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ABSTRACT 

 The muckraking era is seen as a golden age of investigatory journalism.  This thesis 

argues that within the muckraking era, there were a number of distinct types of journalism.  To 

understand the muckrakers, we must recognize these different types of investigatory journalism 

and the potential influence the different types of storytelling can have on public opinion.  

Fourteen of the preeminent muckrakers are analyzed based on their most important investigatory 

journalism articles
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

“Muckraking,” as an epithet for investigatory journalism was birthed from the mouth of 

President Theodore Roosevelt in 1906 in the midst of one of the golden ages of investigatory 

journalism.  The President first used the term “muckraker” during a speech delivered at the 

Gridiron Club, and again the next day at the laying of the cornerstone at the House of 

Representatives.  He began his speech by praising “every writer … in book, magazine, or 

newspaper” who exposed “evil” in business and politics, so long as that writer does it with 

absolute truthfulness (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 59).   

The President called for continued “unsparing exposure of, the politician who betrays his 

trust, of the big businessman who makes or spend his fortune in illegitimate or corrupt ways.”  

Nevertheless, journalists must remember “that even in the case of crime, if it is attacked in 

sensational, lurid and untruthful fashion, the attack may do more damage to the public mind than 

the crime itself …” (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 59).   

Then the President made the memorable association between investigatory journalism 

and the muckrake, by drawing on the 17th Century Christian parable, Pilgrim’s Progress by John 

Bunyan, saying: 

the men with the muckrake are often indispensable to the well-being of society, but only 
if they know when to stop raking the muck, and to look upward to the celestial crown 
above them ….  If the whole picture is painted black there remains no hue whereby to 
single out the rascals for distinction from their fellows. (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 60) 
 
The President was trying to draw attention to two different types of journalism, which he 

felt had very different effects on public opinion.  One type of journalism provided the foundation 

for positive social change; the other planted seeds of chaos and radicalism. The President 

continued: 
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Hysterical sensationalism is the very poorest weapon wherewith to fight for lasting 
righteousness. The men who with stern sobriety and truth assail the many evils of our 
time, whether in the public press, or in magazines, or in books, are the leaders and allies 
of all engaged in the work for social and political betterment. (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 61) 
 
This thesis will reexamine the muckrakers’ writing based on the type of investigatory 

journalism they practiced, and in the process bring forth some of the tremendous stories that 

were told by the muckrakers.  This could be seen as an extension of President Roosevelt’s 

muckraking speech – an attempt to re-capture the distinction between different types of 

investigatory journalism, and to consider the possible implications that different types of 

journalism can have on public opinion and democracy.  By considering the potential effects that 

different types of journalism can have on public opinion, it draws attention to the more subtle 

and nuanced aspects of a journalist’s storytelling.  With that said, it is beyond the reach of this 

thesis to test the effects that different types of journalism have on public opinion.  Instead a 

consideration of effects is an underlying theme that is mixed into my analysis of different types 

of investigative journalism in the muckraking era. 

President Roosevelt’s muckraking speech highlighted two important points related to the 

role of journalism in a democracy:  First, a healthy democracy requires citizens to have an 

accurate worldview.  Second, because the task of informing the citizenry has largely fallen on 

journalists’ shoulders, the type of journalism affects the public’s view of the world.  

The broad type of journalism that Roosevelt took aim at was investigatory journalism of a 

civic nature – known at the time as “the literature of exposure.”  This type of journalism is a 

contrast to the beat reporting that follows day-to-day crime, politics, or sports, for instance.  

Where beat reporters supply a daily stream of information to the public, investigatory journalists 

can take months or even years to assemble isolated facts into a broader story that gives those 

facts greater meaning.   
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While investigatory journalism may be thought of as a “type” of journalism, Roosevelt 

argued that amongst investigatory journalists, there are different types.  There are investigatory 

journalists who report with “stern sobriety and truth” and who trust the public with a balanced 

and nuanced picture of events.  And there are investigatory journalists who report with 

“hysterical sensationalism,” which can create an exaggerated and distorted picture of reality 

(whether to sell more papers, to actively shape public opinion, or out of a journalists mistaken 

understanding of events). 

Roosevelt contrasted the effect he thought these two types of investigatory journalism 

had on democratic decision-making.  When public opinion is guided by “honesty, sanity and 

self-restraint” long-term reform can proceed on a path of “steady and natural growth,” argued the 

President.  But if public opinion is provoked by “men who act crookedly, whether because of 

sinister design or mere puzzleheadedness,” that “spasm of reform” leads to extremism. 

Eventually that “violent emotionalism leads to exhaustion” (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 62). 

Persuading the public to adapt a belief (even a righteous belief) without providing a full 

and accurate picture of the available facts, can lead to a flawed understanding of reality, which 

can cause extremism and eventual disillusionment.  “Wild preachers of unrest” are “the most 

dangerous opponents of real reform,” said Roosevelt (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 62).  Roosevelt was 

certainly not the first to make this argument, but he used the “bully pulpit” of the Presidency to 

raise the distinction. 

 The “muckraking era” at the beginning of the 20th century was a formative time for 

American journalism – a time when the modern ideal of the press as a check on government 

power was taking shape.  President Roosevelt seemed to recognize that journalism, and the 

country as a whole, was in the midst of a great change:  
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At this moment we are passing through a period of great unrest – social, political and 
industrial unrest.… So far as this movement of agitation throughout the country takes the 
form of a fierce discontent with evil … the feeling is to be heartily welcomed as a sign of 
healthy life. (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 62)   
 
But, Roosevelt warned, if the groundswell of social change and investigatory journalism 

becomes “a mere crusade of appetite against appetite,” then the literature of exposure “has no 

significance for good, but only for evil” (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 62).  The President was essentially 

saying that the style or structure in which ideas are communicated, influences what those ideas 

will be to the reader. 

Following the speech (and lasting a century and beyond), the term “muckraker” has 

remained in the public lexicon, but not as a distinction between journalism that was beholden to 

“stern sobriety and truth” versus journalism that was “sensational, lurid, and untruthful.”  Rather, 

all investigatory journalists who were actively digging up stories and contributing to the 

literature of exposure were labeled “muckrakers.”   

Politicians and trust companies that were the targets of investigatory journalists’ exposés 

took Roosevelt’s term and used it to attack all investigatory journalists by labeling them 

“muckrakers.”   

Whether the President intended to throw water on the “literature of exposure” or whether 

he meant to contain the fire so it didn’t burn out, is debatable.  But in the days after Roosevelt’s 

muckraker speech, many of the investigatory journalists who were contemporaries of President 

Roosevelt, including some who had personal relationships advising the President, like Lincoln 

Steffens and Ray Stannard Baker, felt the president’s remarks had hurt the reputation of all 

investigatory journalists.   

The President had “attached a name of odium to all writers engaged in exposing 

corruption regardless of whether they deserved it or not,” wrote Baker.  Baker wrote the 
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President a letter saying that even if some of the exposure articles had been extreme, “have they 

not, as a whole, been honest and useful?”  Baker argued that a speech that was seen as attacking 

investigatory journalist would “give aid and comfort to these very rascals” they were trying to 

expose.  And wouldn’t Roosevelt’s muckraking speech make it “more difficult in the future not 

only to get the truth told but to have it listened to?” (Baker, 1945, p. 203) 

The President responded two days later, saying Baker had misunderstood him:  
 
I feel that the man who in a yellow newspaper or in a yellow magazine … makes a 
ferocious attack on good men or even attacks bad men with exaggeration or for things 
they have not done, is a potent enemy of those of us who are really striving in good faith 
to expose bad men and drive them from power. (Baker, 1945, 203) 
 
President Roosevelt told another muckraker, Lincoln Steffens that the muckraking speech 

wasn’t targeting Steffens, Baker or their colleagues at McClure’s Magazine, but was specifically 

talking about David Graham Phillips who was in the midst of writing, “The Treason of the 

Senate” for Hearst’s Cosmopolitan (Steffens, 1931, p. 581).  In any case, Roosevelt’s distinction 

between different types of journalism did not stick - the term muckraker, on the other hand, did. 

Eventually the term muckraker shifted from being an insult, to being embraced by 

investigatory journalists.  Today, muckraking is synonymous with investigatory journalism and 

all the investigatory journalists (both “stern and sober” as well as “sensational and lurid”) from 

the Roosevelt years to the start of World War One (roughly 1902-1914) became known as 

muckrakers.  The original distinction between different types of investigatory journalism is all 

but lost. 

The muckraking era stands out as one of the times in U.S. history when journalism has 

come closest to living up to the “watchdog”/Fourth Estate ideal.  Never before and arguably 

never since has investigatory journalism been more prominent, prevalent and powerful than 

during the muckraking era.  Nationally distributed magazines sprouted up and spent and made 
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fortunes conducting multi-year investigations of industry, government, labor and the public 

itself.  Ida Tarbell wrote a nineteen-part expose of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil.  Ray Stannard 

Baker wrote dozens of articles about the railroads, race, capital and labor.  John Mathews wrote 

about the Guggenheims and J.P. Morgan’s mining interests in Alaska and Montana.  Mark 

Sullivan wrote about the “patent” medicine industry, as did Samuel Hopkins Adams.  David 

Graham Phillips wrote the controversial series, “Treason of the Senate.”  Thomas Lawson’s 

“Frenzied Finance” blasted at the financial sectors and titans of industry.  Lincoln Steffens, 

perhaps the most famous muckraker, told stories of municipal government corruption in places 

like Minneapolis and St. Louis in his series, “Shame of the Cities.”  In The Jungle, Upton 

Sinclair described the conditions of meatpacking plants in Chicago and sold a million copies of 

his novel – an astounding number for the times.  Charles Edward Russell also took on the meat 

packers, and their influence on almost every agriculture product.  There were other muckrakers 

who wrote about tenement houses, prisoner abuse, prostitution, newspapers, steel, coal, timber, 

insurance, and more.   

Muckraker historian Louis Filler estimated that between 1903-1912 there were 2,000 

investigative articles (Filler, 1976 p. 23).  This downpour of investigatory journalism coincided 

with a blossoming of social change during the Progressive Era. 

Yet it was not just the amount of investigative journalism that took place – it was the 

popularity of investigatory journalism that set the muckraking era apart from other time periods.  

There may well be more investigative journalism today than there was in the muckraking era, but 

investigative journalism in the muckraking era occupied a place in popular journalism that it 

rarely occupies today.  Widely read general magazines muckraked to build up readership, 

including: McClure’s, Collier’s, Cosmopolitan, Everybody’s, The Independent, Pearson’s, 
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Hampton’s, Success, The American Magazine, Leslie’s, amongst others (Weinberg & Weinberg, 

1961, p. xv).  McClure’s, for example went from 120,000 readers in 1895 to almost half a 

million readers (a very high circulation in those days) by 1907.  News stands sold out when the 

latest installment of David Graham Phillips “Treason of the Senate” came out in Cosmopolitan, 

or Ida Tarbell’s “History of the Standard Oil Company” articles were printed in McClure’s 

(Mott, 1957, p. 599).   

“To an extraordinary degree the work of the Progressive movement rested upon its 

journalism….  What was new in the muckraking in the Progressive era was neither its ideals nor 

its existence, but its reach,” wrote historian Richard Hofstadter (1985, p. 185-186).  The 

muckrakers “were able, as very few of the practitioners of exposure had been able before, not 

merely to name the malpractices in American business and politics, but to name the 

malpractitioners and their specific misdeeds, and to proclaim the facts to the entire country” 

(Hofstadter, 1985, p. 186).  

Sociologist Herbert Gans argued that modern journalism’s values emerged from the 

muckrakers and the Progressive Era (1980, p. 204).  “The values [of the muckraking era] signify 

and maintain a proud chapter in American journalism, for during the Progressive period, 

journalists achieved a level of power and influence in American life” they have rarely held since, 

writes Gans (1980, p. 204). 

There’s consensus amongst journalism historians that the muckrakers deeply influenced 

American journalism, yet to speak about the muckrakers as a singular force with a singular 

influence, is misleading.  While all muckrakers were involved in exposure and investigation, 

they differed, sometimes drastically, in how they exposed.  This may seem like a minor point, 

but I believe it has profound effects on public opinion and the traditions of journalism. 
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Sociologist Gaye Tuchman argued that journalism “imparts a public character to 

occurrences” - what that character is depends (among other things) on how journalists structure 

their stories (1980, p. 4).  “News is a window on the world,” wrote Tuchman.  “Through its 

frame, Americans learn of themselves and others, of their own institutions, leaders, and life 

styles” (1980, p. 1).  The “frame delineates a world” and “the view through a window depends 

upon whether the window is large or small, has many panes or few, whether the glass is opaque 

or clear, whether the window faces a street or a backyard” (Tuchman, 1980, p.1). 

There are numerous ways to analyze journalism and to test whether it is living up to its 

democratic ideal.  One of the landmark tests of the news from a similar time period as the 

muckraking era provides a parallel and contrast to the approach of this study.   

“A Test of the News”   

In 1920, Walter Lippmann and fellow New Republic editor Charles Merz undertook a 

historic study to test whether journalism could fulfill its democratic responsibility and supply the 

public with accurate information.  Their central question was: “How reliable is the news?”  In “A 

Test of the News,” Lippmann and Merz looked at close to 4,000 New York Times articles about 

the Russian Revolution from 1917 to 1920.  They found that the New York Times, arguably 

America’s most trusted newspaper, failed to supply the basic information necessary for the 

public to form an accurate opinion.  The hopes and fears of the journalists and editors at the New 

York Times painted a picture of the Russian Revolution that was tinted to show what the 

journalists’ hoped would happen, as opposed to what was happening (i.e. it was reported ninety-

one times that the Bolsheviks were on the brink of collapse, which did not happen for more than 

70 years).  Lippmann and Merz concluded that journalist’s produce the news through their own 

subjective outlook, which ends up coloring the news to correspond with their worldview.  They 
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saw this journalistic failure as not uniquely the fault of the New York Times, but as a sign of 

weakness in the entire field of journalism. 

This was still early in Lippmann’s career and “A Test of the News,” was a seedling that 

would grow into a redwood-sized critique of journalism, public opinion and democracy as a 

whole.  Lippmann, who would become one of the most influential thinkers in American 

journalism, built upon these ideas in his book Liberty and the News (1920), where he charged 

that journalism as a whole is unable to supply the basic facts that are required for the formation 

of a wise public opinion: “True opinions can prevail only if the facts to which they refer are 

known,” and if they are not known, false ideas are just as believable as true ideas, argued 

Lippmann (p. 71).  One of the thickest roots of Lippmann’s critique asks: without access to 

reliable news, how can sturdy public opinion exist, and without a sturdy public opinion, how can 

a strong democracy exist? 

In Lippmann’s best-known work, Public Opinion, he furthers this critique:  
 
the press is … much more frail than the democratic theory has as yet admitted.  It is too 
frail to carry the whole burden of popular sovereignty, to supply spontaneously the truth 
which democrats hoped was inborn. And when we expected it to supply such a body of 
truth we employ a misleading standard of judgment. We misunderstand the limited nature 
of news, the illimitable complexity of society; we overestimate our own endurance, 
public spirit, and all-round competence. (Lippmann, 2010, p. 362) 
 

Which news to test? 

There are a number of reasons why Lippmann and Merz’s study may have painted an 

inadequate picture of journalism’s capabilities.  “A Test of the News” looked at foreign news 

coverage, which is the most difficult type of news to report accurately.  Not only is foreign 

newsgathering slower and more expensive, but information is harder to fact-check and 

journalists have less oversight and guidance from editors (Hamilton, 2009).  Language and 

cultural differences further skew both the journalists and the public’s understanding of events.  
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Additionally, public knowledge and interest tends to be at its lowest point with foreign affairs, 

which makes it difficult to devote large sections of a daily paper towards creating a rich 

background and adequate context of a foreign news event.  The daily deadlines of a newspaper 

like the New York Times (as opposed to a weekly or monthly magazine) further heightens the 

difficulty of getting the facts right in a fast changing foreign news event like the Bolshevik 

Revolution.  Lippmann and Merz’s choice to critique a daily newspaper covering a complex 

foreign news story may have inadvertently portrayed American journalism as more inept and less 

able to fulfill its democratic role, than it actually was.   

The journalism of the muckraking era, in contrast, largely focused on domestic issues and 

journalists often had years or even decade’s worth of evidence to guide their investigations (i.e. 

Ida Tarbell’s investigation of Standard Oil or Charles Edward Russell’s history of the meat 

packer trust).  The muckrakers primarily wrote for weekly and monthly magazines and they were 

given months or in some cases years to research and write their stories, which often stretched 

hundreds of pages over multiple articles.  

How to test the news? 

My study of the muckrakers differs from Lippmann and Merz’s study of journalism in 

another substantial way.  As opposed to analyzing journalists based on the accuracy of the 

information they presented (as Lippmann and Merz did), I will analyze the muckrakers based on 

the way they told stories and the way they justified the information within their stories.   

Telling the truth is perhaps the most basic tenant of journalism, but how to tell the truth is 

much less clear.  Within journalism, the dominant way to tell the truth is the ideal of 

“objectivity;” sociologist Michael Schudson described objectivity as a separation between facts 

and values (1978, p. 5).  Facts are statements about the world that can be objectively verified; 
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values are an individual’s subjective “conscious or unconscious preferences for what the world 

should be,” writes Schudson (1978, p. 5).  “The belief in objectivity is a faith in ‘facts,’ a distrust 

of ‘values,’ and a commitment to their segregation” (Schudson, 1978, p. 5).   

