development of an American culture in music; and the literary 
output of Louisa May Alcott, Mark Twain, Emily Dickinson, Stephen Crane, and Laura Ingalls 
Wilder. 

§ Review with students the Compromise of 1877 that put Rutherford B. Hayes in the White 
House. As for his administration itself, show how it was a welcomed reprieve from the 
corruption of the Grant administration. In his otherwise uneventful term, Hayes is noteworthy 
for vetoing legislation against Chinese immigrants and African Americans. 

§ With the Benjamin Harrison administration, introduce the growing debate over the gold 
standard vs. bimetallism, which should be viewed along with trusts and tariffs as the defining 
economic issues of the late 19th century. Students should be made to understand that, although 
this subject seems a bit esoteric, it was of great importance for ordinary American families.  

§ Against this backdrop, discuss the rise of the Populist Party and William Jennings Bryan, 
including his 1896 campaign against William McKinley, during which he delivered his “Cross 
of Gold” speech at the Democratic National Convention. 

§ Discuss the new military technology that had been developed since the Civil War, the growing 
U.S. Navy, the “closing” of the Western frontier, the “social gospel,” and shifts in the European 
balance of power that further fueled colonization and imperialism among those powers, 
especially in Africa and Asia. Pages 225-231 of Land of Hope are helpful for highlighting 
America’s first forays into overseas possessions and the inherent tension between this policy 
and the principles of the American Founding—a tension evident in the debates of the time. 

§ Teach the Spanish-American War with brevity, in accordance with the way it was fought. Give 
proper attention to the role of yellow journalism leading up to the war, the tales of Theodore 
Roosevelt and the Rough Riders, America’s resounding victory, and the challenges that 
followed the war. 

 
STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Assignment 1:  Explain how America changed in the decades following Reconstruction and 
what accounted for those changes (1-2 paragraphs). 
 
Assignment 2:  Explain the extent to which American foreign policy under William McKinley 
both departed from and held to America’s traditional stance toward international affairs (1 
paragraph).   
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Name______________________________     Date_______________ 
 
Reading Quiz 

 
The Turn of the Century | Lesson 1, Quiz #1 

Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol. 2, Chapter 1 
 
DIRECTIONS: Answer each question. 
 
1. According to the book, what was the purpose of the Grand Review of the Union Armies in 

1865?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What was America’s first “big business?” 
 
 
 
 
 

3. In 1879, who had control of 90% of the nation’s oil refining capacity? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Who was the man so powerful that even the American economy was dependent on him 
during the turn of the century? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What was a consequence of the standardization of time zones in post-Civil War America? 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 1, Quiz #2 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol. 2, Chapter 2 

 
DIRECTIONS: Answer each question. 
 
1. Name two elements of the daily life of American citizens that deteriorated with the growth 

of cities. 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Where did unskilled workers and disoriented immigrants turn to in place of labor unions? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. By 1890, where was the bulk of American immigration coming from? 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What kind of neighborhoods did most immigrants live in upon arriving in American 

cities? 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What was the shocking declaration made by the 1890 U.S. Census? 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 1, Quiz #3 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol. 2, Chapters 3-4 

 
DIRECTIONS: Answer each question. 
 
1. What was the style of journalism responsible for inflaming American public opinion in 

favor of Cuba’s independence from Spain?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Who was the U.S. president who declared war against Spain in 1898 over the independence 
of Cuba? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How long did the Spanish-American War last? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Whom did President McKinley appoint as the civil governor of the Philippines after the 
War?  
 
 
 
 
 

5. What was the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine?  
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Lesson 2 — The Progressive Era 
1901–1914 

 
6-7 classes 

LESSON OBJECTIVE 
 
Students learn about the issues the Progressive movement sought to address, how its political 
philosophy compared to that of the American Founding, and how Progressive policy changed 
American government, politics, and economics. 
 
TEACHER PREPARATION  

 
Create a note outline based on the following: 
 

Student Texts 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition, Vol. 2 Chapters 5-6 
Primary Sources    See below. 

 
Teacher Texts 

Land of Hope      Pages 240-258 
A Teacher’s Guide to Land of Hope  Pages 232–239 
A Student Workbook for Land of Hope  Pages 142–145 

 
Online.Hillsdale.edu 

The Great American Story   Lectures 14-15 
American Heritage    Lecture 8 
Introduction to the Constitution   Lecture 12 
Constitution 101    Lecture 8 
Constitution 201    Lectures 1-4 
Civil Rights in American History  Lecture 6 

   
STUDENT PREPARATION  
 

Assignment 1:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 5, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 

 
Assignment 2:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 6, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 

 
CORE CONTENT IN THIS LESSON 

 
Geography & Places 

Panama Canal 
Oklahoma 

New Mexico 
Arizona 

  
Persons 

Eugene V. Debs 
Woodrow Wilson 

W. E. B. DuBois    
William Howard Taft 
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Terms and Topics 

muckrakers 
The Jungle 
The Communist Manifesto 
social Darwinism 
socialism 
Progressivism 
Sherman Antitrust Act 
trust-busting  
Interstate Commerce Act 
The Square Deal 
conservationism 

national parks 

Roosevelt Corollary 
Bull Moose Party 
The New Freedom 
Election of 1912 
National Association for the  

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
Black Wall Street 
eugenics 
San Francisco Earthquake 
16th Amendment 
17th Amendment 

 
Primary Sources 
 “What Is Progress?”, Woodrow Wilson 

“The Presidency,” Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Talented Tenth,” The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. DuBois 
 

To Know by Heart 
“I aimed for the public’s heart, and … hit it in the stomach.” —Upton Sinclair 
“Speak softly and carry a big stick.” —Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Road Not Taken” —Robert Frost 

 
Timeline 
 1901  William McKinley assassinated 

Theodore Roosevelt becomes president 
 1908  William Howard Taft elected 
 1912  Woodrow Wilson defeats Taft and Roosevelt 
 June 14  Flag Day 
  
Images  

Historical figures and events 
Muckraker newspapers and cartoons 
Building the Panama Canal 
National Parks  
Eugenics propaganda 

 
STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
  

§ Biographies and the roles of Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, and William Howard Taft 
§ Stories of working conditions within various industries 
§ Pauline Cuoio Pepe’s account of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire 
§ Stories from Theodore Roosevelt’s life 
§ Jack London’s account of the San Francisco earthquake of 1906 
§ Theodore Roosevelt’s account of building the Panama Canal 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND  
 

§ How did journalists, churches, and charitable organizations seek to address the social 
challenges that came with a society of mass production, rapid industrialization, and 
urbanization? 

§ What were early 20th-century socialists’ main suggestions for controlling what they perceived as 
the dangers of private businesses, and what counterarguments were offered to their ideas?   

§ What contributions did Woodrow Wilson make to Progressivism, both as a thinker and as 
president? 

§ How did Progressives come to view human nature, history, and government in “Darwinian” 
terms, as a continual process of evolutionary improvement?  

§ What did Progressives mean by equality, and why did they believe equality of opportunity and 
dignity for ordinary citizens necessitated a powerfully activist government?  

§ How did Progressives critique individualism and the power of special interests, monopolies, 
and the wealthy in politics? 

§ In what ways did Progressives critique the Constitution as being too slow, mechanical, and at 
odds with itself, as presented in their critique of the separation of powers and of checks and 
balances? 

§ Why did Progressives believe that many of the Founders’ worries over the dangers of tyranny 
(especially majority tyranny) and constitutional limits on governmental power were outdated?  

§ What was “government by expertise,” and why did the Progressives argue for it? 
§ What were the problems some argued would arise through centralized decisions made by 

knowledgeable yet unelected experts? How did they compare to problems arising through 
dispersed decisions made by elected and accountable officials? 

§ In foreign policy, why did Progressives believe the world would become freer and more 
peaceful with the spread of democracy and international institutions? 

§ How did Progressives reframe the president as a visionary and rhetorical leader who sets the 
legislative agenda and guides general legislation through Congress? 

§ How did Theodore Roosevelt embrace Progressivism in his politics, in his presidential actions 
addressing the issues of the day, and in his foreign policy positions? 

§ What were the main ideas of W. E. B. DuBois? How were they both alike and different from 
those of other commentators on improving the condition of African Americans?  

§ How did the practice of eugenics fit with Progressives’ ideas on human improvement, 
government, and rights? 

§ Questions from the U.S. Civics Test: 
̵ Question 5: How are changes made to the U.S. Constitution? 
̵ Question 32: Who elects U.S. senators? 

 
 
 
KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
As America entered the 20th century, economic and social changes moved reformers toward new ideas, 
particularly about human nature, the purpose of government, and consequently the form of government 
institutions. Those who developed and adopted these beliefs worked to change American government. 
Their loosely coordinated social, political, and intellectual movement became known as Progressivism. 
Adherents to this new political philosophy explicitly critiqued in their own words some of the 
fundamental presumptions of the American Founders’ political theory. Students should understand what 
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challenges the Progressives sought to address, the substance of their new philosophy, and how they 
ultimately changed American government.  
 
Teachers might best plan and teach The Progressive Era with emphasis on the following approaches: 
 

§ Review from the previous lesson the challenges that came with industrialization and 
urbanization during the Gilded Age. Many of these challenges were not new, but were, like so 
many other things, multiplied on a mass scale as the American economy rapidly grew and 
changed.  

§ Highlight those Progressives who did investigative and advocacy work, including muckraker 
journalists and those who served the poor, workers, and immigrants in charity.  

§ Briefly talk about the Progressive idea of Christianity as primarily a movement for social 
reform, especially through government action—a view best expressed by the term “the social 
gospel,” which shaped public debate over religion for much of the 20th century. 

§ Clarify with students that many of the issues highlighted by Progressives—such as child labor, 
workplace and consumer safety, problems of conservation, and monopolies—were issues that 
many Founders also recognized as inappropriate or unjust in their own time. Progressives, 
however, believed the federal government should address these issues, instead of only state and 
local governments, or private institutions (such as individuals, charities, businesses, consumers, 
churches, and civic associations), as many of the Founders generally maintained. 

§ Consider with students the similarities between the ideas of the French Revolution, Marxism, 
Hegelianism, and social Darwinism. As they themselves acknowledged, Progressives were 
influenced by certain elements of each of these political philosophies, either in their critiques of 
the Founding and the issues of the day or in their confidence in changing government and 
society. Included in this conversation should be the work of socialist and anarchist groups in 
the United States, which were distinct from Progressivism but shared many critiques of modern 
America and some ideas on how to address them. 

§ Introduce Woodrow Wilson as a key Progressive theorist. Include his biography and his 
writings during the 1880s and 1890s on these topics.  

§ Help students consider Progressivism’s general critique of the Founders’ theory of rights. The 
Progressives generally argued against the insistence that rights were natural, that they were part 
of what made one human, and that they existed only at the individual level. Instead, leading 
Progressive thinkers maintained that rights were conditioned on social circumstances and 
belonged to groups of people, usually organized by class. They feared that the Founding system 
of equally protected natural rights seemed to favor the wealthy and powerful. Progressives 
believed that government should redefine rights according to class or group, and should not 
necessarily protect rights equally when it came to the wealthy and other “special interests” if 
equality required it. Indeed, since rights were not based on natural personhood, they were 
instead derived from elsewhere, as determined, distributed, secured, and—if necessary—
revoked by government. Students should consider the extent to which this position aligned or 
contrasted with leading Founders’ understanding of unalienable rights grounded in human 
nature.  

§ Review with students the American Founders’ understanding of human nature. In brief, 
leading Founders understood human nature to be fixed and unchanging, good but also flawed, 
and thus tending toward becoming corrupted by power. In response to these tendencies of 
human nature, government must guard against the opposite dangers of lawlessness and 
tyranny, accounting for the realities of human nature and rejecting the possibility of utopia. 
The Constitution, therefore, did not deny, demonize, or elevate human nature, but rather tried 
to channel human energy and interests into constructive institutions while mitigating man’s 
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baser tendencies. The Constitution was constructed on a deep understanding of fixed human 
nature and was born from the Founders’ prudence, experience, and knowledge of history.  

§ Share with students that while both the Founders and Progressives believed in a moral 
foundation to politics, Progressives viewed the above-mentioned understanding of human 
nature and government as overly pessimistic and simplistic. Progressives generally thought of 
human nature not as fixed but as evolving toward betterment—the core idea from which the 
movement’s name is derived. When looking at technological gains, improvements in the 
standard of living, and the general pace of scientific discovery, Progressives believed that these 
factors demonstrated that human beings, and even human nature itself, would also improve. 
Moreover, government ought to be a key agent in that improvement and perfection. 
Progressives, however, resisted the Founders’ argument that government’s primary purpose 
was to secure unchanging rights and maintain a framework for self-government. Instead, they 
held that the purpose of government was to keep up with evolving rights and constant social 
change.   

§ Explain to students how the Progressives departed from what they considered the negative 
understanding of rights and equality, i.e., that justice and morality require that the natural 
rights of individuals be equally protected. Instead, the Progressives viewed government as a 
positive force not only to protect rights but also to empower people and grant groups of people 
special advantages in order to fulfill the potential outcomes of having certain rights. For 
example, it was not enough to be free to earn a living if there was no job by which to earn it. 
Government must not only preserve the right to have a job, but also supply the job itself if 
necessary. 

§ Emphasize for students how such a relatively idealistic philosophy and view of human nature 
might lead one to assume that the bad qualities of human nature (such as a desire for political 
power or human fallibility) are not a permanent problem, and that one thus need not worry as 
the Founders did about the accumulation of power in any one place. James Madison’s concern 
that “[t]he accumulation of all powers, legislative, executive, and judiciary, in the same hands, 
whether of one, a few, or many, and whether hereditary, self[-]appointed, or elective, may justly 
be pronounced the very definition of tyranny” (link) therefore becomes far less of a concern to 
Progressives than it was to the Founders. Were the Progressives right to see matters in this way? 

§ Make sure students appreciate the shift in the purpose and operation of government under 
such a view: government is no longer [1] the defender of certain fundamental rights, rights that 
exist prior to government itself; [2] limited in size to basic functions (lawmaking, executing law, 
and adjudicating law); and [3] limited in core responsibilities (such as maintaining courts of 
law and the nation’s security). Rather, government is to be a central active force for change in 
America, bringing about personal fulfilment of individuals and progress for society. Moreover, 
these ends were meant to be attained not merely in domestic matters, but also on the world 
stage in foreign affairs.  

§ Talk about the Progressive vision for practical politics. A more optimistic view of human 
nature made them supportive of direct democratic rule. A prime example of this change was 
the 17th Amendment, which implemented the direct election of senators by the people. The use 
of initiative, referendum, and recall at the state level are other examples.  

§ Help students to understand the role of elected officials in this new paradigm. Elected officials 
were not merely to reflect consent and refine the views of the people, but rather to show (or 
convince) the people of what they should truly want through the effective use of rhetoric. 
Progressives were especially interested in making the president the national leader of popular 
opinion. 

§ Consider with students how this emphasis on direct democracy could be undermined by actual 
experience. “Politics” became about expressing general ideas and establishing popular support 

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed47.asp
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to get those ideas codified into law. Separate from the democratic process is the difficult task of 
turning these general ideas into actual governance. The Progressives (particularly Woodrow 
Wilson) called this task “administration.” 

§ Explain how the Progressives argued that the technical and time-consuming work of actually 
carrying out the broad, general ideas of the law—detailing how it is to be done, implementing 
the laws, and making sure those laws are enforced to achieve their objectives—is not the work 
of Congress or even the president. Rather, a new body of experts and bureaucrats do the real 
work of governing (i.e., administration) apart from the realm of politics. Congress would 
delegate some of its lawmaking power to these bureaucrats, most of whom would exist under 
the executive branch and could thus execute the “laws” or regulations they made (for example, 
clean air and water experts would create the specific details of the respective laws). The 
president can also delegate his power to enforce the laws. The bureaucrats may also assume 
quasi-judicial powers and have their own courts to adjudicate claims against their own laws and 
regulations. This shift of legislative, executive, and judicial powers away from the branches in 
which these powers had been separately vested by the people through the Constitution, as well 
as the accumulation of unelected officials in various departments and agencies, both amounted 
to the second great shift in the Progressive worldview: government needed to be rearranged 
through the creation of the administrative state in order to circumvent the Constitution’s 
political checks and bring about “progress.” 

§ Stress for students the importance of this shift away from government by representatives of the 
people to government by bureaucratic expertise. Ask them to consider the extent to which it is 
compatible with the principle of representative and limited self-government on which the 
Founders established the United States. 

§ Emphasize how the advent of the administrative state changed the Founders’ careful 
arrangement in which powers were separated and dispersed through checks and balances and 
federalism. All three types of government power (legislative, executive, and judicial) are instead 
consolidated into bureaucratic agencies that are, in fact, removed from the people. This is done 
in the name of efficiency—trusting in improved human nature and scientific expertise to 
achieve higher aims via government than the Founding generation ever thought possible. The 
Progressives’ confidence in expert knowledge, centralized planning, and improved human 
nature ensured that only just and effective regulations would be made, without the risk of 
corruption, incompetence, or tyranny.  

§ Teach students about the several pieces of Progressive legislation that were enacted at the 
federal level even before government institutions were adjusted, especially the Pendleton Civil 
Service Act that ushered in the permanent bureaucracy after the assassination of President 
James Garfield, the Sherman Antitrust Act, and the Interstate Commerce Act.  

§ With Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, note for students that the Progressive movement had 
adherents in both political parties. As for Roosevelt himself, discuss his colorful biography and 
captivating personality. When teaching his presidency, highlight his embrace of the Progressive 
view of “politics,” his desire to use the power of government to regulate business, his efforts in 
conservation, and his keen interest in a more active foreign policy, including his “Roosevelt 
Corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine. 

§ Discuss certain famous regulations and busted trusts, such as the Pure Food and Drug Act, the 
Meat Inspection Act, and the breakups of the Standard Oil Company and the Northern 
Securities railroad trust. 

§ Explain the administration of William Howard Taft and the subsequently contentious election 
of 1912, in which Woodrow Wilson—a Progressive “mastermind,” as it were—was elected 
president. After Republican critics of Progressivism blocked Theodore Roosevelt’s nomination 
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for the party, Roosevelt’s formation of the Bull Moose third party split the Republican vote and 
allowed Wilson to win the election as a Democrat. 

§ Discuss the Niagara Movement and the work of W. E. B. DuBois: his appeal to a liberal 
education as part of the uplift of African Americans; his concept of the “talented tenth”; and the 
creation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 
Compare these efforts and ideas to those of other African American leaders, such as Booker T. 
Washington. 

§ Have students explore the extent to which early Progressives, and especially Progressive leaders, 
sought to advance or hinder civil rights for African Americans and women.  

§ Mention how an aspect of Progressivism was its support for eugenics, based on its confidence 
that science and government could help society evolve past criminality and the need to support 
those whom they considered to be “undesirable.” This movement was later partially backed by 
the Supreme Court, especially by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. in Buck v. Bell (1927), and 
led to the creation of groups such as the American Eugenics Society. 

§ Help students to understand the various changes the Progressives made to the functioning of 
the government. Include in this treatment the 16th and 17th Amendments, as well as the creation 
of the Federal Reserve System. 

 
STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Assignment 1:  Compare and contrast Progressive ideas with those of the American Founding 
(1-2 paragraphs).  
 
Assignment 2:  Describe examples of Progressive ideas being implemented during the 
Progressive era.  Explain how these changes impacted American society (1-2 paragraphs).  
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 2, Quiz #1 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol.2, Chapter 5 

 
DIRECTIONS:  Answer each question. 
 
1. Who was the political reformer and powerful public speaker who almost won the 1896 

presidential election?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What dramatic reforms did Mayor Tom Johnson make in the city of Cleveland? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What Progressive form of government had been adopted by 300 cities by 1923?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. What was the “Wisconsin Idea?” 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What are the two different Progressive approaches to reforming modern industry for the 
benefit of the public interest, as noted in the book?  
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 2, Quiz #2 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol.2, Chapter 6 

 
DIRECTIONS:  Answer each question. 
 
1. What was Theodore Roosevelt’s theory of the presidency called? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. What two acts were passed in response to the public outrage about the meatpacking 
industry incited by Upton Sinclair’s book The Jungle? 
 
 
 
 
  

3. Of his many acts as President, which one was Theodore Roosevelt most proud of?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. Who were the three high-profile presidential candidates in the election of 1912?  
 
 
 
 
 

5. What were the two troubling problems with Progressivism made apparent early in 
Woodrow Wilson’s presidency? 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________ 
 

Unit 5 — Formative Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lessons 1-2 
10-15 minutes 

DIRECTIONS: Answer each question in at least one complete sentence.  
 
1. What sorts of technological changes were developed in the late 19th century?  Which were 

the most important and why? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What were some of the characteristics of America’s most successful companies and 
businessmen?  In what ways were they similar and in what ways different? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What happened in the western United States with respect to relations between Native 
Americans and the U.S. government? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What were early 20th-century socialists’ main suggestions for controlling what they 
perceived as the dangers of private businesses?  What counterarguments were offered to 
their ideas?   
 
 
 
 
 

5. What legal reforms did Progressives pursue to deal with problems of urbanization and 
industrialization? 
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Lesson 3 — The Great War 
1914–1919 

 
6-7 classes 

LESSON OBJECTIVE 
 
Students learn about the start of the Great War, America’s neutrality and eventual declaration of war, 
the history of the war, and the Treaty of Versailles. 
 
TEACHER PREPARATION  

 
Create a note outline based on the following: 
 

Student Texts 
Land of Hope Young Reader’s Edition, Vol. 2 Chapters 7-8 
Primary Sources    See below. 

 
Teacher Texts 

Land of Hope     Pages 259-275 
A Teacher’s Guide to Land of Hope  Pages 249-257 
A Student Workbook for Land of Hope  Pages 155-159 
A Short History of World War I 
Fighting the Great War 

 
Online.Hillsdale.edu 

The Great American Story   Lectures 16-17 
American Heritage    Lecture 9 

 
STUDENT PREPARATION  
 

Assignment 1:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 7, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 
 
Assignment 2:  Students read Land of Hope (YRE), Chapter 8, and prepare for a reading quiz 
(provided below). 

 
CORE CONTENT IN THIS LESSON 
 

Geography & Places 
Austria-Hungary 
Ottoman Empire 
Balkans 
Serbia 

Ardennes Forest 
Soviet Union 
Argonne Forest

 
 

Persons 
Orville and Wilbur Wright 
Henry Ford 

Franz Ferdinand 
Wilhelm II 
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Nicholas II  
Winston Churchill 
John Pershing 

Vladimir Lenin 
Susan B. Anthony

Terms and Topics
airplane 
assembly line 
nationalism 
militarism 
balance of power 
Eastern Question 
reserve system 
industrial warfare 
automobile 
ultimatum 
Allied Powers 
Central Powers 
two-front war 
Schlieffen Plan 
trench warfare 
machine gun 
barbed wire 

 

No Man’s Land 
war of attrition 
unrestricted submarine warfare 
Lusitania 
Battle of Gallipoli 
Battle of Verdun 
Battle of the Somme 
Armenian genocide 
Zimmerman Telegram 
Bolshevik Revolution 
Sedition Act 
tank 
Second Battle of the Marne 
Meuse-Argonne Offensive 
Fourteen Points 
Treaty of Versailles 
League of Nations 

Primary Sources 
 War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 

Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson 
League of Nations Speech, Henry Cabot Lodge 

  
To Know by Heart 

“The Soldier” —Rupert Brooke 
“The world must be made safe for democracy.” —Woodrow Wilson 
“Over There” —George Cohan 
“In Flanders Fields” —John McCrae 
 

Timeline 
1914–1918  The Great War 
June 28, 1914  Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated  
1915   Battle of Gallipoli 
1916   Battles of Verdun and the Somme; Woodrow Wilson reelected 
1917   U.S. declaration of war; Bolshevik Revolution 
1918   Hundred Days Offensive 
November 11 (1918) Veterans Day (Armistice Day) 

Images 
Historical figures and events 
First flight and airplanes 
First assembly lines 
Union and Confederate veterans at Gettysburg in 1913 
Images and uniforms of Allied and Central Powers officers and soldiers 
Depictions and photographs of figures at various scenes and moments in battle 
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Video footage of soldiers 
Trench warfare 
Maps: alliances, overall strategies, specific battles 
Military equipment and weaponry 
War propaganda 
Medical equipment 
Reenactment photos 
Facsimiles of documents and letters 
Home front and factory production 
Wounded veterans 
Depictions of the sinking of the Lusitania 
Destruction from the war 
Postwar maps 

   
STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
 

§ Orville Wright’s account of the first flight 
§ Henry Ford’s description of the first assembly line 
§ Borijove Jevtic’s account of the assassination of Austria-Hungary Archduke Franz Ferdinand by 

the Serbian terrorist organization, the Black Hand 
§ Nicholas II’s exaggerated support for Serbia against Austria-Hungary’s ultimatum 
§ The Willy-Nicky Telegrams 
§ Helmuth von Moltke’s deceptions of Wilhelm II regarding mobilization against France 
§ German atrocities in Belgium 
§ The French capture of a map of the Schlieffen Plan 
§ Alexander von Kluck’s erroneous turn to the east of Paris 
§ Paris taxis taking reinforcements to the First Battle of the Marne 
§ Life in trenches and trench warfare, including firsthand accounts from any of the following 

figures: Leonard Thompson, Hugh Walpole, Oskar Kokoschka, Robert Graves, John Walker, H. 
H. Munro, William Pressey, Edwin Vaughan, et al. 

§ Enduring machine gun fire, artillery bombardments, and gas attacks 
§ The Christmas Truce 
§ Walther Schwieger’s account of the sinking of the Lusitania 
§ The zeppelin bombing of London 
§ The Red Baron 
§ Eddie Rickenbacker’s accounts of his dogfights 
§ Ernest Francis’ account of the Battle of Jutland 
§ Grigori Rasputin and the Romanovs 
§ The February and Bolshevik Revolutions 
§ Bert Chaney’s account of the first tanks at the Somme 
§ Pavel Medvedev’s account of the assassination of the Romanovs 
§ The Lost Battalion 
§ Sergeant Alvin York 
§ Ambulance driver James McConnell 
§ Harry Truman’s service commanding a field gun battery 
§ Elmer Sherwood’s account of Americans in battle in 1918 
§ The Fighting Eighth Army Infantry and the Harlem Hellfighters 
§ Harold Nicolson’s account of the signing of the Treaty of Versailles 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 

§ How did Germany’s unification and military production affect the balance of power in Europe? 
§ What was the Eastern Question and its significance to Europe? 
§ What military and nationalist ideas emerged during the late 19th century in Europe? 
§ How did European alliances change after the ascension of Kaiser Wilhelm II in Germany?  
§ Why was Franz Ferdinand assassinated? 
§ What were the key decisions that led from Franz Ferdinand’s assassination to war a month 

later? 
§ What did the initial predictions about the war entail? 
§ Why did the Germans want to avoid a two-front war? 
§ How were the Americans, though neutral, really only helping the Allies? 
§ What three elements of trench warfare made attacking a position so deadly? 
§ Why did German U-boat U-20 sink the British luxury liner Lusitania? 
§ Why did the Allies launch the Dardanelles Campaign? Why did it fail? 
§ For which reasons did generals continue the fight at Verdun and the Somme for months on 

end? 
§ Why did the leaders of European nations and armies fight and continue to fight the Great War? 
§ What is unrestricted submarine warfare, and why did the Germans resume it in February 1917? 
§ For what two main reasons did the United States declare war on Germany in 1917? 
§ How did the February Revolution come about in Russia? 
§ What tactical innovations did the Allies test out in 1917?  
§ How did the tank eventually solve the problems of trench warfare? 
§ How did the October or Bolshevik Revolution come about? 
§ Who won the first half of 1918, and who won the second half? 
§ How did the Allies stop the German U-boat threat? 
§ For what reasons was the Allies’ Hundred Days Offensive so successful? 
§ What were Woodrow Wilson’s main ideas as outlined in his Fourteen Points? 
§ What were the negotiations like at the Versailles Peace Conference? 
§ Why did Woodrow Wilson struggle to gain American support for his League of Nations?  
§ What were three main ways that the Treaty of Versailles changed the map of Europe? 
§ In what ways did the Treaty of Versailles punish Germany?  
§ Why might it be said that Germany was “forced” to sign the Treaty of Versailles? 
§ Compare and contrast Europe before and after the Great War, politically, geographically, 

culturally, and philosophically. 
§ Questions from the U.S. Civics Test: 

̵ Question 100: Name one war fought by the United States in the 1900s. 
̵ Question 101: Why did the United States enter World War I? 
̵ Question 118: Name one example of an American innovation. 

 
KEYS TO THE LESSON 
 
The Great War (later known as the First World War or World War I) is one of the greatest tragedies of 
the 20th century, even in all of human history. It has been eclipsed in the collective memory of the world 
by World War II. But at the time it was fought, the Great War’s beginnings, rate of slaughter, and lasting 
effects had no parallel (as that name implies), and these would prove arguably more senseless than that 
which followed it. The fact that the Great War appeared almost out of nowhere at a time when much of 
the Western world believed mankind was on the verge of a kind of utopian 20th century makes the war 
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all the more remarkable to study. For the purposes of American history, the war would catapult the 
United States onto the world stage, forever changing its history and its role in the world. While this study 
focuses especially on American actions toward the belligerent powers and then its own fighting in the 
conflict, there is plenty for students to learn about Europe and the broader war to give the proper context 
to understand America and the Great War. 
 
