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NEWSPAPERS AND NEW POLITICS

MUNICIPAL REFORM IN CHICAGO AND ST. LOUIS, 1890-1900

David Paul Nord

Under the supervision of Professor Harold L. Nelson

In the 1890s, a new urban politics emerged in America that de-
pended upon the interplay of political organization and mass communi-
cation. The new reformers tried to change the urban political system
in two ways. They sought to make local politics more issue oriented,
and they sought to expand citizen participation in the political
process. Unable to gain power within the system of organizational
politics, they chose to expand the scope of conflict to involve more
groups, more interests, and more people. To build a "mass politics"
the new reformers turned to mass issues and to mass communication.
They tried to redirect the attention and interest of citizens from
personal, group, and neighborhocd concerns to issues of general,
city-wide significance. The new reformers' main issue was usually
public utility regulation; their main political ally, the press.

This dissertation is a study of the role of mass-circulation
newspapers in the emergence in the 1890s of a new politics of muni-
cipal reform.

The new politics was more successful in some cities than in others.

In Chicago, the Municipal Voters' League became a powerful political



force. Between 1896 and 1900, voters increasingly elected aldermen
and other local officials who were pledged to support the league's
reform program, particularly the league's stand on utility regulation.
Public utility corporations and their aldermanic allies in Chicago
were stymied in 1898 by something like —-- as reformers at the time
put it -- "an outraged public opinion." In St. Louis the situation
was otherwise. The St. Louis Civic Federation was wrecked in 1897
because of party factionalism and its links to public utility corpor-
ations. By 1898, while Chicagoans of all classes were angrily dis-
cussing the details of complex franchise extension ordinances, St.
Louis citizens were sleeping through the biggest franchise "grab" in
that city's history.

The newspapers reflected but also anticipated these divergent paths
of reform. From the early 1890s, the St. Louis papers had been more
partisan, more competitive, more tied to utility interests than the
papers of Chicago. Long before the franchise fights of 1898, the major
Chicago newspapers had saturated their readers with information and
commentary on all the sundry problems of utility growth and regulation.
The 3t. Louis papers for years had been less interested in utility
matters, less hostile to utility corporations (especially to utility
managers personally), and less consistent and unjified in their portrayal
of the utility question. The Chicago papers were generally allied on
issues of municipal reform; the St. Louis vapers were not. Issues were
politicized and voters were informed and infuriated in Chicago; in St.

Louis they were not.



The mass-circulation newspapers of the 1890s seem to have had a
symbiotic relationship with the new political movements. Press attempts
to influence elections without the support of effective political organ-
izations usually failed. Yet these new organizations were equally in-
effective without the press. They depended upon newspapers as sub-
stitutes for the complex interpersonal communication networks of the
political party machine. Quite frequently the newspapers were enthu-
siastic allies of the new urban reformers, for they had long been
interested in and had long promoted issues and political tactics and
style that became the "new politics" of the 1890s. When the new poli-
tics was successful, as it was in Chicago, it suggested what would
become in the twentieth century the modern form of urban politics. It
also suggested, indeed it was the origin of, modern political

communication.
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PREFACE

This thesis grew out of an effort to make sense of, or at least
apology for, a somewhat desultory and dilettantish graduate school
career. At one time or another, from 1970 to 1979, I have been
interested in Progressive Era politics, municipal socialism, munic-
ipal utility regulation, federal regulatory policy making,,journalism
and newspaper history, communication theory, community power, and
half a dozen other things. Some of these things come into play, to
some purpose I hope, in this dissertation.

Several people and institutions helped and supported me along
the way. I am grateful to a long line of college instructors, end-
ing with Professors Harold L. Nelson and Stanley K. Schultz, cof the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, who read and criticized the
dissertation as it developed. The U.W. School of Journalism and
Mass Communication gave me financial support for more years than
most academic departments consider seemly. The Wisconsin Alumni
Research Foundation provided a dissertation fellowship that allowed
me the time to finish the work. The resources of the following
libraries were indispensable: The State Historical Society of
Wisconsin, the Chicago Historical Society, the Newberry Library of
Chicago, the Chicago Public Library, the Missouri Historical Society

of St. Louis, the St. Louis Public Library, the St. Louis County
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Library, and the libraries of the University of Wisconsin, Washing-
ton University, St. Louis University, and the University of Chicago.
The Inter-Library Loan Department of Memorial Library, University of
Wisconsin, was always very helpful, as well as clever. I am espe-
cially grateful to Lee Products Company of Minneapolis, Minnesota,
the manufacturers of "SORTKWIK, the Original Fingertip Moistener" --
the most useful and dependable data processing tool I have ever

discovered.

My wife, Martha, and my three-year-old daughter, Molly, regu-
larly distracted me from the task at hand, which I very much appre-

ciated -- most of the time.
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INTRODUCTION

These were Tweed days in St. Louis, a city so debauched
and degraded that it stood unashamed in its own corruption.
Boodle was the business of government, and the best citizens,
the merchants and financiers, systematically looted the city
of public franchises and privileges worth millions. The
Municipal Assembly was packed with callous bribe-takers and
sandbaggers, lacking in common morality and even mentality,
save for a base, animal cunning. The newspapers protested
sporadically, but their accounts were written in the spirit
of burlesque. The citizens of the city looked away, unin-
formed and uninterested. "St. Louis, rich, dirty, and
despoiled, was busy with business.“l

Meanwhile, St. Louis' great rival Chicago, though loud,
lawless, and unlovely, was half free and fighting on. There,
too, the big men and the big interests had pPlundered the city
of priceless public franchises. But then Chicago beat the
boodlers. Aand Chicago reform was real reform, not moral fits
and starts that do not last. In Chicago the newspapers, the
best in any large city, joined with practical reformers to
help forge an enlightened, aggressive public opinion. The

people were aroused, and they would n~t be fooled or deterred.



"Reform that reforms, slow, sure, political, democratic
reform, by the people, for the people. That is what Chicago

has."2

* * %
These sketches of St. Louis and Chicago in the 1890s are, of
course, those of Lincoln Steffens, immortalized in his famous series

of articles, The Shame of the Cities, first published in 1902-03.

This series had an enormous influence at the time (William Allen
White said it "has done for American cities what De Tocqueville did
for the country a hundred years ago"3), and its influence persisted,
in one form or another, shaping the way twentieth-century Americans
have thought about cities at the turn of the century. Here were the
stereotypes: Democracy is in crisis; special privilege has replaced
the public good; bosses rule for private gain; political parties are
the tools of grafters; businessmen are more venal than the politi-
clans; yet the people, once aroused, can rise up and defeat the
- Enemies of the Republic. The work of Steffens and of his less
talented imitators was appealing then and now because it took the
form of objective, empirical, even scientific description; yet it was
rooted in an essentially moral understanding of man and an optimistic
faith in democracy.

Much of the effort of historians of American urban politics has
been to modify or dispel the Steffens vision. Where Steffens saw
.honesty versus dishonesty in the struggle for municipal reform,

historians have seen instead a complex political power struggle



between economic classes or between geographical sections of the
city.5 Where Steffens saw a genuine distinction between tha social
values and aims of the reformer and the political boss, historians
have seen only a blur.6 And where Steffens saw the urban political
boss and machine subverting the will of the people, histofians have
seen the machine as a functional social institution serving its
constituents' material needs and reflecting their political and
cultural priorities.7 Perhaps the ultimate in revisionism has been

reached in Leo Hershkowitz' recent book, Tweed's New York: Another

Look, in which the much-maligned Tammany boss comes across as some-
thing of a progressive, businesslike, economy-minded administrator
and philanthropist.8 Though Hershkowitz surely goes too far,
historians have correctly reacted against the moral stridency, class
bias, and seemingly naive faith in democracy of early twentieth-
century commentators on municipal government, including Steffens. In
the process they have done much to rehabilitate the political boss
and tec explain the sources of his appeal and power.