Where Lippmann and Merz tested whether the New York Times “facts” were in deed true 

facts, I will be considering (amongst other journalistic values) which muckrakers followed the 

path of objectivity and which ones followed a different path. 

Without downplaying the vital importance of being factually correct, the way journalists 

tell a story and the meaning they attach to a story, are also influential to the public’s 

understanding of an issue.   

In the famed muckraker Lincoln Steffens autobiography (and recounted in Schudson’s 

book, The Sociology of News (2003)), Steffens tells the story of helping bring about a “crime 

wave,” or more precisely, the appearance of a crime wave (Steffens, 1931, p 285).  Steffens and 

another journalist Jacob Riis were both working the crime beat for competing daily papers.  One 

day while Steffens was hanging out at the police headquarters, he pretended to be asleep and 

overheard the dramatic details of a crime connected with a famous citizen of New York.  Riis, 

who missed the story, was scolded by his editor.   

Riis then dug in and was able to out-report Steffens on a number of crime stories.  This 

time Steffens was called out by his editor.  Steffens and Riis went back and forth, one-upping 

each other with more and more crime stories until it appeared the city was in the midst of a crime 

wave.  Theodore Roosevelt, who was acting as New York City’s police commissioner and was 

close friends with both Steffens and Riis, was not happy with this reporting crime wave; it was 

making him look bad.  Roosevelt asked them both to cut it out and the crime wave ended 

(Steffens, 1931, p. 290).  “When Riis and I ceased reporting robberies … the monthly magazines 
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and the scientific quarterlies had some belated, heavy, incorrect analyses of the periodicity of 

lawlessness,” writes Steffens (1931, p. 291).  

“Journalists not only report reality but create it,” writes Schudson (2003, p. 2).  This does 

not mean that journalists create (or report) reality without limits or restrictions.  The crimes that 

Steffens and Riis reported, presumably took place.  “By selecting, highlighting, framing, 

shading, and shaping in reportage” journalists “create an impression that real people - readers 

and viewers - then take to be real and to which they respond in their lives,” writes Schudson 

(2003, p. 2).  

 As we read different news, reported in different ways, we understand the world 

differently.  The journalistic “act of making news is the act of constructing reality itself [for 

readers] rather than a picture of reality” (Tuchman, 1980, p. 12). 

Walter Lippmann wrote in Public Opinion: we "live in the same world, but we think and 

feel in different ones" (2010, p.14).  One of the many reasons we perceive the world differently 

is because we get our news from different journalists who tell stories differently; the way 

journalists tell stories influences how the public constructs reality (Schudson, 2003, p. 3).   

When we bounce from issue to issue, and disagreement to disagreement without 

recognizing the role of storytelling in the way we establish our beliefs, we not only fail to solve 

our problems, we fail to understand each other.  How a journalist tells a story and the way a 

journalist justifies information, influences the picture of the world that develops in a readers 

mind. 

A modern analogy of a computer analyzing data can help explain my approach.  There 

are three main parts: the raw data, a back-end computer code, and a front-end code.  A back-end 

code relates to accessing and organizing data - this all takes place behind the scenes.  A front-end 
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code is what a user sees and interacts with, and is a bridge between the raw data/back-end code 

and the user.  In this analogy, the raw data represents what the journalist experiences (what they 

see for themselves, who they talk to, what documents they’ve read … etc.).  The back-end code 

is how journalists understand what they have experienced (both conscious and subconscious 

understanding and opinions about what they’ve seen and heard).  The front-end code is what the 

journalist shares with readers (the magazine article).   

The basic front-end code for journalism is the narrative - journalists tell stories 

(Tuchman, 1980, p. 105).  The narrative is typically based on what a journalist thinks is 

important and what makes sense (their back-end code) and select examples from the raw data.  A 

journalist may try to live up to the ideal of objectivity, by attempting to separate his/her facts 

from values, but a journalist cannot craft a story without drawing on his/her personal values 

(Gans, 1980, p. 39).  These values are reflected in the words a writer uses and the emphasis she 

or he places on certain aspects of a story. 

I am primarily analyzing the muckraker’s front-end code (e.g. how did Ida Tarbell tell the 

story of Standard Oil?).  While the back-end code is more difficult to discern, I will attempt to 

uncover some of the muckraker’s journalistic philosophies and ways of understanding the world 

by drawing on their autobiographies. 

To understand or to advocate? 

Testing the news based on the accuracy of information, as Lippmann and Merz did, is 

relatively straightforward; after enough time, most facts can be verified as either true or false.  

There is less of a “right” answer when looking at storytelling, as the right answer has to do with 

our own subjective beliefs and our expectations of journalism.  Where Roosevelt advocated for 
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one type of investigatory journalism over another type, my purpose is not to advocate, but to try 

to understand the different types of journalism within the muckraking era. 

To do so I will look at some of most important texts from the muckraking era and try to 

let the muckrakers own words reveal their storytelling style and the way they justify information.  

“The values in the news are rarely explicit and must be found between the lines - in what actors 

and activities are reported or ignored and in how they are described,” writes Herbert Gans in 

Deciding What’s News (1980).  With each muckraker, I will analyze the individual’s journalism 

with the following questions in mind:  Which aspects of the story are given emphasis and which 

areas are glanced over?  Whose perspective is shared and how?  Are alternative perspectives 

given a fair hearing?  How is the story arranged – chronologically or for persuasive effect?  What 

sort of language is used – passionate and poetic soliloquies or disinterested and neutral terms?  

Who is the intended audience?  How bold or confident are the journalist’s statements?  Does the 

journalist share her or his own opinions or do they stay detached and neutral?  Is a conclusion 

about what a story means stated before the evidence is given, or does the evidence precede the 

conclusion?  Does the journalist share the evidence that justifies a story, or does the journalist 

simply tell a story without including raw evidence?  How does the journalist indicate the relative 

sturdiness of verifiable evidence (when it exists), expert opinions, self-interested opinions, and 

unsubstantiated rumors?  And, what appears to be the overall purpose of the journalist’s story: 

To understand?  To persuade?  To advocate for specific change? 

The way a journalists maneuvers questions like these, not only shapes the way a reader 

imagines an event, but also reveals the symptoms that can be used to diagnose the type of 

journalism that is being practiced.  Below is an outline of the main characteristics I will look for 

as I analyze the muckrakers.  
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Language Justification Perspective Audience Solutions Purpose 

Passionate Opinion One-sided Elite Journalist provides 
solution 

Persuade 
 

Dispassionate Evidence Multi-sided General 
public 

Audience solution Understand  

 

Language: Is the language that the journalist uses passionate and emotional or dispassionate and 

unemotional?   

Justification: Is the primary rational for a story based on opinions or verifiable evidence?  

Perspective: Whose perspective is shared?  Are the opinions and evidence one-sided or multi-

sided?  

Audience: Is the story intended for an elite audience or the general public? 

Solutions: Does the journalist provide a solution to the problem she or he has presented, or is it 

left up to the audience to decide what should be done? 

Purpose: Does the journalist help the reader understand an event or an individual, or does she or 

he try to persuade the audience to adopt the journalist’s beliefs?  Whether a journalist is 

attempting to persuade or to understand may be the most significant and all encompassing of the 

other categories. 

 The order in which I will analyze the muckrakers was chosen to ease my comparison of 

different muckraking styles.  When two muckrakers wrote about similar topics (railroads, big 

business, corruption, etc.), or when two muckrakers have demonstrably different muckraking 

styles, they neighbor each other in the order of my analysis.   

I start with Ida Tarbell and a textual analysis of the first two articles in her series, “The 

History of the Standard Oil Company.”  The second chapter focuses on Henry Demarest Lloyd 

who also muckraked Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, in his book Wealth Against Commonwealth.  
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Not only did Lloyd and Tarbell write about the same topic, but they have different muckraking 

styles, which makes them the easiest two muckrakers to compare.  I will build on this exploration 

of Tarbell and Lloyd, by analyzing Ray Stannard Baker and three of his articles on labor 

violence, railroad publicity, and race relations.  In strong contrast to Baker’s relatively 

conservative and straightforward muckraking, Thomas Lawson’s insider expose of big business 

is full of hidden motives, cryptic sourcing and provocative language.  Lawson (Chapter 5), C.P. 

Connolly (Chapter 6) and John Mathews (Chapter 7) all deal with mining and the exploitation of 

natural resources, but do so with different language and different storytelling approaches.  

Chapters 8 - 12 focus on Lincoln Steffens, Will Irwin, David Graham Phillips, William Hard, 

and Mark Sullivan - all wrote about political corruption.  Sullivan also muckraked the “patent 

medicine” industry, as did Samuel Hopkins Adams (Chapter 13), so they neighbor each other.  

Finally, Charles Edward Russell (Chapter 14) and Upton Sinclair (Chapter 15) both muckraked 

the Chicago meat packers. 

To better understand the muckraking era and investigatory journalism, we need to see 

muckraking as a tradition that is composed of diverse and often times clashing journalistic 

approaches, as opposed to a singular monolithic tradition of investigatory journalism.   

As President Roosevelt argued in his muckraking speech, the type of journalism 

influences what type of public opinion develops, which in turn influences social change and 

reform.  The journalist who trusts readers with a full portrayal of available information, and who 

avoids spurring the public to make emotional decisions based on incomplete information, leaves 

the reader space to become aware of various sides of an issue before his or her opinions 

crystallize.  Alternatively, journalists who (in effect) try to think for the public by coercing 

readers with emotional language, opinions masquerading as facts, and a one-sided depiction of 
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events, undermines the democratic process.  It does so, because this type of journalism doesn’t 

provide the public with the raw information that is needed for the public to make up its own 

mind.  The facts are tainted at their source.  Roosevelt argued that more even-handed, less 

emotional investigatory journalism would produce more even-handed, less emotional public 

opinion, which would generate more even-handed and less emotional political reform. 

The President feared that if the watchdog press, which was in its infancy, grew-up in a 

way that it only responded to some culprits and not others, or responds in such a frenzy that it 

made it difficult to accurately understand the situation, then the well-being of the state would be 

threatened.  

Since the muckraking era, the issues facing citizens of the United States have grown 

infinitely more complex and globalized.  One result of this globalization is that citizens are 

expected to form opinions and choose between solutions (or candidates proposing solutions) to 

problems that they have even less first-hand experience with, then did the citizens in Roosevelt’s 

time. The lack of first-hand experience makes journalists responsible for painting more and more 

of the world, in the public’s mind. 

The “form in which ideas are expressed, affect what those ideas will be,” argued media 

theorist Neil Postman (1985, p. 34).  Postman was primarily talking about the influence of 

technological mediums, and the change from print to television, but this idea can be applied to  

storytelling structure within a medium.  By focusing on storytelling and the way information is 

justified, we can recognize the various journalistic approaches during one of the most formative 

times in American journalism.
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CHAPTER 2 IDA TARBELL 

 Of all the muckrakers, Ida Tarbell’s approach to journalism may have been the closest to 

that of a scientist (or a historian) seeking to understand the world.  Her dedication to placing 

facts above opinion, education above activism, and a broad range of perspectives over her own 

self-interest is apparent early in Tarbell’s life, long before she became a journalist.   

When Tarbell was in high school, she began to question her Christian creationist beliefs 

as she developed a love of science and the microscope.  “Nothing was ever again to be final ….  

How can I accept without knowing more?  The quest of truth had been born in me – the most 

tragic and incomplete, as well as the most essential, of man’s quests” (Tarbell, 2003, p. 30).  This 

lack of faith inspired Tarbell “to questioning, qualifying even what I advocated, which no first 

class crusader can afford to do” (2003, p. 399). 

Tarbell would not jump to a conclusion, even when she was considering issues that 

directly affected her life, such as whether she (and other women) could vote.  With a hint of 

agony, Tarbell questioned her own unsettled feelings about woman's suffrage, asking herself: 

“why must I persist in the slow, tiresome practice of knowing more about things before I had an 

opinion?” (2003, p. 85) 

Tarbell’s famed magazine series, The History of the Standard Oil Company was perhaps 

the single greatest journalistic achievement of the muckraking era.  The nineteen-part series is 

often credited with galvanizing public opinion against business trusts.  Yet the serial was never 

meant to be an attack on Rockefeller’s Standard Oil; it began as a history and to a lesser extent a 

biography of John D. Rockefeller.   

Sam McClure, the owner and editor of McClure’s Magazine (which was perhaps the best 

known of all the muckraking organs), had originally aspired to have a series “on the greatest 
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American business achievements” (McClure, 1997, p. 238).  McClure also felt the issue of trust 

companies was on the public’s mind and he wanted a series that would educate the public, who 

“took a threatening attitude toward the Trusts, and without much knowledge” (1997, p. 238).  

Since Standard Oil was known as the “Mother of Trusts,” as many other trusts were directly or 

indirectly controlled subsidiaries of the Standard Oil Company, it made the oil juggernaut a 

suitable choice for the series (McClure, 1997, p. 238).  Because John D. Rockefeller, “the 

Napoleon among business men,” was at the head of the Standard Oil Company, “the history of 

this Trusts would lend itself to the simplicity of biographical treatment,” wrote McClure (1997, 

p. 238). 

Ida Tarbell was the natural choice among the McClure’s staff as she had already written 

two popular biographical series on Napoleon Bonaparte and on Abraham Lincoln.  Additionally, 

Tarbell grew up surrounded by “oil derricks, oil tanks, pipe lines, refineries, oil exchanges” as 

she was raised less than thirty miles form where oil was first discovered (Tarbell, 2003, p. 203). 

As a child, the affairs of Standard Oil had a direct influence on her family.  Tarbell’s 

father had a small business making oil tanks and when Standard Oil took over the industry, Mr. 

Tarbell’s business went under and his business partner committed suicide.  This left Mr. Tarbell 

burdened with debt and forced the family to mortgage there home (Tarbell, 2003, p. 203). 

  On what would become close to five years of research and writing, and would ultimately 

cost an estimated $4,000 per article (McClure, 1997, p. 245), Tarbell set to work looking though 

thousands of pages of Congressional Investigations, State Investigations and the transcripts of 

various court hearings regarding Standard Oil.  At first an executive from Standard Oil named 

Henry Rogers, even agreed to help facilitate Tarbell’s project.  McClure remembers: 

when the Standard Oil people learned of our project, H. H. Rogers sent us word through 
his friend, Mark Twain, that the Standard Oil people would gladly help us in securing 
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material, and would lend us every facility for the production of this history. (McClure, 
1997, p. 239) 
 

 When Tarbell met with Rogers, as opposed to taking a hostile or accusatory attitude, 

Tarbell seems to have genuinely tried to understand Rogers.  Tarbell writes: 

The more we talked, the more at home I felt with him and the more I liked him ….  
Finally we made our compact. I was to take up with him each case in their history as I 
came to it. He was to give me documents, figures, explanations, and justifications – 
anything and everything which would enlarge my understanding and judgment. (Tarbell, 
2003, p. 215) 
 

 After almost three years of research, Tarbell’s first article of The History of the Standard 

Oil Company was printed in the December 1902 issue of McClure’s (McClure, 1997, p. 240).  

Originally, the Standard Oil series was to be only three articles long, but as the trove of material 

on Standard Oil grew, it warranted the series to be extended to six articles; then once the series 

began, the public’s massive interest extended the series to nineteen articles (Tarbell, 2003, p. 

240). 

 Tarbell’s first article in The History of the Standard Oil Company was titled “The Rise of 

the Standard Oil Company.”  Tarbell chronicles the early career of John D. Rockefeller, from his 

time as a twenty-three year old buying and selling produce on Cleveland’s docks at Lake Erie, to 

investing $4,000 in an energetic engineer, Samuel Andrews, who wanted to start an oil refinery 

(Tarbell, 1961, p. 246-247).  Their firm, Rockefeller & Andrews was started in 1870 and would 

eventually grow into Standard Oil  (p. 248). 

In the opening article, Tarbell presents Rockefeller as a talented and disciplined 

businessman who relished getting the best possible price and achieving the highest possible 

efficiency in all aspects of his business (p. 248).  But Standard Oil and other oil refineries located 

in Cleveland, had a disadvantage; Cleveland was more than a hundred miles west of where the 

oil fields lay in Oil Creek, Pennsylvania.  This meant Cleveland refiners had to transport crude 
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oil west before transporting the refined oil east to New York, Boston and the eastern seaboard.  

When oil was first discovered this geographical inefficiency wasn’t a problem because there 

were no oil refiners located directly at the Oil Creek wells, but over the years competing refiners 

began to establish themselves directly at the wells.   

As Rockefeller was trying to figure out how to overcome this geographical disadvantage, 

the railroads were in the midst of a shipping war over who would carry Oil Creek’s oil to the 

cities of the East Coast.  The Lake Shore Railroad transported oil from the wells at Oil Creek to 

Cleveland and then to the East Coast cities; the Pennsylvania Railroad took oil directly from the 

refineries located at Oil Creek to the East.  Rockefeller recognized that the fate of Standard Oil 

was intertwined with the fate of The Lake Shore Railroad (p. 250).  Rockefeller then made a 

secret agreement with the Lake Shore to transport all of Standard Oil’s product on the Lake 

Shore railroad at a rate that was considerably lower than the rates charged by other railroads.  

Standard Oil would pay the regular price of forty cents per barrel, but at the end of each month 

Standard would get a kickback of fifteen cents per barrel on all the oil carried by the Lake Shore 

(p. 250). 