Teachers might best plan and teach The Great War with emphasis on the following approaches: 
 

§ Provide a brief background to European political history since the unifications of Italy and 
then, especially, Germany. In short, the unification of Germany following Prussia’s resounding 
military defeat of France in 1871 upset Europe’s post-Napoleonic balance of power. It meant 
that a sizeable German industrial powerhouse with a strong Prussian military organization was 
now anchored in the middle of Europe. Traditional rivalries with Russia and a vengeful France 
made for an uneasy peace across Europe. Meanwhile, the waning of the Ottoman Empire left a 
power vacuum in the Balkans, amid which Slavic nationalists appealed to their fellow Slavs in 
Russia against the encroachments of Germanic Austria-Hungary. Both Russia and Austria-
Hungary sought ethnic influence in the Balkans, partly to stave off their own declines and 
internal troubles. Meanwhile, the industrialization of Europe was directed not only to peaceful 
goods but also to new industrial weapons by the millions, including a German navy that was 
racing to match the traditional top naval power, the United Kingdom. New military war 
colleges and generals believed this new technology and the proliferation of the Napoleonic 
reserve system would demand decisive, quick, and total war in order to achieve victory. Against 
the backdrop of decades of distrust among European leaders, alliances were discreetly made 
behind the scenes. In the end, these alliances wove Europe into one great tripwire with a very 
short fuse and plenty of powder. Contrary to the “great illusion” that war was impossible and a 
utopia was coming, we see in retrospect that all that was needed was one misstep in a seemingly 
isolated incident to unleash a war the likes of which the world had never experienced before. 

§ Review the achievements of the Gilded Age, especially those that improved the material 
standard of living of Americans and, in this case, Europeans. This should include new 
instruction on the Wright Brothers’ invention of the airplane in 1903 and Henry Ford’s 
assembly line system for mass-producing the automobile, begun in 1908. Add to this review 
Progressive ideas of ever-improving human nature, human knowledge, and government 
administration—ideas that were widely shared among elite ruling classes around the Western 
world. Many European and American thinkers believed the world was on the cusp of a utopian 
future, in which government power would not go astray and war was essentially impossible. 

§ Begin the war discussion with a careful account of the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, as well 
as the events from his death to the United Kingdom’s eventual declaration of war almost two 
months later. Pay special attention to the roles of figures such as Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, 
the Russian General Staff, and German General Helmuth von Moltke. Dwell also on key 
decisions such as Germany’s “blank check” to their fellow Germans in Austria-Hungary, 
Russia’s mobilization of its army, and von Moltke’s missteps—willful and otherwise—regarding 
German mobilization against France. 

§ Have students think through and compare the various advantages and disadvantages each side 
had at the outset of the war and how these shifted during it. Having students record simple 
notes in a “T-Chart” can be effective for this part of the lesson. 

§ Build students’ familiarity with the style of warfare in 1914, and show them plenty of images to 
do so. Students need this foundation for their subsequent study of battles. This helps them to 
imagine and understand what happens in battle and to appreciate the courage of soldiers 
fighting on both sides. 
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§ Present to students explanations of each side’s strategy at various stages of the war and the 
tactics and battle plans employed in specific battles. Have students track strategic changes on a 
map of Europe during the Great War. Spend time especially covering the first presumptions 
and strategies of the war, including the beliefs that the war would be one of rapid movement, 
that artillery the offensive would be keys to victory, and that the fighting itself would be over 
relatively quickly. This would change into a defensive war of attrition made possible by 
trenches, barbed wire, and machine guns. Students should understand why these three modern 
features of warfare combined to form almost impregnable lines of defense. 

§ As with any conflict, dwell on the key contributions of both leaders and common soldiers in the 
war, especially Helmuth von Moltke, Wilhelm II, Nicholas II, Paul von Hindenburg, Douglas 
Haig, Winston Churchill, Woodrow Wilson, and John Pershing. 

§ Teach the war in some detail, especially the major battles and military campaigns. Students 
should understand how the battles came to be, the key stories, factors, and moments from the 
battle itself, and the significance of their various outcomes to subsequent events. Employ battle 
maps often, and have students track battles and campaigns on a map of Europe during the 
Great War. A Short History of World War I and Fighting the Great War are both great aids for 
teaching these battles; students may enjoy reading select accounts of battles from these works, 
too. 

§ Help students to note major themes that might loosely describe each year of the war: opening 
salvos, the near capture of Paris, and the race to the sea in 1914; stalemate in 1915; fruitless 
efforts to break the stalemate in 1916, constituting a war of attrition; the Russian upheaval and 
Allied experimentation in 1917; and the German offensive followed by American- and tank-led 
counterattacks in 1918 that ultimately led to the armistice. 

§ As the war devolved into trench warfare, consider with students the American position. As with 
the War of 1812, the Americans sought to trade with all parties possible while remaining 
neutral. The British blockade of largely landlocked Germany made this trading impossible for 
the Germans; as a result, American trade overwhelmingly benefited the British and the Allies. 
The Germans believed they were forced to disrupt this trade by sinking neutral ships sailing to 
the United Kingdom. After the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915, the ensuing outcry nearly led 
America to declare war, but Woodrow Wilson was able to convince Germany to halt 
“unrestricted submarine warfare.” Wilson was committed to staying out of the war and 
campaigned on that pledge in 1916, winning reelection. But the resumption of unrestricted 
submarine warfare in early 1917, along with the intercepted Zimmerman Telegram, eventually 
brought the United States into the war. Despite his initial reluctance, Wilson saw America’s 
entry into the war as an opportunity to apply his Progressive ideas to foreign policy and the 
world order. Study with students Wilson’s stated reasons for going to war in his War Message 
to Congress, especially as reflecting his Progressive thought and echoing the opening 
characterization of the war as a “war to end all wars.” 

§ While discussing America’s entry into the war, be sure to distinguish between the February 
Revolution in Russia—in which democratic forces forced out the Russian monarchy—and the 
October/Bolshevik Revolution—in which Bolshevik communists overthrew the new democratic 
government via military coup. Abetted by Germany—who enabled Vladimir Lenin to return to 
Russia to seize power—the latter event removed Russia from the war, casting it into a multiyear 
civil war, while Germany was finally free to fight a one-front war just as American troops were 
arriving in meaningful numbers. Taking some time to study communism in action in Russia 
will be fruitful for teaching the rest of American history in subsequent units, especially noting 
that the Communists immediately looked to expand their revolution into the rest of Europe 
and beyond. 
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§ Note with students how the first months of 1918 saw impressive German advances with Russia 
now absent, but the presence of tanks en masse, the perfection of the rolling barrage, and most 
importantly the American troops—with their freshness, daring, innovative form of fighting, 
and industrial backing—turned the war for the Allies.  

§ Read with students Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points and discuss his vision for a world after 
the “war to end all wars.” Students should be asked to identify the Progressive tenets intrinsic to 
the Points, but also the paradoxical encouragement of nationalism through the idea of “self-
determination.” Point out that the promises of the Fourteen Points were key to convincing the 
Germans to sign the armistice.  

§ Describe the Versailles peace negotiations, especially the vindictive desire of the United 
Kingdom and France to punish Germany, while Woodrow Wilson was largely sidelined. Back 
in the United States, discuss Wilson’s campaign to attract support for the League of Nations, his 
unorthodox methods for doing so, and his ultimate failure and eventual debilitating stroke. In 
covering the terms of the Treaty of Versailles—which Germany was effectively forced to sign—
discuss whether the terms accurately reflected the facts of the war’s beginning or the extent to 
which Germany was actually defeated at its end. Note also the absence of many of Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points—which the Germans had originally requested as a condition of halting the 
fighting—and the ongoing blockade of Germany. Does this raise questions of how free the 
Germans really were in signing a treaty that treated them as the clearly defeated and guilty 
power?  

§ Recap the war by considering major statistics, including the vast number of casualties and 
fatalities on each side, and how it transformed Europe and America in opposite ways. Overall, 
note the tremendous disillusionment with the idea of inevitable human progress, as well as with 
Europe’s traditional heritage and institutions. 

§ Conclude the lesson with a conversation on why the war began and, perhaps more importantly, 
why it continued, focusing especially on the ideas of European leaders in light of the recent 
changes in philosophical thought. 
 
 

STRENGTHENING UNDERSTANDING: POST-LESSON ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Assignment 1:  Explain how the Great War began, from the circumstances in Europe prior to 
the assassination of Franz Ferdinand through the United Kingdom’s declaration of war (1-2 
paragraphs). 
 
Assignment 2:  Tell the story of the United States’ involvement in the Great War and the 
Treaty of Versailles (1-2 paragraphs).  
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 3, Quiz #1 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol. 2, Chapter 7 

 
DIRECTIONS: Answer each question. 
 
1. When World War I began, what solemn declaration did President Wilson issue on August 

4, 1914?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. To whom did President Wilson boldly address his speech on January 22, 1917?  
 
 
 
 
 

3. What risky German decision made President Wilson finally decide to pursue a declaration 
of war in 1917?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. What did the Creel Committee attempt to accomplish?  
 
 
 
 
 

5. What two laws did Congress and President Wilson pass in response to public opposition of 
America’s war effort? 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________  
 

Reading Quiz 
 

The Turn of the Century | Lesson 3, Quiz #2 
Land of Hope, Young Reader’s Edition Vol.2, Chapter 8 

 
DIRECTIONS: Answer each question. 
 
1. Who served as the commander of the American Expeditionary Forces in World War I?  

 
 
 
 
  

2. On what date did the Germans sign an armistice?   
 
 
 
 
 

3. What was the total number of military and civilian casualties at the end of the war?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. What was stated in Article 231 of the Treaty of Versailles?  
 
 
 
 
 

5. President Wilson arguably lost the election of 1920 by focusing all of his energy on which 
element of his “Fourteen Points”? 
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Study Guide A—Unit 5, Test #1 
Lesson 1 |  The Gilded Age  

 
Test on __________ 

 
TIMELINE 
 
When given chronological dates, match events from a list to the years or dates that they happened. 
 
1869  Transcontinental Railroad completed 
1898  Spanish-American War 
1901  Oil discovered in Beaumont, TX 
 
 
GEOGRAPHY AND PLACES 
 
Identify each on a map and/or tell where it is and explain its significance. 
 
Pittsburgh 
Great Lakes 
Ellis Island 
Alaska 
North Dakota 
South Dakota 
Montana 
Washington 
Idaho 
Wyoming 

Utah 
Hawaiian Islands 
Spain 
Cuba 
Puerto Rico 
Santiago Bay 
San Juan Hill 
Philippines  
Manila Bay 
China

  
 
PERSONS 
 
Identify each, provide biographical details, and explain what he or she thought or did in specific periods or 
events. 
 
Mark Twain 
Thomas Edison 
Cornelius Vanderbilt 
Andrew Carnegie 
John D. Rockefeller 
J. Pierpont Morgan 
Samuel Gompers 
Booker T. Washington 
George Washington Carver 

George Armstrong Custer 
Sitting Bull 
Rutherford B. Hayes 
James A. Garfield 
Grover Cleveland 
William Jennings Bryan 
William McKinley 
Theodore Roosevelt

 
TERMS AND TOPICS 
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Identify each and explain its significance to the period of history studied. 
 

Homestead Act 
railroads 
Transcontinental Railroad 
industrialization 
patent 
steel 
self-made man 
coal 
oil refining 
Standard Oil Co. 
mass production 
division of labor 
monopoly 

“captains of industry” 
“robber barons” 
philanthropy 
urbanization  
immigration  
pollution 
Tuskegee Institute 
Plessy v. Ferguson 
frontier  
Battle of Little Bighorn 
political boss 
labor unions 
Populist Party  

bimetallism 
Cross of Gold 
social gospel 
The Influence of Sea Power  

upon History 
USS Maine 
yellow journalism 
Spanish-American War 
Rough Riders 
Philippine-American War 
Open Door Policy

 
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Based on annotations and notes from seminar conversations, be able to answer questions on each primary 
source.  While you will not necessarily be asked why each primary source was created, what it did or argued, 
and what its effects were, being able to answer these kinds of questions will make you well prepared. 
 
“Surrender,” Chief Joseph 
“Wealth,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Triumph of America,” Andrew Carnegie 
“The Mission of the Populist Party,” William A. Peffer 
“The Cross of Gold,” William Jennings Bryan 
“The March of the Flag,” Albert Beveridge 
Platform, American Anti-Imperialist League 
Atlanta Exposition Address, Booker T. Washington 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Frederick Jackson Turner 
 
 
TO KNOW BY HEART 
 
Fill in missing words and/or identify the speaker and context. 
 
“The New Colossus” —Emma Lazarus  
“Pledge of Allegiance”  —Francis Bellamy 
“America the Beautiful” —Katharine Lee Bates 
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STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
 
In your own words, retell each episode in narrative form.  Consider your audience to be 3rd grade students. 
 

§ Biographies and the roles of  Thomas Edison, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, John 
D. Rockefeller, J. Pierpont Morgan, Booker T. Washington, William Jennings Bryan, William 
McKinley, and Theodore Roosevelt 

§ Grenville Dodge’s account of the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad at Promontory 
Point, Utah 

§ Accounts of the Great Chicago Fire 
§ Jacob Riis photographing life of the poor in the cities 
§ Immigrant stories 
§ Edward Steiner’s account from Ellis Island 
§ Chief White Bull’s account of Custer’s Last Stand at Little Bighorn 
§ Black Elk’s account of the massacre at Wounded Knee 
§ William Jennings Bryan’s “Cross of Gold” speech 
§ The explosion of the USS Maine 
§ Theodore Roosevelt and the Rough Riders in the Spanish-American War 
§ Richard Harding Davis’s account of the Battle of San Juan Hill 

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Based on notes from lessons and seminar conversations, answer each of the following. 
 

¨ How did America change after the Civil War with respect to the agrarian makeup of its economy, 
workforce, and population distribution? 

¨ What sorts of technological changes were developed in the late 19th century? Which were the most 
important and why? 

¨ Why were the railroads so significant to the transformation of the American economy? 
¨ What are some of the beneficial developments produced during the Gilded Age? 
¨ What were some of the characteristics of America’s most successful companies and businessmen? 

In what ways were they similar and in what ways different? 
¨ What challenges emerged from the technological and economic changes during the Gilded Age? 
¨ What problems did farmers face during the Gilded Age? 
¨ Why did so many people immigrate to the United States in the late 19th century? 
¨ To what extent did immigrants assimilate into the American populace? What are the advantages 

and disadvantages of this situation? 
¨ How did the relationship between the employer and employee change relative to the size of a 

business? 
¨ How did labor unions organize, and how did businesses and government officials sometimes 

respond? 
¨ What was life like for African Americans in the late 19th century? 
¨ What were Booker T. Washington’s ideas for improving conditions for African Americans? 
¨ What did the U.S. Supreme Court rule in Plessy v. Ferguson? 
¨ What happened in the western United States with respect to relations between Native Americans 

and the U.S. government? 
¨ What was the nature of the gold standard–bimetallism debates? What groups preferred which 

standard, and why? 
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¨ Who belonged to the Populist Party, and what was its platform? 
¨ What was the significance of the frontier in American history? What effects might its “closing” 

have on America? 
¨ How did the idea of a more active foreign policy and imperialism contend with the American 

Founding and foreign policy precedent? 
¨ What was Alfred Thayer Mahan’s thesis in The Influence of Sea Power upon History? How did this 

book influence the American military? 
¨ Where did America expand during the McKinley administration, and why? 
¨ How did the Spanish-American War begin, and why was it fought? 
¨ For what reasons did the Americans soundly defeat the Spanish in the Spanish-American War? 
¨ What issues did America face in the Philippines and Cuba following the Spanish-American War?  
¨ How did America’s imperial ventures compare to those of the nations of Europe and of Japan at 

the time? 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________ 
 
 
The Turn of the Century—Test #1            Unit 5   
Lesson 1 | The Gilded Age 
 
 
TIMELINE 
 
Write the letter of each event next to the date or years it took place. 
 

1869  ________  A.  Spanish-American War 
 

1898  ________  B.  Oil discovered in Beaumont, Texas 
 

1901  ________  C.  Transcontinental Railroad completed 
 
 
GEOGRAPHY & PLACES 
 
Answer the following question based on the map below.  
 
 

   (Map from A Teacher’s Guide to Land of Hope) 
 

1. Label Alaska, Cuba, and the Philippines. 
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PERSONS, TERMS, AND TOPICS 
 
Fill in the blanks with the letter of the correct answer.  
 

A. robber barons    G.  transcontinental railroad 
B. Philippine-American War  H.  USS Maine 
C. Mark Twain    I.    Sitting Bull 
D. Booker T. Washington   J.    immigrants 
E. William McKinley    K.  Andrew Carnegie 
F. frontier 

 
5. In 1890, the U.S. Census shockingly announced that the ________________ no longer 

existed. 

 
6. The explosion of the __________________ triggered the start of the Spanish-American War.  

 
7. The famous American author ____________________ coined the term “Gilded Age” to 

describe the decades of economic boom following the Civil War.  

 
8. ______________________oversaw the beginning of the United States’ emergence as a major 

world power.  

 
9. ______________________defeated George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of Little Bighorn.  

 
10.  ______________________________ was the first president of the Tuskegee Institute.  

 
11. The _____________________________ was a massive project that transformed the national 

transportation system and facilitated the overall growth of the national economy.  

 
12. The size of American cities rapidly increased during the turn of the century, largely because 

of the increasing number of _______________________ from Eastern and Southern Europe.  
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13. ______________________________led the expansion of the American steel industry during 

the late 19th century.  

 
14. The _____________________________ was one of the international consequences of 

America’s victory in the Spanish-American War.  

 
15. During the economic boom of the late 19th century, the wealthy and powerful leaders of big 

businesses were nicknamed “_______________________.” 

 
KNOW BY HEART 
 
Fill in missing words and/or identify the speaker/author. 
 
16.  “‘Give me ___________________________, __________________________________, 

_____________________________________________________yearning to breathe free, the 

wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these the ___________________________, _____________________________ to me, I 

lift my lamp beside the golden door!’” —________________________________________, 

________________________________________ 

 
17.  “America! America! 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

And crown thy good with brotherhood 

_________________________________________________________________________!” —

___________________________________, _____________________________________ 
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STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
 
In your own words, retell each episode in narrative form.  Consider your audience to be 3rd grade students. 
 
18. William Jennings Bryan’s “Cross of Gold” speech 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

19. Theodore Roosevelt and the Rough Riders in the Spanish-American War 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Answer each of the following.  Complete sentences are not necessary, but correct spelling and writing should 
be employed, and responses must fully answer each question. 

 
20. What are some of the beneficial developments produced during the Gilded Age?  

 
 
 
 

21. What challenges emerged from the technological and economic changes during the Gilded 
Age?  
 
 
 
 

22. What happened in the western United States with respect to relations between Native 
Americans and the U.S. government?  
 
 
 
 

23. What were Booker T. Washington’s ideas for improving conditions for African Americans?  
 
 
 
 

24. How did the idea of a more active foreign policy and imperialism contend with the American 
Founding and foreign policy precedent?  
 
 
 
 

25. Where did America expand during the McKinley administration and why? 
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Study Guide B—Unit 5, Test #2 
Lesson 2 | The Progressive Era 
Lesson 3 | The Great War 

 
Test on __________ 

 
TIMELINE 
 
When given chronological dates, match events from a list to the years or dates that they happened. 
 
1901   William McKinley assassinated; Theodore Roosevelt becomes president 
1908   William Howard Taft elected 
1912   Woodrow Wilson defeats Taft and Roosevelt 
1914–1918  The Great War 
June 28, 1914  Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated  
1915   Battle of Gallipoli 
1916   Battles of Verdun and the Somme; Woodrow Wilson reelected 
1917   U.S. declaration of war; Bolshevik Revolution 
1918   Hundred Days Offensive 
November 11 (1918) Veterans Day (Armistice Day) 
 
GEOGRAPHY AND PLACES 
 
Identify each on a map and/or tell where it is and explain its significance. 
 
Panama Canal 
Oklahoma 
New Mexico 
Arizona 
Austria-Hungary 
Ottoman Empire 

Balkans 
Serbia 
Ardennes Forest 
Soviet Union 
Argonne Forest

 
PERSONS 
 
Identify each, provide biographical details, and explain what he or she thought or did in specific periods or 
events. 
 
Eugene V. Debs 
Woodrow Wilson 
John Muir 
W. E. B. DuBois 
William Howard Taft 
Orville and Wilbur Wright 
Henry Ford 

Franz Ferdinand 
Wilhelm II 
Nicholas II  
Winston Churchill 
John Pershing 
Vladimir Lenin 
Susan B. Anthony 
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TERMS AND TOPICS 
 
Identify each and explain its significance to the period of history studied. 

 
The Jungle 
The Communist Manifesto 
social Darwinism 
socialism 
Progressivism 
Sherman Antitrust Act 
trust-busting  
Interstate Commerce Act 
The Square Deal 
conservationism 
national parks 
Roosevelt Corollary 
Bull Moose Party 
The New Freedom 
Election of 1912 
National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) 

Black Wall Street 
eugenics 
San Francisco Earthquake 
16th Amendment 
17th Amendment 
airplane 
assembly line 
nationalism 
automobile 
Allied Powers 
Central Powers 
two-front war 
trench warfare 
machine gun 
barbed wire 
No Man’s Land 
war of attrition 

unrestricted submarine 
warfare 

Lusitania 
Battle of Gallipoli 
Battle of Verdun 
Battle of the Somme 
Armenian genocide 
Bolshevik Revolution 
Sedition Act 
Schenck v. United States 
tank 
Second Battle of the Marne 
Meuse-Argonne Offensive 
Fourteen Points 
Treaty of Versailles 
League of Nations 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Based on annotations and notes from seminar conversations, be able to answer questions on each primary 
source.  While you will not necessarily be asked why each primary source was created, what it did or argued, 
and what its effects were, being able to answer these kinds of questions will make you well prepared. 

  
“What Is Progress?”, Woodrow Wilson 
“The Presidency,” Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Talented Tenth,” The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. DuBois 
War Message to Congress, Woodrow Wilson 
Fourteen Points, Woodrow Wilson 
League of Nations Speech, Henry Cabot Lodge 
 
TO KNOW BY HEART 
 
Fill in missing words and/or identify the speaker and context. 

 
“I aimed for the public’s heart, and … hit it in the stomach.” —Upton Sinclair 
“Speak softly and carry a big stick.” —Theodore Roosevelt 
“The Road Not Taken” —Robert Frost 
“The Soldier” —Rupert Brooke 
“The world must be made safe for democracy.” —Woodrow Wilson 
“Over There” —George Cohan 
“In Flanders Fields” —John McCrae 
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STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
 
In your own words, retell each episode in narrative form.  Consider your audience to be 3rd grade students. 
 

§ Biographies and the roles of Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, and William Howard 
Taft  

§ Theodore Roosevelt’s account of building the Panama Canal 
§ Orville Wright’s account of the first flight  
§ Henry Ford’s description of the first assembly line  
§ Life in trenches and trench warfare  
§ The Christmas Truce  
§ Walther Schwieger’s account of the sinking of the Lusitania  
§ The zeppelin bombing of London  
§ The Red Baron  
§ Grigori Rasputin and the Romanovs  
§ The February and Bolshevik Revolutions  
§ Bert Chaney’s account of the first tanks at the Somme  
§ Pavel Medvedev’s account of the assassination of the Romanovs  
§ Harold Nicolson’s account of the signing of the Treaty of Versailles 

 
QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Based on notes from lessons and seminar conversations, answer each of the following. 
 
Lesson 2 | The Progressive Era 
 
¨ How did journalists, churches, and charitable organizations seek to address the social challenges 

that came with a society of mass production, rapid industrialization, and urbanization? 
¨ What contributions did Woodrow Wilson make to Progressivism, both as a thinker and as 

president? 
¨ How did Progressives come to view human nature, history, and government in “Darwinian” terms, 

as a continual process of evolutionary improvement?   
¨ What did Progressives mean by equality, and why did they believe equality of opportunity and 

dignity for ordinary citizens necessitated a powerfully activist government?  
¨ In what ways did Progressives critique the Constitution as being too slow, mechanical, and at odds 

with itself, as presented in their critique of the separation of powers and of checks and balances? 
¨ Why did Progressives believe that many of the Founders’ worries over the dangers of tyranny, and 

majority tyranny, and thus also constitutional limits on governmental power, were outdated?  
¨ What was “government by expertise,” and why did the Progressives argue for it? 
¨ How did Theodore Roosevelt embrace Progressivism in his politics, in his presidential actions 

addressing the issues of the day, and in his foreign policy positions? 
¨ What were the main ideas of W. E. B. DuBois?  How were they both alike and different from those 

of other commentators on improving the condition of African Americans? 
¨ How did the practice of eugenics fit with Progressives’ ideas on human improvement, government, 

and rights? 
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Lesson 3 | The Great War 
 
¨ What military and nationalist ideas emerged during the late 19th century in Europe? 
¨ Why was Franz Ferdinand assassinated? 
¨ What were the key decisions that led from Franz Ferdinand’s assassination to war a month later? 
¨ Why did the Germans want to avoid a two-front war? 
¨ How were the Americans, though neutral, really only helping the Allies? 
¨ What three elements of trench warfare made attacking a position so deadly? 
¨ Why did German U-boat U-20 sink the British luxury liner Lusitania? 
¨ Why did the leaders of European nations and armies fight and continue to fight the Great War? 
¨ What is unrestricted submarine warfare, and why did the Germans resume it in February 1917? 
¨ For what two main reasons did the United States declare war on Germany in 1917? 
¨ How did the February Revolution come about in Russia? 
¨ How did the tank eventually solve the problems of trench warfare? 
¨ How did the October or Bolshevik Revolution come about? 
¨ What were Woodrow Wilson’s main ideas as outlined in his Fourteen Points? 
¨ What were the negotiations like at the Versailles Peace Conference? 
¨ Why did Woodrow Wilson struggle to gain international support for his League of Nations?  
¨ What were three main ways that the Treaty of Versailles changed the map of Europe? 
¨ In what ways did the Treaty of Versailles punish Germany?  
¨ Why might it be said that Germany was “forced” to sign the Treaty of Versailles? 
¨ Compare and contrast Europe before and after the Great War, politically, geographically, culturally, 

and philosophically. 
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Name______________________________     Date_______________ 
 
The Turn of the Century—Test #2                Unit 5  
Lesson 2 | The Progressive Era 
Lesson 3 | The Great War 
 
TIMELINE 
 
Write the letter of each event next to the date or years it took place. 
 

1901   ________  A.  Woodrow Wilson reelected  
1908  ________  B.  Wilson defeats William Howard Taft and  

Theodore Roosevelt 
1912  ________  C.  U.S. declaration of war; Bolshevik Revolution 
June 28, 1914  ________  D.  Battle of Gallipoli 
1915   ________  E.  Taft elected 
1916  ________  F.  Hundred Days Offensive 
1917    ________  G.  William McKinley assassinated; Roosevelt  

  becomes president 
1918   ________  H.  Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated 

 
GEOGRAPHY & PLACES 
 
1. Mark and label (approximately) 

where the following events took 
place: the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the 
Bolshevik Revolution, and the 
Treaty of Versailles. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
      (Map from the Delaware Division of Historical and Cultural Affairs) 
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PERSONS, TERMS, AND TOPICS 
 
Fill in the blanks. 
 

A. Sedition Act of 1918   H.  Roosevelt Corollary 
B. The Square Deal    I.    League of Nations 
C. war of attrition    J.    eugenics 
D. Woodrow Wilson    K.   airplane 
E. unrestricted submarine warfare  L.    two-front war 
F. William Howard Taft   M.  W. E. B. DuBois 
G. no man’s land 

 
2. The area in between two opposing trenches in World War I was referred to as 

_________________________________ because it was not controlled by either side.  

 
3.  __________________________________ won the 1912 American presidential election. 

 
4.  Germany wanted to avoid letting World War I become a ____________________________.  

 
5.  Theodore Roosevelt’s three-point domestic policy plan was called the __________________. 

 
6. Woodrow Wilson’s World War I peace plan, known as the “Fourteen Points,” idealistically 

included the formation of a ____________________________________. 

 
7.  ______________________ was an African-American civil rights activist during the turn of 

the 20th century.  

 
8. The ___________________________ made it illegal for American citizens to publish false 

and scandalous information about the U.S. government and armed forces.  

 
9.  _____________________________ is a controversial scientific theory that appealed to 

Progressives in the early 20th century.  
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10. Due to defensive elements of modern warfare, such as trenches, barbed wire, and machine 

guns, World War I is often described as a __________________________________. 

 
11. The ___________________________ added a more active stance on foreign policy to the 

Monroe Doctrine. 

 
12. The invention of the _________________________ in the early 20th century had a significant 

impact on the development of modern warfare.  

 
13. President _________________________________ succeeded President Theodore Roosevelt. 

 
14. Germany’s resumption of _______________________________ in early 1917 finally 

prompted the United States to join World War I. 

 
KNOW BY HEART 
 
Fill in missing words and/or identify the speaker/author. 
 
15. “I aimed for the public’s heart … and hit it in the stomach.” —________________________ 

 
16. “Speak ______________ and carry a _________________________________.” —Theodore 

Roosevelt 

 
17. “The world must be made safe for democracy.” —___________________________________ 
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STORIES FOR THE AMERICAN HEART 
 
In your own words, retell each episode in narrative form.  Consider your audience to be 3rd grade students. 
 