Revisionism, however, tends always to caricature its foil. By
concentrating their fire on an exaggerated portrayal of the moralism
and pro-reform bias of early students of municipal government,
historians have neglected some other very interesting elements of the
Steffens critique. .Though heavy laden with value judgment and
journalistic hyperbole, the opening two paragraphs of this "Introduc-
tion" suggest several important things abcut cities in the 1890s:

First, the problems of big cities were similar, having much to do



with the provision of physical services through franchises and cen-
tracts with private business. Second, the competition for these
franchises and contracts was the single greatest source of governmen-
tal corruption and misrule. Third, though cities had similar prob-
lems, they reacted to them in different ways. And, finaliy, the
different ways cities reacted had something to do with public
opiﬁion.

This dissertation takes these suggestions seriously. It is a
study of how reformers confronted similar problems in the 1890s in
two major cities, Chicago and St. Louis, and of why reformers were
fairly successful in one city but not in the other. The study rests
on the belief that it is at least as important to understand success-
ful reform politics as it is to understand wny machine bosses were
successful. In fact, it may be more important. Though reformers
were never completely successful and though vestiges of old-fashioned
boss rule lingered in many cities in the twentieth century, reform-
style politics and reform programs eventually came to dominate
virtually every American city.lO Thus, to study the elements of
successful urban reform politics in the 1890s is in some ways to
study the origin of modern political organization.

Every organization or movement is held together by communication,
and the communication component of the new reform politicé of the
1890s will be the central concern of this study. I will suggest that
a critical element in the creation of new forms of urban political

reform organizations in the 1890s was the uce of the new mass



circulation newspapers. Newspapers did not ~onduct successful
political movements on their own. But they lent their support to and
were used by successful reformers in decidedly modern ways, and some-
tines they led the way. Reformers learned to use mass communication,
largely through newspapers, to make up in part for the lack of the
elaborate interpersonal communication networks of the political
machine. But successful reformers also learned that mass communica-
tion is only useful when complemented by the interpersonal communica-
tion of direct political organization. Newspapers, then as now,
appear to have played mainly an information and agenda-setting role.
Political persuasion and action came about in the interplay between
mass and interpersonal communication. Thus, to study the role of
newspapers in successful urban reform politics in the 1890s is in
some ways to study the origin of modern political communication.

This study is rooted in three different lines of‘historical
interpretation and social research. First, it is an outgrowth of the
work of David Thelen, John Buenker, and other recent historians who
have discerned in the 1890s an emerging "new politics" based upon
broadly based and usually shifting political coalitions. My contri-
bution is an attempt to show how, in some cases at least, successful
coalition building was done. Second, this study is informed by the
erk of Robert Ezra Park, Richard Hofstadter, and others on the role
of urban newspapers in the creation of common political reality in an
increasingly complex and fragmented society. My aim is to try to

isolate this effect in a formative historical period. Third, this



study ié in some ways a study of political agenda setting and is con-
ceived as part of an ongoing effort in communication research to
study the informational (as opposed to the persuasive) effects of mass
media. Chapters I and II elaborate these themes and develop a
communication model of reform politics.

The empirical base of this dissertation is two case studies of
urban newspapers and reform politics in the 1890s. I chose Chicago
and St. Lcuis because théy were the two principal cities of the
Midwest, and because they exhibited similarities and différences,
along the lines suggested by Lincoln Steffens, that seemed to beg
comparison. The focus is on the structure and style of reform
organizations and «n the editorial policies and news reporting prac-
tices cf leading newspapers.

The evidence cvomes from manuscript collections and published
materials on reform politics, and from a day-by-day readihg of the
two leading newspapers of each city and a more cursory reading of

other important papers. The four main papers are the Chicago Daily

News and Traibune and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and Globe-Democrat.
In addition to the day-by-day reading, I carried out a systemaﬁic
content analy%is of a sample of issues to measure the amount of
coveragé each paper gave to key local issues. The content analysis
method is déscribed in Appendix I. The results are summarized in
the tables in Appendix II and are referred to from time to time in
footnotes tc the text. The design of the study is comparative, with

key comparisons within each city and each newspaper over time and



between cities and newspapers at specific times.

The general economic and political characteristics of the two
cities and their newspapers are summarized in Chapter III. Chapters
IV through VI previde a detailed history of reform politics and news-
papers in Chicage and St. Louis in the 1890s. Chapter VIi describes
the state of municipal reform politics in Chicago and St. Louis and
several other Midwestern cities at the turn of the century.

Chicago and St. Louis are not the whole world, of course, and
communication is not the whole of politics. Generalization based on
two case studies dces not inspire great confidence, and generaliza-
tion is further hampered here by the meager and uncertain characfer
of historical data on phenomena such as public opinion.ll But sug-
gestion, conjecture, and plausibility have their place in the
scholarly scheme of things. 1In writing about causation in history
and economics recently, Peter McClelland said that one test of a
satisfactory causal explanation is that it makes the reader sit back
and say, "Now that's what I call a satisfactory causal explanation."1
I'm not sure if this is a modest or an impossibly difficult standard.

But to meet it is the goal of this dissertation.

# # #
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CHAPTER I

THE NEW POLITICS AND PUBLIC OPINION

Reformers "were only morxrnin' glories," sniffed TammanY's George
Washington Plunkitt at the turn of the century. "Looked lovely in
the mornin' and withered up in a short time, while the regular
machines went on flourishin' forever, like fine old oaks."

Plunkitt's Chicago counterpart, "Bathhouse John" Coughlin, used a
differént image but said the same thing several years earlier when he
scoffed at the newly formed Municipal Voters' League: "This new
movement is the mist which risés skyward before one's eyes."

Like the stereotype of the old-time urban politician, which their
careers helped to form, Plunkitt and Coughlin were full of folk
wisdom and poetry. PBut in this case they were wrong. Beginning
somewhere around the 1890s, reform took root, and in the twentieth
century it was reform, not the Tammany-style machine, that grew intc
the fine old oak.3 This fact is frequently lost sight of by
historians who either pay too much attention to the failure of cef—
tain specific refcrm schemes or, at the other extreme, teo the overall
poor quality of city life.4 It is true that the commission and city
manager plans, proportional representation, absolute nonpartisanship,
and a collection of otncr structural changes promoted by turn-of-the-

century reformers have failed in large cities. It is also true that

10
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municipal administration in large cities is still sometimes corrupt,
usually dominated by special interests, and always more or less
inefficient. And it is true that cities are still ugly, dirty, and
broke. But key elements of reform have succeeded in many cities,
including civil service, primary and other election reforﬁs, munic-
ipal budget and accounting reform, stronger mayoralty, utility regu-
lation, and even nonpartisanship. While charters and laws requiring
nonpartisan elections and insulating officials and bureaucrats from
partisan pressures have not eliminated politics from city government,
these reforms have greatly reduced the role of national party
politics and have encouraged local issue~oriented political systems
in most cities. This is really all most reformers of the 1890s meant
when they talked of taking "politics" out of government. This kind
of "new politics" may well be the most important reform legacy of
ail.