At first the secret agreement was not noticed, but after a year the small refiners which had 

been making $10,000 or $20,000 annual profit found they were no longer profitable despite the 

booming of the oil industry (p. 250).  The secret agreement had allowed Standard Oil to undercut 

the other refiners.  “Only one firm – the Standard Oil Company – was making much money” (p. 

250). 

A rival refiner realized that Standard must have secured a special freight rate and 

approached the Lake Shore Railroad.  The rival was told, “if he would ship as large a quantities 

as the Standard Oil Company he could have as good a rate.  Ship as large a quantity!” Tarbell 
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writes.  “It was a new principle in railroad policy.  Were not the railroads public servants?  Were 

they not bound, as common carriers, to carry ten barrels at the same rate per barrel as they did a 

hundred?” (p. 249)  The business charter of the railroads designated them as common carriers, 

making the discriminatory act illegal, but Tarbell acknowledged that “in all branches of business 

the heaviest buyer got the best rate” – the violation was because railroads were common carriers 

(p. 249). 

Tarbell shows a respect as well as a bit of uneasiness about Rockefeller’s business 

acumen and his ambition; she writes that Mr. Rockefeller was “a brooding, cautious, secretive 

man, seeing all the possible dangers as well as all the possible opportunities in things, and he 

studied, as a player at chess, all the possible combinations which might imperil his supremacy” 

(p. 251).  Rockefeller’s “control of a railroad from the wells to the seaboard gave him an 

advantage nobody else had had the daring and the persuasive power to get” (p. 251). 

Tarbell’s first article did not end there.  The Cleveland refiners were not the only ones 

who feared the rise of the Oil Creek refineries; Pittsburgh and Philadelphia were also threatened 

by the railroads that carried refined oil directly from the wells to New York City.  The railroads 

that serviced Pittsburgh and Philadelphia were part of the New York Central railroad system.  In 

1871, a group of Pennsylvania refiners and one of the railroad executives presented Rockefeller a 

new scheme to form a secret combination of refiners that would be large enough to convince all 

other railroads to give the Cleveland, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia refiners a special rebate; this 

agreement would end the railroad rate wars over oil transportation and would squeeze any 

profitability out of all refiners who were outside of the combination, especially the refiners at Oil 

Creek (p. 252).  Once the combination had eliminated all competition “they could then limit their 

output to actual demand and so keep up prices” and prevent the transportation of crude oil for 
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export to Europe (p. 252-253).  The group of conspirators formed the South Improvement 

Company and Rockefeller and Peter Watson, the President of a branch of the New York Central 

Railroad system set out to persuade railroads and refiners to join the new trust.  Each person who 

they approached had to sign two pledges of silence before Watson and Rockefeller would share 

their plans (p. 253). 

By 1872, all the pieces of the South Improvement Company were in place, with Standard 

Oil holding the largest amount of shares of stock in the new company.  Under the scheme, the 

railroads had agreed to transport oil from the Oil Creek wells to Cleveland for $2.56 per barrel 

and the South Improvement Company got a $1.06 rebate on each barrel, and another rebate on 

oil shipped from Cleveland to the East coast.  Additionally, the waybills of all the oil companies 

outside of the trust were sent to the South Improvement company which gave them “knowledge 

of just who was doing business outside of their company – of how much business he was doing, 

and with whom he was doing it” (p. 257). 

 The day before the South Improvement Company begin operating Standard Oil doubled 

its capitalization.  Rockefeller set out to buy-up all the other Cleveland refiners, telling them the 

scheme gave those within the trust “absolute control” of the oil industry (p. 258).  “There is no 

chance for any one outside,” said Rockefeller.  “But we are going to give everybody a chance to 

come in.  You are to turn over your refinery to my appraisers, and I will give you Standard Oil 

Company stock or cash” (p. 258).  Tarbell writes that Rockefeller was “regretful, but firm,” and 

told them it was useless to resist and those who didn’t join “would certainly be crushed” (p. 258).  

Where other muckrakers such as Upton Sinclair, David Graham Phillips, Will Irwin or 

Thomas Lawson were prone to wax poetically about the unquenched greed of a politician or a 

businessman, Tarbell dispassionately explained how Rockefeller “pointed out in detail and with 
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gentleness, how beneficent the scheme really was – preventing the Creek refiners from 

destroying Cleveland, keeping up the price of refined oil, destroying competition and eliminating 

speculation” (p. 258).  Within three months, Rockefeller had taken over twenty-one of 

Cleveland’s twenty-six refiners and now had control of one-fifth of the oil refining in the United 

States (p. 259-260). 

 The entire scheme of the South Improvement Company worked because the trust was 

able to keep their plans secret – this all changed when a railroad freight agent, who held the 

secret freight rates had left his office in the care of subordinates while he went to attend to his 

dying son.  The freight agent forgot to tell his employees that the freight rates inside his desk 

were to be kept secret.  When they were published, “the independent oil men heard with 

amazement that freight rates had been put up nearly 100 per cent.  They needed no other proof of 

the truth of the rumors of conspiracy which were circulating” (p. 260). 

 Tarbell’s opening article is driven by facts, and only lightly seasoned by her personal 

commentary, which itself reflects Tarbell’s restrained personality and her quest for a 

multifaceted understanding of the facts.  The subject matter is complex, but Tarbell takes these 

convoluted facts and figures and brings out the drama, intrigue, and conspiracy that led to the 

creation and destruction of huge amounts of wealth.  The drama comes from a straightforward 

telling of the facts, and not from Tarbell’s language or opinions.  

Tarbell’s second article in the nineteen-part series appeared alongside Lincoln Steffens’ 

“The Shame of Minneapolis” and Ray Stannard Baker’s “The Right to Work” in the historic 

January 1903 issue of McClure’s.  The three articles along with McClure’s editorial are often 

recognized as the moment the muckraking movement took off.  The McClure’s issue sold out 

across the country and additional issues were purchased as fast as they were printed. 
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Tarbell’s January 1903 article, “The oil war of 1872” picked up where her first article left 

off, with the discovery of the South Improvement Company and the inflated freight rates.  The 

independent oil producers realized the South Improvement Company could ship oil a dollar a 

barrel cheaper then the independents.  In addition, the South Improvement Company received a 

dollar a barrel kickback on every barrel that the independents shipped – “this scheme was worth 

an additional $6,000,000 to the Southern Improvement Company” (Tarbell, 1961, p. 28).  In 

response, the independent oil producers formed the Petroleum Producers’ Union and set out to 

enforce a blockade against the members of the South Improvement Company.      

Tarbell tried to represent the mindset of both the independent oil producers as well as the 

South Improvement Company.  On the minds of the independent oil producers was “the burning 

question:” who is behind the South Improvement Company?  “Who are the conspirators?” 

Tarbell writes:  “Whether the gentlemen concerned regarded themselves in the light of 

‘conspirators’ or not, they seem from the first to have realized that it would be discreet not to be 

identified publicly with the scheme” (p. 24). 

The Oil City Derrick, which Tarbell describes as “one of the most vigorous, witty, and 

daring newspapers in the country” published a blacklist at the head of its editorial section each 

day – seven individuals who were the heads of oil refineries, including John D. Rockefeller were 

listed, as well as the railroads that had made the notorious freight deal (p. 24-25).  The 

Producers’ Union swore they would refuse to sell crude oil to the refiners listed in the Derrick 

and whenever possible they boycotted the offending railroads (p. 25). 

 In “The Oil War of 1872,” Tarbell brings out the intensity and the anger that was felt in 

the oil regions, but she does not do this at the expense of demonizing the South Improvement 

Company or the railroads.  Tarbell gives fair expression to the perspective of Rockefeller and the 
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South Improvement Company.  The listed President of the South Improvement Company, P. H. 

Watson argued “the contracts with the railroad are as favorable to the [oil] producing as to other 

interests [like oil refining]; that the much-denounced rebate will enhance the price of oil at the 

wells, and that our entire plan in operation and effect will promote every legitimate American 

interest in the oil trade” (p. 26).  Tarbell writes that Mr. Rockefeller believed: 

the “good of all” was in combination …. Of course Mr. Rockefeller knew that the 
railroad was a public carrier, and that its charter forbade discrimination. But he knew that 
the railroads did not pretend to obey the laws governing them, that they regularly granted 
special rates and rebates to those who had large amounts of freight. That is, you could 
bargain with the railroads as you could with a man carrying on a strictly private business 
depending in no way on a public franchise. Moreover, Mr. Rockefeller knew that if he 
did not get rebates, somebody else would; that they were for the wariest, the shrewdest, 
the most persistent. If somebody was to get rebates, why not he? This point of view was 
no uncommon one. Many men held it. (Tarbell, 1961, p. 37-38) 
 
Tarbell was not trying to present a clear cut story of good versus evil, independents 

versus conspirators; honest men versus the dishonest.  Rather she wrote the perspective of 

Standard Oil with as much sincerity as she wrote the perspective of the independent oil 

producers.  Even Tarbell’s analysis of Rockefeller is full of nuance, thoughtfulness and even 

respect, and it’s almost completely void of any attempt to anger her readers.  Tarbell writes:  

If Mr. Rockefeller had been an ordinary man, the outburst of popular contempt and 
suspicion which suddenly poured on his head would have thwarted and crushed him. But 
he was no ordinary man. He had the powerful imagination to see what might be done 
with the oil business if it could be centered in his hands – the intelligence to analyze the 
problem into its elements and to find the key to control. He had the essential element to 
all great achievement, a steadfastness to a purpose which once convinced nothing can 
crush. (Tarbell, 1961, p. 37) 
 
Tarbell also wrote from the railroad’s perspective, stating the claim that the railroads only 

signed the contracts because they were told that all oil refiners and producers would be allowed 

to join the South Improvement Company (p. 31). Tarbell quotes from a government 

investigation, the Hepburn Committee: 



 

 27 

The objects of the railroads in making this contract with the South Improvement 
Company was to obtain an evener to pool the freight – pool the oil freight among the 
different roads; that they [the railroads] had been cutting each other on oil freights for a 
number of years, and had not made any money of it, although it was a freight they should 
have made money from; that they had endeavored to make an arrangement among 
themselves, but had always failed. (Tarbell, 1961, p. 32) 
 
Once under government investigation, the railroads claimed they could now see that the 

South Improvement Company did not represent all oil refiners and producers.  The railroad 

owners, including William Vanderbilt offered to make a new deal with the independent 

Petroleum Producers’ Union, but the independents would not agree.  The independent producers: 

believed in independent effort – everyman for himself and fair play for all. They wanted 
competition, loved open fight. They considered that all business should be done openly – 
that the railroads were bound as public carriers to give equal rates – that any combination 
which favored one firm or one locality at the expense of another was unjust and illegal.  
(Tarbell, 1961, p. 37-38) 
 
Another party that would be affected by the South Improvement Company was the public 

– the end buyers of the refined oil.  A Congressional committee investigation found that the 

public would pay an additional $7,500,000 for oil under the South Improvement Company’s 

scheme (p. 29). 

 Tarbell had an uncanny ability amongst the muckrakers to share the perspective of all 

parties involved in a way that seems natural and common sense.  In the January 1903 article, 

Tarbell shares the perspective of the independents, the South Improvement Company, and the 

railroads in a balanced and reasonable fashion.  This multifaceted approach discourages the 

reader from demonizing the guilty and instead gives the reader possible insights into why 

Standard Oil and the railroads behaved as they did.  Even if a reader ultimately disagrees with 

the actions of Standard Oil and the railroads, Tarbell encourages her readers to try to understand 

this alternative perspective.  It is not until the very end of the article that Tarbell tries to sum up 

and weigh the arguments on either side.  In summary, Tarbell writes:  
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On the one hand there was an exaggerated sense of personal independence, on the other a 
firm belief in combination; on one hand a determination to root out the vicious system of 
rebates practiced by the railway, on the other a determination to keep it alive and profit 
by it. (Tarbell, 1961, p. 38) 
 
The muckrakers are often associated with a crusading and activist style of journalism that 

tried to bring down politicians or corporations, but Tarbell acts more like a deliberative judge 

encouraging a jury of readers to postpone judgment until all the evidence is presented.  Tarbell is 

not an advocate for one side over another, but instead insists that all the facts and arguments in 

support of and against both sides are given a fair hearing.  With this evenhanded perspective, 

Tarbell is able to aptly identify the universal dimensions of the story she is telling and make this 

struggle of the oil industry of the 1870s, into something much more omnipresent: 

Those theories which the body of [independent] oilmen held as vital and fundamental Mr. 
Rockefeller and his associates either did not comprehend or were def to. This lack of 
comprehension by many men of what seems to other men to be the most obvious 
principles of justice is not rare. Many men who are widely known as good, share it. Mr. 
Rockefeller was “good.” There was no more faithful Baptist in Cleveland than he …. He 
gave to its poor. He visited its sick. He wept with its suffering. Moreover, he gave 
unostentatiously to many outside charities of whose worthiness he was satisfied. He was 
simple and frugal …. He was a devoted husband, and he gave much time to the training 
of his children. (Tarbell, 1961, p. 38) 
 

 In the end Tarbell does pass a judgment against Standard Oil and the South Improvement 

Company.  Tarbell writes that Mr. Rockefeller: 

was willing to strain every nerve to obtain for himself special and illegal privileges from 
the railroads which were bound to ruin every man in the oil business not sharing them 
with him. Religious emotion and sentiments of charity, propriety and self-denial seem to 
have taken the place in him of notions of justice and regard for the rights of others. 
(Tarbell, 1961, p. 38-39) 
 

 The persuasive force in the article clearly lies with the demands of the independent oil 

producers of the Petroleum Producers’ Union, but the power of their persuasive force is in how 

reasonable their demands seem.  Without being speculative or overreaching, Tarbell makes her 

article about far more than the 19th and early 20th century oil and railroad industry.  Instead its 
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narrative stirs thoughts about human nature, economic ideals and role of government and 

industry in society. 

To end the article, Tarbell sends the reader looking forward to the next article in the 

series.  After the courts strike down the South Improvement Company, Rockefeller makes a trip 

to the oil region to “present a new plan of cooperation, and to show the oil men that it was to 

their interest to go into it.  Whether they would be able to obtain by persuasion what they had 

failed to obtain by assault was now an interesting uncertainty” (p. 39). 

Tarbell is able to deal with complex topics in a way that is entertaining and easy to 

understand, she is clearly writing for a general audience.  Writing about the fierce competition 

between oil companies thirty years prior would seem to belong in a history book or a scholarly 

journal and not a popular magazine like McClure’s, but Standard Oil was still one of the most 

powerful forces in the world in 1903 and the issue of corporate consolidation and trust 

companies were drastically shaping the economic landscape that effected the lives of all 

Americans. 

 Throughout Tarbell’s career she showed a devotion to helping the public understand 

intricate and sometimes scholarly or scientific topics.  When Tarbell worked on a story about an 

“air runner,” she told Dr. Langley, the head scientist: 

we want the whole story of how you have done this thing and what it means, but no 
scientific jargon, please. We want it told in language so simple that I can understand it, 
for if I can understand it, all the world can. (Tarbell, 2003, p. 184)   
 
When Tarbell was made an editor at McClure’s she, as well as others like Lincoln 

Steffens, were taught to remained responsive to the interests of the public by going out of the 

office to explore the country and “see what is going on in the cities and states, find out who are 

the men and the movements we ought to be reporting,” as Sam McClure told Tarbell (Tarbell, 
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2003, p. 200).  The McClure’s editing strategy was to anticipate public interest in intelligent and 

important topics, while being careful to not force a story on readers.  The scope and number of 

articles in Tarbell’s Standard Oil series grew “according to the response of readers.  No 

response-no more chapters.  A healthy response-as many chapters as the material justified” 

(Tarbell, 2003, p. 202).  This belief was not simply motivated by a desire to give readers what 

they wanted, but a deep respect for the importance of public opinion.  

 Her commitment to sharing a balanced picture of reality with the public is demonstrated 

not just in her even handed portrayal of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, but also in her series on 

leaders of industry for The American Magazine.  Tarbell wrote about the success of industrialists 

like Thomas Lynch of the Frick Coke Company – “no unions could keep up with Tommy Lynch 

in the improvements he demanded for his mines and miners” (Tarbell, 2003, p. 286).  Tarbell 

also wrote with deep respect for Henry Ford’s business practices as well as Ford’s personal 

character – Ford was “not thinking in terms of labor and capital, but in terms of ... individuals, 

families, and with patience and sense and humor and determination were putting them on there 

feet” (Tarbell, 2003, p. 291).  Tarbell wrote that the magazine series about the positive aspects of 

business came about because:  

Was it not as much my business as a reporter to present this side of the picture as to 
present the other? ... Was it not the duty of those who were called muckrakers to rake up 
the good earth as well as the noxious? (Tarbell, 2003, p. 280) 
 
After the success of Tarbell’s exposé on Standard Oil, she found many Progressives 

“wanted attacks” from her and “had little interest in balanced findings” (Tarbell, 2003, p. 242). 

 Echoing Roosevelt’s muckraking speech, Tarbell wrote that, “in the long run, the public they 

were trying to stir would weary of vituperation” and if reformers “were to secure permanent 

results the mind must be convinced” (Tarbell, 2003, p. 242).  Tarbell believed that when public 
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opinion was based on an understanding of facts instead of on forcefully stated opinions, it gave 

the public firmer ground to stand on.   