18. Theodore Roosevelt’s account of the building of the Panama Canal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
19. The Christmas Truce 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE AMERICAN MIND 
 
Answer each of the following.  Complete sentences are not necessary, but correct spelling and writing should 
be employed, and responses must fully answer each question. 

 
20. How did Progressives come to view human nature, history, and government, in “Darwinian” 

terms? 
 
 
 
 
21. How did Theodore Roosevelt embrace Progressivism in his politics, in his presidential 

actions addressing the issues of the day, and in his foreign policy positions? 
 
 
 
 
22. What contributions did Woodrow Wilson make to Progressivism, both as a thinker and as a 

president?  
 
 
 
 
23. Why was Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated? 
 
 
 
 
24. Why did German U-boat U-20 sink the British luxury liner Lusitania?  
 
 
 
 
25. How did the tank eventually solve the problems of trench warfare?  
 
 
 
 
26. What were the three main ways that the Treaty of Versailles changed the map of Europe? 
 
  



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                        Unit 5 | The Turn of the Century 
 

9 
Copyright © 2023 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

Writing Assignment — The Turn of the Century      
 

Unit 5 
 

Due on ______________ 
 
DIRECTIONS 
 
Citing events and primary sources in your argument, write a 4-5 paragraph essay answering the 
following question: 
 
How did American foreign policy develop from after the Civil War to the Treaty of Versailles? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

 
Primary Sources 

 
 

Chief Joseph 
 

Andrew Carnegie 
 

William A. Peffer 
 

William Jennings Bryan 
 

Albert J. Beveridge 
 

American Anti-Imperialist League 
 

Booker T. Washington 
 

Frederick Jackson Turner 
 

Woodrow Wilson 
 

Theodore Roosevelt 
 

W. E. B. DuBois 
 

 Henry Cabot Lodge 
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CHIEF JOSEPH 

Surrender 
DOCUMENT 

October 5, 1877 
Bears Paw Mountains | Montana 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
American westward expansion in the mid-19th century often brought settlers into contact with the native 
Indian tribes.  Hin-mah-too-yah-lat-kekt, also known as Chief Joseph, was a leader of the Nez Percé tribe 
during this period.  When the U.S. government attempted to remove the tribe forcibly from their 
ancestral lands in the late 19th century, Chief Joseph and his tribe resisted in what became known as the 
Nez Percé War in 1877.  After months of violent conflict, Chief Joseph finally delivered this surrender 
speech to his fellow chiefs and United States General Nelson A. Miles. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTION 
 
Who was Chief Joseph primarily concerned with as indicated in his surrender, and why?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taken from “Chief Joseph, the Nez Perce.”  C. E. S. Wood.  Journal article, in The Century: a Popular Quarterly 28, 
no. 1 (May 1884): 151.  https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924079630343&view= 1up&seq=135.
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… I am tired of fighting. Our chiefs are killed; Looking-glass is dead. Too-hul-hul-suit is 

dead. The old men are all dead. It is the young men, now, who say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ [that is, vote 

in council]. He who led on the young men [Joseph’s brother, Ollicut] is dead. It is cold, and 

we have no blankets. The little children are freezing to death. My people—some of them—

have run away to the hills, and have no blankets, no food. No one knows where they are—5 

perhaps freezing to death. I want to have time to look for my children, and see how many 

of them I can find; maybe I shall find them among the dead. Hear me, my chiefs; my heart 

is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever!
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ANDREW CARNEGIE 

Wealth 
ARTICLE 

North American Review | June 1889 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Gilded Age marked a time of unprecedented industrial and economic growth in America.  With 
the advent of many new industries, the possibility of amassing great wealth was open to those who were 
financially intelligent and shrewd.  One of these figures was Andrew Carnegie, who rose out of poverty 
to create a massive fortune from his pioneering work in the steel industry.  However, as he discusses in 
this article, Carnegie firmly advocated for not only the economic progress of the day, but also the duty 
of the wealthy to engage in philanthropy.  
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Carnegie say about the “good old times”?  
 
2. What are the effects of equality and inequality in society?  
 
3. What should the rich ultimately do with their money, according to Carnegie? 
 
4. What does his ideal millionaire look like? 
 
5. How does Carnegie tie wealth to Christianity? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Carnegie.  “Wealth.”  Magazine article, North American Review CCCXCI [391], June 1889.  From 
Swarthmore College.  https://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/rbannis1/AIH19th/Carnegie.html. 
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The problem of our age is the proper administration of wealth, so that the ties of 

brotherhood may still bind together the rich and poor in harmonious relationship. The 

conditions of human life have not only been changed, but revolutionized, within the past 

few hundred years. In former days there was little difference between the dwelling, dress, 5 

food, and environment of the chief and those of his retainers. The Indians are to-day where 

civilized man then was. When visiting the Sioux, I was led to the wigwam of the chief. It 

was just like the others in external appearance, and even within the difference was trifling 

between it and those of the poorest of his braves. The contrast between the palace of the 

millionaire and the cottage of the laborer with us to-day measures the change which has 10 

come with civilization. 

 

This change, however, is not to be deplored, but welcomed as highly beneficial. It is well, 

nay, essential for the progress of the race, that the houses of some should be homes for all 

that is highest and best in literature and the arts, and for all the refinements of civilization, 15 

rather than that none should be so. Much better this great irregularity than universal 

squalor. Without wealth there can be no Mæcenas. The "good old times " were not good 

old times. Neither master nor servant was as well situated then as to-day. A relapse to old 

conditions would be disastrous to both—not the least so to him who serves—and would 

{s}weep away civilization with it. But whether the change be for good or ill, it is upon us, 20 

beyond our power to alter, and therefore to be accepted and made the best of. It is a waste 

of time to criticise the inevitable. 

 

It is easy to see how the change has come. One illustration will serve for almost every phase 

of the cause. In the manufacture of products we have the whole story. It applies to all 25 

combinations of human industry, as stimulated and enlarged by the inventions of this 

scientific age. Formerly articles {were} manufactured at the domestic hearth or in small 

shops which formed part of the household. The master and his apprentices worked side by 

side, the latter living with the master, and therefore subject to the same conditions. When 

these apprentices rose to be masters, there was little or no change in their mode of life, and 30 

they, in turn, educated in the same routine succeeding apprentices. There was, substantially 
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social equality, and even political equality, for those engaged in industrial pursuits had then 

little or no political voice in the State. 

 

But the inevitable result of such a mode of manufacture was crude articles at high prices. 

To-day the world obtains commodities of excellent quality at prices which even the 5 

generation preceding this would have deemed incredible. In the commercial world similar 

causes have produced similar results, and the race is benefited thereby. The poor enjoy what 

the rich could not before afford. What were the luxuries have become the necessaries of 

life. The laborer has now more comforts than the landlord had a few generations ago. The 

farmer has more luxuries than the landlord had, and is more richly clad and better housed. 10 

The landlord has books and pictures rarer, and appointments more artistic, than the King 

could then obtain. 

 

The price we pay for this salutary change is, no doubt, great. We assemble thousands of 

operatives in the factory, in the mine, and in the counting-house, of whom the employer 15 

can know little or nothing, and to whom the employer is little better than a myth. All 

intercourse between them is at an end. Rigid Castes are formed, and, as usual, mutual 

ignorance breeds mutual distrust. Each Caste is without sympathy for the other, and ready 

to credit anything disparaging in regard to it. Under the law of competition, the employer 

of thousands is forced into the strictest economies, among which the rates paid to labor 20 

figure prominently, and often there is friction between the employer and the employed, 

between capital and labor, between rich and poor. Human society loses homogeneity. 

 

The price which society pays for the law of competition, like the price it pays for cheap 

comforts and luxuries, is also great; but the advantage of this law are {sic} also greater still, 25 

for it is to this law that we owe our wonderful material development, which brings 

improved conditions in its train. But, whether the law be benign or not, we must say of it, 

as we say of the change in the conditions of men to which we have referred: It is here; we 

cannot evade it; no substitutes for it have been found; and while the law may be sometimes 

hard for the individual, it is best for the race, because it ensures the survival of the fittest in 30 

every department. We accept and welcome therefore, as conditions to which we must 

accommodate ourselves, great inequality of environment, the concentration of business, 
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industrial and commercial, in the hands of a few, and the law of competition between these, 

as being not only beneficial, but essential for the future progress of the race. Having 

accepted these, it follows that there must be great scope for the exercise of special ability in 

the merchant and in the manufacturer who has to conduct affairs upon a great scale. That 

this talent for organization and management is rare among men is proved by the fact that 5 

it invariably secures for its possessor enormous rewards, no matter where or under what 

laws or conditions. The experienced in affairs always rate the MAN whose services can be 

obtained as a partner as not only the first consideration, but such as to render the question 

of his capital scarcely worth considering, for such men soon create capital; while, without 

the special talent required, capital soon takes wings. Such men become interested in firms 10 

or corporations using millions; and estimating only simple interest to be made upon the 

capital invested, it is inevitable that their income must exceed their expenditures, and that 

they must accumulate wealth. Nor is there any middle ground which such men can occupy, 

because the great manufacturing or commercial concern which does not earn at least 

interest upon its capital soon becomes bankrupt. It, must either go forward or fall behind: 15 

to stand still is impossible. It is a condition essential for its successful operation that it 

should be thus far profitable, and even that, in addition to interest on capital, it should 

make profit. It is a law, as certain as any of the others named, that men possessed of this 

peculiar talent for affair, under the free play of economic forces, must, of necessity, soon be 

in receipt of more revenue than can be judiciously expended upon themselves; and this law 20 

is as beneficial for the race as the others. 

 

Objections to the foundations upon which society is based are not in order, because the 

condition of the race is better with these than it has been with any others which have been 

tried. Of the effect of any new substitutes proposed we cannot be sure. The Socialist or 25 

Anarchist who seeks to overturn present conditions is to be regarded as attacking the 

foundation upon which civilization itself rests, for civilization took its start from the day 

that the capable, industrious workman said to his incompetent and lazy fellow, “If thou 

dost {not} sow, thou shalt {not} reap,” and thus ended primitive Communism by separating 

the drones from the bees. One who studies this subject will soon be brought face to face 30 

with the conclusion that upon the sacredness of property civilization itself depends--the 

right of the laborer to his hundred dollars in the savings bank, and equally the legal right 
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of the millionaire to his millions. To these who propose to substitute Communism for this 

intense Individualism the answer, therefore, is: The race has tried that. All progress from 

that barbarous day to the present time has resulted from its displacement. Not evil, but 

good, has come to the race from the accumulation of wealth by those who have the ability 

and energy that produce it. But even if we admit for a moment that it might be better for 5 

the race to discard its present foundation, Individualism,--that it is a nobler ideal that man 

should labor, not for himself alone, but in and for a brotherhood of his fellows, and share 

with them all in common, realizing Swedenborg's idea of Heaven, where, as he says, the 

angels derive their happiness, not from laboring for self, but for each other,--even admit all 

this, and a sufficient answer is, this is not evolution, but revolution. It necessitates the 10 

changing of human nature itself a work of oeons, even if it were good to change it, which 

we cannot know. It is not practicable in our day or in our age. Even if desirable theoretically, 

it belongs to another and long-succeeding sociological stratum. Our duty is with what is 

practicable now; with the next step possible in our day and generation. It is criminal to 

waste our energies in endeavoring to uproot, when all we can profitably or possibly 15 

accomplish is to bend the universal tree of humanity a little in the direction most favorable 

to the production of good fruit under existing circumstances. We might as well urge the 

destruction of the highest existing type of man because he failed to reach our ideal as favor 

the destruction of Individualism, Private Property, the Law of Accumulation of Wealth, 

and the Law of Competition; for these are the highest results of human experience, the soil 20 

in which society so far has produced the best fruit. Unequally or unjustly, perhaps, as these 

laws sometimes operate, and imperfect as they appear to the Idealist, they are, nevertheless, 

like the highest type of man, the best and most valuable of all that humanity has yet 

accomplished. 

We start, then, with a condition of affairs under which the best interests of the race are 25 

promoted, but which inevitably gives wealth to the few. Thus far, accepting conditions as 

they exist, the situation can be surveyed and pronounced good. The question then arises, -

-and, if the foregoing be correct, it is the only question with which we have to deal, --What 

is the proper mode of administering wealth after the laws upon which civilization is 

founded have thrown it into the hands of the few? And it is of this great question that I 30 

believe I offer the true solution. It will be understood that fortunes are here spoken of, not 

moderate sums saved by many years of effort, the returns on which are required for the 
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comfortable maintenance and education of families. This is not wealth, but 

only competence which it should be the aim of all to acquire. 

 

There are but three modes in which surplus wealth can be disposed of. It call {sic} be left to 

the families of the decedents; or it can be bequeathed for public purposes; or, finally, it can 5 

be administered during their lives by its possessors. Under the first and second modes most 

of the wealth of the world that has reached the few has hitherto been applied. Let us in turn 

consider each of these modes. The first is the most injudicious. In monarchical countries, 

the estates and the greatest portion of the wealth are left to the first son, that the vanity of 

the parent may be gratified by the thought that his name and title are to descend to 10 

succeeding generations unimpaired. The condition of this class in Europe to-day teaches 

the futility of such hopes or ambitions. The successors have become impoverished through 

their follies or from the fall in the value of land. Even in Great Britain the strict law of entail 

has been found inadequate to maintain the status of an hereditary class. Its soil is rapidly 

passing into the hands of the stranger. Under republican institutions the division of 15 

property among the children is much fairer, but the question which forces itself upon 

thoughtful men in all lands is: Why should men leave great fortunes to their children? If 

this is done from affection, is it not misguided affection? Observation teaches that, 

generally speaking, it is not well for the children that they should be so burdened. Neither 

is it well for the state. Beyond providing for the wife and daughters moderate sources of 20 

income, and very moderate allowances indeed, if any, for the sons, men may well hesitate, 

for it is no longer questionable that great {sums} bequeathed oftener work more for the 

injury than for the good of the recipients. Wise men will soon conclude that, for the best 

interests of the members of their families and of the state, such bequests are an improper 

use of their means. 25 

 

It is not suggested that men who have failed to educate their sons to earn a livelihood shall 

cast them adrift in poverty. If any man has seen fit to rear his sons with a view to their living 

idle lives, or, what is highly commendable, has instilled in them the sentiment that they are 

in a position to labor for public ends without reference to pecuniary considerations, then, 30 

of course, the duty of the parent is to see that such are provided for moderation. There are 

instances of millionaires' sons unspoiled by wealth, who, being rich, still perform great 
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services in the community. Such are the very salt of the earth, as valuable as, unfortunately, 

they are rare; still it is not the exception, but the rule, that men must regard, and, looking 

at the usual result of enormous sums conferred upon legatees, the thoughtful man must 

shortly say, “I would as soon leave to my son a curse as the almighty dollar,” and admit to 

himself that it is not the welfare of the children, but family pride, which inspires these 5 

enormous legacies. 

 

As to the second mode, that of leaving wealth at death for public uses, it may be said that 

this is only a means for the disposal of wealth, provided a man is content to wait until he is 

dead before it becomes of much good in the world. Knowledge of the results of legacies 10 

bequeathed is not calculated to inspire the brightest hopes of much posthumous good being 

accomplished. The cases are not few in which the real object sought by the testator is not 

attained, nor are they few in which his real wishes are thwarted. In many cases the bequests 

are so used as to become only monuments of his folly. It is well to remember that it requires 

the exercise of not less ability than that which acquired the wealth to use it so as to be really 15 

beneficial to the community. Besides this, it may fairly be said that no man is to be extolled 

for doing what he cannot help doing, nor is he to be thanked by the community to which 

he only leaves wealth at death. Men who leave vast sums in this way may fairly be thought 

men who would not have left it at all, had they been able to take it with them. The memories 

of such cannot be held in grateful remembrance, for there is no grace in their gifts. It is not 20 

to be wondered at that such bequests seem so generally to lack the blessing. – 

 

The growing disposition to tax more and more heavily large estates left at death is a 

cheering indication of the growth of a salutary change in public opinion. The State of 

Pennsylvania now takes--subject to some exceptions--one-tenth of the property left by its 25 

citizens. The budget presented in the British Parliament the other day proposes to increase 

the death-duties; and, most significant of all, the new tax is to be a graduated one. Of all 

forms of taxation, this seems the wisest. Men who continue hoarding great sums all their 

lives, the proper use of which for - public ends would work good to the community, should 

be made to feel that the community, in the form of the state, cannot thus be deprived of its 30 

proper share. By taxing estates heavily at death the state marks its condemnation of the 

selfish millionaire's unworthy life. 
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It is desirable; that nations should go much further in this direction. Indeed, it is difficult 

to set bounds to the share of a rich man's estate which should go at his death to the public 

through the agency of the state, and by all means such taxes should be graduated, beginning 

at nothing upon moderate sums to dependents, and increasing rapidly as the amounts 5 

swell, until of the millionaire's hoard, as of Shylock's, at least 

 

“_____ The other half 
Comes to the privy coffer of the state.” 
 10 

This policy would work powerfully to induce the rich man to attend to the administration 

of wealth during his life, which is the end that society should always have in view, as being 

that by far most fruitful for the people. Nor need it be feared that this policy would sap the 

root of enterprise and render men less anxious to accumulate, for to the class whose 

ambition it is to leave great fortunes and be talked about after their death, it will attract 15 

even more attention, and, indeed, be a somewhat nobler ambition to have enormous sums 

paid over to the state from their fortunes. 

There remains, then, only one mode of using great fortunes; but in this we have the true 

antidote for the temporary unequal distribution of wealth, the reconciliation of the rich 

and the poor--a reign of harmony--another ideal, differing, indeed, from that of the 20 

Communist in requiring only the further evolution of existing conditions, not the total 

overthrow of our civilization. It is founded upon the present most intense individualism, 

and the race is projected to put it in practice by degree whenever it pleases. Under its sway 

we shall have an ideal state, in which the surplus wealth of the few will become, in the best 

sense the property of the many, because administered for the common good, and this 25 

wealth, passing through the hands of the few, can be made a much more potent force for 

the elevation of our race than if it had been distributed in small sums to the people 

themselves. Even the poorest can be made to see this, and to agree that great sums gathered 

by some of their fellow-citizens and spent for public purposes, from which the masses reap 

the principal benefit, are more valuable to them than if scattered among them through the 30 

course of many years in trifling amounts. 
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If we consider what results flow from the Cooper Institute, for instance, to the best portion 

of the race in New York not possessed of means, and compare these with those which would 

have arisen for the good of the masses from an equal sum distributed by Mr. Cooper in his 

lifetime in the form of wages, which is the highest form of distribution, being for work done 

and not for charity, we can form some estimate of the possibilities for the improvement of 5 

the race which lie embedded in the present law of the accumulation of wealth. Much of this 

sum if distributed in small quantities among the people, would have been wasted in the 

indulgence of appetite, some of it in excess, and it may be doubted whether even the part 

put to the best use, that of adding to the comforts of the home, would have yielded results 

for the race, as a race, at all comparable to those which are flowing and are to flow from the 10 

Cooper Institute from generation to generation. Let the advocate of violent or radical 

change ponder well this thought. 

 

We might even go so far as to take another instance, that of Mr. Tilden's bequest of five 

millions of dollars for a free library in the city of New York, but in referring to this one 15 

cannot help saying involuntarily, how much better if Mr. Tilden had devoted the last years 

of his own life to the proper administration of this immense sum; in which case neither 

legal contest nor any other cause of delay could have interfered with his aims. But let us 

assume that Mr. Tilden's millions finally become the means of giving to this city a noble 

public library, where the treasures of the world contained in books will be open to all 20 

forever, without money and without price. Considering the good of that part of the race 

which congregates in and around Manhattan Island, would its permanent benefit have 

been better promoted had these millions been allowed to circulate in small sums through 

the hands of the masses? Even the most strenuous advocate of Communism must entertain 

a doubt upon this subject. Most of those who think will probably entertain no doubt 25 

whatever. 

 

Poor and restricted are our opportunities in this life; narrow our horizon; our best work 

most imperfect; but rich men should be thankful for one inestimable boon. They have it in 

their power during their lives to busy themselves in organizing benefactions from which 30 

the masses of their fellows will derive lasting advantage, and thus dignify their own lives. 

The highest life is probably to be reached, not by such imitation of the life of Christ as 
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Count Tolstoi gives us, but, while animated by Christ's spirit, by recognizing the changed 

conditions of this age, and adopting modes of expressing this spirit suitable to the changed 

conditions under which we live; still laboring for the good of our fellows, which was the 

essence of his life and teaching, but laboring in a different manner. 

 5 

This, then, is held to be the duty of the man of Wealth: First, to set an example of modest, 

unostentatious living, shunning display or extravagance; to provide moderately for the 

legitimate wants of those dependent upon him; and after doing so to consider all surplus 

revenues which come to him simply as trust funds, which he is called upon to administer, 

and strictly bound as a matter of duty to administer in the manner which, in his judgment, 10 

is best calculated to produce the most beneficial results for the community--the man of 

wealth thus becoming the mere agent and trustee for his poorer brethren, bringing to their 

service his superior wisdom, experience and ability to administer, doing for them better 

than they would or could do for themselves. 

 15 

We are met here with the difficulty of determining what are moderate sums to leave to 

members of the family; what is modest, unostentatious living; what is the test of 

extravagance. There must be different standards for different conditions. The answer is that 

it is as impossible to name exact amounts or actions as it is to define good manners, good 

taste, or the rules of propriety; but, nevertheless, these are verities, well known although 20 

undefinable. Public sentiment is quick to know and to feel what offends these. So in the 

case of wealth. The rule in regard to good taste in the dress of men or women applies here. 

Whatever makes one conspicuous offends the canon. If any family be chiefly known for 

display, for extravagance in home, table, equipage, for enormous sums ostentatiously spent 

in any form upon itself, if these be its chief distinctions, we have no difficulty in estimating 25 

its nature or culture. So likewise in regard to the use or abuse of its surplus wealth, or to 

generous, freehanded cooperation in good public uses, or to unabated efforts to accumulate 

and hoard to the last, whether they administer or bequeath. The verdict rests with the best 

and most enlightened public sentiment. The community will surely judge and its 

judgments will not often be wrong. 30 
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The best uses to which surplus wealth can be put have already been indicated. These who, 

would administer wisely must, indeed, be wise, for one of the serious obstacles to the 

improvement of our race is indiscriminate charity. It were better for mankind that the 

millions of the rich were thrown in to the sea than so spent as to encourage the slothful, the 

drunken, the unworthy. Of every thousand dollars spent in so called charity to-day, it is 5 

probable that $950 is unwisely spent; so spent, indeed as to produce the very evils which it 

proposes to mitigate or cure. A well-known writer of philosophic books admitted the other 

day that he had given a quarter of a dollar to a man who approached him as he was coming 

to visit the house of his friend. He knew nothing of the habits of this beggar; knew not the 

use that would be made of this money, although he had every reason to suspect that it would 10 

be spent improperly. This man professed to be a disciple of Herbert Spencer; yet the 

quarter-dollar given that night will probably work more injury than all the money which 

its thoughtless donor will ever be able to give in true charity will do good. He only gratified 

his own feelings, saved himself from annoyance,-- and this was probably one of the most 

selfish and very worst actions of his life, for in all respects he is most worthy. 15 

 

In bestowing charity, the main consideration should be to help those who will help 

themselves; to provide part of the means by which those who desire to improve may do so; 

to give those who desire to use the aids by which they may rise; to assist, but rarely or never 

to do all. Neither the individual nor the race is improved by alms-giving. Those worthy of 20 

assistance, except in rare cases, seldom require assistance. The really valuable men of the 

race never do, except in cases of accident or sudden change. Every one has, of course, cases 

of individuals brought to his own knowledge where temporary assistance can do genuine 

good, and these he will not overlook. But the amount which can be wisely given by the 

individual for individuals is necessarily limited by his lack of knowledge of the 25 

circumstances connected with each. He is the only true reformer who is as careful and as 

anxious not to aid the unworthy as he is to aid the worthy, and, perhaps, even more so, for 

in alms-giving more injury is probably done by rewarding vice than by relieving virtue. 

 

The rich man is thus almost restricted to following the examples of Peter Cooper, Enoch 30 

Pratt of Baltimore, Mr. Pratt of Brooklyn, Senator Stanford, and others, who know that the 

best means of benefiting the community is to place within its reach the ladders upon which 
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the aspiring can rise--parks, and means of recreation, by which men are helped in body and 

mind; works of art, certain to give pleasure and improve the public taste, and public 

institutions of various kinds, which will improve the general condition of the people; --in 

this manner returning their surplus wealth to the mass of their fellows in the forms best 

calculated to do them lasting good. – 5 

 

Thus is the problem of Rich and Poor to be solved. The laws of accumulation will be left 

free; the laws of distribution free. Individualism will continue, but the millionaire will be 

but a trustee for the poor; {entrusted} for a season with a great part of the increased wealth 

of the community, but administering it for the community far better than it could or would 10 

have done for itself. The best minds will thus have reached a stage in the development of 

the race which it is clearly seen that there is no mode of disposing of surplus wealth 

creditable to thoughtful and earnest men into whose hands it flows save by using it year by 

year for the general good. This day already dawns. But a little while, and although, without 

incurring the pity of their fellows, men may die sharers in great business enterprises from 15 

which their capital cannot be or has not been withdrawn, and is left chiefly at death for 

public uses, yet the man who dies leaving behind many millions of available wealth, which 

was his to administer during life, will pass away “unwept, unhonored, and unsung,” no 

matter to what uses he leaves the dross which he cannot take with him. Of such as these the 

public verdict will then be: “The man who dies thus rich dies disgraced.” 20 

 

Such, in my opinion, is the true Gospel concerning Wealth, obedience to which is destined 

some day to solve the problem of the Rich and the Poor, and to bring “Peace on earth, 

among men Good-Will.”
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ANDREW CARNEGIE 

The Triumph of America 
ESSAY EXCERPTS 

1885 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
In this essay, the famous steel magnate Andrew Carnegie explores the many reasons behind America’s 
cultural, political, and economic successes up to the late 19th century.  
  
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Carnegie see as the future of America from the perspective of 1885? 
 
2. How does Carnegie see the American continent itself as beneficial to the nation? 
 
3. How does Carnegie see politics as key to America’s continued progress? 
 
4. What does Carnegie see as the role of education in America? 

  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Carnegie.  “The Triumph of America.”  Essay excerpts, 1885.  From Teaching American History.  
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-triumph-of-america/.
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The old nations of the earth creep on at a snail’s pace; the Republic thunders past with 

the rush of the express. The United States, the growth of a single century, has already 

reached the foremost rank among nations, and is destined soon to out-distance all others 

in the race. In population, in wealth, in annual savings, and in public credit; in freedom 

from debt, in agriculture, and in manufactures, America already leads the civilized world 5 

… 

 

Into the distant future of this giant nation we need not seek to peer; but if we cast a glance 

forward, as we have done backward, for only fifty years, and assume that in that short 

interval no serious change will occur, the astounding fact startles us that in 1935, fifty 10 

years from now, when many in manhood will still be living, one hundred and eighty 

millions of English-speaking republicans will exist under one flag and possess more than 

two hundred and fifty thousand millions of dollars, or fifty thousand millions sterling of 

national wealth. Eighty years ago the whole of America and Europe did not contain so 

many people; and, if Europe and America continue their normal growth, it will be little 15 

more than another eighty years ere the mighty Republic may boast as many loyal citizens 

as all the rulers of Europe combined, for before the year 1980 Europe and America will 

each have a population of about six hundred millions. 

 

The causes which have led to the rapid growth and aggrandizement of this latest addition 20 

to the family of nations constitute one of the most interesting problems in the social 

history of mankind. What has brought about such stupendous results — so unparalleled 

a development of a nation within so ethnic character of the people, the topographical and 

climatic conditions under which they developed, and the influence of political 

institutions founded upon the equality of the citizen. 25 

 

Certain writers in the past have maintained that the ethnic type of a people has less 

influence upon its growth as a nation than the conditions of life under which it is 

developing. The modern ethnologist knows better. We have only to imagine what 

America would be today if she had fallen, in the beginning, into the hands of any other 30 

people than the colonizing British, to see how vitally important is this question of race. 
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America was indeed fortunate in the seed planted upon her soil. With the exception of a 

few Dutch and French it was wholly British; and … the American of today remains true 

to this noble strain and is four-fifths British. The special aptitude of this race for 

colonization, its vigor and enterprise, and its capacity for governing, although brilliantly 

manifested in all parts of the world, have never been shown to such advantage as in 5 

American. Freed here from the pressure of feudal institutions no longer fitted to their 

present development, and freed also from the dominion of the upper classes, which have 

kept the people at home from effective management of affairs and sacrificed the nation’s 

interest for their own, as is the nature of classes, these masses of the lower ranks of 

Britons, called upon to found a new state, have proved themselves possessors of a positive 10 

genius for political administration. 