An appreciation of the success of a reform orientation or style
in urban politics, regardless of the success or failure of specific
blans or programs, suggests that the key to progressivism in the
cities may lie more with an understanding of changes in political
organization than with changes in political or moral philosophy,
policy, or program. How the mists of reform became substance may be
more important than what that substance was. But discussion of

reform in this era has focused much more on proposals of reformers

than on the politics of reform, and this emphasis has contributed

mightily to the perplexing diversity of interpretations of the



12

Progressive Era in American history.

Over the past fifty years, scholars looking at different issues
and different reform proposals have portrayed progressivism as a
continuation of agrarian radicalism,5 as an essentially urban move-
ment led by a declining middle class,6 as a movement led 5y a rising
middle class,7 as an efficiency movement led by professionals and
bureaucrats,8 as a democratic movement of lower-class immigrant
groups,9 and as a conservative, upper-class movement against popular
democracy.10 The cacophony of interpretations finally led one
historian, Peter Filene, to argue that "the more historians learn,
the farther‘they'move from consensus" and that the truth of the
matter may very well be that "'the progressive movement' never
existed."ll

Filene's "obituary for 'the progressive movement'" came at an
auspicious time. Other historians in the late 1960s and early 1970s
were also coming to the conclusion that progressivism was much too
varied and complex to categorize as "a movement” or to tag with a
single theme or label.12 In recent years, general accounts of the
period have tended to stress the manifold diversity of progressivism
and late-nineteenth century reform.13 Similarly, much of the best
recent scholarship on the Progressive Era has been monographic liter-
ature on specific issues, specific groups, and specific localities.
We now have valuable studies of the settlement house movement and
the role of the social worker in early progressivism,14 of progres-

. i 1 M Y s b B it
sive education, 2 of prohibition and fem:mlsm,l6 of labor unionism
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and socialism,17 of ethnic politics,18 of progressivism in cities and
states,19 and many other facets of the period.

Though most historians would probably agree that progressivism is
somehow rooted in the mushrooming cities of the late nineteenth
century,20 urban historians in recent years have more andtmore turned
their attentiqn away from the study of politics and political insti-
tutions and toward such topics as the social and geographical
mobility patterns of nineteenth-century city residents and the
spatial development of manufacturing, transportation, and housing.21
Recent political studies have been largely demographic analyses of
voting in cities or reassessments of the role of the urban boss.22

One way out of this muddle of conflicting interpretations may be
to focus more on political style and organization rather than
specific issues -- on politics itself rather than political programs.
Issues are important, of course, but perhaps more important is how
issues emerged and how they were developed in a changing political
system. The rise of a new kind of issue-oriented, group politics is
perhaps of more lasting interest than the rise or fall of specific
issues or interest groups. Robert Wiebe has argued that at the heart
of progressivism is "modernization" in all its complexity.23 Perhapé
progressivism, especially in the cities, can be understood as the
emergence of modern political organization. The outlines of such an

understanding have already been drawn by Jonn Buenker and David

Thelen.
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II

Buenker argues that the key to the Progressive Era is the idea of
"shifting coalitions."24 The diversity of political, social, and
cultural goals of people and groups during this period makes it
impossible to speak of a monolithic progressive movement. It was the
movement idea that Filene sought to bury with his obituary. He wrote
that "the progressive era seems to be characterized by shifting
ccalitions around different issues, with the specific natﬁre of these
coalitions varying on federal, state, and local levels, from region
to region, and from the first to the second decades of the cen-
tury."25 This is also Buenker's theme. An issue-by-issue, state-by-
state, or city-by-city survey of political activity in these years
shows first the conflict and diversity of progressivism and then,
just as clearly, the operation of coalition politics.26

This, of course, sounds more like a definition of politics in
general than of progressivism in particular, but Buenker makes a
strong argument that the politics of progressivism was a "new
politics," the product of a new group-oriented organizational.society.
Relying heavily on the pioneering work of Samuel Hays, Bueriker por-
trays the progressive era as "the response of Americans from nearly
all walks of iife to the conditions wrought by industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration."27 These great forces had a
profoundly discrienting and disintegrating impact in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, and people responded in the

traditional American way -- by organizing. If the environment lacked
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order, they would impose what order they could through voluntary
association.28 They came to believe, as Samﬁel Hays put it, that
they must "organize or perish."29 The urge to organize .flowed
through the society from top to bottom, perhaps more thén in any
previoué era. Capitalists formed trusts, workers formea ﬁnions,
pProfessionals formed occupational associations, farmers formed
alliances and co-ops, immigrants formed benevolent societies,
reformers formed leagues and federations and associations of all
sorts. At first most groups practiced and believed in voluntary
action. But eventually, Buenker says, most turned to politics.

As the political arena filled with these diverse, conflicting
groups, compromise and coalition became imperative. A single group
could never hope to achieve success unless it could sell its program
to other groups. Some coalitions were fragile and short-lived,
uniting generally hostile groups. whose interests in a particular
Piece of legislation only momentarily crossed. Other coalitions were
more stable, held together for years by an interest in general
categories of issues such as welfare legislation, regulation of
business, recognition of organized labor, taxation, political
restructuring, and cultural conformity.31 The issues involved in
this political system were as varied as the groups that promoted
them. The similarities lay in organization and style.

In the end, Buenker says, the issue-oriented coalition politics
of this era "perished on the shoals of cultural reform."32 Ethnic,

religious, and cultural divisicns destroyed the coalitions that had
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been built on cross-class, cross-cultural socioecondmic and political
issues. Yet in Buenker's judgment the real contribution of the
Progressive Era was not lost. A modern political system had emerged
which provided a framework and a precedent for managing social change
in a pluralist society. "It is that process," Buenker writes,
"rather than any specific reform measures that constitutes the most
important legacy of the Progressive Era."33

David Thelen describes in detail the development of this kind of
coalition politics in one state, Wisconsin. Thelen argues that the
interesting question about progressivism is not what pulled people
apart, but what pulled them together. Though Wisconsin's population
was fragmented along religious, cultural, and economic lines, men and
women, faced with common problems of industrial-urban life, were able
to join together as citizens, taxpayers, and consumers.34 It was the
Depression of 1893-97, in Thelen's view, that precipitated this
change. Everyone, regardless of class background, was threatened by
local problems brought on by the depression. Declining public
services, high taxes, loss of jobs and income, unsafe water -- these
were concrete issues that could and did unite pecple of all
classes.35

In Thelen's view, progressivism began in the cities. People
joined together in political coalitions becéuse they lived togeiher
and suffered together as victims of the same tainted water, high-
priced streetcars, dirty streets, unsafe railroad crossings, deteri-

orating schools, and a host of other urban ills intensified by the
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crisis of 1893-97. They united to fight against common enemies, such
as public utility companies, and to fight fof common goals, such as
increased taxation of large corporations.36 Though diluted later at
the state level, this early urban progressivism in Wisconsin was
genuinely radical. The struggle against public utility c&rporations,
especially, proceeded from demands for such minor changes as lower
rates to radical economic programs such as municipal ownership and
corporate income tax and radical political programs such as the
direct primary, the initiative, and home rule.