Towards the end of the Progressive Era, Tarbell was critical of many of her fellow 

muckrakers for straying from the facts in an attempt to gain further readership and profits:  

We were classed as muckrakers, and the school had been so commercialized that the 
public was beginning to suspect it. The public was not as stupid as it sometimes seems. 
The truth of the matter was that the muckraking school was stupid. It had lost the passion 
for facts in a passion for subscriptions. (Tarbell, 2003, p. 298) 
 
Ida Tarbell’s journalism reflects a patient and scholarly quest for truth combined with a 

recognition of the importance of informing the general public.  The central thrust of Tarbell’s 

writing is propelled forward by a fair weighing of evidence on all sides, followed by a neutral 

treatment of the various perspectives of those involved.  She makes clear the difference between 

a historical fact (i.e. Standard Oil made a secret contract with the railroads) and a perspective 

(i.e. Standard Oil believed they had the right to make a favorable contract with the railroad 

because they were transporting more oil than anyone else). 

Tarbell’s journalistic approach appears to stem from her need to question her own 

subjective understanding and her recognition that her experience is only one of many 

understandings:  

What a man or woman does is built on what those who have gone before have done, that 
its real value depends on making the matter in hand a litter clearer, a little sounder for 
those who come after. Nobody begins or ends anything. Each person is a link, weak or 
strong, in an endless chain. One of our gravest mistakes is persuading ourselves that 
nobody has passed this way before…. In our eagerness to prove that we have found the 
true solution, we fail to inquire why this same solution failed to work when tried before - 
for it always has been tried before, even if we in our self-confidence do not know it. 
(Tarbell, 2003, p. 399-400) 
 
In Liberty and the News (1920), Walter Lippmann argued that journalism had taken over 

the role of “thinking” for the public and sacrifices truth and fairness in order to persuade the 
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public (p. 9); he said the press puts their conception of “national interest” ahead of sharing the 

truth and a nuanced understanding of present conditions (p. 10).  The more neutral and 

multifaceted muckraking, which Ida Tarbell exemplifies, may have defied this pattern of 

discourse by trusting the public with as full a picture of the facts as she could obtain, and by 

showing the humanity of villains and the flaws of the honest.  Of her investigation of Standard 

Oil, Tarbell wrote that she and her editors “were neither apologists nor critics, only journalist 

intent on discovering what had gone into the making of this most perfect of all monopolies” 

(Tarbell, 2003, p. 206).
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CHAPTER 3 HENRY DEMAREST LLOYD 

 Almost a decade before Ida Tarbell wrote A History of the Standard Oil Company, the 

Populist journalist, Henry Demarest Lloyd took on the oil behemoth in the book, Wealth Against 

Commonwealth (1893).  But Lloyd’s writing was not a dramatic narrative, like Tarbell’s articles. 

“Nor was it a straightforward chronological history of corporate malfeasance” - it was a 

prosecution of Standard Oil (Jernigan, 1976, p. 64). 

Over 536 pages of painstaking argument and evidence, Lloyd makes the case that 

Standard Oil is guilty of crimes against the public.  Lloyd’s argument extended beyond Standard 

Oil, which he saw as representative of capitalism as a whole.  Reflecting on the style of his own 

writing in Wealth Against Commonwealth, Lloyd wrote: “I realized thoroughly that I sacrifice 

literary effect by the method I have pursued.… I aimed to collate the materials from which others 

will produce literary effects” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 64). 

Tarbell read Lloyd’s Wealth against Commonwealth and found it “brilliant,” but 

disagreed with Lloyd’s conclusion - that capitalism itself was the problem.  Tarbell writes in her 

autobiography, “As I saw it, it was not capitalism but an open disregard of decent ethical 

business practices by capitalists” (2003, p. 204).  Lloyd and Tarbell represent two different 

journalistic approaches, dealing with the same subject.  While Tarbell’s journalism follows the 

path carved by academics seeking a detached understanding, the style of Wealth Against 

Commonwealth is more in line with a work of moralistic philosophy combine with an exhaustive 

legal case against Standard Oil. 

Lloyd’s early career choices provide insights into his style of journalism, which used an 

avalanche of evidence and passionate, one-sided commentary to make his argument.  Before 

writing Wealth Against Commonwealth, Lloyd worked as a press agent for the American Free-
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Trade League, an editorialist for the Chicago Tribune and completed a law degree from 

Columbia Law School.  As press agent-secretary for the American Free-Trade League, Lloyd 

wrote a series of letters to the New York Evening Post arguing the tariff caused harm to the 

American people.  These letters were signed anonymously as: “NO MONOPOLY” and were 

partially a response to the protectionist editorials in Horace Greeley’s NY Tribune (Jernigan, 

1976, p. 41).  A few years later, Lloyd became financial editor, and later chief editorial writer of 

the Chicago Tribune.  At the Tribune, some of Lloyd’s foremost campaigns were in opposition 

to “railroad chicanery” and “unethical financial speculations” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 44).  Lloyd’s 

December 30th, 1881 editorial titled, “American Pashas” displays Lloyds perspective on labor 

and capital:  

Wealth acquired by labor is an honor to a man and a benefit to society, but great fortunes 
of tens of millions, acquired by bribing Legislatures, corrupting courts, betraying 
corporate trusts, and crushing the weak with the sheer force of accumulated wealth are a 
menace to the people individually and as society. (Jernigan, 1976, p. 45) 
 
In the pages of the Chicago Tribune, Lloyd spoke out passionately against the railroads: 

“Railroad wars bring intolerable evils; railroad pools are to be submitted to only when they are 

part of the government itself” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 45).  The belief that the people, acting through 

the government should own industries that were natural monopolies (including the railroads, the 

oil and natural gas, and the street cars) was a consistent argument expressed in Lloyd’s 

journalism. 

Lloyd wrote four significant magazine investigations from 1881 to 1884.  “The Story of a 

Great Monopoly” (1881) and “The Political Economy of Seventy-Three Million Dollars” (1882) 

were published in the Atlantic Monthly; “Making Bread Dear” (1883) and “Lords of Industry” 

(1884) were published in North American Review (Jernigan, 1976, p. 22).   
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“The Story of a Great Monopoly” (1887) sought to show how the violence of the railroad 

strike of 1877 was related to the collusion of railroad financiers and other corporate 

combinations.  Lloyd focused on the secret collaboration between Pennsylvanian Railroad and 

Standard Oil.  “The Story of a Great Monopoly” “marked a deciding turning point in journalistic 

history, since it was the first documented and authoritative study of industrial concentration,” 

wrote Russel Nye in Midwest Progressive Politics (Jernigan, 1976, p. 50).  In this article, 

Lloyd’s tone was markedly different from Wealth Against Commonwealth (1894).  In “The Story 

of a Great Monopoly,” Lloyd was willing to acknowledge the greatness of Standard Oil, while at 

the same time condemned their dishonest practices, in a tone that was comparable to Tarbell’s 

writing a decade later.  In the article Lloyd wrote, Standard Oil’s “great business capacity would 

have insured the managers of Standard a success, but the means by which they achieved 

monopoly was by conspiracy with the railroads” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 47).  Lloyd’s article went on 

to inspire the muckraker, Charles Edward Russell who wrote:  

As the Standard Oil article in The Atlantic became the armory of every person willing to 
fight for industrial freedom, so Wealth Against Commonwealth … became the great 
storehouse of information to which numbers of able campaigners habitually resorted for 
their facts. (Lloyd, 1912, p. ix) 
 
Lloyd’s second article for The Atlantic Monthly, “The Political Economy of Seventy-

Three Million Dollars” was more sweeping and passionate.  Lloyd described Jay Gould and 

company as engaging in “an orgy of fiduciary harlotry” and condemned the entire system that 

would allow one man to gain a $73,000,000 fortune, while his employees lived in poverty 

(Jernigan, 1976, p. 52).  E. L. Godkin of The Nation, as well as others, criticized Lloyd for being 

too sweeping in his condemnation.  Godkin thought the inequality in society was due to the work 

of the individual “bad man,” where Lloyd condemned capitalism as a whole (Jernigan, 1976, p. 

53).   
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Lloyd was also criticized for his next article, “Making Bread Dear” for relying “to much 

on exhortation rather than on demonstration” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 55). This critique was repeated 

throughout Lloyd’s career - too much editorializing, as opposed to allowing facts the space to 

speak for themselves.   

In Lloyd’s series of articles titled, “Lords of Industry” which continued for 20 years, 

Lloyd enumerated dozens of monopolies and detailed the character and history of trusts involved 

in railroads, sugar, and anthracite coal, amongst others.  Throughout these histories, Lloyd 

passionately and poetically advocated for government regulation and ownership (Jernigan, 1976, 

p. 57). 

Lloyd muckraked a decade before the muckraking movement and thus Lloyd had to use 

“alternative forums of the platform, the book and the special interest periodical.”  Lloyd gave 

numerous speeches lashing out at the “ripe-rotten prosperity” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 58) of 

American inequality and blamed the “corporate jugglers and stock exchange ‘athletes,’ experts in 

the manufacture of Wall Street values, out of hot air, water, and ink” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 61).  In 

the ongoing debate concerning whether government would regulate (or own) industry, or 

whether industry would preside over government, Lloyd stood firmly on the side of government 

power and believed the government better represented the will of American citizens: “ownership 

[of natural monopolies] by the people is the only agency which the people can use to restore their 

market rights and all their other rights,” wrote Lloyd (Jernigan, 1976, p. 61). 

A popular journalist like Ida Tarbell or an editor like Sam McClure, who were successful 

at reaching a wide audience, showed a clear understanding and respect for communicating with 

the general public. Lloyd was less in tune with the general audience.  His writing is more 

intellectual and philosophical, and lacks the accessible and dramatic structure of Tarbell’s 
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articles on Standard Oil.  Lloyd did not identify with the mass public as Tarbell and McClure 

did, and for all of Lloyd’s populism, some of his private writing comes off as highly elitist: 

I could not live if I did not think that I was in some way to be lifted above and upon the 
insensate masses who flood the stage of life in their passage to oblivion, but I want power 
unpoisoned by the presence of obligation. Can you think of any avenue to power, more 
independent … than Journalism? (Lloyd, 1963, p. 5) 
 
Lloyd’s most enduring work, Wealth Against Commonwealth was published in 1894.  

The book was not a commercial success, with only 12,000 copies printed, but the book “found an 

audience not with the masses but among the intellectuals, the molders of public opinion – 

scholars, journalists, political reformers, clergymen” writes Lloyd biographer Jernigan (1976, p. 

63). 

In Wealth Against Commonwealth Lloyd presents hundreds of pages of carefully 

documented evidence, but to open the book he gives his assessment of the political and economic 

reality of the times and then passes his moral judgment in a passionate, elegant and philosophical 

editorial.   

To begin Wealth Against Commonwealth, Lloyd writes:  

Nature is rich; but everywhere man, the heir of nature, is poor.… Never since 
time began have all the sons and daughters of men been all warm, and all filled, and all 
shod and roofed …. 
 The world, enriched by thousands of generators of toilers and thinkers, has 
reached a fertility which can give every human being a plenty undreamed of even in the 
Utopias. But between this plenty ripening on the boughs of our civilization and the 
people hungering for it step the “corners,” the syndicates, trusts, combinations, with the 
cry of “over-production” – too much of everything. Holding back the riches of earth, sea, 
and sky from their fellows who famish and freeze in the dark …. The majority have never 
been able to buy enough of anything; but this minority have too much of everything.  
(Lloyd, 1894, p. 1) 
 
Lloyd’s perspective is clear from the opening page - “liberty produces wealth, and wealth 

destroys liberty” (p. 2).  Lloyd is placing himself in opposition to capital, especially big capital.  

“Our bigness, cities, factories, monopolies, fortunes, which are our empires, are the obesities of 
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redemption of the West was clearer than crystal, and simply the remedy for all our ills.  Abolish 

the tariff and the whole thing was done,” writes Russell (p. 24). 

 Russell came to this conclusion after reading Henry George’s Progress and Poverty 

(1879): “that settled my case.  Infallibly I conceded the voice of ultimate wisdom, and saw in 

Henry George the apostle of a new gospel.  Poverty was not normal but abnormal, poverty came 

because some men had too much and others therefore too little” (p. 24).  

 After school, Russell worked for newspapers in seven different states, and then decided 

to leave journalism entirely in an idealistic pursuit to follow up on an idea of Theodore Thomas, 

the “father of American orchestra” music.  “Some casual remarks of his led me to the conclusion 

that what we call the separate arts of music and poetry are really but one, and I now conceived 

that with a piano, my Swinburne, and some sheets of music paper I could demonstrate this 

priceless fact to a palpitating world,” writes Russell (Russell, 1933, p. 136).   

 This seemingly impulsive decision to change his life is also evident in the way Russell 

became a socialist.  He hadn’t read Das Kapital and knew little about Marx and Scientific 

Socialism, but out of impatience for the slow pace of social change, Russell became a socialist 

(Russell, 1933, p. 193).  Russell was drawn to the Socialist party’s dissent from the status quo: 

“the part represented a protest and the biggest protest then in sight” (p. 193).  

 As Russell was embarking on his musical-poetry quest, his good friend Erman J. 

Ridgway, editor of Everybody’s Magazine, asked Russell to recruit the railroad expert, J. W. 

Midgley to write an exposé, since both Russell and Midgley were living in Chicago.  Midgley 

refused to write the article for Everybody’s.  Russell writes, “I reported this to Ridgway and 

retired to the piano and sheets of paper” (Russell, 1933, p. 137).  Ridgway wired Russell asking 

him to write the exposure article.  Russell writes: 
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 I had not the least disposition to do so, except only that Ridgway was my friend and I 
wanted to oblige him. I thought I could get together enough material to meet the 
requirements of the case and return to my real employment [showing that poetry and 
music were one and the same]. The next thing I knew a muck-rake was put into my hand 
and I was plunged into the midst of the game. (Russell, 1933, p. 137) 

 
 Russell wrote the articles for Everybody’s, and then went on to write a muckraking series 

on the “Beef Trust.”  Russell writes that even before his series on the Beef Trust was completed, 

he was getting ready for another muckraking series:  “Indeed, we were all up and away, full of 

the pleasures of the chase, I suppose, or something of the kind, and all that business about poetry 

and music sheets forgotten.  It was exhilarating sport, hunting the money octopus” (Russell, 

1933, p. 139). 

 In February of 1905, Charles Edward Russell’s series on the “Beef Trust,” began 

appearing in Everybody’s Magazine along side Lawson’s “Frenzied Finance.”  Russell’s articles 

on the meat packers were eventually compiled into a book titled The Greatest Trust in the World 

(1905).  The Greatest Trust in the World opens with a radical comparison: 

In the free republic of the United States of America is a power greater than the 
government, greater than the courts or judges, greater than legislatures, superior to and 
independent of all authority of state or nation.  It is a greater power than in the history of 
men has been exercised by king, emperor, or irresponsible oligarchy. In a democracy it 
has established a practical empire … In a country of law, it exists and proceeds in 
defiance of law. (Russell, 1975, p. 1) 
 

 From the opening of Russell’s articles, he is framing the Beef Trust as a dangerous and 

abusive power.  Before Russell has even identified the meat packers, Russell tells his readers 

how to see the packers and makes a wide-reaching moral judgment, in a tone reminiscent of 

Henry Lloyd:   

 We have grown familiar in this country with many phases of the mania of money-getting, 
and the evil it may work to mankind at large…. Names change, details change; but when 
the facts are laid bare it will puzzle a thoughtful man to say wherein the rule of the great 
power now to be described differs in any essential from the rule of a feudal tyrant in the 
darkness of the Middle Ages. (Russell, 1975, p. 1-2) 
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 Russell continues his condemnation of his unnamed foe (also reminiscent of Lloyds 

refusal to name Rockefeller and Standard Oil): “Three times a day this power comes to the table 

of every household in America, rich or poor, … it comes and exhorts its tribute” (p. 2). This 

power “controls prices and regulates traffic, … it builds up and pulls down industries; it makes 

men poor or rich as it will; it controls or establishes or obliterates vast enterprises across the 

civilized circuit” (p. 3-4).  

 Russell fills pages with description of the “remorseless, tireless, greedy, insatiable” trust 

that has achieved an “absolute monopoly” that “terrorizes great railroad corporations” and fixes 

prices for “the farmer of the West” and the “butcher of the East,” the “fruit grower of California” 

and the “cotton grower of Georgia,” along with the “price the laborer of New York shall pay for 

his breakfast” and the food expenses of “every household in America” (p. 2-4).  This still 

unnamed force “destroyed millions of investments, caused banks to break and men to commit 

suicide, precipitated strikes, and annihilated industries” and is such a “terror” that “multi-

millionaires, railroad magnates, and captains of industry quail before it” (p. 4). 

 Russell was writing at a time when the glow of Ida Tarbell’s History of the Standard Oil 

Company was still generating heat.  In his autobiography, Russell acknowledges that he read 

both Tarbell and Lloyd.  Almost in response to the sensation of Tarbell’s articles on Standard 

Oil, Russell writes: 

 We are accustomed to think that the Standard Oil Company is the ultimate monopolistic 
achievement; here is something compared with which the Standard Oil Company is 
puerile; here is something that affects thousands of lives where the Standard Oil 
Company affects one; here is something that promises greater fortunes and greater power 
than ten Standard Oil Companies. (Russell, 1975, p. 5) 

 
 To call Standard Oil “puerile” and to say Standard Oil affects only one life is a clear 

puffery.  At this point, still in the opening pages of the series, Russell is swinging wildly, making 
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claims that are obvious distortions.  Russell doubles down on his exaggerations (which is also the 

first time he identifies the beef trust in the text of the article): 

 I am quite well aware that my words may seem extravagant to the generality of readers; 
to those who know the history and actual operations of the American Beef Trust they will 
appear an understatement of galling and humiliating truths. (Russell, 1975, p. 5) 

 
 Five pages into the article, Russell does pull back on the reins of his damnation: “The fact 

that should make us all stop and think” is that the men in charge of the Beef Trust “are not bad 

men; as the world goes, they are very good men” who are “kindly, generous, and upright” (p. 5).  