 

The second, and perhaps equally important factor in the problem of the rapid 

advancement of this branch of the British race, is the superiority of the conditions under 

which it has developed. The home which has fallen to its lot, a domain more magnificent 15 

than has cradled any other race in the history of the world, presents no obstructions to 

unity — to the thorough amalgamation of its dwellers, North, South, East, and West, into 

one homogeneous mass — for the conformation of the American continent differs in 

important respects from that of every other great division of the globe. In Europe the 

Alps occupy a central position, forming on each side watersheds of rivers which flow into 20 

opposite seas. In Asia the Himalaya, the Hindu Kush, and the Altai Mountains divide the 

continent, rolling from their sides many great rivers which pour their floods into widely 

separated oceans. But in North America the mountains rise up on each coast, and from 

them the land slopes gradually together in one valley, offering to commerce many 

thousand miles of navigable streams. The map thus proclaims the unity of North 25 

America, for in this great central basin, three million square miles in extent, free from 

impassable rivers or mountain barriers great enough to hider free intercourse, political 

integration is a necessity and consolidation a certainty … 

The unity of the American people is further powerfully promoted by the foundation 

upon which the political structure rests, the equality of the citizen. There is not one shred 30 

of privilege to be met with anywhere in all the laws. One man’s right is every man’s right. 
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The flag is the guarantor and symbol of equality. The people are not emasculated by being 

made to feel that their own country decrees their inferiority, and holds them unworthy 

of privileges accorded to others. No ranks, no titles, no hereditary dignities, and therefore 

no classes. Suffrage is universal, and votes are of equal weight. Representatives are paid, 

and political life and usefulness thereby thrown open to all. Thus there is brought about 5 

a community of interests and aims which a Briton, accustomed to monarchial and 

aristocratic institutions, dividing the people into classes with separate interests, aims, 

thoughts, and feelings, can only with difficulty understand. 

 

The free common school system of the land is probably, after all, the greatest single power 10 

in the unifying process which is producing the new American race. Through the crucible 

of a good common English education, furnished free by the State, pass the various racial 

elements — children of Irishmen, Germans, Italians, Spaniards, and Swedes, side by side 

with the native American, all to be fused into one, in language, in thought, in feeling, and 

in patriotism. The Irish boy loses his brogue, and the German child learns English. The 15 

sympathies suited to the feudal systems of Europe, which they inherit from their fathers, 

pass off as dross, leaving behind the pure gold of the only noble political creed: “All men 

are created free and equal.” Taught now to live and work for the common weal, and not 

for the maintenance of a royal family or an overbearing aristocracy, not for the 

continuance of a social system which ranks them beneath an arrogant class of drones, 20 

children of Russian and German serfs, of Irish evicted tenants, Scotch crofters, and other 

victims of feudal tyranny, are translated into republican Americans, and are made in one 

love for a country which provides equal rights and privileges for all her children. There 

is no class so intensely patriotic, so wildly devoted to the Republic as the naturalized 

citizen and his child, for little does the native-born citizen know of the value of rights 25 

which have never been denied. Only the man born abroad, like myself, under institutions 

which insult him at his birth, can know the full meaning of Republicanism … 

 

It is these causes which render possible the growth of a great homogeneous nation, alike 

in race, language, literature, interest, patriotism — an empire of such overwhelming 30 
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power and proportions as to require neither army nor navy to ensure its safety, and a 

people so educated and advanced as to value the victories of peace. 

 

The student of American affairs today sees no influences at work save those which make 

for closer and closer union. The Republic has solved the problem of governing large areas 5 

by adopting the federal, or home-rule system, and has proved to the world that the freest 

self-government of the parts produces the strongest government of the whole.
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WILLIAM A. PEFFER 

The Mission of the Populist Party 
ARTICLE EXCERPTS 

North American Review | December 31, 1893 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The rapid changes caused by the Gilded Age produced negative as well as positive benefits for 
American society.  The American people responded to the drawbacks of this advancement by calling 
for many reforms, especially in the economic sphere.  One manifestation of this reform spirit was the 
creation of the People’s (or Populist) Party, which sought to fight the economic corruption of the 
Gilded Age by calling for the dismantling of monopolies, the regulation of railroads, and the granting 
of legislative power to the people via electoral initiative and referendum.  In 1890, William Peffer of 
Kansas was the first Populist Party member elected to the Senate (there would eventually be 6), and 
wrote this article three years later explaining the principles behind the Party.   
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What is the purpose of government, according to Peffer?  
 
2. What does Peffer say about the Party’s views on monetary policy?  
 
3. What is the Party’s view of American railroads? 
 
4. According to Peffer, how do banks and excessive wealth undermine American government? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
William A. Peffer.  “The Mission of the Populist Party.”  Article excerpts, North American Review, December 31, 
1893.  From Teaching American History.  https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/ the-mission-of-the-
populist-party/.
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The Populist Party is an organized demand that the functions of government shall be 

exercised only for the mutual benefit of all the people. It asserts that government is useful 

only to the extent that it serves to advance the common weal. Believing that the public 

good is paramount to private interests, it protests against the delegation of sovereign 

powers to private agencies. Its motto is: “Equal rights to all; special privileges to none.” 5 

Its creed is written in a single line of the Declaration of Independence—“All men are 

created equal.” Devoted to the objects for which the Constitution of the United States 

was adopted, it proposes to “form a more perfect union” by cultivating a national 

sentiment among the people; to “insure domestic tranquility” by securing to every man 

and woman what they earn; to “establish justice” by procuring an equitable distribution 10 

of the products and profits of labor; to “provide for the common defence” by interesting 

every citizen in the ownership of his home; to “promote the general welfare” by 

abolishing class legislation and limiting the government to its proper functions; and to 

“secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity” by protecting the 

producing masses against the spoliation of speculators and usurers. 15 

 

The Populist claims that the mission of his party is to emancipate labor. He believes that 

men are not only created equal, but that they are equally entitled to the use of natural 

resources in procuring means of subsistence and comfort. He believes that an equitable 

distribution of the products and profits of labor is essential to the highest form of 20 

civilization; that taxation should only be for public purposes, and that all moneys raised 

by taxes should go into the public treasury; that public needs should be supplied by public 

agencies, and that the people should be served equally and alike. 

 

The party believes in popular government. Its demands may be summarized fairly to be— 25 

 
1. An exclusively national currency in amount amply sufficient for all the uses for which 

money is needed by the people, to consist of gold and silver coined on equal terms, 

and government paper, each and all legal tender in payment of debts of whatever 

nature or amount, receivable for taxes and all public dues. 
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2. That rates of interest for the use of money be reduced to the level of average net 

profits in productive industries. 

 
3. That the means of public transportation be brought under public control, to the end 

that carriage shall not cost more than it is reasonably worth, and that charges may be 

made uniform. 

 
4. That large private land-holdings be discouraged by law. … 
 

The Populist Party is the only party that honestly favors good money. … We have seven 10 

different kinds of money, and only one of them is good, according to the determination 

of the Treasury officials. Bank notes are not legal tender, neither are silver certificates, 

nor gold certificates. Treasury notes are not legal tender in cases where another kind of 

money is expressed in the contract, and United States notes (greenbacks) will not pay 

either principal or interest on any government bond. None of our paper money is taxable. 15 

Silver dollars are by law full legal tender in payment of debts to any amount whatever, 

but the Treasury does not pay them out on any obligation unless they are specially 

requested. In practice, we have but one full legal tender money—gold coin; and 

Republicans and Democrats are agreed on continuing that policy; while Populists 

demand gold, silver, and paper money, all equally full legal tender. 20 

 

The fact that we have now out about $700,000,000 in paper is proof that our stock of coin 

is utterly inadequate to perform all the money duty required in the people’s business 

transactions. The discontinuance of silver coinage stops the supply from that source. It 

is believed by men best informed on the subject that the gold used in the arts has reached 25 

an amount about equal to the annual output of the mines. Then the world’s stock of gold 

coin will not be increased unless the arts are drawn upon, and that can be done 

successfully only at a price above the money value of the coin. Russia, Austria, Italy, and 

the United States all want more gold. Where is it to come from? And what will it cost the 

purchaser? Are we to drop back to Roman methods of procuring treasure? When all the 30 

nations set out on gold-hunting expeditions, who will be the victor and what will become 

of the spoils? 
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It is evident that we must have more money, and Congress alone is authorized to prepare 

it. States are prohibited by the Constitution of the United States from making anything 

but gold and silver coin a legal tender in payment of debts, and nothing is money that is 

not a tender. The people can rely only on Congress for a safe circulating medium. 

 5 

Populists demand not only a sufficiency of money, but a reduction of interest rates at 

least as low as the general level of the people’s savings. They aver that with interest at 

present legal and actual rates, an increase in the volume of money in the country would 

be of little permanent benefit, for bankers and brokers would control its circulation, just 

as they do now. But with interest charges reduced to 3 or 2 percent, the business of the 10 

money-lender would be no more profitable than that of the farmer—and why should it 

be? … 

 

… The rate of interest ought to be what, with prudent management through a reasonable 

number of average seasons, he [the farmer] can pay yearly, with part of the principal, 15 

until he has paid out and has the farm left. 

 

Three percent, compounded annually is a fair average the world over for labor’s saving. 

It has been a little more in the United States, but a gold basis will soon bring us to the 

general level, and that will settle lower as population and trade increase. 20 

 

While the Populist Party favors government ownership and control of railroads, it wisely 

leaves for future consideration the means by which such ownership and control can best 

be brought about. The conditions which seem to make necessary such a change in our 

transportation system preclude all probability of its ever being practicable, if it were 25 

desirable, to purchase existing railway lines. The total capitalization of railroads in the 

United States in 1890 was put at $9,871,378,389—nearly ten thousand million dollars. It 

would be putting the figures high to say that the roads are worth one-half the amount of 

their capital stock. This leaves a fictitious value of $5,000,000,000 which the people must 

maintain for the roads by transportation charges twice as high as they would be if the 30 

capitalization were only half as much. It is the excessive capitalization which the people 

have to maintain that they complain about. It would be an unbusinesslike proceeding for 
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the people to purchase roads when they could build better ones just where and when they 

are needed for less than half the money that would be required to clear these companies’ 

books. It is conceded that none of the highly capitalized railroad corporations expect to 

pay their debts. If they can keep even on interest account, they do well, and that is all they 

are trying to do. While charges have been greatly reduced, they are still based on 5 

capitalization, and courts have held that the companies are entitled to reasonable profits 

on their investment. The people have but one safe remedy—to construct their own roads 

as needed, and then they will “own and control” them. 

 

This is not a new doctrine. A select committee of the Senate of the United States, at the 10 

head of which was Hon. William Windom, then a senator and afterward secretary of the 

Treasury appointed in December 1872, reported among other recommendations one 

proposing the construction of a “government freight railway,” for the purpose of 

effectively regulating interstate commerce. A government freight railway would have no 

capitalization, no debt, bonded or otherwise; its charges would be only what it would cost 15 

to handle the traffic and keep the road in repair. That would reduce cost of carriage to a 

minimum, and nothing else will. 

 

Populists complain of legislation in the interest of favored classes. At the very time when 

the homestead law was passed a scheme was hatching to absorb the public lands by 20 

railway corporations. Scarcely had the great war begun when a plan was laid to establish 

a system of national banking based on the people’s debts; and while customs duties were 

raised to increase the public revenues, cheap foreign labor was brought in under contract 

to man the factories. Banks have been specially favored. 

 25 

When it was to their interest to withdraw their notes it was done with impunity. They 

have been permitted to openly violate the law that authorizes their existence, and this 

without rebuke. 

 

The U.S. Senate shields them from exposure. When the Treasury was flush, public 30 

moneys were lavishly left with the banks to use without interest, and when the great banks 

in New York City needed funds to relieve the stringency in the “money market” there, 
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they had only to ask and they received. And now that the Treasury is running short in 

gold reserves, there is a demand for more bonds to purchase more gold to be used in 

redeeming Treasury notes which the law requires to be redeemed in silver, thus again 

reducing the reserves, making another bond issue necessary to procure more gold; and 

so on, as the “money market” may require. These “Napoleons of Finance” are playing a 5 

bold game. … 

 

Rapid accumulation of wealth by a few citizens, as we have seen it in the United States 

during the last thirty years, is evidence of morbidly abnormal conditions. It is 

inconsistent with free institutions. It is breeding anarchy and trouble. No man can 10 

honestly take to himself what he does not earn; and if he does no more than that, riches 

will come to him slowly. It is only when he gets what he does not earn that his “success” 

attracts attention. Fortunes running into millions of dollars must be made up of property 

and profits mostly produced and earned by persons other than those who claim them. 

 15 

No man ever earned a million dollars. If he was moved to great undertakings, nature’s 

God inspired him. And if, in the play of his ambition he marshaled effective forces, his 

equipment cost him little. To a great mind success is compensation. The value of its labor 

cannot be measured with money. A strong man’s intellect moves as easily as a 

blacksmith’s arm. Both are gifts. 20 

 

The best men are content with little. Vast enterprises that move the world are maintained 

by contributions from the labor of the poor. Leaders do but organize and direct; the rank 

and file do all the rest. Apply the “iron law of wages” equally to all that work and you 

scale down the salaries of many useless people. If the Republic is to endure we must 25 

encourage the average man. 
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WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

The Cross of Gold 
SPEECH EXCERPTS 

July 9, 1896 
Chicago Coliseum | Chicago, IL 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
The spirit of reform championed by the Populist Party found moderate success in the last quarter of the 
19th century.  However, their greatest triumph would occur in the 1896 presidential election, albeit under 
the auspices of the Democratic Party.  Former Nebraska Congressman William Jennings Bryan, the 
Democrat (as well as Populist) nominee, was a firm advocate for retaining silver as well as gold for the 
monetary standard in America, rather than using gold alone.  At the Democratic National Convention 
that year, Bryan gave this speech which garnered massive support for his campaign, but he ultimately lost 
to William McKinley. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What is the “paramount issue,” according to Bryan?  
 
2. Does he agree that the government should be able to impose an income tax? 
 
3. How does Bryan explain the relationship between banks and government?  
 
4. Why does he object to the gold standard? 
 
5. What are the “two ideas of government” that Bryan describes? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
William Jennings Bryan.  “The Cross of Gold Speech.”  Speech, July 9, 1896.  From George Mason University.  
https://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5354/.
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I would be presumptuous, indeed, to present myself against the distinguished gentlemen 

to whom you have listened if this were but a measuring of ability; but this is not a contest 

among persons. The humblest citizen in all the land when clad in the armor of a righteous 

cause is stronger than all the whole hosts of error that they can bring. I come to speak to 

you in defense of a cause as holy as the cause of liberty—the cause of humanity. When 5 

this debate is concluded, a motion will be made to lay upon the table the resolution 

offered in commendation of the administration and also the resolution in condemnation 

of the administration. I shall object to bringing this question down to a level of persons. 

The individual is but an atom; he is born, he acts, he dies; but principles are eternal; and 

this has been a contest of principle. 10 

 

Never before in the history of this country has there been witnessed such a contest as that 

through which we have passed. Never before in the history of American politics has a 

great issue been fought out as this issue has been by the voters themselves. 

 15 

On the 4th of March, 1895, a few Democrats, most of them members of Congress, issued 

an address to the Democrats of the nation asserting that the money question was the 

paramount issue of the hour; asserting also the right of a majority of the Democratic 

Party to control the position of the party on this paramount issue; concluding with the 

request that all believers in free coinage of silver in the Democratic Party should organize 20 

and take charge of and control the policy of the Democratic Party. Three months later, 

at Memphis, an organization was perfected, and the silver Democrats went forth openly 

and boldly and courageously proclaiming their belief and declaring that if successful they 

would crystallize in a platform the declaration which they had made; and then began the 

conflict with a zeal approaching the zeal which inspired the crusaders who followed Peter 25 

the Hermit. Our silver Democrats went forth from victory unto victory, until they are 

assembled now, not to discuss, not to debate, but to enter up the judgment rendered by 

the plain people of this country. 

 

But in this contest, brother has been arrayed against brother, and father against son. The 30 

warmest ties of love and acquaintance and association have been disregarded. Old leaders 
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have been cast aside when they refused to give expression to the sentiments of those 

whom they would lead, and new leaders have sprung up to give direction to this cause of 

freedom. Thus has the contest been waged, and we have assembled here under as binding 

and solemn instructions as were ever fastened upon the representatives of a people. 

 5 

We do not come as individuals. Why, as individuals we might have been glad to 

compliment the gentleman from New York [Senator Hill], but we knew that the people 

for whom we speak would never be willing to put him in a position where he could thwart 

the will of the Democratic Party. I say it was not a question of persons; it was a question 

of principle; and it is not with gladness, my friends, that we find ourselves brought into 10 

conflict with those who are now arrayed on the other side. The gentleman who just 

preceded me [Governor Russell] spoke of the old state of Massachusetts. Let me assure 

him that not one person in all this convention entertains the least hostility to the people 

of the state of Massachusetts. 

 15 

But we stand here representing people who are the equals before the law of the largest 

cities in the state of Massachusetts. When you come before us and tell us that we shall 

disturb your business interests, we reply that you have disturbed our business interests 

by your action. We say to you that you have made too limited in its application the 

definition of a businessman. The man who is employed for wages is as much a 20 

businessman as his employer. The attorney in a country town is as much a businessman 

as the corporation counsel in a great metropolis. The merchant at the crossroads store is 

as much a businessman as the merchant of New York. The farmer who goes forth in the 

morning and toils all day, begins in the spring and toils all summer, and by the 

application of brain and muscle to the natural resources of this country creates wealth, is 25 

as much a businessman as the man who goes upon the Board of Trade and bets upon the 

price of grain. The miners who go 1,000 feet into the earth or climb 2,000 feet upon the 

cliffs and bring forth from their hiding places the precious metals to be poured in the 

channels of trade are as much businessmen as the few financial magnates who in a 

backroom corner the money of the world. 30 
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We come to speak for this broader class of businessmen. Ah. my friends, we say not one 

word against those who live upon the Atlantic Coast; but those hardy pioneers who 

braved all the dangers of the wilderness, who have made the desert to blossom as the 

rose—those pioneers away out there, rearing their children near to nature’s heart, where 

they can mingle their voices with the voices of the birds—out there where they have 5 

erected schoolhouses for the education of their children and churches where they praise 

their Creator, and the cemeteries where sleep the ashes of their dead—are as deserving 

of the consideration of this party as any people in this country. 

 

It is for these that we speak. We do not come as aggressors. Our war is not a war of 10 

conquest. We are fighting in the defense of our homes, our families, and posterity. We 

have petitioned, and our petitions have been scorned. We have entreated, and our 

entreaties have been disregarded. We have begged, and they have mocked when our 

calamity came. 

 15 

We beg no longer; we entreat no more; we petition no more. We defy them! 

 

The gentleman from Wisconsin has said he fears a Robespierre. My friend, in this land 

of the free you need fear no tyrant who will spring up from among the people. What we 

need is an Andrew Jackson to stand as Jackson stood, against the encroachments of 20 

aggregated wealth. 

 

They tell us that this platform was made to catch votes. We reply to them that changing 

conditions make new issues; that the principles upon which rest Democracy are as 

everlasting as the hills; but that they must be applied to new conditions as they arise. 25 

Conditions have arisen and we are attempting to meet those conditions. They tell us that 

the income tax ought not to be brought in here; that is not a new idea. They criticize us 

for our criticism of the Supreme Court of the United States. My friends, we have made 

no criticism. We have simply called attention to what you know. If you want criticisms, 

read the dissenting opinions of the Court. That will give you criticisms. 30 
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They say we passed an unconstitutional law. I deny it. The income tax was not 

unconstitutional when it was passed. It was not unconstitutional when it went before the 

Supreme Court for the first time. It did not become unconstitutional until one judge 

changed his mind; and we cannot be expected to know when a judge will change his 

mind. 5 

 

The income tax is a just law. It simply intends to put the burdens of government justly 

upon the backs of the people. I am in favor of an income tax. When I find a man who is 

not willing to pay his share of the burden of the government which protects him, I find 

a man who is unworthy to enjoy the blessings of a government like ours. 10 

 

He says that we are opposing the national bank currency. It is true. If you will read what 

Thomas Benton said, you will find that he said that in searching history he could find but 

one parallel to Andrew Jackson. That was Cicero, who destroyed the conspiracies of 

Cataline and saved Rome. He did for Rome what Jackson did when he destroyed the bank 15 

conspiracy and saved America. 

 

We say in our platform that we believe that the right to coin money and issue money is 

a function of government. We believe it. We believe it is a part of sovereignty and can no 

more with safety be delegated to private individuals than can the power to make penal 20 

statutes or levy laws for taxation. 

 

Mr. Jefferson, who was once regarded as good Democratic authority, seems to have a 

different opinion from the gentleman who has addressed us on the part of the minority. 

Those who are opposed to this proposition tell us that the issue of paper money is a 25 

function of the bank and that the government ought to go out of the banking business. I 

stand with Jefferson rather than with them, and tell them, as he did, that the issue of 

money is a function of the government and that the banks should go out of the governing 

business. 

 30 
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They complain about the plank which declares against the life tenure in office. They have 

tried to strain it to mean that which it does not mean. What we oppose in that plank is 

the life tenure that is being built up in Washington which establishes an office-holding 

class and excludes from participation in the benefits the humbler members of our society. 

… 5 

 

Let me call attention to two or three great things. The gentleman from New York says 

that he will propose an amendment providing that this change in our law shall not affect 

contracts which, according to the present laws, are made payable in gold. But if he means 

to say that we cannot change our monetary system without protecting those who have 10 

loaned money before the change was made, I want to ask him where, in law or in morals, 

he can find authority for not protecting the debtors when the act of 1873 was passed 

when he now insists that we must protect the creditor. He says he also wants to amend 

this platform so as to provide that if we fail to maintain the parity within a year that we 

will then suspend the coinage of silver. We reply that when we advocate a thing which 15 

we believe will be successful we are not compelled to raise a doubt as to our own sincerity 

by trying to show what we will do if we are wrong. 

 

I ask him, if he will apply his logic to us, why he does not apply it to himself. He says that 

he wants this country to try to secure an international agreement. Why doesn’t he tell us 20 

what he is going to do if they fail to secure an international agreement. There is more 

reason for him to do that than for us to expect to fail to maintain the parity. They have 

tried for thirty years—thirty years—to secure an international agreement, and those are 

waiting for it most patiently who don’t want it at all. 

 25 

Now, my friends, let me come to the great paramount issue. If they ask us here why it is 

we say more on the money question than we say upon the tariff question, I reply that if 

protection has slain its thousands the gold standard has slain its tens of thousands. If they 

ask us why we did not embody all these things in our platform which we believe, we reply 

to them that when we have restored the money of the Constitution, all other necessary 30 
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reforms will be possible, and that until that is done there is no reform that can be 

accomplished. 

 

Why is it that within three months such a change has come over the sentiments of the 

country? Three months ago, when it was confidently asserted that those who believed in 5 

the gold standard would frame our platforms and nominate our candidates, even the 

advocates of the gold standard did not think that we could elect a President; but they had 

good reasons for the suspicion, because there is scarcely a state here today asking for the 

gold standard that is not within the absolute control of the Republican Party. 

 10 

But note the change. Mr. McKinley was nominated at St. Louis upon a platform that 

declared for the maintenance of the gold standard until it should be changed into 

bimetallism by an international agreement. Mr. McKinley was the most popular man 

among the Republicans; and everybody three months ago in the Republican Party 

prophesied his election. How is it today? Why, that man who used to boast that he looked 15 

like Napoleon, that man shudders today when he thinks that he was nominated on the 

anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. Not only that, but as he listens he can hear with 

ever increasing distinctness the sound of the waves as they beat upon the lonely shores 

of St. Helena. 

 20 

Why this change? Ah, my friends. is not the change evident to anyone who will look at 

the matter? It is because no private character, however pure, no personal popularity, 

however great, can protect from the avenging wrath of an indignant people the man who 

will either declare that he is in favor of fastening the gold standard upon this people, or 

who is willing to surrender the right of self-government and place legislative control in 25 

the hands of foreign potentates and powers. … 

 

We go forth confident that we shall win. Why? Because upon the paramount issue in this 

campaign there is not a spot of ground upon which the enemy will dare to challenge 

battle. Why, if they tell us that the gold standard is a good thing, we point to their 30 

platform and tell them that their platform pledges the party to get rid of a gold standard 



The Cross of Gold 
William Jennings Bryan 

ANNOTATIONS                NOTES & QUESTIONS 

 

8 
Copyright © 2023 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

and substitute bimetallism. If the gold standard is a good thing, why try to get rid of it? 

If the gold standard, and I might call your attention to the fact that some of the very 

people who are in this convention today and who tell you that we ought to declare in 

favor of international bimetallism and thereby declare that the gold standard is wrong 

and that the principles of bimetallism are better—these very people four months ago were 5 

open and avowed advocates of the gold standard and telling us that we could not legislate 

two metals together even with all the world. 

 

I want to suggest this truth, that if the gold standard is a good thing we ought to declare 

in favor of its retention and not in favor of abandoning it; and if the gold standard is a 10 

bad thing, why should we wait until some other nations are willing to help us to let it go? 

 

Here is the line of battle. We care not upon which issue they force the fight. We are 

prepared to meet them on either issue or on both. If they tell us that the gold standard is 

the standard of civilization, we reply to them that this, the most enlightened of all nations 15 

of the earth, has never declared for a gold standard, and both the parties this year are 

declaring against it. If the gold standard is the standard of civilization, why, my friends, 

should we not have it? So if they come to meet us on that, we can present the history of 

our nation. More than that, we can tell them this, that they will search the pages of history 

in vain to find a single instance in which the common people of any land ever declared 20 

themselves in favor of a gold standard. They can find where the holders of fixed 

investments have. 

 

Mr. Carlisle said in 1878 that this was a struggle between the idle holders of idle capital 

and the struggling masses who produce the wealth and pay the taxes of the country; and 25 

my friends, it is simply a question that we shall decide upon which side shall the 

Democratic Party fight. Upon the side of the idle holders of idle capital, or upon the side 

of the struggling masses? That is the question that the party must answer first; and then 

it must be answered by each individual hereafter. The sympathies of the Democratic 

Party, as described by the platform, are on the side of the struggling masses, who have 30 

ever been the foundation of the Democratic Party. 
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There are two ideas of government. There are those who believe that if you just legislate 

to make the well-to-do prosperous, that their prosperity will leak through on those below. 

The Democratic idea has been that if you legislate to make the masses prosperous their 

prosperity will find its way up and through every class that rests upon it. 5 

 

You come to us and tell us that the great cities are in favor of the gold standard. I tell you 

that the great cities rest upon these broad and fertile prairies. Burn down your cities and 

leave our farms, and your cities will spring up again as if by magic. But destroy our farms 

and the grass will grow in the streets of every city in the country. 10 

 

My friends, we shall declare that this nation is able to legislate for its own people on every 

question without waiting for the aid or consent of any other nation on earth, and upon 

that issue we expect to carry every single state in the Union. 

 15 

I shall not slander the fair state of Massachusetts nor the state of New York by saying that 

when citizens are confronted with the proposition, “Is this nation able to attend to its 

own business?”—I will not slander either one by saying that the people of those states 

will declare our helpless impotency as a nation to attend to our own business. It is the 

issue of 1776 over again. Our ancestors, when but 3 million, had the courage to declare 20 

their political independence of every other nation upon earth. Shall we, their 

descendants, when we have grown to 70 million, declare that we are less independent 

than our forefathers? No, my friends, it will never be the judgment of this people. 

Therefore, we care not upon what lines the battle is fought. If they say bimetallism is 

good but we cannot have it till some nation helps us, we reply that, instead of having a 25 

gold standard because England has, we shall restore bimetallism, and then let England 

have bimetallism because the United States have. 

 

If they dare to come out in the open field and defend the gold standard as a good thing, 

we shall fight them to the uttermost, having behind us the producing masses of the nation 30 

and the world. Having behind us the commercial interests and the laboring interests and 
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all the toiling masses, we shall answer their demands for a gold standard by saying to 

them, you shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns. You shall 

not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Following the conclusion of the Spanish-American War in 1898, Spain handed over its territories of 
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines to the United States.  Having these new lands under American 
control raised many questions among the people, many of whom were unsure if the United States 
should be so involved abroad.  Senator Albert Beveridge, running for reelection in Indiana, argued in 
this speech that it was indeed America’s mission to expand itself to those islands—perhaps even 
beyond—and to spread its principles across the world. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. How does Beveridge describe America? 
 
2. What is America’s mission to the world?  
 
3. What is the “march of the flag”? 
 
4. What opposition does Beveridge face?   
 
5. What is the “greatest fact of the future”? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Albert J. Beveridge.  “The March of the Flag.”  Speech excerpts, September 16, 1898.  From Teaching 
American History.  https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-march-of-the-flag-campaign-
speech/.
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Fellow citizens, it is a noble land that God has given us; a land that can feed and clothe 

the world; a land whose coastlines would enclose half the countries of Europe; a land set 

like a sentinel between the two imperial oceans of the globe, a greater England with a 

nobler destiny. It is a mighty people that He has planted on this soil; a people sprung 

from the most masterful blood of history; a people perpetually revitalized by the virile, 5 

man-producing working-folk of all the earth; a people imperial by virtue of their power, 

by right of their institutions, by authority of their heaven-directed purposes—the 

propagandists and not the misers of liberty. It is a glorious history our God has bestowed 

upon His chosen people; a history whose keynote was struck by [the] Liberty Bell; a 

history heroic with faith in our mission and our future; a history of statesmen who flung 10 

the boundaries of the Republic out into unexplored lands and savage wildernesses; a 

history of soldiers who carried the flag across the blazing deserts and through the ranks 

of hostile mountains, even to the gates of sunset; a history of a multiplying people who 

overran a continent in half a century; a history of prophets who saw the consequences of 

evils inherited from the past and of martyrs who died to save us from them; a history 15 

divinely logical, in the process of whose tremendous reasoning we find ourselves today. 