But Thelen is as much impressed by the style of the new politics
as by the results. Building broad, cross-class coalitions regquired a
new kind of "mass politics."™ The urban progressives, he says, "were
trying to build a new political style in which mass pressure --
protest meetings, petition campaigns, newspapers —-- would break
~through the old political practices of patronage, caucuses, and
established 1eadership."38 This was a "new politics"” of issues and
ideology rather than of parties and partisan loyalty. In Milwaukee
in particular, where the fight over a street railway franchise
provided the burning issue, this new political style was largely
successful. The old political systemlwas not destroyed, but
reformers proved the toughness of the new politics. And the
Milwaukee experience guided progressive coalitién—builders'all over
Wisconsin. |

A key feature of the new politics was mass communication. "If

older politicians preferred the quiet of caucuses and legislative
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corridors," Thelen writes, "insurgent progressives relied on tech-
niques of mass communication. They knew that the new -- and truly
popular -- newspapers that sprang up in the 18390s reached citizens
across social barriers." Reformers sought and usually won the
support of editors in their fights against tax-dodgers ana arrogant
corporations. They also rallied popular support with mass meetings,
public lectures, reform leagues, and petition campaigns. 1In
Wisconsin at least, according to Thelen, "the new agencies of mass
communication, which transcended social backgrounds, would lead
voters to reject their ethnic and job identities in favor of their

: s g 40
common lidentities as consumers and taxpayers."

III

The "new politics™ described by Buenker and Thelen depended upon
the interplay of political organization and mass communication. The
new reformers of the 18390s sought to organize certain issues into the
urban political system. They often talked of taking "politics" out
of municipal government, but in fact what they wanted to do was to
replace what they believed were irrelevant national party slogans
with the real issues of the local impact of urbanization. Though
they may have believed that municipal administration could be made -
nonpolitical in some sense, their first step was to politicize city
life in general, that is to force the leading problems of urban life
onto the political agenda. To push these issues, the new reformers

developed two very modern political techniques. They formed issue-
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oriented pressure groups and coalitions, and they used new forms of
mass communication to cut through old political alliances, to stir up
a broadly based public opinion, and to redirect the attention of
citizens from personal and private concerns to issues of general,
city-wide significance.

Mass communication, in the form of big city newspapers, lies at
the heart of the new politics, and newspapers were taken very éeri—
ously by all political actors in the 1890s. In their struggles for
power, reformers believed in public opinion and believed that the
newspapers were indispensable allies. Those who fought reform'also
believed in public opinion and denouncad, sued, and even bought news-
papers that opposed them. Public opinion, public sentiment, and
public interest were meaningful terms in the 1890s, used by those who
practiced the new mass pclitics and by those who feared and fought
it. Historians, on the other hand, have generally found less use for
these terms. This neglect is understandable given the nature of
historical evidence, or lack of it, on public attitudes and beliefs.
But it is unfortunate, too, for changes in the way the public became
caught up in urban pclitics in the 1890s may be the most important
legacy of municipal progressivism.

Not all historians have neglected the role of mass communication
and public opinion in late nineteenth-century urban politics, and,
of course, political scientists and communication researchers are

centrally concerned with the role of political communication in our

own time. Though largely at loose ends, these threads of historical



interpretation and political theory can be tied together to form a

communication model of reform politics.
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CHAPTER II
A COMMUNICATION MODEL OF REFORM POLITICS

"The function of the newspaper in a well-ordered sociéty,“ Delbsv
Wilcox wrote in 1900, "is to control the state through the authority
of facts, not to drive nations and social classes headlong into war
throughAthe power of passion and prejudice."1 Wilcox, an academic
municipal reformer and public utility expert, nicely captured in
this single sentence the paradoxical love-hate attitude of many
reformers toward the press in the 1890s. They feared the power of an
irresponsible "yellow press" to beguile the unthinking-masses with
fakes, libels, and sensations. Yet they believed in democracy, they
trusted public opinicn, and they clamored for facts, facts, and more
facts. They recognized; though only dimly, that newspapers can have
different kinds of influence. Théy can persuade or fool through
argument or bombast, or they can, much more subtly, shape a reader's
whole frame of reference by providing him the essential materials —-
facts and perspectives -- with which he must construct his social
reality.

Progressives believed that the truth would set men free. They
were elitists in their conviction that they knew what truth was, but
~often they were democrats in their faith that truth could, should,

and would have meaning only through public opinion and majority rule.
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Even many of the academic reformers, the so-called "experts" such as
Delos Wilcox; believed that grass-roots democracy and home rule must
lie at the heart of municipal reform. Wilcox wrote his books and
gave his lectures, on such esoteric topics as public utility fran-
chises, because he hoped to provide the factual basis forﬁpublic
opinion, to "kindle a fire under every sleepy citizen till even the
street gamins, the club women and the great merchants on Broadway
know what a franchise signifies."2 And Wilcox was not unique. A
whole generation of reformers grew up who viewed the problems of
modern life as information problems, problems that could be solved
through the scientific gathering, ordering, and application of facts.
Yet for many of them, these problems remained political problems, for
they could'be solved only when the facts were known and acted upon
by the people.3

Newspapermen shared these beliefs. "Reporters in the 1890s,"
writes Michael Schudson, "saw themselves, in part, as scientists
uncovering the economic and political facts of industrial life more
boldly, more clearly, and more 'realistically' than anyone had done
before."4 In this they were part of the general wave of realism and
empiricism that washed into all corners of Americén intellectual life
in the 1890s, into literature, art, natural science, and social
science. Journalists talked of "a scientific method of reporting"
the way other new professionals linked their occupations to the new
social sciences.5 Of course, most journalists also still.believed

in the power of opinion, and the editorial page remained the
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centerpiece of most newspapers. But even editorials were increas-
ingly concerned more with practical, factual problems than with
speculative political philosophy. Like many progressives, newspaper-
meh believed that the bare facts were what the people wanted and
needed. They themselves felt free from moralism, hypocriéy, and sham,
and they were confident that the facts alone would provide their
readers with all the moral direction they needed.6 "Facts," said.
reporter Ray Stannard Baker, "facts piled up to the point of dry

| certitude, was what the American people really wanted."

Contemporary critics of>the'role of the press in society were
also impressed by the power of information. Frequently, these
criti¢s professed to believe that American newspapers in the 1890s
had lost their ability to influence readers directly because of their
turn toward sensationalism and commercialism.8 Generally elitist and
condescending in tone, the critics denounced the new mass circulation
newspapers as vulgar and degrading. "If the average American jour-
nalist ever had such a thing as a conscience," The Dial commented in
1897, "it was killed long ago, and its place taken by a simulacrum of
hypocritical accent and leering mien."9 Critics hated these new
papers, because the critics believed in democracy. They wanted
 desperately to believe that these new sensational newspapers lacked
the kind of editorial influence wielded by such great old editors as

Greeley, Raymond, and Bennett the elder.
Yet running through almost all of this criticism was a thread of

understanding that the real influence of newspapers lay somehow with
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facts and information, not with editorial opinion. Sometimes this
understanding was largely implicit. 1In 1895, sociologist Jeremiah
Jenks made the typical argument that the large commercial newspapers
had lost most of their influence. Yet he obviously was speaking only
of editorial influence, for he quickly addedvthat people got nearly
all of their facts and information from newspapers, either directly
or indirectly.lo Francis Leupp, a newsman and an advisor to Theodore
Roosevelt, made the point more clearly that the control 6f facts
themselves was a form of "indirect influence." Even though public
confidence in the press had declined in the last decades of the nine-
teenth century, Leupp argued, "the influence of the press, through
its ability to keep certain subjects always before its readers, has
grown with its growth in resources and patronage. . . . So the
constant iteration of any idea in a daily newspaper will presently
capture public attention, whether the idea be good or bad, sensible
or foolish."ll The news could not be avoided in modern urban life,
and the newspaper was everywhere. "Early every morning it blockades
12

one's door, asking to be read."