Where Tarbell made John D. Rockefeller into a multi-sided character, by drawing on his work 

ethic and religious beliefs, as well as his charitable giving, Russell makes the claim that these are 

“not bad men,” but doesn’t back that general statement up with any specific information which 

demonstrates their character.  For Tarbell, telling a well-rounded story was her mission; for 

Russell, his platitudes about the good character of the Beef Trust men is almost a throwaway line 

because it goes against pages of moral admonishment. 

 Russell then begins the difficult task of fleshing out the monster he has so vehemently 

sketched.  Like Tarbell did with Standard Oil, Russell tells a fairly straightforward narrative of 

the forming of the Beef Trust, but where Tarbell was measured, subtle and nuanced in her 

storytelling - Russell is prone to exaggeration.  

 Russell immediately identifies the source of the Beef Trust’s great power, which is “so 

small and simple, so obvious and apparently so easy to eliminate” - the trusts capacity to 

dominate both industry and government “rests solely and squarely upon the railroad rebate, and 

upon nothing else” (p. 6).  

 The secret railroad rebate was the same tool that Standard Oil used to dominate the oil 

industry.  Also, like Lloyd, Russell can’t seem to let the facts speak for themselves.  Russell 
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comments on this likeness: “is it not strange that having seen on Old Man of the Sea rise from 

this source and be saddled upon us, we allow the same cause to produce another” (p. 6).  

Railroad rebates had already been outlawed by the Interstate Commerce Act, but through a 

“gentlemen’s agreement” the railroads pay the beef trust $25,000,000 per year in rebates (p. 7). 

 Russell then lays out the purpose of his articles: “In the succeeding chapters of this 

narrative I hope to tell the whole amazing story of these illegal operations” (p. 8). 

 The story begins in 1874 with the invention of the refrigerator freight car, which allowed 

meat, fruit and vegetables to be transported across the country.  Suddenly, “households in New 

York were as well supplied with subtropical products as households in New Orleans” (p. 8).  

According to Russell, this new technology produced an “astonishing transformation” in 

agriculture; instead of cattle being shipped to butchers in the East, Chicago became the 

“slaughter-house of the continent,” with the number of cattle slaughtered rising from 21,712 in 

1874 to 2,206,185 in 1890 (p. 10). 

 Four men came to dominate the meat packing: P.D. Armour, Gustavus F. Swift, George 

H. Hammond and Nelson Morris - all of whom had “commanding intellects and natural ability” 

and “all were bitter and unresting competitors” (p. 10).  Once control of the industry had been 

centralized, the four dominant companies stopped competing and began to cooperate “on the 

primary basis of a harmony of interests” (p. 10).  The few remaining independent 

slaughterhouses who couldn’t be bought out were dealt with as Rockefeller dealt with his 

competitors; they “seized exactly the same club to beat their way through it,” writes Russell (p. 

11).  The railroads were induced to give the Beef Trust a kickback on all refrigerator car traffic, 

and to charge every meat packing company that was not part of the trust a higher freight rate. 
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 Russell sometimes gets ahead of himself, and his conclusions often come before the 

evidence.  For example, Russell writes: 

 The packers instantly produced what may be called the Big Pistol. That is to say, they had 
a weapon so full of peril to any reluctant railroad that no manager or president could 
contemplate it without abject terror. The nature of this weapon is too complicated to be 
explained in detail here; I need only to say that its first shot would mean comparative ruin 
to the freight business of any road it happened to hit. (Russell, 1975, p. 12) 

 
 In this section, Russell shares his thoughts about the consequences of something he has 

provocatively labeled, but has not described. 

 Like Tarbell, Russell chronicles specific financial transactions of the railroad rebate, 

which in the case of the Beef Trust was a 3/4 of a cent kickback for each mile the railroads 

hauled the beef trusts refrigerator cars (p. 12).  The Beef Trust could dictate terms to both 

ranchers and butchers.  The Beef Trust “raked off profits at every stage of the decline of the price 

of cattle and at every stage of the ascent of the price of meat” (p. 14).  The price ranchers 

received for whole cattle dropped from $6.00 per hundred pounds in 1899 to $4.50 per hundred 

pounds in 1904 (p. 16). 

 The Beef Trust began to squeeze every industry that relied on the refrigerator car to bring 

their goods to market.  On a car-load of fruit transported from Michigan to Chicago, the beef 

trust got a kickback as great as the total freight bill (p. 16). 

 At times Russell is detailed in his descriptions of the structure of the Beef Trust and how 

it has skirted the law.  The trust was able to get around the Interstate Commerce Act, which 

outlawed railroad rebates, by getting its refrigerator-cars exempt from “common carrier” status 

in a clause of the Elkins bill (p. 18).   

  At other times, Russell makes bold claims without telling the history or describing the 

evidence.  For example, Russell first describes how some state and municipal governments 
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passed laws to stop the beef trust from “doing certain specific things” (p. 17).  Russell then 

simply says the Beef Trust “has continued to do those things six days in every week since” the 

laws were passed.  Russell brushes off the Beef Trusts brazen disregard for local law with a 

vague and slight description.  This treatment does little to educate his readers, but likely angers 

readers who are convinced by Russell’s generalities. 

 Still in the first article of the series, Russell then turns his attention to the heads of the 

Beef Trust, and describes the further consolidation of power.  Both P.D. Armour and Gustavus F. 

Swift died.  “Advancing age began to tell upon Mr. Morris and the great Hammond interests 

were bought by the Armour estate” which was now controlled by heir of the Armour estate: J. 

Ogden Armour.  Of the new head of the Beef Trust, J. Ogden Armour, Russell writes: “No more 

extraordinary figure has ever appeared in the world’s commercial affairs, no man, not even Mr. 

Rockefeller, has conceived a commercial empire so dazzling” (p. 18).    

 Russell begins to draw his first article to a close by describing how the Armour trust now 

“owns, controls, or dominates every live-stock yard in the United States except two” (p. 19).  Of 

the two, one is in Kansas City.  Russell shrugs off the the Kansas City slaughterhouse: “The 

Kansas City people will have to submit gracefully” (p. 19).  The other slaughterhouse is in 

Chicago and is owned by “powerful Vanderbilt and Morgan interests.  They purpose to fight for 

one of the most profitable of their possessions” (p. 19). 

 In the final paragraph of the opening article, Russell resorts to the sweeping 

exaggerations that uncorked the series.  Russell writes, the young J. Ogden Armour:  

 holds now in the hollow of one hand the grain market of the United States…. His 
possible profits seem limited for the future chiefly by his will. No reason appears why he 
should not amass in a few years the most colossal fortune in the world, why he should not 
gather to himself such a power as no other man has ever had; for who has ever controlled 
the food supplies of on hundred million people? (Russell, 1975, p. 20)  
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 The second installment of The Greatest Trust in the World is titled, “The Great Yellow 

Car - The Bandit of Commerce” and contains more specific detail and less expansive and 

moralistic language, than Russell’s first chapter.   

 Russell starts by detailing the great importance of the railroads: “You that live in the 

cities and know of railroad operations only what the newspapers tell you, can have scant idea of 

the importance of this curious vehicle” (p. 21). When the refrigerator car was first developed by 

Nelson Morris in 1874, it made the economy more efficient and lowered the price of goods, but 

it also created a bottleneck which commerce had to pass; the reliance of the railroad opened 

commerce up for manipulation and control by anyone who could monopolize refrigerator cars (p. 

22).   

 Gustavus Swift, took great risk and invested heavily in refrigerator cars before they had 

proven their worth or before he knew if easterners would buy frozen meat butchered and shipped 

in from the West (p. 24).   

 By 1880, Swift’s experiment was an “indubitable success” and the “great economy of the 

new process brought saving to the consumer and profit to the producer, and the new order began 

to work vast and unforeseen changes in the life and customs of the nation” (p. 25).  Russell 

describes the great reworking of agriculture in all regions of the country from North Carolina 

strawberries to Florida tomatoes; the nations food production became “segregated” (p. 26). “The 

nation turned one month to one spot for its food and the next month to another” (p. 26). 

 Before 1883, the railroads did not charge any extra price for hauling refrigerator cars over 

standard railway cars (p. 28), and the “packers were content with the profits from their legitimate 

business, which was selling meat,” writes Russell (p. 26). 

 This contentment did not last.  Russell adds his moral to the story: 
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 in all the sordid game that was to follow, the root of every injustice, every extortion, 
every oppression is to be found in somebody’s desire to augment a private fortune 
unjustly, to take an undue advantage for personal profit, to trick, outwit, and deceive, to 
be over “smart” and over-cunning. At the bottom there is always somebody’s private 
graft. (Russell, 1975, p. 26-27) 

 
 In the remainder of the second article, Russell tells a short history of the railroad rebate, 

which was developed in the 1870s.  George Pullman further developed the railroad rebate by 

charging the railroads rebates for hauling Pullman cars.  Pullman was able to achieve this feat by 

letting certain railroad directors in “on the ground floor” of the Pullman Corporation (p. 28). 

 Russell also reveals the previously alluded to “Big Pistol,” which is essentially the threat 

of shippers to pull their freight from one railroad line and transport it on a competitor’s line.  “By 

threatening to divert all their enormous freight traffic to one line, they forced, one after another, 

every railroad in the country to yield to their demands and surrender” (p. 29).  

 In this article, Russell draws on is only one small example of the Big Pistol ever being 

put to use, and it appears to be of minor importance.  When the New York Central didn’t comply 

with the packers, 150 cars a week were diverted to other railroads.  Russell speculates, “the 

whole great New York Central organization still quakes at the mere mention of the Beef Trust” 

(p. 32). 

 Because the four big meat packers, Armour, Swift, Hammond and Morris, had the most 

refrigerator cars, they were in the best position to exploit the railroad rebate.  Smaller firms who 

didn’t own refrigerator cars soon saw the last of their profits thaw, like melted ice dripping 

through the floorboards of an Armour Line refrigerator car.  “In some instances ‘icing’ and 

‘freight-rates’ together were actually more than the value of the goods, and left the producer in 

debt for his shipment” (p. 32). 
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 Russell closes the chapter by looking forward to the next installment of The Greatest 

Trust in the World.  The Beef Trust began renting out their refrigerator cars to the fruit and 

vegetable industry, as well as to poultry and dairy producers.  The Trust then began to make 

“exclusive contracts with certain railroads and to establish practical control of every important 

fruit-producing region in the United States” (p. 33). 

 Chapter three of The Greatest Trust in the World tells the story of the California fruit 

trade and the Earl Fruit Company.  The Earl Company, which was one of the California’s biggest 

fruit producers, approached the shipping company they used, Hutchins Refrigerator Car 

Company, and asked Hutchins to pay Earl a ten-dollar rebate on every car of fruit.  At the time, 

the Early Company’s fruit was three quarters of the Hutchins Company’s freight.  When the 

Hutchins Company refused to give the kickback, the Earl Company made an exclusive deal with 

the Armour Car Line; the Hutchins Company soon went out of business (p. 37-39). 

 Then Armour tried to buy out the Early Company and when Early refused, Armour made 

a secrete deal with the other large California fruit company, Porter Brothers.  “The exact nature 

of this alliance has been made a great mystery,” but in any case Porter Brothers undercut the 

Early Company, and this time it was the Earl Companies turn to go out of business (p. 41).  

“Thereupon the conqueror [Armour] must have reversed the rebate process, for after a time 

Porter Brothers went into bankruptcy, and the Armour Company succeeded to the monopoly of 

the California fruit business” (p. 41). 

 This part of Russell’s story, resembles Tarbell’s storytelling, when she wrote of the 

economic drama of the Standard Oil Company cutting down the independent oil producers.  In 

this section of the series, Russell’s storytelling is primarily driven by events, and not by his 

editorializing about the events. 
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 In the next part of Russell’s story, he slips back into Lloyd’s style of muckraking, where 

he tells readers what the evidence means, as opposed to letting the evidence speak for itself.  

Russell quotes from an Inter-State Commerce Commission investigation, where the investigator 

asks the general manager of the Armour Car Lines, “What other lines are there that can operate 

in competition with your line?  Suppose a railroad wanted a line of refrigerator cars, what line 

could it go to besides the Armour Line?”  The Armour general manager replies, “The Swift 

people and the California Fruit Transportation Company” (p. 42). 

 Russell adds, the Armour man:  

said this with the air of a man reading the funeral service, but the effect on his auditors 
was very different. Some gasped, and some wanted to shriek with laughter. The delicate 
point … can be appreciated only by understanding that to all intents and purposes Swift is 
Armour, and the California Fruit Transportation is Swift … and the Beef Trust is one and 
all of these together, and there is no more chance for anyone to compete with the Beef 
Trust in the California fruit trade than there is to get the average railroad traffic manager 
to admit the truth about rebates. (Russell, 1975, p. 42-43) 
 
Russell does write that at first the Beef Trust “maintained a show of competition,” but 

even this presentation of competition ended after they formally created the Beef Trust under the 

name: “National Packing Company” (p. 43).   

Then Russell provides a list of all the names of companies controlled by the Beef Trust 

that give the appearance of competition.  Armour owns ten companies, Swift owns four, Morris 

owns four, and Hammond owns three (p. 43-44).  Russell doesn’t state how he knows these 

different companies are owned by the Beef Trust, he just states it as fact.  To sum up what 

control over the nations refrigerator cars means, Russell writes: 

Now you begin to see why your household expenses have so much increased since the 
Beef Trust commenced operations. Ninety per cent. of the vegetables and fruits sold daily 
in all Northern cities have been transported on railroads; seventy-five per cent of these 
have been transported in refrigerator cars. With practically all such cars under its control, 
the Trust has the produce trade by the throat. (Russell, 1975, p. 44) 
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There is no reference for where these figures came from or how they are justified.   

Russell does provides a number of specific examples illustrating how the Beef Trust’s 

control of refrigerator cars increases the cost of food.  A tomato shipper used two refrigerator 

cars to move their product from Humboldt, Tennessee to Chicago.  The tomato shipper was 

given a $74 freight bill for each car and additional $84 for the use of each refrigerator car, for a 

total bill of $316.  Of this $316, after taking out $30 in expenses for the cost of ice, the Beef 

Trust got $138, plus another $16 the tomato shipper had to pay for returning the Trust’s empty 

cars.  A refrigerator car costs $900 to build (p. 45). 

At the end of this section, there is an asterisk, where Russell explains that “These are 

conservative estimates.  Nobody knows the exact figures and nobody is likely to know.  The 

railroads and the Trust refuse to give detailed information on this subject.” (p. 45). 

 Russell gives a handful of other detailed examples, but it is unclear where the figures 

come from, though the Inter-State Commerce Commission is referenced once (p. 46). 

 To close the third installment of The Greatest Trust in the World, Russell returns to 

dramatizing (perhaps justifiably) and editorializing: 

 A more extraordinary situation has never been known in this country. The railroads have 
been driven to abdicate their own legal and indubitable rights to assist the banditti of an 
enjoined combination.   

  If you multiply the instances I have given, and which I shall support hereafter 
with additions and documents, into all the perishable products that are carried in 
refrigerator cars to all the markets of the country from ocean to ocean, and from Canada 
to Mexico, you will have some conception of the relations of the Beef Trust to your daily 
affairs. 

  But only in an inadequate conception, for in ways that you probably never heard 
of and on things that escape your attention, constantly you pay your tribute to the greatest 
Trust in the world. (Russell, 1975, p. 47) 

 
 Twelve more chapters in The Greatest Trust in the World follow these first three 

chapters.   
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 In some respects, Russell is like a more emotional and opinionated Ida Tarbell.  Russell's 

use of historical storytelling has strong parallels to Tarbell’s historical narrative about Standard 

Oil, but Russell states his conclusive thoughts before he shares tells the story and his thoughts 

about the evidence often overshadow the evidence itself.  In this way, Russell has a tendency 

(especially in the opening of the series) to slip into moral tirades, resembling Henry D. Lloyd’s 

style in Wealth Against Commonwealth.  

 Russell differs from Lloyd, in his intended audience: Russell was trying to reach the 

mass public who read Everybody’s Magazine – a general interest publication; Lloyd wrote for 

fellow elites and the structure of his exposure resembled a legal prosecution that drew on moral 

philosophy.  Russell’s literary style, and frequent exaggeration and generalization may be closest 

to that of David Graham Phillips and Thomas Lawson - both of whom were accused of dumbing-

down muckraking (Weinberg & Weinberg, 1961, p. 70 & p. 263). 

 While there are similarities between Russell and muckrakers like Tarbell and Baker, in 

the use of historical evidence and narrative structure, Russell’s style of muckraking is closer to 

an activist purposefully attempting to stir his audience to action.  Tarbell and Baker wanted to 

understand, and help their readers understand an issue - Russell wanted to fight.  “Wherever an 

exploiter showed his head we were ready with a brick to heave at it,” remarks Russell (Russell, 

1933, p. 140).  