 

Therefore, in this campaign, the question is larger than a party question. It is an American 

question. It is a world question. Shall the American people continue their resistless march 

toward the commercial supremacy of the world? Shall free institutions broaden their 20 

blessed reign as the children of liberty wax in strength, until the empire of our principles 

is established over the hearts of all mankind? 

 

Have we no mission to perform, no duty to discharge to our fellow man? Has God 

endowed us with gifts beyond our deserts and marked us as the people of His peculiar 25 

favor, merely to rot in our own selfishness, as men and nations must, who take cowardice 

for their companion and self for their deity as China has, as India has, as Egypt has? Shall 

we be as the man who had one talent and hid it, or as he who had ten talents and used 

them until they grew to riches? And shall we reap the reward that waits on the discharge 

of our high duty as the sovereign power of earth; shall we occupy new markets for what 30 

our farmers raise, new markets for what our factories make, new markets for what our 
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merchants sell—aye, and, please God, new markets for what our ships shall carry? Shall 

we avail ourselves of new sources of supply of what we do not raise or make, so that what 

are luxuries today will be necessities to-morrow? … 

 

… For William McKinley is continuing the policy that Jefferson began, Monroe 5 

continued, Seward advanced, Grant promoted, Harrison championed, and the growth of 

the Republic has demanded. Hawaii is ours; Puerto Rico is to be ours; at the prayer of the 

people Cuba will finally be ours; in the islands of the east, even to the gates of Asia, coaling 

stations are to be ours; at the very least the flag of a liberal government is to float over the 

Philippines, and it will be the stars and stripes of glory. And the burning question of this 10 

campaign is, whether the American people will accept the gifts of events; whether they 

will rise, as lifts their soaring destiny; whether they will proceed upon the lines of national 

development surveyed by the statesmen of our past; or whether, for the first time, the 

American people doubt their mission, question fate, prove apostate to the spirit of their 

race, and halt the ceaseless march of free institutions? 15 

 

The opposition tells us that we ought not to govern a people without their consent. I 

answer, the rule of liberty that all just government derives its authority from the consent 

of the governed, applies only to those who are capable of self-government. We govern 

the Indians without their consent, we govern our territories without their consent, we 20 

govern our children without their consent. How do they know what our government 

would be without their consent? Would not the people of the Philippines prefer the just, 

humane, civilizing government of this Republic to the savage, bloody rule of pillage and 

extortion from which we have rescued them? Do not the blazing fires of joy and the 

ringing bells of gladness in Puerto Rico prove the welcome of our flag? And, regardless 25 

of this formula of words made only for enlightened, self-governing peoples, do we owe 

no duty to the world? Shall we turn these peoples back to the reeking hands from which 

we have taken them? Shall we abandon them to their fate with the wolves of conquest all 

about them? Shall we save them from those nations, to give them a self-rule of tragedy? 

It would be like giving a razor to a babe and telling it to shave itself. It would be like giving 30 

a typewriter to an Eskimo and telling him to publish one of the great dailies of the world. 
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They ask us how we will govern these new possessions. I answer: out of local conditions 

and the necessities of the case methods of government will grow. If England can govern 

foreign lands so can America. If Germany can govern foreign lands so can America. If 

they can supervise protectorates so can America. Why is it more difficult to administer 5 

Hawaii than New Mexico or California? Both had a savage and an alien population; both 

were more remote from the seat of government when they came under our dominion 

than Hawaii is today. Will you say by your vote that American ability to govern has 

decayed, that you are an infidel to American vigor and practical sense? Or that we are of 

the ruling race of the world; that ours is the blood of government; ours the heart of 10 

dominion; ours the brain and the genius of administration? We do but what our fathers 

did—but pitch the tents of liberty farther westward, farther southward—we only 

continue the march of the flag. 

 

The march of the flag! In 1789 the flag of the Republic waved over 4 million souls in 15 

thirteen States, and their savage territory which stretched to the Mississippi, to Canada, 

to the Floridas. The timid minds of that day said that no new territory was needed, and, 

for the hour, they were right. But Jefferson … acquired the territory which swept from 

the Mississippi to the mountains, from Texas to the British possessions, and the march 

of the flag began. The infidels to the gospel of liberty raved, but the flag swept on. The 20 

title to that noble land out of which Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and Montana have been 

carved was uncertain; Jefferson … obeyed the Anglo-Saxon impulse within him … and 

another empire was added to the Republic and the march of the flag went on. Those who 

deny the power of free institutions to expand urged every argument, and more, that we 

hear today, but the march of the flag went on. A screen of land from New Orleans to 25 

Florida shut us from the gulf, and over this and the Everglade Peninsula waved the saffron 

flag of Spain. Andrew Jackson seized both, the American people stood at his back, and 

under Monroe the Floridas came under the dominion of the Republic, and the march of 

the flag went on. The Cassandras prophesied every prophecy of despair we hear today, 

but the march of the flag went on. Then Texas responded to the bugle calls of liberty and 30 

the march of the flag went on. And at last we waged war with Mexico and the flag swept 
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over the Southwest, over peerless California, past the Gate of Gold to Oregon on the 

north, and from ocean to ocean its folds of glory blazed. And now, obeying the same 

voice that Jefferson heard and obeyed, that Jackson heard and obeyed, that Seward heard 

and obeyed, that Grant and Harrison heard and obeyed, William McKinley plants the 

flag over the islands of the sea, outposts of commerce, citadels of national security, and 5 

the march of the flag goes on. … 

 

Distance and oceans are no arguments. The fact that all the territory our fathers bought 

and seized is contiguous is no argument. In 1819 Florida was farther from New York than 

Puerto Rico is from Chicago today; Texas farther from Washington in 1845 than Hawaii 10 

is from Boston in 1898; California more inaccessible in 1847 than the Philippines are 

now. Gibraltar is farther from London than Havana is from Washington; Melbourne is 

farther from Liverpool than Manila is from San Francisco. The ocean does not separate 

us from the lands of our duty and desire—the ocean joins us, a river never to be dredged, 

a canal never to be repaired. Steam joins us; electricity joins us—the very elements are in 15 

league with our destiny. Cuba not contiguous! Puerto Rico not contiguous! Hawaii and 

the Philippines not contiguous! Our navy will make them contiguous. Dewey and 

Sampson and Schley have made them contiguous and American speed, American guns, 

American heart and brain and nerve will keep them contiguous forever.  

 20 

But the opposition is right—there is a difference. We did not need the western Mississippi 

Valley when we acquired it, nor Florida, nor Texas, nor California, nor the royal 

provinces of the far Northwest. We had no emigrants to people this imperial wilderness, 

no money to develop it, even no highways to cover it. No trade awaited us in its savage 

fastnesses. Our productions were not greater than our internal trade. There was not one 25 

reason for the land lust of our statesmen from Jefferson to Grant, other than the prophet 

and the Saxon within them. But, today, we are raising more than we can consume. Today, 

we are making more than we can use. … Therefore, we must find new markets for our 

produce, new occupation for our capital, new work for our labor. And so, while we did 

not need the territory taken during the past century at the time it was acquired, we do 30 

need what we have taken in 1898, and we need it now. Think of the thousands of 
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Americans who will pour into Hawaii and Puerto Rico when the Republic’s laws cover 

those islands with justice and safety. Think of the tens of thousands of Americans who 

will invade the Philippines when a liberal government, protected and controlled by this 

Republic, if not the government of the Republic itself, shall establish order and equity 

there. Think of the hundreds of thousands of Americans who will build a soap-and-water, 5 

common school civilization of energy and industry in Cuba, when a government of law 

replaces the double reign of anarchy and tyranny. Think of the prosperous millions that 

empress of islands will support when, obedient to the law of political gravitation, her 

people ask for the highest honor liberty can bestow—the sacred order of the stars and 

stripes, the citizenship of the great Republic! 10 

 

What does all this mean for every one of us? It means opportunity for all the glorious 

young manhood of the Republic. … It means that the resources and the commerce of 

these immensely rich dominions will be increased as much as American energy is greater 

than Spanish sloth; for Americans, henceforth, will monopolize those resources and that 15 

commerce. In Cuba, alone, there are 15 million acres of forest unacquainted with the ax. 

There are exhaustless mines of iron. There are priceless deposits of manganese. … There 

are millions of acres yet unexplored. The resources of Puerto Rico have only been trifled 

with. The riches of the Philippines have hardly been touched by the fingertips of modern 

methods. And they produce what we cannot, and they consume what we produce—the 20 

very predestination of reciprocity. … And William McKinley intends that their trade 

shall be ours. … It means … an opportunity for the rich man to do something with his 

money, besides hoarding it or lending it. It means occupation for every workingman in 

the country at wages which the development of new resources, the launching of new 

enterprises, the monopoly of new markets always brings. Cuba is as large as Pennsylvania, 25 

and is the richest spot on all the globe. Hawaii is as large as New Jersey; Puerto Rico half 

as large as Hawaii; the Philippines larger than all New England, New York, New Jersey, 

and Delaware. All these are larger than the British Isles, larger than France, larger than 

Germany, larger than Japan. The trade of these islands, developed as we will develop it, 

… monopolized as we will monopolize it, will set every reaper in this Republic singing, 30 

every spindle whirling, every furnace spouting the flames of industry. … 
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… The commercial empire of the Republic! That is the greatest fact of the future. And 

that is why these islands involve considerations larger than their own commerce. The 

commercial supremacy of the Republic means that this nation is to be the sovereign factor 

in the peace of the world. For the conflicts of the future are to be conflicts of trade—5 

struggles for markets—commercial wars for existence. And the golden rule of peace is 

impregnability of position and invincibility of preparation. So we see England, the 

greatest strategist of history, plant her flag and her cannon on Gibraltar, at Quebec, the 

Bermudas, Vancouver—everywhere—until from every point of vantage her royal banner 

flashes in the sun. So Hawaii furnishes us a naval base in the heart of the Pacific; the 10 

Ladrones another, a voyage further into the region of sunset and commerce; Manila, 

another, at the gates of Asia—Asia, to the trade of whose hundreds of millions American 

merchants, American manufacturers, American farmers have as good a right as those of 

Germany, or France, or Russia, or England; Asia, whose commerce with England alone 

amounts to billions of dollars every year; Asia, to whom Germany looks to take the 15 

surplus of her factories, and foundries, and mills; Asia, whose doors shall not be shut 

against American trade! 

 

Within two decades the bulk of Oriental commerce will be ours—the richest commerce 

in the world. In the light of that golden future our chain of new-won stations rise like 20 

ocean sentinels from the night of waters—Puerto Rico, a nobler Gibraltar; the Isthmian 

canal, a greater Suez; Hawaii, the Ladrones, the Philippines, commanding the Pacific! Ah! 

as our commerce spreads, the flag of liberty will circle the globe and the highways of the 

ocean-carrying trade of all mankind be guarded by the guns of the Republic. And, as their 

thunders salute the flag, benighted peoples will know that the voice of Liberty is speaking, 25 

at last, for them; that civilization is dawning, at last for them—Liberty and Civilization, 

those children of Christ’s gospel, who follow and never precede the preparing march of 

commerce! It is the tide of God’s great purposes made manifest in the instincts of our 

race, whose present phase is our personal profit, but whose far-off end is the redemption 

of the world and the Christianization of mankind. {…} 30 
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… Shall this future of the race be left with those who, under God, began this career of 

sacred duty and immortal glory; or, shall we risk it to those who would build a dam in 

the current of destiny’s large designs. … 

 

Fellow Americans, we are God’s chosen people. Yonder at Bunker Hill and Yorktown His 5 

providence was above us. At New Orleans and on ensanguined seas His hand sustained 

us. Abraham Lincoln was His minister; and His was the altar of freedom, the boys in blue 

set on a hundred smoking battlefields. His power directed Dewey in the East, and He 

delivered the Spanish fleet into our hands on the eve of Liberty’s natal day as He delivered 

the elder Armada into the hands of our English sires two centuries ago. His great 10 

purposes are revealed in the progress of the flag, which surpasses the intentions of 

Congresses and cabinets, and leads us, like a holier pillar of cloud by day and pillar of fire 

by night, into situations unforeseen by finite wisdom and duties unexpected by the 

unprophetic heart of selfishness. The American people cannot use a dishonest medium 

of exchange; it is ours to set the world its example of right and honor. We cannot fly from 15 

our world duties; it is ours to execute the purpose of a fate that has driven us to be greater 

than our small intentions. We cannot retreat from any soil where Providence has 

unfurled our banner; it is ours to save that soil for liberty and civilization. For liberty and 

civilization and God’s promises fulfilled, the flag must henceforth be the symbol and the 

sign to all mankind. … 20 
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THE AMERICAN ANTI-IMPERIALIST LEAGUE 

Platform of the American Anti-Imperialist 
League 
PARTY PLATFORM 

1899 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Founded in 1899 by Andrew Carnegie and William James, the American Anti-Imperialist League was a 
response to the United States’ occupation of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippine Islands following 
the Spanish-American War.  This platform expressed their fundamental differences with American 
expansion.  (Note the contrasts to the previous speech of Sen. Beveridge defending the islands’ 
possession by the United States.) 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. Where does the League say imperialism often leads a nation? 
 
2. How does 1899 compare to 1861, according to the League? 
 
3. Does it say citizens should always support their government? 
 
4. What does the League say about self-government? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The American Anti-Imperialist League.  “Platform of the American Anti-Imperialist League.”  Public document, 
1899.  From Teaching American History.  https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/ platform-of-american-
anti-imperialist-league/.
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We hold that the policy known as imperialism is hostile to liberty and tends toward 

militarism, an evil from which it has been our glory to be free. We regret that it has 

become necessary in the land of Washington and Lincoln to reaffirm that all men, of 

whatever race or color, are entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We 

maintain that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. 5 

We insist that the subjugation of any people is “criminal aggression” and open disloyalty 

to the distinctive principles of our Government. 

 

We earnestly condemn the policy of the present National Administration in the 

Philippines. It seeks to extinguish the spirit of 1776 in those islands. We deplore the 10 

sacrifice of our soldiers and sailors, whose bravery deserves admiration even in an unjust 

war. We denounce the slaughter of the Filipinos as a needless horror. We protest against 

the extension of American sovereignty by Spanish methods. 

 

We demand the immediate cessation of the war against liberty, begun by Spain and 15 

continued by us. We urge that Congress be promptly convened to announce to the 

Filipinos our purpose to concede to them the independence for which they have so long 

fought and which of right is theirs. 

 

The United States have always protested against the doctrine of international law which 20 

permits the subjugation of the weak by the strong. A self-governing state cannot accept 

sovereignty over an unwilling people. The United States cannot act upon the ancient 

heresy that might makes right. 

 

Imperialists assume that with the destruction of self-government in the Philippines by 25 

American hands, all opposition here will cease. This is a grievous error. Much as we abhor 

the war of “criminal aggression” in the Philippines, greatly as we regret that the blood of 

the Filipinos is on American hands, we more deeply resent the betrayal of American 

institutions at home. The real firing line is not in the suburbs of Manila. The foe is of our 

own household. The attempt of 1861 was to divide the country. That of 1899 is to destroy 30 

its fundamental principles and noblest ideals. 
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Whether the ruthless slaughter of the Filipinos shall end next month or next year is but 

an incident in a contest that must go on until the Declaration of Independence and the 

Constitution of the United States are rescued from the hands of their betrayers. Those 

who dispute about standards of value while the foundation of the Republic is undermined 

will be listened to as little as those who would wrangle about the small economies of the 5 

household while the house is on fire. The training of a great people for a century, the 

aspiration for liberty of a vast immigration are forces that will hurl aside those who in the 

delirium of conquest seek to destroy the character of our institutions. 

 

We deny that the obligation of all citizens to support their Government in times of grave 10 

National peril applies to the present situation. If an Administration may with impunity 

ignore the issues upon which it was chosen, deliberately create a condition of war 

anywhere on the face of the globe, debauch the civil service for spoils to promote the 

adventure, organize a truth suppressing censorship and demand of all citizens a 

suspension of judgment and their unanimous support while it chooses to continue the 15 

fighting, representative government itself is imperiled. 

 

We propose to contribute to the defeat of any person or party that stands for the forcible 

subjugation of any people. We shall oppose for reelection all who in the White House or 

in Congress betray American liberty in pursuit of un-American ends. We still hope that 20 

both of our great political parties will support and defend the Declaration of 

Independence in the closing campaign of the century. 

 

We hold, with Abraham Lincoln, that “no man is good enough to govern another man 

without that other’s consent. When the white man governs himself, that is self-25 

government, but when he governs himself and also governs another man, that is more 

than self-government-that is despotism.” “Our reliance is in the love of liberty which God 

has planted in us. Our defense is in the spirit which prizes liberty as the heritage of all 

men in all lands. Those who deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves, and 

under a just God cannot long retain it.” 30 
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We cordially invite the cooperation of all men and women who remain loyal to the 

Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States. 
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BOOKER T. WASHINGTON 

Atlanta Exposition Address 
SPEECH 

September 18, 1895 
Cotton States and International Exposition | Atlanta, GA 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
Following the Civil War, African Americans—many of whom were former slaves—struggled to be fully 
accepted into American society due to white racial prejudice in the North and South alike, despite the 
presence of the Reconstruction Amendments to the Constitution.  Thus, different schools of thought 
developed in the African American community as to how best address this issue given the present 
circumstances.  Booker T. Washington, himself a former slave, gave his views on the subject and the 
problems facing a changing America in this speech at the Cotton States and International Exposition. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. By what means does Washington suggest blacks can improve their position in American 

society? 

2. For what reason does Washington believe that blacks will find success even in the South? 
 
3. What public activity does he say most African Americans would consider ill-advised? 
 
4. What virtue does Washington say is crucial to making progress in racial relationships? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Booker T. Washington. “Atlanta Exposition Address.”  Speech, September 18, 1895.  From Teaching 
American History.  https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/atlanta-exposition-address-2/
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Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Board of Directors and Citizens: 

 

One-third of the population of the South is of the Negro race. No enterprise seeking the 

material, civil, or moral welfare of this section can disregard this element of our 

population and reach the highest success. I but convey to you, Mr. President and 5 

Directors, the sentiment of the masses of my race when I say that in no way have the 

value and manhood of the American Negro been more fittingly and generously 

recognized than by the managers of this magnificent exposition at every stage of its 

progress. It is a recognition that will do more to cement the friendship of the two races 

than any occurrence since the dawn of our freedom. 10 

 

Not only this, but the opportunity here afforded will awaken among us a new era of 

industrial progress. Ignorant and inexperienced, it is not strange that in the first years of 

our new life we began at the top instead of at the bottom; that a seat in Congress or the 

state legislature was more sought than real estate or industrial skill; that the political 15 

convention or stump speaking had more attractions than starting a dairy farm or truck 

garden. 

 

A ship lost at sea for many days suddenly sighted a friendly vessel. From the mast of the 

unfortunate vessel was seen a signal: “Water, water; we die of thirst.” The answer from 20 

the friendly vessel at once came back: “Cast down your bucket where you are.” A second 

time the signal, “Water, water, send us water!” ran up from the distressed vessel, and was 

answered: “Cast down your bucket where you are.” And a third and fourth signal for 

water was answered: “Cast down your bucket where you are.” The captain of the 

distressed vessel, at last heeding the injunction, cast down his bucket, and it came up full 25 

of fresh, sparkling water from the mouth of the Amazon River. 

 

To those of my race who depend on bettering their condition in a foreign land or who 

underestimate the importance of cultivating friendly relations with the southern white 

man, who is their next-door neighbor, I would say: Cast down your bucket where you 30 

are; cast it down in making friends, in every manly way, of the people of all races by whom 
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we are surrounded. Cast it down in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domestic 

service, and in the professions. And in this connection it is well to bear in mind that 

whatever other sins the South may be called to bear, when it comes to business, pure and 

simple, it is in the South that the Negro is given a man’s chance in the commercial world, 

and in nothing is this exposition more eloquent than in emphasizing this chance. 5 

 

Our greatest danger is that, in the great leap from slavery to freedom, we may overlook 

the fact that the masses of us are to live by the productions of our hands and fail to keep 

in mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify and glorify common 

labor, and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life; shall prosper in 10 

proportion as we learn to draw the line between the superficial and the substantial, the 

ornamental gewgaws of life and the useful. No race can prosper till it learns that there is 

as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must 

begin, and not at the top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our 

opportunities. 15 

 

To those of the white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange 

tongue and habits for the prosperity of the South, were I permitted I would repeat what 

I say to my own race, “Cast down your bucket where you are.” Cast it down among the 8 

million Negroes whose habits you know, whose fidelity and love you have tested in days 20 

when to have proved treacherous meant the ruin of your firesides. Cast down your bucket 

among these people who have, without strikes and labor wars, tilled your fields, cleared 

your forests, built your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels 

of the earth and helped make possible this magnificent representation of the progress of 

the South. Casting down your bucket among my people, helping and encouraging them 25 

as you are doing on these grounds, and, with education of head, hand, and heart, you will 

find that they will buy your surplus land, make blossom the waste places in your fields, 

and run your factories. 

 

While doing this, you can be sure in the future, as in the past, that you and your families 30 

will be surrounded by the most patient, faithful, law-abiding, and unresentful people that 
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the world has seen. As we have proved our loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your 

children, watching by the sickbed of your mothers and fathers, and often following them 

with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, we shall stand 

by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives, if 

need be, in defense of yours; interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil, and religious 5 

life with yours in a way that shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that 

are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things 

essential to mutual progress. 

 

There is no defense or security for any of us except in the highest intelligence and 10 

development of all. If anywhere there are efforts tending to curtail the fullest growth of 

the Negro, let these efforts be turned into stimulating, encouraging, and making him the 

most useful and intelligent citizen. Effort or means so invested will pay a thousand 

percent interest. These efforts will be twice blessed—“blessing him that gives and him 

that takes.” 15 

 

There is no escape, through law of man or God, from the inevitable: 
 

The laws of changeless justice bind 
Oppressor with oppressed; 20 
And close as sin and suffering joined 
We march to fate abreast. 

 
Nearly 16 million hands will aid you in pulling the load upward, or they will pull against 

you the load downward. We shall constitute one-third and more of the ignorance and 25 

crime of the South, or one-third its intelligence and progress; we shall contribute one-

third to the business and industrial prosperity of the South, or we shall prove a veritable 

body of death, stagnating, depressing, retarding every effort to advance the body politic. 

Gentlemen of the exposition, as we present to you our humble effort at an exhibition of 

our progress, you must not expect overmuch. Starting thirty years ago with ownership 30 

here and there in a few quilts and pumpkins and chickens (gathered from miscellaneous 

sources), remember: the path that has led from these to the invention and production of 

agricultural implements, buggies, steam engines, newspapers, books, statuary, carving, 

paintings, the management of drugstores and banks, has not been trodden without 
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contact with thorns and thistles. While we take pride in what we exhibit as a result of our 

independent efforts, we do not for a moment forget that our part in this exhibition would 

fall far short of your expectations but for the constant help that has come to our 

educational life, not only from the southern states but especially from northern 

philanthropists who have made their gifts a constant stream of blessing and 5 

encouragement. 

 

The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is 

the extremest folly, and that progress in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come 

to us must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather than of artificial forcing. 10 

No race that has anything to contribute to the markets of the world is long in any degree 

ostracized. It is important and right that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly 

more important that we be prepared for the exercise of those privileges. The opportunity 

to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity to 

spend a dollar in an opera house. 15 

 

In conclusion, may I repeat that nothing in thirty years has given us more hope and 

encouragement and drawn us so near to you of the white race as this opportunity offered 

by the exposition; and here bending, as it were, over the altar that represents the results 

of the struggles of your race and mine, both starting practically empty-handed three 20 

decades ago, I pledge that, in your effort to work out the great and intricate problem 

which God has laid at the doors of the South, you shall have at all times the patient, 

sympathetic help of my race; only let this be constantly in mind that, while from 

representations in these buildings of the product of field, of forest, of mine, of factory, 

letters, and art, much good will come—yet far above and beyond material benefits will be 25 

that higher good, that let us pray God will come, in a blotting out of sectional differences 

and racial animosities and suspicions, in a determination to administer absolute justice, 

in a willing obedience among all classes to the mandates of law. This, coupled with our 

material prosperity, will bring into our beloved South a new heaven and a new earth.
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FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER 

The Significance of the Frontier in American 
History 
ESSAY EXCERPTS 

1893 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The open expanse of the American West provided substantial room for settlement, national growth, 
and exploration even before the Civil War.  By the close of the 19th century, however, due to continued 
expansion and the relegation of the Indians to comparatively small reservations, the Western frontier 
could be said to have faded into irrelevancy—there was simply not as much (if anything) left to explore.  
In 1890, the U.S. Census Bureau itself officially declared that the frontier no longer existed. In response, 
American scholar Frederick Jackson Turner published this essay exploring the tangible, lasting effects 
of the Western frontier’s exploration on the United States. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. How does Turner describe the Western frontier? 
 
2. What are the multiple “frontiers” that have existed throughout American history? 
 
3. In what ways does Turner say the West shaped the rest of America both culturally and politically?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Frederick Jackson Turner.  “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.”  Essay excerpts, 1893.  
From the American Historical Association.   https://www.historians.org/about-aha-and-membership/aha-
history-and-archives/historical-archives/the-significance-of-the-frontier-in-american-history-(1893).
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In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear these significant 

words: “Up to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement, but at present 

the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can 

hardly be said to be a frontier line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement, 

etc., it can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the census reports.” This brief official 5 

statement marks the closing of a great historic movement. Up to our own day American 

history has been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West. The 

existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American 

settlement westward, explain American development. 

 10 

Behind institutions, behind constitutional forms and modifications, lie the vital forces 

that call these organs into life and shape them to meet changing conditions. The 

peculiarity of American institutions is, the fact that they have been compelled to adapt 

themselves to the changes of an expanding people—to the changes involved in crossing 

a continent, in winning a wilderness, and in developing at each area of this progress out 15 

of the primitive economic and political conditions of the frontier into the complexity of 

city life. Said Calhoun in 1817, “We are great, and rapidly—I was about to say fearfully—

growing!” [1] So saying, he touched the distinguishing feature of American life. All 

peoples show development; the germ theory of politics has been sufficiently emphasized. 

In the case of most nations, however, the development has occurred in a limited area; 20 

and if the nation has expanded, it has met other growing peoples whom it has conquered. 

But in the case of the United States we have a different phenomenon. Limiting our 

attention to the Atlantic coast, we have the familiar phenomenon of the evolution of 

institutions in a limited area, such as the rise of representative government; the 

differentiation of simple colonial governments into complex organs; the progress from 25 

primitive industrial society, without division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. 

But we have in addition to this a recurrence of the process of evolution in each western 

area reached in the process of expansion. Thus American development has exhibited not 

merely advance along a single line, but a return to primitive conditions on a continually 

advancing frontier line, and a new development for that area. American social 30 

development has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial 
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rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, 

its continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces 

dominating American character. The true point of view in the history of this nation is 

not the Atlantic coast, it is the great West. Even the slavery struggle, which is made so 

exclusive an object of attention by writers like Prof. von Holst, occupies its important 5 

place in American history because of its relation to westward expansion. 

 

In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of the wave—the meeting point between 

savagery and civilization. Much has been written about the frontier from the point of 

view of border warfare and the chase, but as a field for the serious study of the economist 10 

and the historian it has been neglected. 

 

The American frontier is sharply distinguished from the European frontier—a fortified 

boundary line running through dense populations. The most significant thing about the 

American frontier is, that it lies at the hither edge of free land. In the census reports it is 15 

treated as the margin of that settlement which has a density of two or more to the square 

mile. The term is an elastic one, and for our purposes does not need sharp definition. We 

shall consider the whole frontier belt, including the Indian country and the outer margin 

of the “settled area” of the census reports. This paper will make no attempt to treat the 

subject exhaustively; its aim is simply to call attention to the frontier as a fertile field for 20 

investigation, and to suggest some of the problems which arise in connection with it. 

 

In the settlement of America we have to observe how European life entered the continent, 

and how America modified and developed that life and reacted on Europe. Our early 

history is the study of European germs developing in an American environment. Too 25 

exclusive attention has been paid by institutional students to the Germanic origins, too 

little to the American factors. The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective 

Americanization. The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress, 

industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes him from the railroad car and 

puts him in the birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in 30 

the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of the Cherokee and 
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Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. Before long he has gone to planting 

Indian corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts the war cry and takes the scalp in 

orthodox Indian fashion. In short, at the frontier the environment is at first too strong 

for the man. He must accept the conditions which it furnishes, or perish, and so he fits 

himself into the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails. Little by little he 5 

transforms the wilderness; but the outcome is not the old Europe, not simply the 

development of Germanic germs, any more than the first phenomenon was a case of 

reversion to the Germanic mark. The fact is, that here is a new product that is American. 

At first, the frontier was the Atlantic coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very real 

sense. Moving westward, the frontier became more and more American. As successive 10 

terminal moraines result from successive glaciations, so each frontier leaves its traces 

behind it, and when it becomes a settled area the region still partakes of the frontier 

characteristics. Thus the advance of the frontier has meant a steady movement away from 

the influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence on American lines. And to 

study this advance, the men who grew up under these conditions, and the political, 15 

economic, and social results of it, is to study the really American part of our history. 