0ddly, journalism historians have paid scant attention to the
information function of newspapers or to the role of newspapers in
progressive politics. The muckraking reporters of the national
magazines after the turn of the century have not been neglected,
probably because they had the foresight and self-esteem to write
volumes about themselves.13 Accounts of the great dailies of the

1890s, however, while loaded with suggestive detail, generally lack
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a communication perspective. Most journalism histories of the period
are either very general surveys or biographies of great newspapers
and their great publishers. The general surveys indicate that news-
papers in the 1890s often came from a tradition of boosterism and
mugwump reform. Reform crusades played an increasingly iﬁportant
role in the "new journalism" introduced by Joseph Pulitzer and E.W.
Scripps.14 None of these surveys, however, attempts to define the
function or impact of the newspapers' involvement with reform
politics. Reform crusades are portrayed as circulation builders, as
part of the "yellow journalism" of the period. There is a recogni=-
tion that the'new mass journalism of fhe 1890s somehow played a rocle
in forging a sense of community in the new, sprawling, polyglot
metropolises.ls But how and why the papers served this function,
particularly in the area of municipal reform and reform politics, is
enly vaguely hinted at. Most of the attention of journalism
historians has been lavished upon the New York papers and the
Spanish-American War. Biographies of newspapers and publishers go
into the involvement of specific pPapers in municipal politics in much
greater depth.16 Yet these works suffer even more than the general
surveys from a lack of theoretical or conceptual organization, a lack
of a communication perspective, and a lack of acQuaintance with the
basic historical literature of urbenization, municipal government,
and early progressivism. |

The most thoughtful, though sketchy, comments by a historian on _

the information function of'newspapers Probably remain those of
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‘Richard Hofstadter. Hofstadter speaks of a new role for the daily
newspaper press in the great, growing cities of the iate nineteenth
century. As city life became more complex, fragmented, and imper-
sonal, newspapers began to undertake the task of “creating a mental
world for the uprooted farmers and villagers who were coming to live
in the city." The newspaper became not only a means for interpreting
this new impersonal envirénment "but a means of surmounting in some
measure its vast human distances, of supplying a sense of intimacy
all too rare in the ordinary course of its life." The crusades, the
stunts, the human interest stories all drew people together in a
common frame of reference. The city itself became the spectacle, the
show, that everyéne could watch‘together.17 The most popular news-
papers of the 1890s clearly reflected this function, changing as
cities changed. As Michael Schudson points out, they became what has
recently been called the "use-paper"” -- "the daily journal as a
compendium cof tips for urban survival."18

Much of this kind of general theorizing about the role of the
press in the life of the cities is based upcen the pioneering work of
sociologist Rcbert Ezra Park. Park's central thesis is that the
circulation of news is what makes collective political action
possible in a complex modern society. Like Hofstadter and Schudson,
Park argued that the real importance of the news is not that it
persuades people, but that it provides the urban dweller with a frame
of reference -- "it does not so much inform as orient the public,

giving each and all notice as to what is going on."
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Very few historians or sociologists have followed up on the
challenging work of Park and Hofstadter. There has been little
empirical historical research to test Park's hypothesis about the
role of the press in collective political action, and tﬁere has been
even less explicit theorizing. One interesting exceptionlis John
Erickson's unpublished study of social vélues in Chicago newspapérs,
1890-1910. Erickson finds that over the two decades at the turn of
the century "a system loyalty replaced partylloyalty" in the values
espoused by Chicago papers.zo In other words, the papers became
increasingly interested in loyalty to the larger social system,
usually the city, and less interested in political party or small
group loyalties. Thus, the press helped to bring together diverse

elements of the society in the fashion suggested by Park.

IT

Though all of these observations and interpretations are rather
vague and speculative, they obviously all share the same insight.
It is the insight that mass communication can inflﬁence a person
indirectly by shaping his frame of reference or general view of the
outside worid. Strangely enough, it has only been in recent years
that social scientists have begun to study just how this indirect,
informational influence works. Reformers, journalists, and other
political actors of the 1890s believed that information itself was a
source of power and influence. Economists, communication researchers,

and political scientists now tend to agree, though each group
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approaches the problem in a different way.

The simplest way to think about information in a social setting
is to view it as a commodity in an economic market. This is the
approach taken by nearly everyone who has tried to build a communica-
tion model in history. Though the classical market model;assumes
perfect knowledge, economists have increasingly recognized that
information is a scarce commodity like any other and that the supply
and demand for information is an important variable that ought to
be worked into economic models. This is particularly important for
models of historical change in eras when information was even more
scarce and costly than it is today.22 An economic actor must weigh
the costs of ignorance against the expense of gaining knowledge.
Historical geographers have used this notion to explain some aspects
of the growth of cities.23 Urban agglomeration and spatial
proximity offered great economies in the collection and dissemination
of information, particularly in the days when communication was
usually of necessity face-to-face. This explains in part why urban
areas usually showed greater rates of invention and inhovation than
rural areas in the nineteenth century. Organization theorists have
alsc recognized that the cost of information is a crucial factor ir
determining the size and effectiﬁeness of an organization, coalition,
or business firm. The key management aim is to keep costs down and
to design decision-making strategies that will work even when based

on partial or faulty information.

About the only historian who has used an information market model
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iﬁ the study of urban government is Seymour Mandelbaum. Mandelbaum
explains the system of pclitical pay-offs in Boss Tweed's New York as
a functional substitute for adequate communication.25 In the 1860s,
communication was so poor and information so costly that decision
making was necessarily decentralized. Thus, the automatié mechanisms
of the marketplace, which give every commodity and every man a price,‘
dominated society. Mandelbaum says that "the market knew only two
criteria for choice: 'How much will you pay?' and 'How much do you
want?' There appeared to be no other mechanism capable of making
decisions on a more complex set of criteri-a."26 He also explains how
the high costs of information restricted the size and hindered the
organization and management of social institutions, including chari-
ties, churches, and business firms.

No one has really followed up on Mandelbaum's approach, though
scholars have increasingly been impressed by the fragmented,
decentralized nature of urban political systems in the late nine-
teenth century.28 It seems clear that political structures,
including the classic urban political machiﬁe, did not just materi-
alize spontaneously because of the ethno-cultural predilections of
city voters, as some recent political historians seem almost to
sﬁggest. Electoral majorities, then as now, had to be mobilized and
disciplined through organization and communication.29

The market model of information suggests one way of looking at
the "new politics" of the 1890s. The organization of reform groups

and political coalitions, particularly across class and ethnic lines,



is a process costly in political resources. Information is espe-
cially costly (scarce) in such cases because of the almost complete
lack of interpersonal channels of communication. One function of the
new mass-circulation newspapers of the 1890s was to reduce greatly
the cost of information and hence to aid the task of orgaﬁization.

We might predict that information costs would be reduced in two ways;
First, information would be standardized. Indeed, newspapers did
tend to focus attention on certain themes and issues, thus creating

a shared environment for diverse groups and individuals. Second, the
flow of some kinds of information would be speeded up from one group
to another. 1Indeed, the newspapers of the 1890s did serve the
function of passing information from one group to another extremely
quickly in the midst of a political crisis.