 

 170 

CHAPTER 15 UPTON SINCLAIR 

Upton Sinclair may be the most peculiar of all the muckrakers.  His approach to 

muckraking is something of an outlier amongst his contemporaries.  Sinclair was less of a 

reformer than a dreamer - at times a desperate dreamer.   His personal values, emotional intensity 

and his upbringing are also an oddity compared to the mainstream, middle class values that most 

of the muckrakers represented. Sinclair writes in his autobiography, the “dominant fact in my life 

has been that I have to be emotionally interested, before I can write at all” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 81).  

These factors, emotion, personality, and childhood, are particularly relevant in understanding the 

muckraking of Upton Sinclair. 

Before The Jungle (1906), Sinclair was a poor and unknown socialist author, whose six 

novels (two of which were unpublished) had made less than $1,000 in sales in the previous four 

and a half years.   

From the start of Sinclair’s life, he was surrounded by emotion, drama and contrast 

between social classes.  From a young age, he was prone to extremes.  Sinclair’s father was an 

alcoholic and as a child, Sinclair would search the saloons for his father:  “I would find him, and 

there would be a moral battle.  I would argue and plead and threaten; he would weep, or try to 

assert his authority….  I would get him to bed, and hide his trousers so that he could not escape” 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 61).    

His father’s alcoholism continued to get worse and his father’s shame would lead Sinclair 

further from the family home: “I would walk for hours, peering into scores of places, and at last I 

would find him sunk into a chair or sleeping with his arms on a beer-soaked table.  Once I found 

him literally in the gutter” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 62).  Sinclair’s experiences with his father made 

him “prematurely serious” (p. 63). 
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Searching for his father brought the young Sinclair into many of the Tammany owned 

saloons, and he began to blame his troubles on the Tammany political machine.  As a young 

man, Sinclair wrote that if he encountered Tammany Hall boss, Richard Croker, “I would be 

willing with my own hands to spear him on a pitchfork and thrust him into the fires of hell” 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 63).  This was a formidable time for Sinclair; he would later write: 

Human beings are what life makes them, and there is no more fascinating subject of study 
than the origin of mental and moral qualities. The drinking of my father accounted for … 
my eccentricities.… The sordid surroundings in which I was forced to live made me into 
a dreamer. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 11)  
 
Sinclair escaped into books.  He devoured his uncle’s entire collection of both 

Shakespeare and John Milton during a two week Christmas vacation: “literature had become a 

frenzy.  I read while eating, I read lying down, sitting, standing and walking, everywhere I went 

– and I went nowhere except to the park to read on sunshiny days.  I averaged fourteen hours a 

day” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 75).   

Later, Sinclair turned his excessive nature towards music, and would wake up early and 

hike into the woods and play the violin the entire day (Sinclair, 1932, p. 79).  As a young author, 

he would write his books in a similar obsessive fashion.   

   Sinclair’s immediate family was poor due to his father’s alcoholism, but his Aunt had 

married one of the richest men in Baltimore.  Sinclair’s young life was a contrast of impeccable 

white linen, silver spoons and country clubs when he was staying with his Aunt and frantic 

middle of the night searches for bed bugs in dingy boarding houses when he went home 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 4).  “No Cophetua or Aladdin in a fairy-lore ever stepped back and forth 

between the hovel and the palace as frequently as I,” wrote Sinclair (Sinclair, 1932, p. 13).  This 

contrast shaped Sinclair’s literary career, “I have one favorite theme, the contrast of the social 

classes” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 12). 
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Sinclair began writing stories as a young lad out of begrudging imitation for his classmate 

who had one of his stories published: “Straightway I was stirred to emulation,” wrote Sinclair.  

“If Simon could write a story, why could not I?  Such was the little acorn which grew into an 

oak” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 47).   

Sinclair’s first story was about a bird that proves the innocence of an African American 

boy who is accused of arson; the story was accepted by one of Frank Munsey’s magazines, 

Argosy (Sinclair, 1932, p. 47). 

By seventeen, Sinclair was supporting his family by writing jokes - a dollar a joke.  

Sinclair wrote other stories for Argosy and for Munsey’s and he and Simon Stern (the classmate 

who prompted Sinclair to try his own had at writing) wrote a novel together, The Prairie Pirates 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 58).   

To put himself through the City College and Columbia College, Sinclair wrote “hack” 

fiction in large quantities.  His writing production peaked during the Spanish-American War, 

when Sinclair would pump out 8,000 words a day of war stories; all while attending morning 

lectures at Columbia.  This proliferation taught Sinclair to shape a story, but, he also admits, he 

developed the habit of using “exaggerated phrases and clichés,” something he has fought against 

ever since, “not always successfully” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 73).    

As a young man, Sinclair also learned about “honest graft” through his uncle’s bonding 

business – Sinclair’s uncle hired a Tammany man to head the New York office and gave 

Tammany boss Croker a large block of stock in the company, and as a result, his uncle’s 

company got all the City of New York’s bonding business.   

Sinclair would later write in his autobiography: 

That pattern which my uncle gave me in youth served for the arranging of all the facts I 
later amassed. I have never found anything different … it is so that big business deals 
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with government at every point where the two come into contact.… The fact that the man 
from whom I learned this secret was one of the kindest and most generous persons I have 
ever known, ought to have made me merciful in my judgments. With the wisdom of later 
years, I know that the business men who finance political parties and pull the strings of 
government cannot help what they do: they either have to run their business that way, or 
else give place to somebody who will run it no differently. The blame lies with the 
system, in which government for public service is competing day by day with business 
for private profit.  But in those early days I did not understand any of this; I thought that 
graft was due to grafters, and I hated them with all my Puritanical fervor. (Sinclair, 1932, 
p. 91) 
 
Sinclair worked for reform political candidate William Travers Jerome, who once elected 

“did absolutely nothing, and all forms of graft in New York city went on just as they always had” 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 94).  In another early political effort, Sinclair collected around 700 signatures 

in an attempt to improve the vermin infested student housing at Columbia College (Sinclair, 

1932, p. 57).   

Sinclair writes that he had an “advanced case of delusion of grandeur, messianic 

complex, paranoia, narcissism… and extreme idealism” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 64).  An editor once 

told him, “it was not normal for a youth to be so apocalyptic and messianic” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 

69).   

In Sinclair’s autobiography, he writes of a revelation of “genius” that struck him when he 

was 18 or 19 - a vision of the Prince of Denmark and Don Quixote and the poet Percy Bysshe 

Shelley began speaking to him.  Sinclair writes that he was in the hands of a force outside of 

himself: 

Without trace of a preconception, and regarding the thing as objectively as you know 
how, the feeling is that something is taking hold of you, pushing you along, sweeping you 
away. To walk in a windstorm, and feel it beating upon you, is a sensation of the body no 
more definite and unmistakable than this windstorm of the spirit which has come to me 
perhaps a hundred times in my life…. You may call this force your own subconscious 
mind, or God, or the Cosmic Consciousness, I care not what fancy name you give; the 
point is that it is there and always there. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 77) 
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Sinclair would frequently get this feeling when he was surrounded by nature.  He 

describes another instance when he came over a ridge and was swept away by a valley of clover.  

“I wanted to behave like a lunatic, and yet not have anybody think me one,” wrote Sinclair 

(1932, p. 78). 

Sinclair continued to write books and poetry in a frenzied and unhealthy manner.  He 

would isolate himself and write for 14 hours a day and after a few months, he would emerge 

weak and sick, his stomach in a not and his body and mind destroyed (Sinclair, 1932, p. 123).  

His books continued to receive little attention.   

Sinclair married at a young age and not to long after, his wife gave birth to a son.  

Fatherhood seemed to have little effect on Sinclair and with a wife and a two-year old boy, the 

family found themselves living in a sixteen by eighteen foot cabin a few miles outside of 

Princeton, New Jersey.  Money was tight, and when Sinclair’s wife purchased a thirty-cent red 

table cloth to brighten up their home, Sinclair made her return it.  The winter was long and harsh, 

and they were frequently snowed in and isolated. 

One night, in the midst of winter, Sinclair awoke to find his wife sobbing with a revolver 

in her hand: “she had been trying for hours to get up the courage to put a bullet into her head, but 

did not have that courage,” writes Sinclair.  Sinclair would later write of the ordeal, “all such 

scenes were practice for the future writing of The Jungle (Sinclair, 1932, p. 137).  

Sinclair wrote with the belief that poetry and literature could save the world.  He left his 

wife and son in the care of his family and he set out for the wilderness to write alone: “it was my 

purpose to write the much talked-of ‘Great American Novel’” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 99).  Sinclair 

writes:   



 

 175 

I faced our civilization of class privilege absolutely alone in my own mind; that is to say, 
whatever I found wrong with this civilization, I thought that I alone knew it, and the 
burden of changing it rested upon my spirit. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 143) 
 
In 1902, after another commercially disappointing novel about the Civil War and slavery, 

Sinclair was in New York City and a friend gave him some socialist pamphlets and a copy of the 

socialist magazine, Wilshire’s:  

It was like the falling down of prison walls about my mind; the most amazing discovery, 
after all these years – that I did not have to carry the whole burden of humanity’s future 
on my two frail shoulders! There were actually others who understood; who saw what 
had gradually become clear to me, that the heart and centre of the evil lay in leaving the 
social treasure, which nature had created, and which everyman has to have in order to 
live, to become the object of a scramble in the market-place, a delirium of speculation.  
The principal fact which the Socialists had to teach me, was the fact that they themselves 
existed. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 143)   
 
Sinclair began writing for the socialist magazines and wrote, “Toy and the Man” for 

Wilshire’s, making fun of America’s materialism.  Sinclair wrote an article in the non-socialist 

Collier’s, trying to explain to the public what socialists’ believed. When the 20,000 striking 

workers of the Chicago stockyards were defeated, Sinclair made a direct address to the workers 

in the socialist magazine, Appeal to Reason, challenging them, “You have lost the strike, and 

now what are you going to do about it?” 

  The editor of Appeal to Reason, Fred Warren had read Sinclair’s novel, Manassas, 

about slavery and he suggested Sinclair write a similar novel about “wage slavery.”  He offered 

to pay Sinclair $500 to live in “Packingtown” on the outskirts of Chicago and write a novel about 

the meat packers.  Sinclair wrote of his reporting: 

I set out for Chicago, and for seven weeks lived among the wage slaves of the Beef Trust 
… I went about, white faced and thin, partly from undernourishment, partly from horror.  
It seemed to me I was confronting a veritable fortress of oppression. How to breach those 
walls, or to scale them, was a military problem. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 154)  
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Before writing his book, Sinclair took his findings to a slaughterhouse expert Aldolph 

Smith who reviewed his facts: “when I wondered if possibly my horror might be the over-

sensitiveness of a young idealist – I would fortify myself by Smith’s expert, professional horror” 

(Sinclair, 1932, p. 155). 

 On Christmas day of 1904 cooped up in a small cabin with his wife and child, Sinclair 

began writing The Jungle: 

For three months I worked incessantly. I wrote with tears and anguish, pouring into the 
pages all that pain which life had meant to me. Externally, the story had to do with a 
family of stockyards workers, but internally it was the story of my own family. Did I 
wish to know how the poor suffered in the winter time in Chicago?  I had only to recall 
the previous winter in the cabin, when we had had only cotton blankets and had put rugs 
on top of us, and cowered shivering in our separate beds. It was the same with hunger, 
with illness, with fear. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 158) 
 

 The Jungle follows the life of the Jurgis, a Lithuanian immigrant who arrives in America 

strong, smart and ambitious, but is ground to a pulp at the Chicago stockyards and other 

industrial jobs.  In the end, Jurgis discovers socialism and recognizes the reason for his failures - 

a corrupt capitalist system.  The urban laborer and the ills of the capitalist system are Sinclair’s 

primary focus; the purity of the nations meat and the adulterated process of meatpacking is a 

distant second, and makes up only a small fraction of the book.  Sinclair also takes on a host of 

smaller issues, including: political corruption, dishonest banking, predatory lending, substandard 

housing, immigration, family struggles, woman’s rights, child labor, alcohol addiction, patent 

medicine, inequality between rich and poor, settlement workers, crime, and prostitution.  For 

Sinclair, these ills of society are all the dirty byproduct of capitalism.  

 Examining the a serialized installment of The Jungle that appeared in the April 29th, 

1905 Appeal to Reason, Sinclair describes in graphic detail diseased meat being packaged and 

sold to consumers:  
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carcasses marked with red tags: “U.S. Condemned.” These hogs have been found to be 
tuberculous, which means that the flesh had ptomaives in it. These ptomaines are deadly 
poisons – and not germs which cooking can kill, but poisons, which will remain and be 
fatal, no matter what may be done to the meat. The government requires that these 
carcasses be “tanked,” that is destroyed and turned into fertilizer… And with these laws 
before them… the condemned meat… was made into sausage… Jurgas met man after 
man who had seen this done with his own eyes and some who had helped to do it. 
(Sinclair, 1961, p. 207)  

 
 Sinclair “found that knowledge of it [selling condemned meat] was an everyday, matter-

of-fact thing among the men,” but none would testify because they were sure to be “blacklisted, 

loose their job and never be hired in Packingtown again” (p. 207).   

 Sinclair charged that government inspectors who were supposed to inspect every package 

of meat before it was approved were ignoring the law - employees of the meat packing plant 

claimed to have “never seen that law complied with once in all time” (p. 208).   

 The best meat was sent to Europe, which had a functional meat inspection process and 

diseased meat would not be accepted (p. 209).  The most diseased cattle, “worth while for a 

Dante or a Zola” were canned – the boils covering their body would “burst and splash foul-

smelling stuff into your face” (p. 209).  Sinclair tells of “potted chicken,” “potted ham,” and 

“deviled ham” filled with chemicals and dyed offal.  The “embalmed beef” killed “several times 

as many United States soldiers as all the bullets of the Spaniards” in the Spanish American War 

(p. 209).   

 In this few page segment of The Jungle, Sinclair also made specific charges about the 

working conditions in Packingtown.  There were the men in the pickling rooms whose fingers 

would become pickled and the joints eaten away by the pickling liquid (p. 210).  There were also 

the sheep’s wool pullers without any fingers at all, because the acid that was put on the hides to 

loosen them from the carcass would slowly eat away at the flesh of the workers who day after 

day pulled hides from carcasses (p. 210).  And the unfortunate souls who fell into vats of 



 

 178 

rendering lard and were turned into “Anderson’s Pure Leaf Lard” and whose bones were ground 

into fertilizer (p. 211).   

 The book ends with a red faced bellow that presented Sinclair’s solution to the problems 

of industrialization and inequality that he presented throughout the book.  The socialist zeal 

borders on religious devotion.   

 A broken and homeless Jurgis wanders into a socialist meeting to get out of the cold, and 

after a few hours of trying to sleep while looking like he was not sleeping, a woman’s voice 

appeared in his ear, “gentle and sweet,” telling Jurgis, “If you would try to listen, comrade, 

perhaps you would be interested” (Sinclair, 2003, p. 320).   

 The humanity of the woman calling him “comrade” stirs Jurgis, and when he turns his 

attention to the speaker, “It was like coming suddenly upon some wild sight of nature - a 

mountain forest lashed by a tempest, a ship tossed about upon a stormy sea.”   

 Jurgis was awakened from his slumber, both literally and metaphorically.  He sat 

“motionless and rigid, his eyes fixed upon the speaker; he was trembling, smitten with wonder” 

(p. 323).   

 The speaker, a young man, tall and bearded, with a voice “deep, like an organ” who 

spoke “with emotion, with pain and longing, with a burden of things unutterable” (p. 321), 

addressed the crowd:   

 Workingmen, workingmen - comrades! Open your eyes and look about you! You have 
lived so long in the toil and head that your senses are dulled, your souls are numbed, but 
realize once in your lives this world in which you dwell - tear off the rags of its customs 
and conventions - behold it as it is, in all its hideous nakedness! Realize it, realize it!  
(Sinclair, 2003, p. 324) 
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The young socialist’s message was to realize there are millions around the world “living in 

misery and squalor,” who are waiting for death to take them from the “monotony and wariness” 

of wage slavery (p. 325 - 326).  Realize: 

masters of these slaves … do nothing to earn what they receive.… They live in palaces, 
they riot in luxury and extravagance … they spend millions for horses and automobiles 
and yachts …. Their life is a contest among themselves for supremacy in ostentation and 
recklessness, in destroying of useful and necessary things, in the wasting of the labor and 
the lives of their fellow creatures, … the sweat and tears and blood of the human race! 
…like fierce wolves they rend and destroy, like ravening vultures they devour and tear! 
… They own not merely the labor of society, they have bought the governments; and 
everywhere they use their raped and stolen power to intrench themselves in their 
privileges, to dig wider and deeper the channels through which the river of profits flows 
to them. (Sinclair, 2003, p. 326) 
 

 The young socialist’s speech culminates with a question for the audience: “is there a man 

among you who can believe that such a system will continue forever” (p. 327).  Change will 

eventually come “in the face of every obstacle that wealth and mastership can oppose - in the 

face of ridicule and slander, of hatred and persecution, of the bludgeon and the jail” (p. 328). 