 

Stages of Frontier Advance 

In the course of the seventeenth century the frontier was advanced up the Atlantic river 

courses, just beyond the “fall line,” and the tidewater region became the settled area. In 20 

the first half of the eighteenth century another advance occurred. Traders followed the 

Delaware and Shawnese Indians to the Ohio as early as the end of the first quarter of the 

century. [2] Gov. Spotswood, of Virginia, made an expedition in 1714 across the Blue 

Ridge. The end of the first quarter of the century saw the advance of the Scotch-Irish and 

the Palatine Germans up the Shenandoah Valley into the western part of Virginia, and 25 

along the Piedmont region of the Carolinas. [3] The Germans in New York pushed the 

frontier of settlement up the Mohawk to German Flats. [4] In Pennsylvania the town of 

Bedford indicates the line of settlement. Settlements had begun on New River, a branch 

of the Kanawha, and on the sources of the Yadkin and French Broad. [5] The King 

attempted to arrest the advance by his proclamation of 1763, [6] forbidding settlements 30 

beyond the sources of the rivers flowing into the Atlantic; but in vain. In the period of 
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the Revolution the frontier crossed the Alleghanies into Kentucky and Tennessee, and 

the upper waters of the Ohio were settled. [7] When the first census was taken in 1790, 

the continuous settled area was bounded by a line which ran near the coast of Maine, and 

included New England except a portion of Vermont and New Hampshire, New York 

along the Hudson and up the Mohawk about Schenectady, eastern and southern 5 

Pennsylvania, Virginia well across the Shenandoah Valley, and the Carolinas and eastern 

Georgia. [8] Beyond this region of continuous settlement were the small settled areas of 

Kentucky and Tennessee, and the Ohio, with the mountains intervening between them 

and the Atlantic area, thus giving a new and important character to the frontier. The 

isolation of the region increased its peculiarly American tendencies, and the need of 10 

transportation facilities to connect it with the East called out important schemes of 

internal improvement, which will be noted farther on. The “West,” as a self-conscious 

section, began to evolve. 

 

From decade to decade distinct advances of the frontier occurred. By the census of 1820, 15 

[9] the settled area included Ohio, southern Indiana and Illinois, southeastern Missouri, 

and about one-half of Louisiana. This settled area had surrounded Indian areas, and the 

management of these tribes became an object of political concern. The frontier region of 

the time lay along the Great Lakes, where Astor’s American Fur Company operated in 

the Indian trade, [10] and beyond the Mississippi, where Indian traders extended their 20 

activity even to the Rocky Mountains; Florida also furnished frontier conditions. The 

Mississippi River region was the scene of typical frontier settlements. [11] 

 

The rising steam navigation [12] on western waters, the opening of the Erie Canal, and 

the westward extension of cotton [13] culture added five frontier states to the Union in 25 

this period. Grund, writing in 1836, declares: “It appears then that the universal 

disposition of Americans to emigrate to the western wilderness, in order to enlarge their 

dominion over inanimate nature, is the actual result of an expansive power which is 

inherent in them, and which by continually agitating all classes of society is constantly 

throwing a large portion of the whole population on the extreme confines of the State, in 30 

order to gain space for its development. Hardly is a new State or Territory formed before 
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the same principle manifests itself again and gives rise to a further emigration; and so is 

it destined to go on until a physical barrier must finally obstruct its progress.” [14] 

 

In the middle of this century the line indicated by the present eastern boundary of Indian 

Territory, Nebraska, and Kansas marked the frontier of the Indian country. 5 

[15] Minnesota and Wisconsin still exhibited frontier conditions, [16] but the distinctive 

frontier of the period is found in California, where the gold discoveries had sent a sudden 

tide of adventurous miners, and in Oregon, and the settlements in Utah. [17] As the 

frontier has leaped over the Alleghanies, so now it skipped the Great Plains and the Rocky 

Mountains; and in the same way that the advance of the frontiersmen beyond the 10 

Alleghanies had caused the rise of important questions of transportation and internal 

improvement, so now the settlers beyond the Rocky Mountains needed means of 

communication with the East, and in the furnishing of these arose the settlement of the 

Great Plains and the development of still another kind of frontier life. Railroads, fostered 

by land grants, sent an increasing tide of immigrants into the far West. The United States 15 

Army fought a series of Indian wars in Minnesota, Dakota, and the Indian Territory. 

 

By 1880 the settled area had been pushed into northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and 

Minnesota, along Dakota rivers, and in the Black Hills region, and was ascending the 

rivers of Kansas and Nebraska. The development of mines in Colorado had drawn 20 

isolated frontier settlements into that region, and Montana and Idaho were receiving 

settlers. The frontier was found in these mining camps and the ranches of the Great 

Plains. The superintendent of the census for 1890 reports, as previously stated, that the 

settlements of the West lie so scattered over the region that there can no longer be said 

to be a frontier line. 25 

 

In these successive frontiers we find natural boundary lines which have served to mark 

and to affect the characteristics of the frontiers, namely: The “fall line;” the Alleghany 

Mountains; the Mississippi; the Missouri, where its direction approximates north and 

south; the line of the arid lands, approximately the ninety-ninth meridian; and the Rocky 30 

Mountains. The fall line marked the frontier of the seventeenth century; the Alleghanies 
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that of the eighteenth; the Mississippi that of the first quarter of the nineteenth; the 

Missouri that of the middle of this century (omitting the California movement); and the 

belt of the Rocky Mountains and the arid tract, the present frontier. Each was won by a 

series of Indian wars. {…} 

 5 

Intellectual Traits 

From the conditions of frontier life came intellectual traits of profound importance. The 

works of travelers along each frontier from colonial days onward describe certain 

common traits, and these traits have, while softening down, still persisted as survivals in 

the place of their origin, even when a higher social organization succeeded. The result is 10 

that to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That 

coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, 

inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, 

lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; 

[53] that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that 15 

buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom—these are traits of the frontier, or 

traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier. Since the days when 

the fleet of Columbus sailed into the waters of the New World, America has been another 

name for opportunity, and the people of the United States have taken their tone from the 

incessant expansion which has not only been open but has even been forced upon them. 20 

He would be a rash prophet who should assert that the expansive character of American 

life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been its dominant fact, and, unless this 

training has no effect upon a people, the American energy will continually demand a 

wider field for its exercise. But never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves. 

For a moment, at the frontier, the bonds of custom are broken and unrestraint is 25 

triumphant. There is not tabula rasa. The stubborn American environment is there with 

its imperious summons to accept its conditions; the inherited ways of doing things are 

also there; and yet, in spite of environment, and in spite of custom, each frontier did 

indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the past; 

and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society, impatience of its restraints and 30 

its ideas, and indifference to its lessons, have accompanied the frontier. What the 
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Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond of custom, offering new 

experiences, calling out new institutions and activities, that, and more, the ever retreating 

frontier has been to the United States directly, and to the nations of Europe more 

remotely. And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a 

hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going 5 

has closed the first period of American history. 
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Notes {from original document, abridged here} 

Since the meeting of the American Historical Association, this paper has also been given as an address to the State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin, December 14, 1893. I have to thank the Secretary of the Society, Mr. Reuben G. 
Thwaites, for securing valuable material for my use in the preparation of the paper. 

1. Abridgment of Debates of Congress, v., p. 706. 
2. Bancroft (1860 ed.), III, pp. 344, 345, citing Logan MSS.; [Mitchell] Contest in America, etc. (1752), p. 237. 
3. Kercheval, History of the Valley; Bernheim, German Settlements in the Carolinas; Winsor, Narrative and 

Critical History of America, V, p. 304; Colonial Records of North Carolina, IV, p. xx; Weston, Documents 
Connected with the History of South Carolina, p. 82; Ellis and Evans, History of Lancaster County, Pa., chs. iii, 
xxvi. 

4. Parkman, Pontiac, II; Griffis, Sir William Johnson, p. 6; Simms’s Frontiersmen of New York. 
5. Monette, Mississippi Valley, I, p. 311. 
6. Wis. Hist. Cols., XI, p. 50; Hinsdale, Old Northwest, p. 121; Burke, “Oration on Conciliation,” Works (1872 ed.), 

I, p. 473. 
7. Roosevelt, Winning of the West, and citations there given; Cutler’s Life of Cutler. 
8. Scribner’s Statistical Atlas, xxxviii, pl. 13; MacMaster, Hist. of People of U. S., I, pp. 4, 60, 61; Imlay and Filson, 

Western Territory of America (London, 1793); Rochefoucault-Liancourt, Travels Through the United States of 
North America (London, 1799); Michaux’s “Journal,” in Proceedings American Philosophical Society, XXVI, 
No. 129; Forman, Narrative of a Journey Down the Ohio and Mississippi in 1780–‘90 (Cincinnati, 1888); 
Bartram, Travels Through North Carolina, etc. (London, 1792); Pope, Tour Through the Southern and Western 
Territories, etc. (Richmond, 1792); Weld, Travels Through the States of North America (London, 1799); Baily, 
Journal of a Tour in the Unsettled States of North America, 1796–‘97 (London, 1856); Pennsylvania Magazine of 
History, July, 1886; Winsor, Narrative and Critical History of America, VII, pp. 491, 492, citations. 

9. Scribner’s Statistical Atlas, xxxix. 
10. Turner, Character and Influence of the Indian Trade in Wisconsin (Johns Hopkins University Studies, Series 

IX), pp. 61 ff. 
11. Monette, History of the Mississippi Valley, II; Flint, Travels and Residence in Mississippi; Flint, Geography and 

History of the Western States; Abridgment of Debates of Congress, VII, pp. 397, 398, 404; Holmes, Account of 
the U. S.; Kingdom, America and the British Colonies (London, 1820); Grund, Americans, II, chs. i, iii, vi 
(although writing, in 1836, he treats of conditions that grew out of western advance from the era of 1820 to that 
time); Peck, Guide for Emigrants (Boston, 1831); Darby, Emigrants’ Guide to Western and Southwestern States 
and Territories; Dana, Geographical Sketches in the Western Country; Kinzie, Waubun; Keating, Narrative of 
Long’s Expedition; Schoolcraft, Discovery of the Sources of the Mississippi River, Travels in the Central 
Portions of the Mississippi Valley, and Lead Mines of the Missouri; Andreas, History of Illinois, I, 86-99; 
Hurlbut, Chicago Antiquities; McKenney, Tour to the Lakes; Thomas, Travels through the Western Country, 
etc. (Auburn, N. Y., 1819). 

12. Darby, Emigrants’ Guide, pp. 272 ff.; Benton, Abridgment of Debates, VII, p, 397. 
13. De Bow’s Review, IV, p. 254; XVII, p. 428. 
14. Grund, Americans, II, p. 8. 
15. Peck, New Guide to the West (Cincinnati, 1848), ch. IV; Parkman, Oregon Trail; Hall, The West (Cincinnati, 

1848); Pierce, Incidents of Western Travel; Murray, Travels in North America; Lloyd, Steamboat Directory 
(Cincinnati, 1856); “Forty Days in a Western Hotel” (Chicago), in Putnam’s Magazine, December, 1894; 
Mackay, The Western World, II, ch. II, III; Meeker, Life in the West; Bogen, German in America (Boston, 1851); 
Olmstead, Texas Journey; Greeley, Recollections of a Busy Life; Schouler, History of the United States, V, 261–
267; Peyton, Over the Alleghanies and Across the Prairies (London, 1870); Loughborough, The Pacific 
Telegraph and Railway (St. Louis, 1849); Whitney, Project for a Railroad to the Pacific (New York, 1849); 
Peyton, Suggestions on Railroad Communication with the Pacific, and the Trade of China and the Indian 
Islands; Benton, Highway to the Pacific (a speech delivered in the U. S, Senate, December 16, 1850). 

16. A writer in The Home Missionary (1850), p. 239, reporting Wisconsin conditions, exclaims: “Think of this, 
people of the enlightened East. What an example, to come from the very frontiers of civilization!” But one of the 
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missionaries writes: “In a few years Wisconsin will no longer be considered as the West, or as an outpost of 
civilization, any more than western New York, or the Western Reserve.” 

17. Bancroft (H. H.), History of California, History of Oregon, and Popular Tribunals; Shinn, Mining Camps. 
{…} 

53.  Colonial travelers agree in remarking on the phlegmatic characteristics of the colonists. It has frequently been 
asked how such a people could have developed that strained nervous energy now characteristic of them. 
Compare Sumner, Alexander Hamilton, p. 98, and Adams’s History of the United States, I, p. 60; IX, pp. 240, 
241. The transition appears to become marked at the close of the war of 1812, a period when interest centered 
upon the development of the West, and the West was noted for restless energy. Grund, Americans, II., ch. i. 
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WOODROW WILSON 

What is Progress? 
CAMPAIGN SPEECH EXCERPTS 

1912/December 31, 1913 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
As noted in previous selections, the Gilded Age produced a variety of new problems and issues that 
Americans were initially unprepared to solve.  However, the rise of the “new” political philosophy of 
Progressivism promised to provide a blueprint guaranteeing not only solutions to America’s current 
problems, but also the nation’s future development.  Woodrow Wilson, the governor of New Jersey—as 
well as the former president of Princeton University and one of the earliest Progressives—ran his 1912 
American presidential campaign on a promise to reform America’s ideals and structures to meet the 
challenges of the ever-changing political landscape.  Such rhetoric is typified by this campaign speech of 
Wilson’s, published after he had won the presidency.  
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. With what parable does Wilson begin his speech? 
 
2. What does it mean to be Progressive? 
 
3. What is “progress,” according to Wilson? 
 
4. What does Wilson say about the American Founding? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Woodrow Wilson.  “What Is Progress?”  Speech excerpts, December 31, 1913.  From Teaching American History.  
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/what-is-progress-3/.
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In that sage and veracious chronicle, Alice through the Looking-Glass, it is recounted 

how, on a noteworthy occasion, the little heroine is seized by the Red Chess Queen, who 

races her off at a terrific pace. They run until both of them are out of breath; then they 

stop, and Alice looks around her and says, “Why, we are just where we were when we 

started!” “Oh, yes,” says the Red Queen; “you have to run twice as fast as that to get 5 

anywhere else.” 

 

That is a parable of progress. The laws of this country have not kept up with the change 

of economic circumstances in this country; they have not kept up with the change of 

political circumstances; and therefore we are not even where we were when we started. 10 

We shall have to run, not until we are out of breath, but until we have caught up with our 

own conditions, before we shall be where we were when we started; when we started this 

great experiment which has been the hope and the beacon of the world. And we should 

have to run twice as fast as any rational program I have seen in order to get anywhere 

else. 15 

 

I am, therefore, forced to be a progressive, if for no other reason, because we have not 

kept up with our changes of conditions, either in the economic field or in the political 

field. We have not kept up as well as other nations have. We have not kept our practices 

adjusted to the facts of the case, and until we do, and unless we do, the facts of the case 20 

will always have the better of the argument; because if you do not adjust your laws to the 

facts, so much the worse for the laws, not for the facts, because law trails along after the 

facts. Only that law is unsafe which runs ahead of the facts and beckons to it and makes 

it follow the will-o’-the-wisps of imaginative projects. … 

 25 

Politics in America is in a case which sadly requires attention. The system set up by our 

law and our usage doesn’t work—or at least it can’t be depended on; it is made to work 

only by a most unreasonable expenditure of labor and pains. The government, which was 

designed for the people, has got into the hands of bosses and their employers, the special 

interests. An invisible empire has been set up above the forms of democracy. … 30 
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Now, movement has no virtue in itself. Change is not worth while for its own sake. I am 

not one of those who love variety for its own sake. If a thing is good today, I should like 

to have it stay that way tomorrow. Most of our calculations in life are dependent upon 

things staying the way they are. For example, if, when you got up this morning, you had 

forgotten how to dress, if you had forgotten all about those ordinary things which you do 5 

almost automatically, which you can almost do half awake, you would have to find out 

what you did yesterday. I am told by the psychologists that if I did not remember who I 

was yesterday, I should not know who I am today, and that, therefore, my very identity 

depends upon my being able to tally today with yesterday. If they do not tally, then I am 

confused; I do not know who I am, and I have to go around and ask somebody to tell me 10 

my name and where I came from. 

 

I am not one of those who wish to break connection with the past; I am not one of those 

who wish to change for the mere sake of variety. The only men who do that are the men 

who want to forget something, the men who filled yesterday with something they would 15 

rather not recollect today, and so go about seeking diversion, seeking abstraction in 

something that will blot out recollection, or seeking to put something into them which 

will blot out all recollection. Change is not worth while unless it is improvement. If I 

move out of my present house because I do not like it, then I have got to choose a better 

house, or build a better house, to justify the change. … 20 

 

Progress! Did you ever reflect that that word is almost a new one? No word comes more 

often or more naturally to the lips of modern man, as if the thing it stands for were almost 

synonymous with life itself, and yet men through many thousand years never talked or 

thought of progress. They thought in the other direction. Their stories of heroisms and 25 

glory were tales of the past. The ancestor wore the heavier armor and carried the larger 

spear. “There were giants in those days.” Now all that has altered. We think of the future, 

not the past, as the more glorious time in comparison with which the present is nothing. 

Progress, development—those are modern words. The modern idea is to leave the past 

and press onward to something new. 30 

 



What is Progress? 
Woodrow Wilson 

ANNOTATIONS                NOTES & QUESTIONS 

 

4 
Copyright © 2023 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

But what is progress going to do with the past, and with the present? How is it going to 

treat them? With ignominy, or respect? Should it break with them altogether, or rise out 

of them, with its roots still deep in the older time? What attitude shall progressives take 

toward the existing order, toward those institutions of conservatism, the Constitution, 

the laws, and the courts? 5 

 

Are those thoughtful men who fear that we are now about to disturb the ancient 

foundations of our institutions justified in their fear? If they are, we ought to go very 

slowly about the processes of change. If it is indeed true that we have grown tired of the 

institutions which we have so carefully and sedulously built up, then we ought to go very 10 

slowly and very carefully about the very dangerous task of altering them. We ought, 

therefore, to ask ourselves, first of all, whether thought in this country is tending to do 

anything by which we shall retrace our steps, or by which we shall change the whole 

direction of our development? 

 15 

I believe, for one, that you cannot tear up ancient rootages and safely plant the tree of 

liberty in soil which is not native to it. I believe that the ancient traditions of a people are 

its ballast; you cannot make a tabula rasa upon which to write a political program. You 

cannot take a new sheet of paper and determine what your life shall be tomorrow. You 

must knit the new into the old. You cannot put a new patch on an old garment without 20 

ruining it; it must be not a patch, but something woven into the old fabric, of practically 

the same pattern, of the same texture and intention. If I did not believe that to be 

progressive was to preserve the essentials of our institutions, I for one could not be a 

progressive. 

 25 

One of the chief benefits I used to derive from being president of a university was that I 

had the pleasure of entertaining thoughtful men from all over the world. I cannot tell you 

how much has dropped into my granary by their presence. I had been casting around in 

my mind for something by which to draw several parts of my political thought together 

when it was my good fortune to entertain a very interesting Scotsman who had been 30 

devoting himself to the philosophical thought of the seventeenth century. His talk was so 
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engaging that it was delightful to hear him speak of anything, and presently there came 

out of the unexpected region of his thought the thing I had been waiting for. He called 

my attention to the fact that in every generation all sorts of speculation and thinking tend 

to fall under the formula of the dominant thought of the age. For example, after the 

Newtonian theory of the universe had been developed, almost all thinking tended to 5 

express itself in the analogies of the Newtonian theory, and since the Darwinian theory 

has reigned amongst us, everybody is likely to express whatever he wishes to expound in 

terms of development and accommodation to environment. 

 

Now, it came to me, as this interesting man talked, that the Constitution of the United 10 

States had been made under the dominion of the Newtonian theory. You have only to 

read the papers of The Federalist to see that fact written on every page. They speak of the 

“checks and balances” of the Constitution, and use to express their idea the simile of the 

organization of the universe, and particularly of the solar system—how by the attraction 

of gravitation the various parts are held in their orbits; and then they proceed to represent 15 

Congress, the judiciary, and the president as a sort of imitation of the solar system. 

 

They were only following the English Whigs, who gave Great Britain its modern 

constitution. Not that those Englishmen analyzed the matter, or had any theory about it; 

Englishmen care little for theories. It was a Frenchman, Montesquieu, who pointed out 20 

to them how faithfully they had copied Newton’s description of the mechanism of the 

heavens.  

 

The makers of our federal Constitution read Montesquieu with true scientific 

enthusiasm. They were scientists in their way—the best way of their age—those fathers 25 

of the nation. Jefferson wrote of “the laws of Nature”—and then by way of afterthought—

“and of Nature’s God.” And they constructed a government as they would have 

constructed an orrery—to display the laws of nature. Politics in their thought was a 

variety of mechanics. The Constitution was founded on the law of gravitation. The 

government was to exist and move by virtue of the efficacy of “checks and balances.” 30 
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The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine but a living thing. It falls 

not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable 

to Darwin, not to Newton. It is modified by its environment, necessitated by its tasks, 

shaped to its functions by the sheer pressure of life. No living thing can have its organs 

offset against each other, as checks, and live. On the contrary, its life is dependent upon 5 

their quick cooperation, their ready response to the commands of instinct or intelligence, 

their amicable community of purpose. Government is not a body of blind forces; it is a 

body of men, with highly differentiated functions, no doubt, in our modern day, of 

specialization, with a common task and purpose. Their cooperation is indispensable, 

their warfare fatal. There can be no successful government without the intimate, 10 

instinctive coordination of the organs of life and action. This is not theory, but fact, and 

displays its force as fact, whatever theories may be thrown across its track. Living political 

constitutions must be Darwinian in structure and in practice. Society is a living organism 

and must obey the laws of life, not of mechanics; it must develop. 

 15 

All that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when “development,” 

“evolution,” is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the 

Darwinian principle; all they ask is recognition of the fact that a nation is a living thing 

and not a machine. 

 20 

Some citizens of this country have never got beyond the Declaration of Independence, 

signed in Philadelphia, July 4th, 1776. Their bosoms swell against George III, but they 

have no consciousness of the war for freedom that is going on today. 

 

The Declaration of Independence did not mention the questions of our day. It is of no 25 

consequence to us unless we can translate its general terms into examples of the present 

day and substitute them in some vital way for the examples it itself gives, so concrete, so 

intimately involved in the circumstances of the day in which it was conceived and written. 

It is an eminently practical document, meant for the use of practical men; not a thesis for 

philosophers, but a whip for tyrants; not a theory of government, but a program of action. 30 
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Unless we can translate it into the questions of our own day, we are not worthy of it, we 

are not the sons of the sires who acted in response to its challenge. 

 

What form does the contest between tyranny and freedom take today? What is the special 

form of tyranny we now fight? How does it endanger the rights of the people, and what 5 

do we mean to do in order to make our contest against it effectual? What are to be the 

items of our new declaration of independence? 

 

By tyranny, as we now fight it, we mean control of the law, of legislation and adjudication, 

by organizations which do not represent the people, by means which are private and 10 

selfish. We mean, specifically, the conduct of our affairs and the shaping of our legislation 

in the interest of special bodies of capital and those who organize their use. We mean the 

alliance, for this purpose, of political machines with selfish business. We mean the 

exploitation of the people by legal and political means. We have seen many of our 

governments under these influences cease to be representative governments, cease to be 15 

governments representative of the people, and become governments representative of 

special interests, controlled by machines, which in their turn are not controlled by the 

people. … 

 

Well, we have started now at all events. The procession is under way. The stand-patter 20 

doesn’t know there is a procession. He is asleep in the back part of his house. He doesn’t 

know that the road is resounding with the tramp of men going to the front. And when he 

wakes up, the country will be empty. He will be deserted, and he will wonder what has 

happened. Nothing has happened. The world has been going on. The world has a habit 

of going on. The world has a habit of leaving those behind who won’t go with it. The 25 

world has always neglected stand-patters. And, therefore, the stand-patter does not excite 

my indignation; he excites my sympathy. He is going to be so lonely before it is all over. 

And we are good fellows, we are good company; why doesn’t he come along? We are not 

going to do him any harm. We are going to show him a good time. We are going to climb 

the slow road until it reaches some upland where the air is fresher, where the whole talk 30 

of mere politicians is stilled, where men can look in each other’s faces and see that there 
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is nothing to conceal, that all they have to talk about they are willing to talk about in the 

open and talk about with each other; and whence, looking back over the road, we shall 

see at last that we have fulfilled our promise to mankind. We had said to all the world, 

“America was created to break every kind of monopoly, and to set men free, upon a 

footing of equality, upon a footing of opportunity, to match their brains and their 5 

energies.” And now we have proved that we meant it. 
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THEODORE ROOSEVELT 

The Presidency; Making an Old Party 
Progressive 
BOOK CHAPTER 

1913 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Following the assassination of President William McKinley in September 1901, his vice president 
Theodore Roosevelt assumed office.  A relatively young and energetic president, Roosevelt enacted 
many reforms and Progressive-leaning policies during his administration, including food safety 
protections, natural conservation laws, and legislation aimed at “trust busting.”  After failing to secure 
the presidency for a third term as the Republican (and then Progressive Party) nominee in 1912, 
Roosevelt published his autobiography the following year.  The chapter excerpted below (Chapter 10) 
details the aftermath of his first accession to the presidency. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Roosevelt generally do upon succeeding McKinley? 
 
2. What does he imply is a major reason for his presidency’s success? 
 
3. How does Roosevelt understand executive power? 
 
4. What two broad schools of American political thought does he discuss? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Theodore Roosevelt.  “The Presidency; Making an Old Party Progressive.”  Book chapter, Ch. 10 of Theodore 
Roosevelt: An Autobiography, 1913.  From Teaching American History.  
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-presidency-making-an-old-party-progressive/. 
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On September 6, 1901, President McKinley was shot by an Anarchist in the city of 

Buffalo… 

 

On three previous occasions the Vice-President had succeeded to the Presidency on the 

death of the President. In each case there had been a reversal of party policy, and a nearly 5 

immediate and nearly complete change in the personnel of the higher offices, especially 

the Cabinet. I had never felt that this was wise from any standpoint. If a man is fit to be 

President, he will speedily so impress himself in the office that the policies pursued will 

be his anyhow, and he will not have to bother as to whether he is changing them or not; 

while as regards the offices under him, the important thing for him is that his 10 

subordinates shall make a success in handling their several departments. The subordinate 

is sure to desire to make a success of his department for his own sake, and if he is a fit 

man, whose views on public policy are sound, and whose abilities entitle him to his 

position, he will do excellently under almost any chief with the same purposes. 

 15 

I at once announced that I would continue unchanged McKinley’s policies for the honor 

and prosperity of the country, and I asked all the members of the Cabinet to stay. There 

were no changes made among them save as changes were made among their successors 

whom I myself appointed. I continued Mr. McKinley’s policies, changing and developing 

them and adding new policies only as the questions before the public changed and as the 20 

needs of the public developed. Some of my friends shook their heads over this, telling me 

that the men I retained would not be “loyal to me,” and that I would seem as if I were “a 

pale copy of McKinley.” I told them that I was not nervous on this score, and that if the 

men I retained were loyal to their work they would be giving me the loyalty for which I 

most cared; and that if they were not, I would change them anyhow; and that as for being 25 

“a pale copy of McKinley,” I was not primarily concerned with either following or not 

following in his footsteps, but in facing the new problems that arose; and that if I were 

competent I would find ample opportunity to show my competence by my deeds without 

worrying myself as to how to convince people of the fact… 

The most important factor in getting the right spirit in my Administration, next to the 30 

insistence upon courage, honesty, and a genuine democracy of desire to serve the plain 

people, was my insistence upon the theory that the executive power was limited only by 
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specific restrictions and prohibitions appearing in the Constitution or imposed by the 

Congress under its Constitutional powers. My view was that every executive officer, and 

above all every executive officer in high position, was a steward of the people bound 

actively and affirmatively to do all he could for the people, and not to content himself 

with the negative merit of keeping his talents undamaged in a napkin. I declined to adopt 5 

the view that what was imperatively necessary for the Nation could not be done by the 

President unless he could find some specific authorization to do it. My belief was that it 

was not only his right but his duty to do anything that the needs of the Nation demanded 

unless such action was forbidden by the Constitution or by the laws. Under this 

interpretation of executive power I did and caused to be done many things not previously 10 

done by the President and the heads of the departments. I did not usurp power, but I did 

greatly broaden the use of executive power. In other words, I acted for the public welfare, 

I acted for the common well-being of all our people, whenever and in whatever manner 

was necessary, unless prevented by direct constitutional or legislative prohibition. I did 

not care a rap for the mere form and show of power; I cared immensely for the use that 15 

could be made of the substance. The Senate at one time objected to my communicating 

with them in printing, preferring the expensive, foolish, and laborious practice of writing 

out the messages by hand. It was not possible to return to the outworn archaism of hand 

writing; but we endeavored to have the printing made as pretty as possible. Whether I 

communicated with the Congress in writing or by word of mouth, and whether the 20 

writing was by a machine, or a pen, were equally, and absolutely, unimportant matters. 

The importance lay in what I said and in the heed paid to what I said. So as to my meeting 

and consulting Senators, Congressmen, politicians, financiers, and labor men. I 

consulted all who wished to see me; and if I wished to see anyone, I sent for him; and 

where the consultation took place was a matter of supreme unimportance. I consulted 25 

every man with the sincere hope that I could profit by and follow his advice; I consulted 

every member of Congress who wished to be consulted, hoping to be able to come to an 

agreement of action with him; and I always finally acted as my conscience and common 

sense bade me act. 