The market model of information, however, is only of limited
value. It predicts that a pclitical organization will turn to mass
communication if interpersonal communication is too costly. But in
fact this may or may not happen, depending upon a host of other
factors. The model says nothing about the relative quality or
effectiveness of different forms of communication. If nobody pays
attention to newspapers, mass communication would be a bad buy no
matter how low the cost. The influence and power dimension of’
politics requires a more subtle understanding of the information

function of mass communication.
In the past few years, mass communication researchers have been

increasingly sensitive to this influence dimension of information.
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Traditionally, due partly to its roots in wartime propaganda studies,
mass communication research has been primarily concerned with the
difect, overt, persuasive effects of mass media on public attitudes
and behavior.30 Recently, communication researchers have begun to
turn their attention away from direct persuasion and towafd informa-
tion, which, despite the inattention of scholars, has always'been
what every journalist from the 1880s to the present believed to be
the primary function of the press.

Communication researchers are still interested in influence, but
influence of a different sort. One approach they have taken is to
look at the "agenda setting" function cf the press.31 This is the
idea that the news media may not be very successful in telling
people what to think yet may be quite successful in telling them
what to think 39235.32 This is an idea that was dear to the hearts
of progressive reformers and turn-of-the-century journalists.
Political commentator Walter Lippmann expanded the idea into an
elaborate theory of public opinicn in 1922.33 Yet it is an idea
that was not really tested empirically until the early 19705.34

The agenda-setting hypothesis testesd by communication researchers
states that the emphasis of mass media coverage will correlate with
the importance of these topics in the'minds of individuals in the
audience. Researchers have used opinion surveys and media content
analyses to prepare lists, ordered by decreasing importance, cf
topics the audience and the media think are significant, usually in

an election campaign. These rank-orderings are then compared to. see
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how well they correlate. The results have been ambiguous.35 The
agenda-setting effect seems to operate with some issues, with some
people, under some conditions -~- some of the time. Most researchers
who have worked in this area believe that the effect is real and
perhaps the most important influence that the mass media ﬁave in
modern life. But the task of building an adequate research program
to study it has been hung up by methodological and theoretical snags.

The problem is that there is no sound theoretical reason for
caring about the rank-ordering of issues. Just because the media and
the public may fail to put the same relative emphasis on an issue
does not necessarily mean the media have no agenda~setting influence.
The important question may be whether or not an issue appears on the
public agenda at all. This is the question that has most concerned
political scientists who talk about agenda setting. Unlike communi-
cation researchers, they are not much concerned with the relative
importance of issues, but rather with how issues get on the public
agenda in the first placeo36 In fact, they are often even more
interested in how issues are kept off the public agenda.

The political scientists also add the dimension of power to the
agenda-setting idea. Cormmunication researchers talk about the influ-
ence of the media in setting the public agenda, but they offer no
explanation of how and why the media do it. Political scientists
view the media as part of a conflict system, where groups contend for
political "goods." The news media are important in two ways. They

can provide the diverse groups with information about other parts of
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the systeﬁ so that they can intelligently make political decisions.
More importantly, the media can expand a small, private conflict or
game within the system and give it system-level stétus. Thougﬁ the
media managers and gatekeepers themselves may not be interested in
one side or the other in such a private conflict, and in éffect
provide impartial information,vthe media's intrusion into and expan-~
sion of the range of public involvement can change the power align-

: 37
ments of the groups involved.

Setting the public agenda, therefore, is an exercise of power
that lies at the heart of politics. A classic statement of this view
is the idea of "mobilization of bias."™ Political scientist E.E.

Schattschneider writes:

All forms of political organization have a bias in favor of the
exploitation of some kinds of conflict and the suppression of
others because organization is the mobilization of bias. Some
issues are organized into politics while others are organized

out .38

The key concept in Schattschneider's view is the scope of political
conflict. Some groups want to limit or privatize conflict; others
want to expand or socialize:it. Typically, he writes, "it is the
weak who wish to socialize conflict, i.e., to involve more and more
people in the conflict until the balance of forces is changed."39
It may be in the interest of some groups té get issues on the public
agenda, while others may wish to keep them off.

Much of the research and debate within political science has

been concerned with the negative side of agenda setting: how issues

are suppressed. Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz have developed a
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theory of what they call "non-decision making.” B2 non-decision is
the suppression of a challenge to the interests of the decision-
makers before that challenge is able tco take shape as a full-blown
political issue, before it achieves public agenda status. They argue
that pluralist community power studies have ignored this indirect and
more subtle face of power.40 Their critics have charged that the
Bachrach and Baratz approach is of little value, because "non-issues"
that never become issues and "non-decisions" that never become
decisions cannot be studied empirically.41

But the "mobilization of bias" idea can just as well be seen at
work in positive agenda setting, that is, what items do get on the
public agenda.42 This process is what Roger Cobb and Charles Elder
have called "issue expansion."43 They explain how an issue is
expanded from an "identification group" to wider and wider publics,
anGd hcw an issue moves from private conflict to "the systemic agénda
of controversy" and finally to “formal agenda standing.”" They.
suggest that the symbols and language a group uses provide clues to
the group's intentions of either expanding or restricting conflict.
The more general the symbols, the more likely the group is trying
for broader appeal and issue expansion.44 One of the few attempts to
study issue expansion and issue suppression empirically is Matthew
Crenson's study of how and why air pollution issues arose in some
cities but not in others. Interestingly, he found that the process
of expansion proceeded somewhat in the following seguence:

First the local newspaper took a stand on dirty air, followed by
the Chamber of Commerce, followed by the local labor council,
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followed by the two political parties. It was possible, then,

to estimate the issueness of air pollution in a city by finding

out how many of the steps in this sequence had been performed.45

Clearly, as Crenson points out, the media play é key role in the
agenda setting process. They may not originate an issue, or even
always pick up on it as early as Crenson suggests, but théy regularly
play a part in the process of issue expansion. The contribution of
the media may be most noticeable in situaticns where groups have no
power at all other than the ability to obtain publicity and to expand
the scope of conflict.46 This strategy, when used by poor blacks or
anti-war students, has seemed like something new in political 1life.
But it is really not substantially different from what all groups do
when they seek to expand the scope of conflict. It is a hallmark of
modern politics.

It also suggests a model of the "new politics" of municipal

reform in the 1890s.

IIT

The "new politics" of the 1890s is essentially a politics of
agenda setting. New groups emerged which had broad, system-level
interests in urban problems and urban government.47 These groups
were unable to achieve their goals through traditional decentralized
party and governmental structures or private market relations, so
they sought to politicize or, as Schattschneider put it, to socialize
these issues, to expand the scope of conflict to the city as a whole.

These reformers sought to break out of the "game” of crganizational
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and brokerage politics characteristic of the time and to create a
city-wide issue-oriented politics. Meanwhile, the traditional
political groups which held the balance of power in the old orxrgani-
zational politics sought to keep conflict private and local. A
standard strategy of the reformers was to use symbols and-images of
city-wide association to try to instill in the'general public the
kind of system-level identification that they themselves felt.

In this effort, the new urban reformers frequently found ready
allies in the newspapers. Unlike most newspapars of mid-century,
isolated along class, ethnic, and neighborhood lines, the new giant
dailies were genuinely mass media. They came by their city-wide
interests as naturally as the new reform associations; and they
regularly urged such a system-level identification upon their
readers. They were also, almost by their nature as dealers in facts
and ideas, issue-oriented. Newspapermen, prominent in the Liberal
Republican movement of 1872 and the Mugwump revolt of 1884, seemed
always to prefer an ideological to an organizational politics.48
Many, though not all, welcomed the chance to join the new politics
of the 1890s.