Change will come: 

by the power of your naked bosoms, opposed to the rage of oppression!  But the grin and 
bitter teaching of blind and merciless affliction! By the painful gropings of the untutored 
mind, by the feeble stammerings of the uncultured voice! By the sad and lonely hunger of 
the spirit; by seeking and striving and yearning, by heartache and despairing, by agony 
and sweat of blood! It will be by money paid for with hunger, by knowledge stolen from 
sleep, by thoughts communicated under the shadow of the gallows! (Sinclair, 2003, p. 
328) 
 

 Change will come when:  

 The voice of Labor, despised and outraged, a mighty giant, lying prostrate - mountainous, 
colossal, but blinded, bound, and ignorant of his strength…. stirs, and a fetter snaps - and 
a thrill shoots through him, to the farthest ends of his huge body, and in a flash the dream 
becomes an act! He starts, he lifts himself, and the bands are shattered, the burdens roll 
off him, he rises - towering, gigantic; he springs to his feet, he shouts in his newborn 
exultation. (Sinclair, 2003, p. 328) 
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 With that, the young socialist’s voice falls silent.  The crowd erupts and Jurgis is cheering 

with the crowd, “shouting to tear his throat, shouting because he could not help it, because the 

stress of his feeling was more than he could bear.”  Jurgis was overcome with emotion and new 

hope: 

There was an unfolding of vistas before him, a breaking of the ground beneath him, an 
upheaving, a stirring, a trembling … The sentences of this man were to Jurgis like the 
crashing of thunder in his soul; a flood of emotions surged up in him - all his old hopes 
and longings, his old griefs and rages and despairs. (Sinclair, 2003, p. 328-329) 
 

 In Jurgis’ moment of revelation, of purpose, of awakening to socialism: 

There was a falling in of all the pillars of his soul, the sky seemed to split above him - he 
stood there, with his clenched hands upraised, his eyes blood-shot, and the veins standing 
out purple in his face, roaring in the voice of a wild beast, frantic, incoherent, maniacal.  
And when he could shout no more he still stood there, gasping, and whispering hoarsely 
to himself, “By God!  By God!  By God!” (Sinclair, 2003, p. 329) 
 
By 1905, Appeal to Reason was publishing The Jungle serially and with the magazines 

500,000 subscribers, Sinclair was reaching the biggest audience of his life and Sinclair was 

getting letters from all over the county.   

David Graham Phillips wrote Sinclair, saying, “I’m afraid to trust myself to tell you how 

it affects me” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 158).   

Sinclair began trying to sell The Jungle to book publishers, but it was rejected by the first 

five publishers he took it too.  They didn’t like the ending which was a blatant promotion of 

socialism and they wanted him remove some of the gory details – “nothing so horrible had ever 

been published in America – at least not by a respectable concern” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 162).   

Sinclair asked Lincoln Steffens for advice on toning down some of the gore; Steffens 

replied: “It is useless to tell things that are incredible, even thought they may be true” (Sinclair, 

1932, p. 162).  Sinclair decided not to listen to the publishers, nor to Lincoln Steffens: “I had to 
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tell the truth, and let people make of it what they could.”  Sinclair decided to self-publish the 

novel.   

Then the famous author, Jack London wrote an enthusiastic appeal to his fellow 

Socialists asking them to support Sinclair’s book, which he said was: “the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of 

wage-slavery.  It is alive and warm.  It is brutal with life.  It is written of seat and blood, and 

groans and tears” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 162).   

Sinclair started selling prints of The Jungle and had made around $4,000 before the 

publisher Doubleday, Page & Company became interested.  Before they would publish it, they 

asked the managing editor, James Keeley of the Chicago Tribune to look into the validity of 

Sinclair’s findings.  

A thirty-two page report came back dismissing The Jungle as lies.  Sinclair lashed out at 

the investigation and said it was completely biased.  He convinced the publisher to send out one 

of there own lawyers to do an investigation.   

When this lawyer arrived at the stockyards, one of the first people he met was a publicity 

agent of the meat packers, who bragged: “Oh, yes, I know that book.  I read the proofs of it, and 

prepared a thirty-two page report for James Keeley of the Tribune.”  The lawyer’s investigation 

not only denied the previous investigation, but confirmed Sinclair’s findings.  In 1906 

Doubleday, Page & Company published The Jungle. 

 The book was a shocking success, a best seller that was translated into seventeen 

languages (Weinberg & Weinberg, 1961, p. 205).  The New York World wrote that, “Not since 

Byron awoke one morning to find himself famous has there been such an example of the 

worldwide celebrity won in a day by a book as has come to Upton Sinclair” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 

170).   
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 Sinclair soon found himself advising President Roosevelt, who was getting 100 letters a 

day on The Jungle (Sinclair, 1932, p. 166).  Over lunch at the White House, The President 

remarked, “I bear no love for those gentlemen, for I ate the meat they canned for the army in 

Cuba” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 167).  

 Immediately following the release of The Jungle, J. Ogden Armour, head of one of the 

biggest packing companies responded with a series of articles in the widely read Saturday 

Evening Post, which was edited by Armour’s former secretary.  Armour didn’t name Sinclair or 

his book directly, but Armour said the attacks on his noble business were shameless and claimed 

that the Armour Corporation only produced pure and unblemished products.   

 Sinclair read Armour’s response on his ride home from New York City: 

I was boiling, and automatically my material began to sort itself out in my mind. By the 
time I got home, I had a reply complete, and sat down and wrote all through the night, 
and the next morning had an eight thousand word magazine article, “The Condemned 
Meat Industry.” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 165) 
 

 Sinclair took the first train he could get back to New York and went to Everybody’s 

Magazine, which had published Tom Lawson’s “Frenzied Finance,” and asked to speak to the 

publisher, E. J. Ridgway.  Once Sinclair had Ridgeway’s attention, Sinclair read the entire article 

aloud.  Ridgway stopped the presses on May 1906 issue of Everybody’s.  Ridgeway and other 

editors of Everybody’s, along with a group of lawyers, went through the article line by line.  

After confirming some details, they paid Sinclair $800 and published his article.   

 Sinclair’s article presented some new material, an affidavit of “a wiled, one-eyed 

Irishman” who was a former foreman on Armour’s killing-beds and whose sworn testimony told 

the story of diseased carcasses being taken out of the condemned “tanks” and sold in Chicago as 

meat.   
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 The Armour Company offered their former employee five thousand dollars to retract his 

story.  He took the money, deposited it in the bank, and created another sworn affidavit, 

documenting how the Armour Company had attempted to bribe him.   

 The article in Everybody’s seemed poised to further rock the meat packers.  The 

magazine reached the news stands on April 20th 1906, two days after the historic San Francisco 

earthquake.  The article, was buried, along with 80% of San Francisco and more than 3,000 lives. 

After President Roosevelt read The Jungle he met with Sinclair and appointed an 

independent committee to investigate Sinclair’s findings.  The Jungle was validated by the 

President’s investigation, though the President did not release the findings of his investigation 

until Sinclair tipped off the New York Times to there existence.   

After Sinclair’s leak, the President sent a telegram to Sinclair’s publisher: “Tell Sinclair 

to go home and let me run the country for a while” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 173).   

In the midst of the explosive success of The Jungle, Sinclair set up an “amateur publicity 

office” and “gave interviews and wrote statements for the press” until he was “dizzy.”  Sinclair 

writes: “It seemed to me that the walls for the mighty fortress of greed were on the point of 

cracking; it needed only one push, and then another, and another” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 170).    

Six months later, “The Pure Food and Drug Act” was signed by President Roosevelt, 

though the original bill was slightly weakened in the Senate before it reached the President’s 

desk.  Many historians have considered “the law a direct product of muckraking.”  Sinclair’s 

novel, along with articles from Collier’s, Success, and Everybody’s all shared credit for the 

reform (Weinberg & Weinberg, 1961, p. 206). 

 For Sinclair the purpose of his muckraking was less about communicating ideas and 

information or being a “maker of understanding” (in the words of Ray Stannard Baker) - 
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Sinclair’s muckraking in The Jungle was about the revelation of the truth of the times (as he saw 

it) and saving souls.  

 Sinclair’s goal as a muckraker may have been to cut down capitalism and promote 

socialism, but with a subject as central to a society’s identity, it is little surprise that there was no 

noticeable effect in this arena.  Issues of capitalism and socialism were already thoroughly 

discussed and debated, so Sinclair’s advocacy was simply another text in an ongoing debate.  As 

Jack London told Sinclair, his years of promotion in support of a socialist revolution “had 

perhaps brought it ten minutes earlier” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 176). 

 Sinclair took a more optimistic view of his labors, writing that: “someday we shall … see 

the sprouting of the seed we have been scattering all these weary years” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 176). 

While Sinclair’s promotion of socialism may not have produced the wide and sweeping 

social and economic change he hoped for, his specific descriptions of the meat packing plants 

represented new and shocking information that transcended Sinclair’s most passionately stated 

opinions regarding capitalism.  With regards to the production of meat, Sinclair simply presented 

the conditions in all their shocking detail and moved on to the rest of his story; the conditions of 

meatpacking were new and shocking; the conditions of capitalism were old and already 

thoroughly debated.  In the end, it was not Sinclair’s utopian socialist vision that stirred the 

nation - it was his factual statements about the nations meat that produced a tangible change.  

As a muckraker, Sinclair can best be understood dualistically; when the subject of his pen 

was capitalism and socialism, he was a passionate, emotionally charged, ideological and at times 

imprecise, simplistic and sweeping.  But he can also be seen, perhaps secondarily, as a first-class 

investigator who uncovered specific facts about the meat industry.   
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The Jungle represents two different muckraking styles (both unique to Sinclair): the 

passionate revolutionary who prescribed wide-sweeping solutions, and the passionate 

provocateur-investigator who presented new and specific information to the public about the 

conditions of the nations meat.  Viewed in these terms, the investigator seems to have produced 

far more change than the revolutionary.  In both cases, Sinclair was passionate and 

indiscriminate, and let his prose splatter on the page with intensity. 

Sinclair’s life resembles that of an eccentric artist, more than an investigatory journalist.  

It was awakening passion and radical transformation that interested Sinclair, not uncovering new 

information.  He was an activist who thought he could change the world through his writing, but 

not in the legalistic or philosophical style of someone like Henry Demarest Lloyd.  Nor was his 

approach a straightforward, “mudslinging,” political attack in the style of David Graham 

Phillips.   

Sinclair may be the most emotional and eccentric of all the muckrakers, and The Jungle, 

is arguably the best remembered muckraking text of the era.  As a writer of fiction, Sinclair was 

operating under a different set of conventions and expectations than his fellow muckraker 

journalists. 

In The Jungle, there is no attempt to be objective (though Jurgis does spend a night 

hanging out with the heir to the meatpacking fortune); Sinclair writes from a place that is unique 

to him and driven by his personality and values - specific facts are somewhat of an afterthought.   

 Some muckrakers like Mark Sullivan said The Jungle shouldn’t be considered 

muckraking, because it was fiction and “did not purport to have any more than the loose standard 

of accuracy that fiction demands for local color and background” (Weinberg & Weinberg, 1961, 

p. 205).   
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Sinclair disagreed with those who dismissed his findings because he was writing fiction: 

“The Jungle is as authoritative as if it were a statistical compilation,” said Sinclair (Weinberg & 

Weinberg, 1961, p. 206).  The investigations of Sinclair’s findings by both the publisher and 

President Roosevelt’s investigator also confirmed the validity of Sinclair’s fact statements about 

the meat packers.  

 The Jungle was actually offered to Collier’s for serialization and both Robert Collier and 

Norman Hapgood thought that there was a big commercial possibility in The Jungle, but 

Hapgood especially was against running it in Collier’s.  Hapgood argued (with perhaps a little 

exaggeration) that Collier’s has  

a method that is sensation, but it is our own special kind of sensation. It is the 
sensationalism of telling the exact truth about important things, - as exact as science 
itself.  Sinclair’s sensationalism is of a more familiar type, the sensationalism of 
exaggeration, of piling on colors, of saying, if there is blood on the floor of a 
slaughterhouse, that it is an inch thick, when it isn’t. I’m afraid if we start down that path 
we shall lose the distinct outlines of the character we have built up. (Hapgood, 1930, p. 
171) 
 
Though President Roosevelt is reported to have had David Graham Phillips in mind when 

he gave the muckraking speech, no muckraker fits the description of a “Wild preacher of unrest” 

more than Sinclair.  

Despite Sinclair’s huge success, he still felt he had fallen short of his goal.  “I failed in 

my purpose,” said Sinclair.  “I wished to frighten the country by a picture of what its industrial 

masters were doing to their victims; entirely by chance I had stumbled on another discovery – 

what they were doing to the meat supply of the civilized world” (Weinberg & Weinberg, 1961, 

p. 205).  “I aimed at the public’s heart, and by accident I hit it in the stomach” (Sinclair, 1932, p. 

175).
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CHAPTER 16 CONCLUSIONS 

The numerous variations on muckraking reflect the variety of personalities and 

backgrounds of the muckrakers.  Ida Tarbell and Ray Stannard Baker’s journalism reflected 

aspects of their personalities.  Both considerate of others, including those they disagreed with.  

Both refrained from jumping to conclusions.  They went about their lives and their writing with 

deliberateness, gentleness and humility.  Most of all, they wanted to understand the world and 

pass that understanding on to others.  Where other muckrakers were brash, provocative and quick 

to jump to a conclusion, Tarbell and Baker sought to gain more information before judging an 

issue.   

Tarbell couldn’t help but question the way she saw the world, and as a result she held her 

own judgments lightly.  Evidence was what was important - not her personal opinions about the 

evidence.  Tarbell’s objectivity went hand-in-hand with her balanced and open-minded 

personality.  

In a similar way, Baker was curious, and always wanted more information.  He didn’t 

charge headlong into battle, but instead muckraked around the edge of issues, approaching the 

apex with a steady hand and thoughtfulness.  He repeatedly clarified a single aspect of a much 

larger debate.   

Baker also took on topics that other muckrakers largely avoided; he muckraked racism by 

presenting various perspectives without falling into a moral tirade.  To stay neutral on a 

frequently explosive issue like race, underscores Baker’s ability to separate evidence from his 

opinions about the evidence - to separate facts from values.  Baker’s muckraking focused on the 

nuance and subtlety of a topic, which reflected his gentle and understanding manner.   
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Based on my analysis of John Mathews’ article, “Mr. Ballinger and the National Grab 

Bag” in Hampton’s Magazine, Mathews appeared to be a similar type of muckraker as Tarbell 

and Baker - studious, understanding of multiple perspectives, and attempting to help his readers 

understand the issue.  When Baker, Tarbell and Mathews did share their personal opinions, they 

softened their language and limited their conclusions to encapsulate the specific evidence they 

had presented.    

Henry D. Lloyd, David Graham Phillips, Charles Edward Russell, Thomas Lawson, and 

Upton Sinclair, constituted a different type of muckraker than Tarbell, Baker and Mathews.  

Lloyd and company were more ideological and often formed broad conclusions based on their 

limited set of evidence.  They also used explosive language.   

Henry D. Lloyd argued the unscrupulousness of Standard Oil represented the 

unforgivable moral flaws of capitalism as a whole.  John D. Rockefeller and the other Standard 

Oil men are: “Sincere as rattlesnakes, … these men are the touchstones to wither the cant of an 

age” (Lloyd, 1902, p. 508).  For Lloyd, the “corporate Caesars” (p. 6) are merely a byproduct of 

capitalism, which “colors the modern world as war reddened the ancient world.  Out of such 

delirium monsters are bred” (p. 509). 

  David Graham Phillips condemned the entire Senate as treasonous and more dangerous 

than an invading army (1961, p. 69).  Charles Edward Russell maintained the Beef Trust was 

more powerful than any “king, emperor, or irresponsible oligarchy” in the history of the world 

(1975, p. 1).  Upton Sinclair saw the horrendous handling of the nations meat as little more than 

the excrement of ravenous capitalist vultures who were feasting on the workers of the world 

(2003, p. 326).  These muckrakers were passionate, provocative, and shared their conclusions 

forcefully.   
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The background and personality of Lloyd, Russell and Sinclair also seems to reflect these 

characteristics.  Lloyd’s muckraking reflected his legal training and his early years as an 

editorialist.  Russell was bold from a young age - he wrote confident editorials for his father’s 

newspaper and while still in grade school he stood on stage in a lecture hall and argued against 

the tariff.  Russell was full of rebellion every step of the way.  Sinclair, as a youngster, wrote 

manifestos and recklessly threw himself into music and literature, reading for fourteen hours a 

day.  (David Gram Phillip’s doesn’t have an autobiography, likely due to his sudden death at the 

age of 44, and I wasn’t able to look into the biographical texts on Phillips).  Lloyd, Phillips, 

Russell, and Sinclair were also socialists. 

Lincoln Steffens could fall into this category as well, but Steffens was less emotional and 

less personally affected by the trouble he uncovered.  He took a detached and curious tone, 

similar to Tarbell and Baker, but then drew philosophical conclusions about the nature of 

corruption and social interactions.  Steffens did become a socialist, but it wasn’t until after his 

muckraking heyday that he dabbled with socialism.  Steffens carefree and inquisitive 

muckraking also seems to be a product of his carefree childhood, and years of academic study in 

philosophy and ethics.    

Steffens’ philosophizing was also of a different brand than the philosophizing of Lloyd, 

Phillips, Russell and Sinclair.  Steffens was more of a philosophical gadfly, raising provocative 

questions about the nature of corruption, where Lloyd, Phillips, Russell, and Sinclair forcefully 

asserted their solutions to the problems of society.  Steffens straddles theses first two types of 

muckraking, by taking the neutral, and curious tone of Tarbell, and the theorizing of Lloyd. 

Within this group of ideological muckrakers, Lloyd stands apart because of his elitism 

and scholarly tone.  Lloyd filled his 500+ page treatise, Wealth Against Commonwealth with 
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hundreds of footnotes and references to ethicists.  In contrast, the writing of Phillips, Russell, 

Sinclair and Steffens was accessible to a general audience.  Russell, Sinclair, and Steffens (and to 

a lesser extent Phillips’ “Treason of the Senate”) told stories with characters and drama.  Lloyd 

wouldn’t even name his characters, and was less of a storyteller and more like a prosecutor 

making a legalistic moral argument.   