 30 

About appointments I was obliged by the Constitution to consult the Senate; and the 

long-established custom of the Senate meant that in practice this consultation was with 
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individual Senators and even with big politicians who stood behind the Senators. I was 

only one-half the appointing power; I nominated; but the Senate confirmed. In practice, 

by what was called “the courtesy of the Senate,” the Senate normally refused to confirm 

any appointment if the Senator from the State objected to it. In exceptional cases, where 

I could arouse public attention, I could force through the appointment in spite of the 5 

opposition of the Senators; in all ordinary cases this was impossible. On the other hand, 

the Senator could of course do nothing for any man unless I chose to nominate him. In 

consequence the Constitution itself forced the President and the Senators from each State 

to come to a working agreement on the appointments in and from that State. 

 10 

My course was to insist on absolute fitness, including honesty, as a prerequisite to every 

appointment; and to remove only for good cause, and, where there was such cause, to 

refuse even to discuss with the Senator in interest the unfit servant’s retention. Subject to 

these considerations, I normally accepted each Senator’s recommendations for offices of 

a routine kind, such as most post-offices and the like, but insisted on myself choosing the 15 

men for the more important positions. I was willing to take any good man for postmaster; 

but in the case of a Judge or District Attorney or Canal Commissioner or Ambassador, I 

was apt to insist either on a given man or else on any man with a given class of 

qualifications. If the Senator deceived me, I took care that he had no opportunity to 

repeat the deception. 20 

 

I can perhaps best illustrate my theory of action by two specific examples. In New York 

Governor Odell and Senator Platt sometimes worked in agreement and sometimes were 

at swords’ points, and both wished to be consulted. To a friendly Congressman, who was 

also their friend, I wrote as follows on July 22, 1903: 25 

 
“I want to work with Platt. I want to work with Odell. I want to support both and take 
the advice of both. But of course ultimately I must be the judge as to acting on the advice 
given. When, as in the case of the judgeship, I am convinced that the advice of both is 
wrong, I shall act as I did when I appointed Holt. When I can find a friend of Odell’s like 30 
Cooley, who is thoroughly fit for the position I desire to fill, it gives me the greatest 
pleasure to appoint him. When Platt proposes to me a man like Hamilton Fish, it is 
equally a pleasure to appoint him.” 
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This was written in connection with events which led up to my refusing to accept Senator 

Platt’s or Governor Odell’s sug[g]estions as to a Federal Judgeship and a Federal District 

Attorneyship, and insisting on the appointment, first of Judge Hough and later of District 

Attorney Stimson; because in each case I felt that the work to be done was of so high an 

order that I could not take an ordinary man. 5 

 

The other case was that of Senator Fulton, of Oregon. Through Francis Heney I was 

prosecuting men who were implicated in a vast network of conspiracy against the law in 

connection with the theft of public land in Oregon. I had been acting on Senator Fulton’s 

recommendations for office, in the usual manner. Heney had been insisting that Fulton 10 

was in league with the men we were prosecuting, and that he had recommended unfit 

men. Fulton had been protesting against my following Heney’s advice, particularly as 

regards appointing Judge Wolverton as United States Judge. Finally Heney laid before 

me a report which convinced me of the truth of his statements. I then wrote to Fulton as 

follows, on November 20, 1905: 15 

 
“My dear Senator Fulton: I inclose you herewith a copy of the report made to me by Mr. 
Heney. I have seen the originals of the letters from you and Senator Mitchell quoted 
therein. I do not at this time desire to discuss the report itself, which of course I must 
submit to the Attorney-General. But I have been obliged to reach the painful conclusion 20 
that your own letters as therein quoted tend to show that you recommended for the 
position of District Attorney B when you had good reason to believe that he had himself 
been guilty of fraudulent conduct; that you recommended C for the same position simply 
because it was for B’s interest that he should be so recommended, and, as there is reason 
to believe, because he had agreed to divide the fees with B if he were appointed; and that 25 
you finally recommended the reappointment of H with the knowledge that if H were 
appointed he would abstain from prosecuting B for criminal misconduct, this being why 
B advocated H’s claims for reappointment. If you care to make any statement in the 
matter, I shall of course be glad to hear it. As the District Judge of Oregon I shall appoint 
Judge Wolverton.” 30 
 

In the letter I of course gave in full the names indicated above by initials. Senator Fulton 

gave no explanation. I therefore ceased to consult him about appointments under the 

Department of Justice and the Interior, the two departments in which the crookedness 

had occurred – there was no question of crookedness in the other offices in the State, and 35 

they could be handled in the ordinary manner. Legal proceedings were undertaken 
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against his colleague in the Senate, and one of his colleagues in the lower house, and the 

former was convicted and sentenced to the penitentiary. 

 

In a number of instances the legality of executive acts of my Administration was brought 

before the courts. They were uniformly sustained. For example, prior to 1907 statutes 5 

relating to the disposition of coal lands had been construed as fixing the flat price at $10 

to $20 per acre. The result was that valuable coal lands were sold for wholly inadequate 

prices, chiefly to big corporations. By executive order the coal lands were withdrawn and 

not opened for entry until proper classification was placed thereon by Government 

agents. There was a great clamor that I was usurping legislative power; but the acts were 10 

not assailed in court until we brought suits to set aside entries made by persons and 

associations to obtain larger areas than the statutes authorized. This position was 

opposed on the ground that the restrictions imposed were illegal; that the executive 

orders were illegal. The Supreme Court sustained the Government. In the same way our 

attitude in the water power question was sustained, the Supreme Court holding that the 15 

Federal Government had the rights we claimed over streams that are or may be declared 

navigable by Congress. Again, when Oklahoma became a State we were obliged to use 

the executive power to protect Indian rights and property, for there had been an 

enormous amount of fraud in the obtaining of Indian lands by white men. Here we were 

denounced as usurping power over a State as well as usurping power that did not belong 20 

to the executive. The Supreme Court sustained our action. 

 

In connection with the Indians, by the way, it was again and again necessary to assert the 

position of the President as steward of the whole people. I had a capital Indian 

Commissioner, Francis E. Leupp. I found that I could rely on his judgment not to get me 25 

into fights that were unnecessary, and therefore I always backed him to the limit when 

he told me that a fight was necessary. On one occasion, for example, Congress passed a 

bill to sell to settlers about half a million acres of Indian land in Oklahoma at one and a 

half dollars an acre. I refused to sign it, and turned the matter over to Leupp. The bill was 

accordingly withdrawn, amended so as to safeguard the welfare of the Indians, and the 30 

minimum price raised to five dollars an acre. Then I signed the bill. We sold that land 

under sealed bids, and realized for the Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache Indians more than 
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four million dollars – three millions and a quarter more than they would have obtained 

if I had signed the bill in its original form. In another case, where there had been a 

division among the Sac and Fox Indians, part of the tribe removing to Iowa, the Iowa 

delegation in Congress, backed by two Iowans who were members of my Cabinet, passed 

a bill awarding a sum of nearly a half million dollars to the Iowa seceders. They had not 5 

consulted the Indian Bureau. Leupp protested against the bill, and I vetoed it. A 

subsequent bill was passed on the lines laid down by the Indian Bureau, referring the 

whole controversy to the courts, and the Supreme Court in the end justified our position 

by deciding against the Iowa seceders and awarding the money to the Oklahoma stay-at-

homes. 10 

 

As to all action of this kind there have long been two schools of political thought, upheld 

with equal sincerity The division has not normally been along political, but 

temperamental, lines. The course I followed, of regarding the executive as subject only to 

the people, and, under the Constitution, bound to serve the people affirmatively in cases 15 

where the Constitution does not explicitly forbid him to render the service, was 

substantially the course followed by both Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln. Other 

honorable and well-meaning Presidents, such as James Buchanan, took the opposite and, 

as it seems to me, narrowly legalistic view that the President is the servant of Congress 

rather than of the people, and can do nothing, no matter how necessary it be to act, unless 20 

the Constitution explicitly commands the action. Most able lawyers who are past middle 

age take this view, and so do large numbers of well-meaning, respectable citizens. My 

successor in office took this, the Buchanan, view of the President’s powers and duties. 

 

For example, under my Administration we found that one of the favorite methods 25 

adopted by the men desirous of stealing the public domain was to carry the decision of 

the Secretary of the Interior into court. By vigorously opposing such action, and only by 

so doing, we were able to carry out the policy of properly protecting the public domain. 

My successor not only took the opposite view, but recommended to Congress the passage 

of a bill which would have given the courts direct appellate power over the Secretary of 30 

the Interior in these land matters. This bill was reported favorably by Mr. Mondell, 

Chairman of the House Committee on public lands, a Congressman who took the lead 
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in every measure to prevent the conservation of our natural resources and the 

preservation of the National domain for the use of home-seekers. Fortunately, Congress 

declined to pass the bill. Its passage would have been a veritable calamity. 

 

I acted on the theory that the President could at any time in his discretion withdraw from 5 

entry any of the public lands of the United States and reserve the same for forestry, for 

water-power sites, for irrigation, and other public purposes. Without such action it 

would have been impossible to stop the activity of the land thieves. No one ventured to 

test its legality by lawsuit. My successor, however, himself questioned it, and referred the 

matter to Congress. Again Congress showed its wisdom by passing a law which gave the 10 

President the power which he had long exercised, and of which my successor had shorn 

himself. 

 

Perhaps the sharp difference between what may be called the Lincoln-Jackson and the 

Buchanan-Taft schools, in their views of the power and duties of the President, may be 15 

best illustrated by comparing the attitude of my successor toward his Secretary of the 

Interior, Mr. Ballinger, when the latter was accused of gross misconduct in office, with 

my attitude towards my chiefs of department and other subordinate officers. More than 

once while I was President my officials were attacked by Congress, generally because 

these officials did their duty well and fearlessly. In every such case I stood by the official 20 

and refused to recognize the right of Congress to interfere with me excepting by 

impeachment or in other Constitutional manner. On the other hand, wherever I found 

the officer unfit for his position I promptly removed him, even although the most 

influential men in Congress fought for his retention. The Jackson-Lincoln view is that a 

President who is fit to do good work should be able to form his own judgment as to his 25 

own subordinates, and, above all, of the subordinates standing highest and in closest and 

most intimate touch with him. My secretaries and their subordinates were responsible to 

me, and I accepted the responsibility for all their deeds. As long as they were satisfactory 

to me I stood by them against every critic or assailant, within or without Congress; and 

as for getting Congress to make up my mind for me about them, the thought would have 30 

been inconceivable to me. My successor took the opposite, or Buchanan, view when he 

permitted and requested Congress to pass judgment on the charges made against Mr. 
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Ballinger as an executive officer. These charges were made to the President; the President 

had the facts before him and could get at them at any time, and he alone had power to 

act if the charges were true. However, he permitted and requested Congress to investigate 

Mr. Ballinger. The party minority of the committee that investigated him, and one 

member of the majority, declared that the charges were well founded and that Mr. 5 

Ballinger should be removed. The other members of the majority declared the charges ill 

founded. The President abode by the view of the majority. Of course believers in the 

Jackson-Lincoln theory of the Presidency would not be content with this town meeting 

majority and minority method of determining by another branch of the Government 

what it seems the especial duty of the President himself to determine for himself in 10 

dealing with his own subordinate in his own department. 

 

There are many worthy people who reprobate the Buchanan method as a matter of 

history, but who in actual life reprobate still more strongly the Jackson-Lincoln method 

when it is put into practice. These persons conscientiously believe that the President 15 

should solve every doubt in favor of inaction as against action, that he should construe 

strictly and narrowly the Constitutional grant of powers both to the National 

Government, and to the President within the National Government. In addition, 

however, to the men who conscientiously believe in this course from high, although as I 

hold misguided, motives, there are many men who affect to believe in it merely because 20 

it enables them to attack and to try to hamper, for partisan or personal reasons, an 

executive whom they dislike. There are other men in whom, especially when they are 

themselves in office, practical adherence to the Buchanan principle represents not well-

thought-out devotion to an unwise course, but simple weakness of character and desire 

to avoid trouble and responsibility. Unfortunately, in practice it makes little difference 25 

which class of ideas actuates the President, who by his action sets a cramping precedent. 

Whether he is high minded and wrongheaded or merely infirm of purpose, whether he 

means well feebly or is bound by a mischievous misconception of the powers and duties 

of the National Government and of the President, the effect of his actions is the same. 

The President’s duty is to act so that he himself and his subordinates shall be able to do 30 

efficient work for the people, and this efficient work he and they cannot do if Congress 
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is permitted to undertake the task of making up his mind for him as to how he shall 

[perform] what is clearly his sole duty[.] 



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                             American History 
                    Middle School 
 

1 
Copyright © 2023 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

W. E. B. DUBOIS 

The Talented Tenth 
ESSAY EXCERPTS 

September 1903 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
William Edward Burghardt DuBois was an early civil rights activist and the first African American to 
earn a doctorate from Harvard University.  He realized that, even decades after the Emancipation 
Proclamation and the end of the Civil War, the integration of black and white communities was still 
greatly lacking.  This famous essay of DuBois’ highlights his belief that African Americans’ societal 
development lay not exclusively in work, but also in an education—a means both to better themselves 
as human beings  and to prepare more readily for their future roles in American society.  (Note the 
contrasts with Booker T. Washington’s speech.) 
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1. What history does DuBois tell? 
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3. What is the importance of education, according to DuBois? 
  
4. How does DuBois understand the relationship between education and work? 
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The Negro race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men. The problem 

of education, then, among Negroes must first of all deal with the Talented Tenth; it is 

the problem of developing the Best of this race that they may guide the Mass away from 

the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other races. Now the 

training of men is a difficult and intricate task. Its technique is a matter for educational 5 

experts, but its object is for the vision of seers. If we make money the object of man-

training, we shall develop money-makers but not necessarily men; if we make technical 

skill the object of education, we may possess artisans but not, in nature, men. Men we 

shall have only as we make manhood the object of the work of the schools–intelligence, 

broad sympathy, knowledge of the world that was and is, and of the relation of men to 10 

it–this is the curriculum of that Higher Education which must underlie true life. On 

this foundation we may build bread winning, skill of hand and quickness of brain, with 

never a fear lest the child and man mistake the means of living for the object of life. 

{…} 

 15 

{…} It is the fashion of to-day to {…} say that with freedom Negro leadership should 

have begun at the plow and not in the Senate–a foolish and mischievous lie; two 

hundred and fifty years that black serf toiled at the plow and yet that toiling was in vain 

till the Senate passed the war amendments; and two hundred and fifty years more the 

half-free serf of to-day may toil at his plow, but unless he have political rights and 20 

righteously guarded civic status, he will still remain the poverty-stricken and ignorant 

plaything of rascals, that he now is. This all sane men know even if they dare not say it. 

 

And so we come to the present–a day of cowardice and vacillation, of strident wide-

voiced wrong and faint hearted compromise; of double-faced dallying with Truth and 25 

Right. Who are to-day guiding the work of the Negro people? The “exceptions” of 

course. And yet so sure as this Talented Tenth is pointed out, the blind worshippers of 

the Average cry out in alarm: “These are exceptions, look here at death, disease and 

crime–these are the happy rule.” 

{…} A saving remnant continually survives and persists, continually aspires, 30 

continually shows itself in thrift and ability and character. Exceptional it is to be sure, 

but this is its chiefest promise; it shows the capability of Negro blood, the promise of 
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black men. Do Americans ever stop to reflect that there are in this land a million men 

of Negro blood, well-educated, owners of homes, against the honor of whose 

womanhood no breath was ever raised, whose men occupy positions of trust and 

usefulness, and who, judged by any standard, have reached the full measure of the best 

type of modern European culture? Is it fair, is it decent, is it Christian to ignore these 5 

facts of the Negro problem, to belittle such aspiration, to nullify such leadership and 

seek to crush these people back into the mass out of which by toil and travail, they and 

their fathers have raised themselves? 

 

Can the masses of the Negro people be in any possible way more quickly raised than 10 

by the effort and example of this aristocracy of talent and character? Was there ever a 

nation on God’s fair earth civilized from the bottom upward? Never; it is, ever was and 

ever will be from the top downward that culture filters. The Talented Tenth rises and 

pulls all that are worth the saving up to their vantage ground. This is the history of 

human progress; and the two historic mistakes which have hindered that progress were 15 

the thinking first that no more could ever rise save the few already risen; or second, 

that it would better the uprisen to pull the risen down. 

 

How then shall the leaders of a struggling people be trained and the hands of the risen 

few strengthened? There can be but one answer: The best and most capable of their 20 

youth must be schooled in the colleges and universities of the land. We will not quarrel 

as to just what the university of the Negro should teach or how it should teach it–I 

willingly admit that each soul and each race-soul needs its own peculiar curriculum. 

But this is true: A university is a human invention for the transmission of knowledge 

and culture from generation to generation, through the training of quick minds and 25 

pure hearts, and for this work no other human invention will suffice, not even trade 

and industrial schools. 

 

All men cannot go to college but some men must; every isolated group or nation must 

have its yeast, must have for the talented few centers of training where men are not so 30 

mystified and befuddled by the hard and necessary toil of earning a living, as to have 

no aims higher than their bellies, and no God greater than Gold. This is true training, 
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and thus in the beginning were the favored sons of the freedmen trained. {…} {Y}et to-

day men {…} in fine superiority tell us that {…} a proper way to found a system of 

education is first to gather the children and buy them spelling books and hoes; 

afterward men may look about for teachers, if haply they may find them; or again they 

would teach men Work, but as for Life–why, what has Work to do with Life, they ask 5 

vacantly. {…} 

 

… [The college-bred Negro] is, as he ought to be, the group leader, the man who sets 

the ideals of the community where he lives, directs its thoughts and heads its social 

movements. It need hardly be argued that the Negro people need social leadership more 10 

than most groups; that they have no traditions to fall back upon, no long established 

customs, no strong family ties, no well defined social classes. All these things must be 

slowly and painfully evolved. The preacher was, even before the war, the group leader 

of the Negroes, and the church their greatest social institution. Naturally this preacher 

was ignorant and often immoral, and the problem of replacing the older type by better 15 

educated men has been a difficult one. Both by direct work and by direct influence on 

other preachers, and on congregations, the college-bred preacher has an opportunity 

for reformatory work and moral inspiration, the value of which cannot be 

overestimated. 

 20 

It has, however, been in the furnishing of teachers that the Negro college has found its 

peculiar function. Few persons realize how vast a work, how mighty a revolution has 

been thus accomplished. To furnish five millions and more of ignorant people with 

teachers of their own race and blood, in one generation, was not only a very difficult 

undertaking, but very important one, in that, it placed before the eyes of almost every 25 

Negro child an attainable ideal. It brought the masses of the blacks in contact with 

modern civilization, made black men the leaders of their communities and trainers of 

the new generation. In this work college-bred Negroes were first teachers, and then 

teachers of teachers. And here it is that the broad culture of college work has been of 

peculiar value. Knowledge of life and its wider meaning, has been the point of the 30 

Negro’s deepest ignorance, and the sending out of teachers whose training has not been 
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simply for bread winning, but also for human culture, has been of inestimable value in 

the training of these men. {…} 

 

The problem of training the Negro is to-day immensely complicated by the fact that 

the whole question of the efficiency and appropriateness of our present systems of 5 

education, for any kind of child, is a matter of active debate, in which final settlement 

seems still afar off. {…} {I}t goes without saying that it is hard to do all these things 

simultaneously or suddenly and that at the same time it will not do to give all the 

attention to one and neglect the others; we could give black boys trades, but that alone 

will not civilize a race of ex-slaves; we might simply increase their knowledge of the 10 

world, but this would not necessarily make them wish to use this knowledge honestly; 

we might seek to strengthen character and purpose, but to what end if this people have 

nothing to eat or to wear? A system of education is not one thing, nor does it have a 

single definite object, nor is it a mere matter of schools. Education is that whole system 

of human training within and without the school house walls, which molds and 15 

develops men. {…} There must be teachers, and teachers of teachers, and to attempt to 

establish any sort of a system of common and industrial school training, 

without first (and I say first advisedly) without first providing for the higher training 

of the very best teachers, is simply throwing your money to the winds. School houses 

do not teach themselves – piles of brick and mortar and machinery do not send 20 

out men. It is the trained, living human soul, cultivated and strengthened by long study 

and thought, that breathes the real breath of life into boys and girls and makes them 

human, whether they be black or white, Greek, Russian or American. {…} 

 

I would not deny, or for a moment seem to deny, the paramount necessity of teaching 25 

the Negro to work, and to work steadily and skillfully; or seem to depreciate in the 

slightest degree the important part industrial schools must play in the accomplishment 

of these ends, but I do say, and insist upon it, that it is industrialism drunk with its 

vision of success, to imagine that its own work can be accomplished without providing 

for the training of broadly cultured men and women to teach its own teachers, and to 30 

teach the teachers of the public schools. 
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But I have already said that human education is not simply a matter of schools; it is 

much more a matter of family and group life – the training of one’s home, of one’s 

daily companions, of one’s social class. Now the black boy of the South moves in a black 

world – a world with its own leaders, its own thoughts, its own ideals. In this world he 

gets by far the larger part of his life training, and through the eyes of this dark world 5 

he peers into the veiled world beyond. Who guides and determines the education which 

he receives in his world? His teachers here are the group-leaders of the Negro people—

the physicians and clergymen, the trained fathers and mothers, the influential and 

forceful men about him of all kinds; here it is, if at all, that the culture of the 

surrounding world trickles through and is handed on by the graduates of the higher 10 

schools. Can such culture training of group leaders be neglected? Can we afford to 

ignore it? Do you think that if the leaders of thought among Negroes are not trained 

and educated thinkers, that they will have no leaders? On the contrary a hundred half-

trained demagogues will still hold the places they so largely occupy now, and hundreds 

of vociferous busy-bodies will multiply. You have no choice; either you must help 15 

furnish this race from within its own ranks with thoughtful men of trained leadership, 

or you must suffer the evil consequences of a headless misguided rabble. 

 

{…} I insist that the object of all true education is not to make men carpenters, it is to 

make carpenters men {.} {…} 20 

 

{…} If carpenters are needed it is well and good to train men as carpenters. But to train 

men as carpenters, and then set them to teaching is wasteful and criminal; and to train 

men as teachers and then refuse them living wages, unless they become carpenters, is 

rank nonsense. {…} 25 

 

Further than this, after being provided with group leaders of civilization, and a 

foundation of intelligence in the public schools, the carpenter, in order to be a man, 

needs technical skill. This calls for trade schools. {…} A really efficient workman must 

be to-day an intelligent man who has had good technical training in addition to 30 

thorough common school, and perhaps even higher training. {…} A prominent 

educator tells us that, in Sweden, “In the beginning the economic conception was 
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generally adopted, and everywhere manual training was looked upon as a means of 

preparing the children of the common people to earn their living. But gradually it came 

to be recognized that manual training has a more elevated purpose, and one, indeed, 

more useful in the deeper meaning of the term. It came to be considered as an educative 

process for the complete moral, physical and intellectual development of the child.” 5 

 

{…} Indeed the demand for college-bred men by a school like Tuskegee, ought to make 

Mr. Booker T. Washington the firmest friend of higher training. Here he has as helpers 

the son of a Negro senator, trained in Greek and the humanities, and graduated at 

Harvard; the son of a Negro congressman and lawyer, trained in Latin and 10 

mathematics, and graduated at Oberlin; he has as his wife, a woman who read Virgil 

and Homer in the same class room with me; he has as college chaplain, a classical 

graduate of Atlanta University; as teacher of science, a graduate of Fisk; as teacher of 

history, a graduate of Smith,–indeed some thirty of his chief teachers are college 

graduates, and instead of studying French grammars in the midst of weeds, or buying 15 

pianos for dirty cabins, they are at Mr. Washington’s right hand helping him in a noble 

work. And yet one of the effects of Mr. Washington’s propaganda has been to throw 

doubt upon the expediency of such training for Negroes, as these persons have had. 

Men of America, the problem is plain before you. Here is a race transplanted through 

the criminal foolishness of your fathers. Whether you like it or not the millions are 20 

here, and here they will remain. If you do not lift them up, they will pull you down. 

Education and work are the levers to uplift a people. Work alone will not do it unless 

inspired by the right ideals and guided by intelligence. Education must not simply teach 

work–it must teach Life. The Talented Tenth of the Negro race must be made leaders 

of thought and missionaries of culture among their people. No others can do this work 25 

and Negro colleges must train men for it. The Negro race, like all other races, is going 

to be saved by its exceptional men. 
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WOODROW WILSON 

War Message to Congress 
SPEECH 

April 2, 1917 
United States Congress | Washington, D.C. 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
Although World War I began in mid-1914, the United States did not initially join the conflict, with 
President Woodrow Wilson opting instead to pursue neutrality.  However, the 1915 sinking of the 
Lusitania and the 1917 resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare by Germany eventually drove the 
United States to side with the Allied Powers.  Wilson gave this speech to a joint session of Congress in 
the latter year, advocating for a formal declaration of war against Germany and the Central Powers, but 
also explaining his radically different reasons for the United States’ fighting in the war. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What policy is not “constitutionally permissible” for Wilson to enact alone? 
 
2. What is his primary grievance against Germany? 
 
3. Why does Wilson advocate for joining World War I? 
 
4. What does Wilson say are America’s objectives in fighting World War I? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Woodrow Wilson. “War Message to Congress.”  Speech, April 2, 1917.  From Teaching American History.  
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/war-message-to-congress/.
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Gentlemen of the Congress: 

 

I have called the Congress into extraordinary session because there are serious, very 

serious, choices of policy to be made, and made immediately, which it was neither right 

nor constitutionally permissible that I should assume the responsibility of making. 5 

 

On the third of February last I officially laid before you the extraordinary announcement 

of the Imperial German Government that on and after the first day of February it was its 

purpose to put aside all restraints of law or of humanity and use its submarines to sink 

every vessel that sought to approach either the ports of Great Britain and Ireland or the 10 

western coasts of Europe or any of the ports controlled by the enemies of Germany within 

the Mediterranean. That had seemed to be the object of the German submarine warfare 

earlier in the war, but since April of last year the Imperial Government had somewhat 

restrained the commanders of its undersea craft in conformity with its promise then 

given to us that passenger boats should not be sunk and that due warning would be given 15 

to all other vessels which its submarines might seek to destroy when no resistance was 

offered or escape attempted, and care taken that their crews were given at least a fair 

chance to save their lives in their open boats. The precautions taken were meager and 

haphazard enough, as was proved in distressing instance after instance in the progress of 

the cruel and unmanly business, but a certain degree of restraint was observed. The new 20 

policy has swept every restriction aside. Vessels of every kind, whatever their flag, their 

character, their cargo, their destination, their errand, have been ruthlessly sent to the 

bottom: without warning and without thought of help or mercy for those on board, the 

vessels of friendly neutrals along with those of belligerents. Even hospital ships and ships 

carrying relief to the sorely bereaved and stricken people of Belgium, though the latter 25 

were provided with safe conduct through the proscribed areas by the German 

Government itself and were distinguished by unmistakable marks of identity, have been 

sunk with the same reckless lack of compassion or of principle. I was for a little while 

unable to believe that such things would in fact be done by any government that had 

hitherto subscribed to the humane practices of civilized nations. International law had 30 

its origin in the attempt to set up some law which would be respected and observed upon 

the seas, where no nation had right of dominion and where lay the free highways of the 
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world…. This minimum of right the German Government has swept aside under the plea 

of retaliation and necessity and because it had no weapons which it could use at sea except 

these which it is impossible to employ as it is employing them without throwing to the 

winds all scruples of humanity or of respect for the understandings that were supposed 

to underlie the intercourse of the world. I am not now thinking of the loss of property 5 

involved, immense and serious as that is, but only of the wanton and wholesale 

destruction of the lives of noncombatants, men, women, and children, engaged in 

pursuits which have always, even in the darkest periods of modern history, been deemed 

innocent and legitimate. Property can be paid for; the lives of peaceful and innocent 

people cannot be. The present German submarine warfare against commerce is a warfare 10 

against mankind. 

 

It is a war against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American lives taken, in 

ways which it has stirred us very deeply to learn of, but the ships and people of other 

neutral and friendly nations have been sunk and overwhelmed in the waters in the same 15 

way. There has been no discrimination. The challenge is to all mankind. Each nation 

must decide for itself how it will meet it. The choice we make for ourselves must be made 

with a moderation of counsel and a temperateness of judgment befitting our character 

and our motives as a nation. We must put excited feeling away. Our motive will not be 

revenge or the victorious assertion of the physical might of the nation, but only the 20 

vindication of right, of human right, of which we are only a single champion. 