In this new pclitics, the job of the newspaper was to provide
the public with a vision of what the unified, organic city could be.
Reform issues, schemes, plans, and proposals were kept always
bubbling on the back burners of the public agenda through constant
repetition in the newspapers. Then, when political crisis loomed, a

single issue would be moved up to the front burner and brought to a
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vigorous boil. Now the newspapers' job was to unify and focus the
whole city's attention upon a single system-level issue -- to
describe, to explain, but also to strip an issue to the bare bones of
simplicity. Now the newspapers not only provided a flood of informa-
tion but became political bulletin boards, uniting groups'from all
over the city. In such cases -- and such was the case in Chicago in
1897-98 ~-- citizens were politically unified, were, in fact, almost
single minded in a way that seemed to confirm all the biases that
reformers had about informatioh, public opinion, and politics.

Of course, this kind of politics was not always or everywhere
successful. Sometimes it was impossible for groups to break out of
the o0ld political structures and to expand the scope of conflict to
system level. City-wide coalitions broke apart; reform organiza-
tions split along class, ethnic, or partisan lineé; newspapers
bickered, failed to develop reform issues, or failed to focus attéﬁ-
tion on issues at the right time. Such was the case in St. Louis
in 1897-98.

But the failure of the new politics may be as instructive as its
success. A look at both sides provides a comparative, multi-

dimensional view of municipal reform politics in the 1890s.

# # #
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CHAPTER III
TWO CITIES AND THEIR NEWSPAPERS

In the late nineteenth century the great cities of thé Midwest
grew at a fantastic pace, racing each other for the prize of economic
hegemony over America's heartland. Or so it seeméd that they
"raced," to writers and commentators of the time. Chicago and St.
Louis were the chief rivals, vying for control of the great wealth of
the West. Each city had its chorus of boosters, proclaiming the
virtues of the "future great city of the world" (St. Louis) or the
"future metropolis of the New World" (Chicago).l St. Louis was
fréquently depicted as the cautious and conservative old master,
marching steadily toward the leadership position destiny had
ordained. Chicago was the brash upstart, throwing railroads across
the prairies and ordaining its own destiny. Boosters routinely
labelled the relative growth of the two cities, recorded in statis-
tics of population, commerce, and manufacturing as a struggle, a
rivalry, a contest, or a great race.

Of course, in some ways, this was simply naive personification of
economic market forces. The individual businessman's location,
production, and marketing decisions had little to do with which city
was the "leader" or which industxy the "leading" industry. Millions

still could be made by individuals in eithor place, and were.
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Fundamentally, the nineteenth-century city was the product of
individualism, of countless individual market decisions.2 Yet,
speaking of the life or future life of a city in human terms was more
than personification for literary effect. The economic, political,
and human life Qf a growing city demanded collective decisions and
social vision of a new sort. For most businessmen and busy individ-
uals, the collective life was of little direct interest. For other
individuals and groups -- and newspapers were almost always in this
category =-- the collective or organic life of the city gradually grew
to paramount importance. The conflict between the fragmenting
influence of individualism in the city on the one hand and the
physical and moral need for a collective, social consciousness on the
other is surely the chief problem of modern urban life. And so it

was in Chicago and St. Louis in the 1890s.

i 8

Though urbanization came to demand a self-consciously created
collective life, its primary effects were quite the opposite. Most
of the forces of urbanization were forces for fragmentation, segre-
gation, an@ diversity. And these forces were felt throughout the
fabric of city life -- in population, economy, government, and
politics.

The most striking aspect of urbanization in the second half of
the nineteenth century was simply the enormous population growth of

American cities. No decade from the 1860s to the present has had as



fast a rate of urbanization as the 1880s, and much of this growth
centered in the Midwest. Chicago, Omaha, Kansas City, and Minne-
apolis more than doubled in size; Milwaukee, Detroit, and Cleveland
increased some 60 percent. Chicago was the wonder city. Notwith-
standing the devastation of the Fire of 1871, Chicago by 1880 had
5G3,185 people, far surpassing St. Louis as the largest city of the
Midwest. By 1890, Chicago had more than a million, making it the
second largest city on the continent.3 Though it lost its "race"
with Chicago, St. Louis was also growing steadily in the late nine—~
teenth century. St. Louis' population grew from 350,518 in 1880 to
nearly 500,000 in 18%90. By the early twentieth century it was the
nation's "fourth city."4

This rapid population growth had a disintegrating impact on
community life. In both Chicago and St. Ionuis (and in other Mid-
western cities as well) many of the newcomers were Europeans. Both
cities were frequently called "foreign cities" in the late nine-
teenth century, with Germans the chief ethnic group in each of them.
One observer wrote that "Chicago is one vast crucible, wherein is
being poured ingredients from all races, and one looks with wonder
to see what strange amalgam promises to result."5 In both Chicago
and St. Louis the.pot was slow to melt these diverse peoples.
Neighborhoods, churches, social clubs, the immigrant press, mutual
aid societies, patriotic and philanthropic associations, and
political organizations were al; isolated from one another along

~

class, ethnic, and linguistic lines.® As the cities expanded in
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physical size, residential districts also became increasingly
segregated by ethnicity, race, and economic class, with the upper
classes moving to the fringes of the city, leaving the central city
to the poor.7 With their citizens separated by language, culture,
class, and residence, St. Louis and Chicago became aggregétions of
suspicious strangers.

Urbanization also involved a fragmentation4of economic life in
St. Louis and Chicago and in other metropolitan areas. Though they
had emerged as commercial cities and financial centers, both Chicago
and St. Louis evolved into great manufacturing citiés by the 1890s.
Unlike many smaller manufacturing cities, they were not very
specialized, but engaged in the manufacture of every kind of product.
In both cities, the manufacturing districts spread out along trans-
portation lines and even spilled over into neighboring states,
isolating residential sections from one another.8 Though the large
merchants and manufacturers were interested in their city, they were
more interested in the regional and national ‘economic systems. Their
private interests frequently collided with each other and with the
general needs of the city. In some cases, key economic decisions
were not eveh made locally, but were made in New York City.

Fragmented, discrganized government was another product of rapid,
unplanned urban growth, Chicago is one of the best examples of this
phenomenoﬁ. In the 1890s, there were so many overlapping governments
and quasi-governments that no one seemed to know exactly how many

there were. One observer at the time listed nineteen different
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taxing bodies operating in Chicago; a civic group listed twenty;
another group, twenty-—one.lo The chief governments and taxing
authorities were the state, the county, the city, the school board,
the library board, the drainage board, three park districts, and the
various townships, including the North, South, and West téwns in the
céntral city and the towns of Jefferson, Hyde Park, Lake, and Lake
View annexed in 1889. "It has been said," one critic wrote, "that
one may take his stand on any street corner in Chicago and find him-
self amenable to at least five different governmerits; and that 'each
one takes him and filches him, but gives him mighty little in
return.'"