 

When I addressed the Congress on the twenty-sixth of February last I thought that it 

would suffice to assert our neutral rights with arms, our right to use the seas against 

unlawful interference, our right to keep our people safe against unlawful violence. But 25 

armed neutrality, it now appears, is impracticable. Because submarines are in effect 

outlaws when used as the German submarines have been used against merchant shipping, 

it is impossible to defend ships against their attacks as the law of nations has assumed 

that merchantmen would defend themselves against privateers or cruisers, visible craft 

giving chase upon the open sea. It is common prudence in such circumstances, grim 30 

necessity indeed, to endeavor to destroy them before they have shown their own 

intention. They must be dealt with upon sight, if dealt with at all. The German 
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Government denies the right of neutrals to use arms at all within the areas of the sea 

which it has proscribed, even in the defense of rights which no modern publicist has ever 

before questioned their right to defend. The intimation is conveyed that the armed guards 

which we have placed on our merchant ships will be treated as beyond the pale of law 

and subject to be dealt with as pirates would be. Armed neutrality is ineffectual enough 5 

at best; in such circumstances and in the face of such pretensions it is worse than 

ineffectual: it is likely only to produce what it was meant to prevent; it is practically 

certain to draw us into the war without either the rights or the effectiveness of 

belligerents. There is one choice we cannot make, we are incapable of making: we will 

not choose the path of submission and suffer the most sacred rights of our Nation and 10 

our people to be ignored or violated. The wrongs against which we now array ourselves 

are no common wrongs; they cut to the very roots of human life. 

 

With a profound sense of the solemn and even tragical character of the step I am taking 

and of the grave responsibilities which it involves, but in unhesitating obedience to what 15 

I deem my constitutional duty, I advise that the Congress declare the recent course of the 

Imperial German Government to be in fact nothing less than war against the government 

and people of the United States; that it formally accept the status of belligerent which has 

thus been thrust upon it, and that it take immediate steps not only to put the country in 

a more thorough state of defense but also to exert all its power and employ all its resources 20 

to bring the Government of the German Empire to terms and end the war. 

 

What this will involve is clear. It will involve the utmost practicable cooperation in 

counsel and action with the governments now at war with Germany, and, as incident to 

that, the extension to those governments of the most liberal financial credit, in order that 25 

our resources may so far as possible be added to theirs. It will involve the organization 

and mobilization of all the material resources of the country to supply the materials of 

war and serve the incidental needs of the Nation in the most abundant and yet the most 

economical and efficient way possible. It will involve the immediate full equipment of 

the navy in all respects but particularly in supplying it with the best means of dealing with 30 

the enemy’s submarines. It will involve the immediate addition to the armed forces of the 

United States already provided for by law in case of war at least five hundred thousand 
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men, who should, in my opinion, be chosen upon the principle of universal liability to 

service, and also the authorization of subsequent additional increments of equal force so 

soon as they may be needed and can be handled in training. It will involve also, of course, 

the granting of adequate credits to the Government, sustained, I hope, so far as they can 

equitably be sustained by the present generation, by well conceived taxation. I say 5 

sustained so far as may be equitable by taxation because it seems to me that it would be 

most unwise to base the credits which will now be necessary entirely on money borrowed. 

It is our duty, I most respectfully urge, to protect our people so far as we may against the 

very serious hardships and evils which would be likely to arise out of the inflation which 

would be produced by vast loans. 10 

 

In carrying out the measures by which these things are to be accomplished we should 

keep constantly in mind the wisdom of interfering as little as possible in our own 

preparation and in the equipment of our own military forces with the duty—for it will be 

a very practical duty—of supplying the nations already at war with Germany with the 15 

materials which they can obtain only from us or by our assistance. They are in the field 

and we should help them in every way to be effective there. 

 

I shall take the liberty of suggesting, through the several executive departments of the 

Government, for the consideration of your committees, measures for the 20 

accomplishment of the several objects I have mentioned. I hope that it will be your 

pleasure to deal with them as having been framed after very careful thought by the branch 

of the Government upon which the responsibility of conducting the war and 

safeguarding the Nation will most directly fall. 

While we do these things, these deeply momentous things, let us be very clear, and make 25 

very clear to all the world what our motives and our objects are. My own thought has not 

been driven from its habitual and normal course by the unhappy events of the last two 

months, and I do not believe that the thought of the Nation has been altered or clouded 

by them. I have exactly the same things in mind now that I had in mind when I addressed 

the Senate on the twenty—second of January last, the same that I had in mind when I 30 

addressed the Congress on the third of February and on the twenty-sixth of February. 

Our object now, as then, is to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of 
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the world as against selfish and autocratic power and to set up amongst the really free 

and selfgoverned peoples of the world such a concert of purpose and of action as will 

henceforth insure the observance of those principles Neutrality is no longer feasible or 

desirable where the peace of the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples, and the 

menace to that peace and freedom lies in the existence of autocratic governments backed 5 

by organized force which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of their people. 

We have seen the last of neutrality in such circumstances. We are at the beginning of an 

age in which it will be insisted that the same standards of conduct and of responsibility 

for wrong done shall be observed among nations and their governments that are observed 

among the individual citizens of civilized states. 10 

 

We have no quarrel with the German people. We have no feeling towards them but one 

of sympathy and friendship. It was not upon their impulse that their government acted 

in entering this war. It was not with their previous knowledge or approval. It was a war 

determined upon as wars used to be determined upon in the old, unhappy days when 15 

peoples were nowhere consulted by their rulers and wars were provoked and waged in 

the interest of dynasties or of little groups of ambitious men who were accustomed to use 

their fellow men as pawns and tools. 

 

Selfgoverned nations do not fill their neighbor states with spies or set the course of 20 

intrigue to bring about some critical posture of affairs which will give them an 

opportunity to strike and make conquest. Such designs can be successfully worked out 

only under cover and where no one has the right to ask questions. Cunningly contrived 

plans of deception or aggression, carried, it may be, from generation to generation, can 

be worked out and kept from the light only within the privacy of courts or behind the 25 

carefully guarded confidences of a narrow and privileged class. They are happily 

impossible where public opinion commands and insists upon full information 

concerning all the nation’s affairs. 

 

A steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of 30 

democratic nations. No autocratic government could be trusted to keep faith within it or 

observe its covenants. It must be a league of honor, a partnership of opinion. Intrigue 
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would eat its vitals away; the plottings of inner circles who could plan what they would 

and render account to no one would be a corruption seated at its very heart. Only free 

peoples can hold their purpose and their honor steady to a common end and prefer the 

interests of mankind to any narrow interest of their own. 

 5 

Does not every American feel that assurance has been added to our hope for the future 

peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening things that have been happening 

within the last few weeks in Russia? Russia was known by those who knew it best to have 

been always in fact democratic at heart, in all the vital habits of her thought, in all the 

intimate relationships of her people that spoke their natural instinct, their habitual 10 

attitude towards life. The autocracy that crowned the summit of her political structure, 

long as it had stood and terrible as was the reality of its power, was not in fact Russian in 

origin, character, or purpose; and now it has been shaken off and the great, generous 

Russian people have been added in all their naive majesty and might to the forces that 

are fighting for freedom in the world, for justice, and for peace. Here is a fit partner for a 15 

League of Honor. 

 

One of the things that has served to convince us that the Prussian, autocracy was not and 

could never be our friend is that from the very outset of the present war it has filled our 

unsuspecting communities and even our offices of government with spies and set 20 

criminal intrigues everywhere afoot against our national unity of counsel, our peace 

Within and without, our industries and our commerce. Indeed it is now evident that its 

spies were here even before the war began; and it is unhappily not a matter of conjecture 

but a fact proved in our courts of justice that the intrigues which have more than once 

come perilously near to disturbing the peace and dislocating the industries of the country 25 

have been carried on at the instigation, with the support, and even under the personal 

direction of official agents of the Imperial Government accredited to the Government of 

the United States. Even in checking these things and trying to extirpate them we have 

sought to put the most generous interpretation possible upon them because we knew that 

their source lay, not in any hostile feeling or purpose of the German people towards us 30 

(who were, no doubt, as ignorant of them as we ourselves were), but only in the selfish 

designs of a Government that did what it pleased and told its people nothing. But they 
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have played their part in serving to convince us at last that that Government entertains 

no real friendship for us and means to act against our peace and security at its 

convenience. That it means to stir up enemies against us at our very doors the intercepted 

note to the German Minister at Mexico City is eloquent evidence. 

 5 

We are accepting this challenge of hostile purpose because we know that in such a 

Government, following such methods, we can never have a friend; and that in the 

presence of its organized power, always lying in wait to accomplish we know not what 

purpose, there can be no assured security for the democratic Governments of the world. 

We are now about to accept gauge of battle with this natural foe to liberty and shall, if 10 

necessary, spend the whole force of the nation to check and nullify its pretensions and its 

power. We are glad, now that we see the facts with no veil of false pretense about them to 

fight thus for the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the 

German peoples included: for the rights of nations great and small and the privilege of 

men everywhere to choose their way of life and of obedience. The world must be made 15 

safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political 

liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. 

 

We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material 

compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of 20 

the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure 

as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them. Just because we fight without 

rancor and without selfish object, seeking nothing for ourselves but what we shall wish 

to share with all free peoples, we shall, I feel confident, conduct our operations as 

belligerents without passion and ourselves observe with proud punctilio the principles of 25 

right and of fair play we profess to be fighting for. 

 

I have said nothing of the Governments allied with the Imperial Government of Germany 

because they have not made war upon us or challenged us to defend our right and our 

honor. The Austro-Hungarian Government has, indeed, avowed its unqualified 30 

endorsement and acceptance of the reckless and lawless submarine warfare adopted now 

without disguise by the Imperial German Government, and it has therefore not been 
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possible for this Government to receive Count Tarnowski, the Ambassador recently 

accredited to this Government by the Imperial and Royal Government of Austria-

Hungary; but that Government has not actually engaged in warfare against citizens of the 

United States on the seas, and I take the liberty, for the present at least, of postponing a 

discussion of our relations with the authorities at Vienna. We enter this war only where 5 

we are clearly forced into it because there are no other means of defending our rights. 

 

It will be all the easier for us to conduct ourselves as belligerents in a high spirit of right 

and fairness because we act without animus, not in enmity towards a people or with the 

desire to bring any injury or disadvantage upon them, but only in armed opposition to 10 

an irresponsible government which has thrown aside all considerations of humanity and 

of right and is running amuck. We are, let me say again, the sincere friends of the German 

people, and shall desire nothing so much as the early reestablishment of intimate 

relations of mutual advantage between us,— however hard it may be for them, for the 

time being, to believe that this is spoken from our hearts. We have borne with their 15 

present Government through all these bitter months because of that friendship,—

exercising a patience and forbearance which would otherwise have been impossible. We 

shall, happily, still have an opportunity to prove that friendship in our daily attitude and 

actions towards the millions of men and women of German birth and native sympathy 

who live amongst us and share our life, and we shall be proud to prove it towards all who 20 

are in fact loyal to their neighbors and to the Government in the hour of test. They are, 

most of them, as true and loyal Americans as if they had never known any other fealty or 

allegiance. They will be prompt to stand with us in rebuking and restraining the few who 

may be of a different mind and purpose. If there should be disloyalty, it will be dealt with 

a firm hand of stern repression; but, if it lifts its head at all, it will lift it only here and 25 

there and without countenance except from a lawless and malignant few. 

 

It is a distressing and oppressive duty, Gentlemen of the Congress, which I have 

performed in thus addressing you. There are, it may be many months of fiery trial and 

sacrifice ahead of us. It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into 30 

the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. 
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But the right is more precious than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have 

always carried nearest our hearts,—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to 

authority to have a voice in their own Governments, for the rights and liberties of small 

nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring 

peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free. To such a task we can 5 

dedicate our lives and our fortunes, every thing that we are and everything that we have, 

with the pride of those who know that the day has come when America is privileged to 

spend her blood and her might for the principles that gave her birth and happiness and 

the peace which she has treasured. God helping her, she can do no other.



The Hillsdale 1776 Curriculum                             American History 
                    Middle School 
 

1 
Copyright © 2023 Hillsdale College. All Rights Reserved. 

WOODROW WILSON 

Fourteen Points 
SPEECH 

January 8, 1918 
United States Congress | Washington, D.C. 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
With the United States’ entry into World War I in April 1917, the stalemate in Europe was finally 
broken, and the Allies at last defeated the Central Powers in November 1918.  However, President 
Woodrow Wilson—motivated by his Progressive political philosophy—sought to make the subsequent 
peace lasting and beneficial for the world as a whole.  This speech, delivered before a joint session of 
Congress prior to the war’s end, saw Wilson outline his vision of the terms of peace, and how the world 
would be better for accepting them.  
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What event does Wilson cite as a key development in the war effort? 
 
2. What was the purpose of the war, according to him? 
 
3. Why does Wilson suggest his plan for peace should be followed by other nations above all others? 
  
4. How does Wilson view the defeated Germany? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Woodrow Wilson. “‘Fourteen Points’ Message.”  Speech, January 8, 1918.  From Teaching American History.  
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/fourteen-points/.
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Gentlemen of the Congress, — 

 

Once more, as repeatedly before, the spokesmen of the Central Empires have indicated 

their desire to discuss the objects of the war and the possible basis of a general peace. 

Parleys have been in progress at Brest-Litovsk between representatives of the Central 5 

Powers to which the attention of all the belligerents has been invited for the purpose of 

ascertaining whether it may be possible to extend these parleys into a general conference 

with regard to terms of peace and settlement. 

 

The Russian representatives presented not only a perfectly definite statement of the 10 

principles upon which they would be willing to conclude peace, but also an equally 

definite program of the concrete application of those principles. The representatives of 

the Central Powers, on their part, presented an outline of settlement which, if much less 

definite, seemed susceptible of liberal interpretation until their specific program of 

practical terms was added. That program proposed no concessions at all either to the 15 

sovereignty of Russia or to the preferences of the populations with whose fortunes it 

dealt, but meant, in a word, that the Central Empires were to keep every foot of territory 

their armed forces had occupied, — every province, every city, every point of vantage, — 

as a permanent addition to their territories and their power. It is a reasonable conjecture 

that the general principles of settlement which they at first suggested originated with the 20 

more liberal statesmen of Germany and Austria, the men who have begun to feel the force 

of their own peoples’ thought and purpose, while the concrete terms of actual settlement 

came from the military leaders who have no thought but to keep what they have got. The 

negotiations have been broken off. The Russian representatives were sincere and in 

earnest. They cannot entertain such proposals of conquest and domination. 25 

 

The whole incident is full of significance. It is also full of perplexity. With whom are the 

Russian representatives dealing? For whom are the representatives of the Central 

Empires speaking? Are they speaking for the majorities of their respective parliaments or 

for the minority parties, that military and imperialistic minority which has so far 30 

dominated their whole policy and controlled the affairs of Turkey and of the Balkan states 

which have felt obliged to become their associates in this war? The Russian 
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representatives have insisted, very justly, very wisely, and in the true spirit of modern 

democracy, that the conferences they have been holding with the Teutonic and Turkish 

statesmen should be held within open, not closed doors, and all the world has been 

audience, as was desired. 

 5 

To whom have we been listening, then? To those who speak the spirit and intention of 

the Resolutions of the German Reichstag on the 9th of July last, the spirit and intention 

of the liberal leaders and parties of Germany, or to those who resist and defy that spirit 

and intention and insist upon conquest and subjugation? Or are we listening, in fact, to 

both, unreconciled and in open and hopeless contradiction? These are very serious and 10 

pregnant questions. Upon the answer to them depends the peace of the world. But, 

whatever the results of the parleys at Brest-Litovsk, whatever the confusions of counsel 

and of purpose in the utterances of the spokesmen of the Central Empires, they have 

again attempted to acquaint the world with their objects in the war and have again 

challenged their adversaries to say what their objects are and what sort of settlement they 15 

would deem just and satisfactory. There is no good reason why that challenge should not 

be responded to, and responded to with the utmost candor. We did not wait for it. Not 

once, but again and again, we have laid our whole thought and purpose before the world, 

not in general terms only, but each time with sufficient definition to make it clear what 

sort of definitive terms of settlement must necessarily spring out of them. 20 

 

Within the last week Mr. Lloyd George has spoken with admirable candor and in 

admirable spirit for the people and Government of Great Britain. There is no confusion 

of counsel among the adversaries of the Central Powers, no uncertainty of principle, no 

vagueness of detail. The only secrecy of counsel, the only lack of fearless frankness, the 25 

only failure to make definite statement of the objects of the war, lies with Germany and 

her Allies. The issues of life and death hang upon these definitions. No statesman who 

has the least conception of his responsibility ought for a moment to permit himself to 

continue this tragical and appalling outpouring of blood and treasure unless he is sure 

beyond a peradventure that the objects of the vital sacrifice are part and parcel of the very 30 

life of Society and that the people for whom he speaks think them right and imperative 

as he does. 
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There is, moreover, a voice calling for these definitions of principle and of purpose which 

is, it seems to me, more thrilling and more compelling than any of the many moving 

voices with which the troubled air of the world is filled. It is the voice of the Russian 

people. They are prostrate and all but helpless, it would seem, before the grim power of 5 

Germany, which has hitherto known no relenting and no pity. Their power, apparently, 

is shattered. And yet their soul is not subservient. They will not yield either in principle 

or in action. Their conception of what is right, of what is humane and honorable for them 

to accept, has been stated with a frankness, a largeness of view, a generosity of spirit, and 

a universal human sympathy which must challenge the admiration of every friend of 10 

mankind; and they have refused to compound their ideals or desert others that they 

themselves may be safe. 

 

They call to us to say what it is that we desire, — in what, if in anything, our purpose and 

our spirit differ from theirs; and I believe that the people of the United States would wish 15 

me to respond, with utter simplicity and frankness. Whether their present leaders believe 

it or not, it is our heartfelt desire and hope that some way may be opened whereby we 

may be privileged to assist the people of Russia to attain their utmost hope of liberty and 

ordered peace. 

 20 

It will be our wish and purpose that the processes of peace, when they are begun, shall be 

absolutely open and that they shall involve and permit henceforth no secret 

understandings of any kind. The day of conquest and aggrandizement is gone by; so is 

also the day of secret covenants entered into in the interest of particular governments 

and likely at some unlooked-for moment to upset the peace of the world. It is this happy 25 

fact, now clear to the view of every public man whose thoughts do not still linger in an 

age that is dead and gone, which makes it possible for every nation whose purposes are 

consistent with justice and the peace of the world to avow now or at any other time the 

objects it has in view. 

 30 

We entered this war because violations of right had occurred which touched us to the 

quick and made the life of our own people impossible unless they were corrected and the 
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world secured once for all against their recurrence. What we demand in this war, 

therefore, is nothing peculiar to ourselves. It is that the world be made fit and safe to live 

in; and particularly that it be made safe for every peace-loving nation which, like our 

own, wishes to live its own life, determine its own institutions, be assured of justice and 

fair dealing by the other peoples of the world as against force and selfish aggression. All 5 

the peoples of the world are in effect partners in this interest, and for our own part we 

see very clearly that unless justice be done to others it will not be done to us. 

 

The program of the world’s peace, therefore, is our program; and that program, the only 

possible program, as we see it, is this: 10 

 

1. Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after which there shall be no private 

international understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed always frankly 

and in the public view. 

 
2. Absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas, outside territorial waters, alike in 

peace and in war, except as the seas may be closed in whole or in part by international 

action for the enforcement of international covenants. 

 
3. The removal, so far as possible, of all economic barriers and the establishment of an 

equality of trade conditions among all the nations consenting to the peace and 

associating themselves for its maintenance. 

 

4. Adequate guarantees given and taken that national armaments will be reduced to the 

lowest point consistent with domestic safety. 

 
5. A free, open-minded, and absolutely impartial adjustment of all colonial claims, 

based upon a strict observance of the principle that in determining all such questions 

of sovereignty the interests of the populations concerned must have equal weight 

with the equitable claims of the government whose title is to be determined. 

 
6. The evacuation of all Russian territory and such a settlement of all questions affecting 

Russia as will secure the best and freest cooperation of the other nations of the world 
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in obtaining for her an unhampered and unembarrassed opportunity for the 

independent determination of her own political development and national policy 

and assure her of a sincere welcome into the society of free nations under institutions 

of her own choosing; and, more than a welcome, assistance also of every kind that 

she may need and may herself desire. The treatment accorded Russia by her sister 

nations in the months to come will be the acid test of their good will, of their 

comprehension of her needs as distinguished from their own interests, and of their 

intelligent and unselfish sympathy. 

 
7. Belgium, the whole world will agree, must be evacuated and restored, without any 

attempt to limit the sovereignty which she enjoys in common with all other free 

nations. No other single act will serve as this will serve to restore confidence among 

the nations in the laws which they have themselves set and determined for the 

government of their relations with one another. Without this healing act the whole 

structure and validity of international law is forever impaired. 

 
8. All French territory should be freed and the invaded portions restored, and the wrong 

done to France by Prussia in 1871 in the matter of Alsace-Lorraine, which has 

unsettled the peace of the world for nearly fifty years, should be righted, in order that 

peace may once more be made secure in the interests of all. 

 
9. A readjustment of the frontiers of Italy should be effected along clearly recognizable 

lines of nationality. 

 
10. The peoples of Austria-Hungary, whose place among the nations we wish to see 

safeguarded and assured, should be accorded the freest opportunity of autonomous 

development. 

 
11. Rumania, Serbia, and Montenegro should be evacuated; occupied territories 

restored; Serbia accorded free and secure access to the sea; and the relations of the 

several Balkan states to one another determined by friendly counsel along historically 

established lines of allegiance and nationality; and international guarantees of the 
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political and economic independence and territorial integrity of the several Balkan 

states should be entered into. 

 
12. The Turkish portions of the present Ottoman Empire should be assured a secure 

sovereignty, but the other nationalities which are now under Turkish rule should be 

assured an undoubted security of life and an absolutely unmolested opportunity of 

autonomous development, and the Dardanelles should be permanently opened as a 

free passage to the ships and commerce of all nations under international guarantees. 

 
13. An independent Polish state should be erected which should include the territories 

inhabited by indisputably Polish populations, which should be assured a free and 

secure access to the sea, and whose political and economic independence and 

territorial integrity should be guaranteed by international covenant. 

 
14. A general association of nations must be formed under specific covenants for the 

purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial 

integrity to great and small states alike. 

 

In regard to these essential rectifications of wrong and assertions of right we feel 

ourselves to be intimate partners of all the governments and peoples associated together 

against the Imperialists. We cannot be separated in interest or divided in purpose. We 

stand together until the end. 

 5 

For such arrangements and covenants we are willing to fight and to continue to fight 

until they are achieved; but only because we wish the right to prevail and desire a just and 

stable peace such as can be secured only by removing the chief provocations to war, which 

this program does remove. We have no jealousy of German greatness, and there is 

nothing in this program that impairs it. We grudge her no achievement or distinction of 10 

learning or of pacific enterprise, such as have made her record very bright and very 

enviable. We do not wish to injure her or to block in any way her legitimate influence or 

power. We do not wish to fight her either with arms or with hostile arrangements of trade 

if she is willing to associate herself with us and the other peace-loving nations of the world 

in covenants of justice and law and fair dealing. We wish her only to accept a place of 15 
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equality among the peoples of the world, — the new world in which we now live, — 

instead of a place of mastery. 

 

Neither do we presume to suggest to her any alteration or modification of her 

institutions. But it is necessary, we must frankly say, and necessary as a preliminary to 5 

any intelligent dealings with her on our part, that we should know whom her spokesmen 

speak for when they speak to us, whether for the Reichstag majority or for the military 

party and the men whose creed is imperial domination. 

 

We have spoken now, surely, in terms too concrete to admit of any further doubt or 10 

question. An evident principle runs through the whole program I have outlined. It is the 

principle of justice to all peoples and nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms 

of liberty and safety with one another, whether they be strong or weak. 

 

Unless this principle be made its foundation no part of the structure of international 15 

justice can stand. The people of the United States could act upon no other principle; and 

to the vindication of this principle they are ready to devote their lives, their honor, and 

everything they possess. The moral climax of this the culminating and final war for 

human liberty has come, and they are ready to put their own strength, their own highest 

purpose, their own integrity and devotion to the test.20 
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BACKGROUND 
 
In President Woodrow Wilson’s “Fourteen Points” (see previous selection), his last was the creation of 
a “League of Nations” that he believed would prevent another conflict like World War I from occurring 
in the future.  Following the conclusion of the war and the signing of the Treaty of Versailles (which 
helped to formalize the League), Wilson returned to the United States to attract support for America’s 
membership in the new organization.  However, many members of Congress, including Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, strongly opposed the League because they feared increased American 
involvement in overseas affairs would ultimately be detrimental to the nation.  This speech by Lodge 
echoes many sentiments of future Americans on foreign policy. 
 
 
GUIDING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does Lodge say is “more precious to ourselves, [and] to the world, than any single 

possession”? 

2. What does Lodge compare “internationalism” to? 
 
3. What does he say is the primary result of the United States joining the League of Nations? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Henry Cabot Lodge.  “League of Nations Speech.”  Speech, August 12, 1919.  From California State 
University, Northridge.  https://www.csun.edu/~twd61312/485/Lodge%20League%20Speeches.pdf.
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Mr. President: 

 

The independence of the United States is not only more precious to ourselves but to the 

world than any single possession. Look at the United States today. We have made 

mistakes in the past. We have had shortcomings. We shall make mistakes in the future 5 

and fall short of our own best hopes. But none the less is there any country today on the 

face of the earth which can compare with this in ordered liberty, in peace, and in the 

largest freedom? 

 

I feel that I can say this without being accused of undue boastfulness, for it is the simple 10 

fact, and in making this treaty and taking on these obligations all that we do is in a spirit 

of unselfishness and in a desire for the good of mankind. But it is well to remember that 

we are dealing with nations{,} every one of which has a direct individual interest to serve, 

and there is grave danger in an unshared idealism. 

 15 

Contrast the United States with any country on the face of the earth today and ask 

yourself whether the situation of the United States is not the best to be found. I will go as 

far as anyone in world service, but the first step to world service is the maintenance of 

the United States. 

 20 

I have always loved one flag and I cannot share that devotion [with] a mongrel banner 

created for a League. 

 

You may call me selfish if you will, conservative or reactionary, or use any other harsh 

adjective you see fit to apply, but an American I was born, an American I have remained 25 

all my life. I can never be anything else but an American, and I must think of the United 

States first, and when I think of the United States first in an arrangement like this I am 

thinking of what is best for the world, for if the United States fails, the best hopes of 

mankind fail with it. 

 30 

I have never had but one allegiance - I cannot divide it now. I have loved but one flag and 

I cannot share that devotion and give affection to the mongrel banner invented for a 
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league. Internationalism, illustrated by the Bolshevik and by the men to whom all 

countries are alike provided they can make money out of them, is to me repulsive. 

 

National I must remain, and in that way I like all other Americans can render the amplest 

service to the world. The United States is the world’s best hope, but if you fetter her in 5 

the interests and quarrels of other nations, if you tangle her in the intrigues of Europe, 

you will destroy her power for good and endanger her very existence. Leave her to march 

freely through the centuries to come as in the years that have gone. 

 

Strong, generous, and confident, she has nobly served mankind. Beware how you trifle 10 

with your marvellous inheritance, this great land of ordered liberty, for if we stumble and 

fall freedom and civilization everywhere will go down in ruin. 

 

We are told that we shall ‘break the heart of the world’ if we do not take this league just 

as it stands. I fear that the hearts of the vast majority of mankind would beat on strongly 15 

and steadily and without any quickening if the league were to perish altogether. If it 

should be effectively and beneficently changed the people who would lie awake in sorrow 

for a single night could be easily gathered in one not very large room but those who 

would draw a long breath of relief would reach to millions. 

 20 

We hear much of visions and I trust we shall continue to have visions and dream dreams 

of a fairer future for the race. But visions are one thing and visionaries are another, and 

the mechanical appliances of the rhetorician designed to give a picture of a present which 

does not exist and of a future which no man can predict are as unreal and short-lived as 

the steam or canvas clouds, the angels suspended on wires and the artificial lights of the 25 

stage. 

 

They pass with the moment of effect and are shabby and tawdry in the daylight. Let us at 

least be real. Washington’s entire honesty of mind and his fearless look into the face of 

all facts are qualities which can never go out of fashion and which we should all do well 30 

to imitate. 
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Ideals have been thrust upon us as an argument for the league until the healthy mind 

which rejects cant revolts from them. Are ideals confined to this deformed experiment 

upon a noble purpose, tainted, as it is, with bargains and tied to a peace treaty which 

might have been disposed of long ago to the great benefit of the world if it had not been 

compelled to carry this rider on its back? ‘Post equitem sedet atra cura {Behind the rider 5 

sits a dark concern},’ Horace tells us, but no blacker care ever sat behind any rider than 

we shall find in this covenant of doubtful and disputed interpretation as it now perches 

upon the treaty of peace. 

 

No doubt many excellent and patriotic people see a coming fulfillment of noble ideals in 10 

the words ‘league for peace.’ We all respect and share these aspirations and desires, but 

some of us see no hope, but rather defeat, for them in this murky covenant. For we, too, 

have our ideals, even if we differ from those who have tried to establish a monopoly of 

idealism. 

 15 

Our first ideal is our country, and we see her in the future, as in the past, giving service 

to all her people and to the world. Our ideal of the future is that she should continue to 

render that service of her own free will. She has great problems of her own to solve, very 

grim and perilous problems, and a right solution, if we can attain to it, would largely 

benefit mankind. 20 

 

We would have our country strong to resist a peril from the West, as she has flung back 

the German menace from the East. We would not have our politics distracted and 

embittered by the dissensions of other lands. We would not have our country’s vigour 

exhausted or her moral force abated, by everlasting meddling and muddling in every 25 

quarrel, great and small, which afflicts the world. 

 

Our ideal is to make her ever stronger and better and finer, because in that way alone, as 

we believe, can she be of the greatest service to the world’s peace and to the welfare of 

mankind. 30 