Within limits imposed by stgte law and the city charter of 1875,
the Common Council of Chicago was a powerful governing body. After
the annexations of 1889, the Council was composed of sixty-eight
aldermen, two from each of the city's thirty-four wards. Half of
the aldermen, one from each ward, were elected éach spring. The
Council was granted by charter broad powers to organize executive
departments, appropriate revenue, grant contracts and franchises,
regulate certain businesses, construct and maintain streets, bridges,
and sewers, and handle many other éolice and public welfare func-
tions.12 The mayor of Chicagé originally merely presided over the
Council, but by the 1890s that office had acquired most essential
execufive and administrative powers, subject to the advice and

consent of the Council.13

Both the Council and the mayor, however, were hamstrung by the
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decentralized tax system of Chicago. The civic reformer Frederic C.
Howe saw the city as a giant "bound, Gulliver-like, by the thongs of
a State Constitution."14 The general municipal incorporation act of
1872, with later modifications, set a maximum levy for city purposes
of 2 percent of assessed valuaticn. The municipal debt limit was
fixed at 5 percent of assessed valuation. Unfortunately for the
city, assessments were made by local township assessors, who had.a
political incentive to keep assessments low in their own areas. As
a result, assessed valuation in the city of Chicago feil from $250
million in 1871 to $221 million in 1898, despite an obvious increase
in real wealth. Since levy and debt limits were early reached,
municipal revenue from general taxes actually fell during these
decades of enormous urban growth. During this period of increasing
demand for city services, the city could not increase its own
revenues, except through the imposition of license fees, special
assessments, and other miscellaneous charges.15 Raising revenue was
a key issue of municipal government and politics in Chicago in the
189Os.16

The governmental structure of St. Louis was more unified than
Chicago's, yet that city also suffered from similar problems of over-
lapping authority. 'St. Louis holds the distinction of being the
first city in America to achieve "municipal home rule." 1In 1876,
the city took advantage cf provisions in the new state constitution
to frame its own charter, without interference from the state

legislature. The new charter made St. Louis a "free city" of sorts,
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outside the jurisdiction of St. Louis County and supposedly (though
not completely) with full authority to conduct all purely local

' 17
government business.

The Municipal Assembly of St. Louis was bicameral, with a lower
house called the House of Delegates and an upper house cailed the
Council. The House of Delegates had twenty-eight members, one from
each ward. The Council had thirteen members elected at large. The
Assembly held broad legislative and fiscal power; executive func-
tions were assigned to the mayor and other elected administrative
officials. Most department heads were appointed by the mayor with
the advice and consent of the Council. Perhaps the most unusual
feature of St. Louis city government was the Board of Public Improve-
ments. This six-member board was charged with planning and carrying
out all public works. All ordinances for public works had to be
introduced into the Municipal Assembly by the Board of Public
Improvements. This requirement covered work done or contracted fof
by the city; it did not cover the franchising of private utility
companies. Board members were the appointed commissioners of the
departments of water, sewer, streets, harbor and whérf, and parks; a
board president was elected directly by the people.18

Despite the home rule charter, the state government gradually
expanded its interference in the affairs of St. Louis. Pernaps the
most obvious examples of the intrusion of state authority were state
control over the police department, local elections, and liquor

licenses. Less obvious, but more important, were state constitutional
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provisions limiting tax rates and levels of municipal debt. When St.
Louis separated from St. Louis County in 1876, it assumed the
county's debt and took over operation of hospitals, asylums,
coroner's and sheriff's offices, and other functions ordinarily paid
for by a county tax. Yet the tax levy limit of the city &as not
raised accordingly.19 Thus, like Chicago, St. Louis suffered from a
chronic shortage of tax revenue, and a good deal of official time and
ingenuity was devoted to the seeking of revenue from other sources.
Here, as in Chicago, the revenue problem lay behind many of the
issues of municipal government and politics.

The decentralized governmental structure plus the rapid geograph-
ical and population growth of the cities tended also to fragment
local political parties in the 1890s. This was especially true of
Chicago. The annexation of the suburban towns in 1889 brought in
300,000 new people and an assortment of new politicians and political
organizations, and made it impossible to organize a unified party
machine.zo The rule of the Demoératic Party by Carter Harrison I
and other old city politicians was challenged in the early 1890s by
"political businessmen" such as John P. Hopkins and Roger Sullivan.
Throughout the decade the Democratic Party was constantly rent by
factionalism. The Republican Party was‘also split, with one faction
contrclled by the old downtown business community and conservative
-newspaper publishers and the other faction led by West Side politi~
cian William Lorimer and his lower class, ethnic allies.22 The'city

was simply too diverse and governmental power too diffuse for any
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one faction to maintain centralized party control.

The political parties of St. Louis were also split by faction-
alism in the 1890s, due largely to the peculiar class and ethnic
character of a large cosmopolitan city lying in a border state.

While St. Louis had a viable two-party system, the state 6f Missouri
was solidly Democratic, and this fact helped shape the party struc;
ture of the city. The Democratic Party of St. Louis was an interest-
ing mix of the rich and the poor. The business elite of the city was
extremely conservative, but Democratic.23 They found themselves in
uneasy tension throughout the decade with lower-class ward bosses
such as the blacksmith/politician Ed Butler and with insurgent
progressives such as Lee Meriwether. The silver issue of the 1890s,
together with some important local reform issues, almost wrecked the
party in 1897.24 The Republican Party also was divided along class,
ethnic, and neighborhood lines, with much of its strength in the
South Side German community of St. Louis. The two major parties were
fairly well matched in the 1890s, which meant that electoral success
was possible for most any faction through compromise and coalition.

Out of the dislocation cf urbanization grew the politics and the
great issues of municipal reform in the 1890s. The fragmentation cof
urban life encouraged some men to work for changes they believed
would serve the collective interests of the whole city. The issues
themselves were as varied as the men who faced them. Some reform

efforts were simply struggles for cultural conformity in the face of

foreign immigration. Sunday saloon closing, prohibition, and
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anti-vice crusades were largely instances of the "better element"
trying to tell the foreign riff-raff how to live. Other reform
efforts were merely disguised struggles over political power and
patronage. But the big issues of municipal reform involved the con-
trol and improvement of the physical environmenﬁ of the fiagmented
metropolis. Public health, public works, public utilities -~ these
were the issues that had to be faced one way or another. And for
reformers and politicians interested in the life of the whole city
these were the primary concerns. Underlying all of these problems
was the question of revenue: How to get it and from whom. How
people organized city-wide movements to answer this question and to
solve these problems is the story of the chapters to come. 1In this

story, the newspaper press played no small role.

III

No institution or business, perhaps, was more influenced by
urbanization in the late nineteenth éentury than the daily newspaper.
In some ways, the U.S. newspaper industry was as much fragmented by
urkbanization as were other aspects of city life. Throughout the
period 1880 to 1900, the number of daily newspapers increased
proportionately faster than the urban population. Tﬁere were 971
dailies in 1880 with a total circulation of 3.6 million. By 1900,
there were 2,226 with a circulation of more than 15 million.26 Many
of these papers grew up in smaller towns that had not been large

enough to support dailies before. But many sprouted in the already



crowded newspaper fields of the largest cities. Greater New York had
thirty-three daily newspapers in 1880; fifty-eight in 1900. Chicagc's
corps of dailies increased from eighteen to thirty-seven over the
same period. St. Louis had nine in 1880; thirteen by the turn of
the century.27 Most of these newspapers were specialized.by subject
matter, geographical area, or language, and even the general circula-
tion papers usually appealed to a particular class or poulitical
clientele.

Though the proliferation of new dailies was one result of urban
growth, another result seems almost the opposite -- the gathering
of enormous circulations by a few great papers. While the number of
daily papers grew rapidly between 1880 and 1900, their circulation
grew twice as fast.28 A large share of this increase in newspaper
circulation was gathered in by a few of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>