The ability of Steffens, Phillips and Russell to appeal to a general audience may have 

more to do with the medium of the magazine (and the novel for Sinclair), than their individual 

personalities.  Steffens had obscure artistic and philosophical interests; under different conditions 

it would be easy to picture Steffens writing some arcane moralistic dissertation.   

For example, after muckraking St. Louis and Minneapolis, Steffens was interested in 

developing his theory of graft, but his editor, Sam McClure wanted him to stick to storytelling.  

“My mind was on my theory, but Mr. McClure’s was on our business,” writes Steffens (Steffens, 

1931, p. 392).  In the end, they made a compromise, Steffens “was to write little or nothing of … 

theory” and instead “stick to facts,” and then after that narrative investigation was written, 

Steffens could turn to his theorizing for a little while (Steffens, 1931, p. 392-393).  “Mr. 

McClure was interested in facts,” writes Steffens.  “Startling facts, not in philosophical 

generalizations.  He hated, he feared, my dawning theory” (Steffens, 1931, p. 393).  

Like Steffens, Russell could also have easily ended up pursuing his obscure interests; 

after his newspaper career and before his muckraking, Russell had given up journalism to show 

how poetry and music were one and the same (Russell, 1933, p. 136).  If it wasn’t for Russell 

wanting to do a favor for his friend who was the editor of Everybody’s Magazine, Russell may 

have wandered down the path of an abstruse musical-poetry theorist.  
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Similarly, before The Jungle, Sinclair’s novels were largely unknown.  It wasn’t until he 

stumbled upon the conditions of the nations meat that he became a well-known author.  But 

exposing the packing conditions of the nations meat wasn’t what Sinclair intended to serve his 

readers.  Sinclair wanted to highlight the disturbing plight of laborers in Chicago’s meat packing 

plants and to serve up socialism.  His exposure of specific problems with the nations meat- 

packing was little more than seasoning on the steak.     

With the exception of Sinclair, who was primarily writing fictional novels, Phillips, 

Russell and Steffens were all writing for general interest magazines and all had the help of 

editors to shape their stories for the magazines target audience.   

Steffens had the oversight of Sam McClure, whose keen understanding of the general 

publics’ interests was a vital force behind the accessibility and popularity of Steffens muckraking 

(as well as Tarbell and Baker’s muckraking).  Besides keeping Steffens focused on storytelling 

and away from theorizing, McClure was constantly interested in whether the public would be 

entertained by an article.   

Once McClure asked Steffens for his opinion on a manuscript; Steffens wrote a “literary 

criticism” which McClure immediately threw in the wastebasket with no more than a glance at 

Steffens’ essay and said: 

“I want to know if you enjoy a story, because if you do, then I know that, say, ten 
thousand readers will like it.  If Miss Tarbell likes a thing, it means that fifty thousand 
will like it. … But I go most by myself.  For if I like a thing, then I know that millions 
will like it. My mind and my taste are so common that I’m the best editor.”  (Steffens, 
1931, p. 393) 
 
  After Steffens, Tarbell and Baker left McClure’s Magazine and took over American 

Magazine, they were never able to replicate the popularity or commercial success they had while 

harvesting the seeds of insight from Sam McClure.  Tarbell muckraked the tariff for American 
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Magazine, but the series was too dry and lacked the storytelling force that propelled her 

McClure’s articles.  Tarbell writes of her tariff series that no matter how hard she tried, “I could 

not put vitality into my narrative” (Tarbell, 2003, p 271). 

Lloyd had no Sam McClure helping him make Wealth Against Commonwealth accessible 

to a general audience.  It is questionable whether Lloyd actually tried to appeal to a wide 

audience, in the first place.  He characterizes his journalistic approach, as a “Fact-Official 

adjudicated, massed in avalanche” and writes: “I realized thoroughly that I sacrifice literary 

effect by the method I have pursued” (Jernigan, 1976, p. 64).  Lloyd was never a best seller and 

never reached as wide an audience as the rest of the muckrakers.  This may be somewhat due to 

the fact that Lloyd was muckraking a decade before the rest of the muckrakers (and the 

muckraking era) and before the rise of nationally distributed general interest magazines.  It is 

also likely due to Lloyd’s style of exposure. 

Sinclair stands out from this group of ideological muckrakers not only because he wrote 

fiction, but also because of his bohemian lifestyle and his emotional extremes.  Sinclair’s 

muckraking was deeply subjective.  Far from keeping facts and values separate, Sinclair’s values 

and emotions were his central inspiration, which gave his facts meaning and purpose.  Sinclair 

was so caught up in his own subjective world that for many years he thought he was the only one 

to recognize the injustice of the world - it wasn’t until he was given a copy of the socialist 

publication Wilshire’s, that he realized there were others who saw the world the way he did.  

Upon reading Wilshire’s, Sinclair writes: 

It was like the falling down of prison walls about my mind; the most amazing discovery, 
after all these years – that I did not have to carry the whole burden of humanity’s future 
on my two frail shoulders! There were actually others who understood. (Sinclair, 1932, p. 
143) 
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Sinclair’s heartfelt and crusading muckraking is also consistent with his tumultuous 

upbringing, and his spirited and eccentric personality. 

While Sinclair’s muckraking was deeply subjective and his lifestyle and values may have 

been the least mainstream of the muckrakers, The Jungle was one of the biggest commercial 

successes of the era.  People still read Sinclair even if he was something of an anomaly.  

Mark Sullivan, Norman Hapgood, Samuel Hopkins Adams, and to a lesser extent C. P. 

Connolly represent a third type of muckraker; they were argumentative and single-sided, but 

their muckraking placed evidence ahead of emotion and ideology.  They exposed and criticized, 

but their attacks were more restrained and contained less exaggeration than the attacks of Lloyd, 

Phillips, Russell, Sinclair and Thomas Lawson.  As Sullivan said of his own reporting: “I wish 

not to make too broad a generalization from a single experience, especially when that experience 

was my own” (Sullivan, 1938, p. 115).   

Before Sullivan joined Collier’s he writes that Collier’s editor Norman Hapgood and 

publisher Robert Collier “had a special appreciation of any writing about a public matter that was 

austere and factual, which made its effect not by emotion but by massing of facts” (Sullivan, 

1938, p. 191). 

Collier’s is the muckraking publication that best represents this argumentative, but 

factual and sophisticated muckraking style.  Collier’s editor, Hapgood reflects in his 

autobiography, “the opportunity to get into a fight has always been one of the temptations most 

difficult for me to resist” (1930, p. 106).    

The Collier’s muckrakers were also the most elitist of the muckraking publications.  The 

Collier’s trio of Sullivan, Hapgood and R. Collier were all highly educated.  Sullivan got both an 

undergraduate degree and a law degree from Harvard (Sullivan, 1938, p. 138).  Hapgood did the 
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same, and studied closely under pragmatist William James (Hapgood, 1930, p. 60).  Robert 

Collier studied at Georgetown and spent an additional year studying at Oxford (Sullivan, 1938, 

p. 205).   

  Before becoming editor of Collier’s, Hapgood had planned a “life of leisurely, scholarly 

writing” (Sullivan, 1938, p. 208).  When Robert Collier took over the magazine from his father, 

Peter Collier, he set out to have the weekly magazine “reflect his classical education” (Sullivan, 

1938, p. 205).  Robert Collier paid top dollar to get the best art, literature, poetry and reporting 

(Sullivan, 1938, p. 206-207).  Collier’s was also highly critical of the more sensational 

muckraking of Sinclair, Phillips at Cosmopolitan and Lawson at Everybody’s. 

Will Irwin may fit into this category with the rest of the Collier’s journalists.  I wasn’t 

able to analyze Irwin’s most important muckraking series, “The American Newspaper,” which 

appeared in Collier’s in 1911.  I analyzed one of Irwin’s Collier’s articles, “The First Ward 

Ball.”  That article had a similar tone as the somewhat angry, crusading, hyperbolized 

muckraking of Lloyd, Phillips, Russell, Sinclair and Lawson, but it was also full of specific 

description and evidence, and didn’t draw any grand conclusions. 

Thomas Lawson is somewhat of an outlier amongst the muckrakers.  He exaggerated and 

bloviated in a manner not totally different from Lloyd, Phillips, Russell and Sinclair, but Lawson 

was not a socialist, he was a businessman.  At times he played the role of the reform 

businessman, but he also slipped into the role of self-interested publicist.  Where Lloyd sought to 

downplay the importance of the individual, Lawson elevated the personal characteristics of the 

Standard Oil men to the point where his characterizations were one of the central focuses of his 

muckraking.   
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Lawson was not idealistic - he was strategic.  He seemed to recognize that he was 

operating in the realm of publicity and not journalism.  His motives also are more perplexing 

than the motives of the ideological muckrakers.  The purpose of Lloyd’s muckraking was clear: 

he took a swing at Standard Oil and capitalism.  Phillip’s purpose was also clear: he wanted to 

knock out the rafters that were holding up the unelected and corrupt Senate.  Critics, like 

President Roosevelt, questioned the methods that muckrakers like Phillips used, and the 

soundness of their conclusions, but the ideological muckrakers motives were clear: they were 

activists who wanted to change the world.  Lawson’s purpose and motives were not so clear. 

Academic, Activist, Prosecutor, Philosopher or Artist? 

 One way to classify the muckrakers is to sort them by their similarity to various non-

journalistic traditions. 

 The muckraking of Tarbell, Baker, Steffens, and Mathews stayed close to the path of an 

academic trying to understand an issue.  They relied on verifiable evidence to justify the 

information in their articles.  They held their conclusions lightly.  They were willing to question 

their beliefs and they continued searching for new information - all characteristics that are in line 

with the scientific method and the rigors of historical scholarship.   

 This scholarly journalism sent Tarbell on a five-year, 19-part, 700+ page investigation.  

Baker had no single muckraking achievement as exhaustive as Tarbell’s treatment of Standard 

Oil, but Baker’s biography of Woodrow Wilson gives an indication of Baker’s work ethic and 

studiousness.  

 When he agreed to be Wilson’s official biographer, Baker spent months visiting the 

various places where Wilson had lived, talking with people who knew Wilson in different phases 

of his life (Baker, 1945, p. 510).  Then Baker absorbed rooms full of the former President’s 
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private correspondences - five tons of documents in all!  By the time it was all down on paper, 

Baker had spent fourteen years writing the Pulitzer Prize winning eight-part biography: 

Woodrow Wilson; Life and Letters (Baker, 1945, p. 512). 

 The muckraking of Phillips, Russell, Lawson, and Sinclair is closer to the activist 

tradition than the scholarly, academic tradition.  They appealed to their audiences’ emotions.  

They made sweeping statements that strayed from the evidence.  They muckraked to cut down 

their foes, or as Russell said, “we were ready with a brick” to throw at the heads of their targets 

(Russell, 1933, p. 140).  This strain of journalism has a strong tint of publicity and advocacy.  

The purpose is to convince readers to adapt a belief and possibly to take an action. 

   Sullivan, Connolly, Adams, Hard and Lloyd muckraked like prosecutors, making their 

case based on a presentation of evidence.  Their purpose was to convict, so they told one-sided 

stories.  They “threw bricks,” but their bricks were primarily made of facts, not of opinions. 

 The muckraking of Lloyd and Steffens and to a lesser extent Russell, also drew on 

philosophical traditions.  Lloyd, in particular, made a direct ethical argument much the way an 

ethicist would do, and mixed his broad ethical argument with specific detailed and documented 

evidence (in line with a lawyer or a scholar).    

 Sinclair could also be seen as combining the values and traditions of an artist with that of 

an activist journalist.  He lived more like an artist than a journalist; his art was investigatory and 

political. 

How have some historians and academics characterized the muckrakers? 

 Overlooking the distinction between different muckraking traditions is a common 

occurrence in historical analysis of the muckrakers.  In Fred J. Cook’s book, The Muckrakers 

(1972), he begins by characterizing President Roosevelt’s speech as “charging headlong at the 
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band of crusading journalists” (p. 9).  Cook goes on to say, “with these words the President 

labeled all of the crusading journalists of the day muckrakers” (p. 10).   

Similarly, in the foreword to Muckraking: Past, Present, and Future (1973), Irving 

Dilliard wrote that President Roosevelt’s muckraking speech would “chastise the Tarbells, 

Bakers, and Steffenses - along with such coworkers as David Graham Phillips and Upton 

Sinclair, Charles E. Russell and Samuel Hopkins Adams” (p. 1).  As I argued, in the 

introduction, Roosevelt made a distinction between different types of journalism, and did not 

“label all the crusading journalists of the day muckrakers.”  The grouping of all the muckrakers, 

who had fundamentally different journalistic approaches, obscures their impact on journalism 

and on society as a whole. 

 Robert Miraldi writes in the introduction to the book, The Muckrakers: 

Evangelical Crusaders, that the muckrakers were “angry at the problems they found and 

working with evangelical fervor … to find and expose evil and injustice,” and sought to 

“institutionalize their moral indignation” (2000, p. xiii).  “The muckrakers,” writes 

Miraldi, were motivated by “a moral, almost religious, belief that the exposure of ills 

would lead to cures” (p. xiii).  Lawson and Phillips may have been angry, and Sinclair 

may have written with an “evangelical fervor,” and Lloyd may have wanted to 

“institutionalize … moral indignation,” but this portrayal doesn’t represent Tarbell, 

Baker, Steffens, or Mathews, who are just as much (if not more) a part of the muckraking 

movement as Lawson, Phillips and Sinclair. 

  In the essay, “The Literature of Argument and the Arguments of Literature,” Jay 

Martin argues: 

 One need not catalog the muckrakers …, and attempts to categorize their activities have 
always proved futile - for businessmen and poets alike became journalists; journalists, 
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novelists; novelists, historians; and historians, socialist educators. But they had in 
common a passion for dispassionate investigation. (Martin, 1973, p. 103) 

 
 Martin is correct in his emphasis on the variety of traditions that were part of the 

muckraking era, but I disagree that all the muckrakers “had in common a passion for 

dispassionate investigation.”  To say that Russell or Sinclair’s writing was “dispassionate” is 

imprecise. 

 In the book Rendezvous with Destiny, Eric F. Goldman wrote that the muckrakers were 

“publicity men for reform” (1952, p. 176).  Similarly, Arthur and Lila Weinberg described the 

muckrakers as the “press agents for the Progressive movement” (1961, p. xviii). “The 

muckrakers used publicity as an anti-business weapon and industry, in direct reply to the 

muckrakers, began to feel that if publicity could be used against them, it could also be used for 

them.  Hence the birth of the whole public relations industry” writes Goldman (Weinberg 

&Weinberg, 1961, p.xxi).    

 With a reference to philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s “General Will,” which 

is akin to collective public opinion, J. Herbert Altschull says, the muckrakers “envisaged 

themselves as radical forces devoted at whatever cost to the good of the General Will” 

(1990, p. 274).  Altschull then describes Tarbell’s articles as an “outspoken blast” at John 

D. Rockefeller (1990, p. 274), which mischaracterizes her calm, unemotional, and 

balanced history. 

 Altshcull does balance his statement about the muckrakers as “radicals,” by 

writing the muckrakers were “also followers of the more conservative concepts on Milton 

and Locke, defenders of the idea that truth must be given a free hand to challenge error” 

(1990, p. 274). 
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  While Altschull described the muckrakers as both “radical” and “conservative,” 

Louis Filler conversely describes the muckrakers as: “neither radial nor conservative, but 

as feeding the several social sectors of society with knowledge and understanding” (1976, 

p. viii).  This difficulty in summarizing the muckrakers, highlights the flaw in describing 

the muckraker’s as a singular force, and amplifies the need to view the muckrakers as 

having contrasting and contradictory approaches to the literature of exposure. 

 Altschull does draw a distinction between the “romantic nature” of Upton 

Sinclair’s writing and the writing of Steffens, Tarbell, Baker and Lawson (1990, p. 275).  

Though the distinction is more of an aside, and I don’t think it’s accurate to group 

Lawson with the McClure’s muckrakers.  Lawson may not have had Sinclair’s 

romanticism, but he spit hot-blooded verbiage in a similar style as Sinclair, though 

perhaps with less sincerity.   

In the book The Age of Reform, Richard Hofstadter goes on to say that the majority of the 

muckrakers were hired writers and not ideologically or ethically driven; he does single out 

Sinclair and Gustavus Myers as being exceptions (1985, p. 193).  Hofstadter writes, the 

muckrakers were:  

moderate men who intended to propose no radical remedies. From the beginning … they 
were limited by the disparity between the boldness of their means and the tameness of 
their ends…. Their chief appeal was not to desperate social needs but to mass sentiments 
of responsibility, indignation and guilt. (Hofstadter, 1985, p. 195) 
 
After making this summary, Hofstadter goes on to say the McClure’s muckrakers were: 

far more akin to the majority of their middle-class audience than was the attitude of the 
Socialist muckrakers like Gustavus Myers, Upton Sinclair, and Charles Edward Russell, 
who wanted to push the implication of muckraking discoveries to their utmost practical 
conclusions. (Hofstadter, 1985, p. 196) 
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Hofstadter’s analysis of different types of muckrakers with different motivations is far 

more precise than his summary of all the muckrakers as “moderate men” who proposed “no 

radical remedies.”  

Hofstadter summarizes the ideas of Robert Cantwell, who argued that muckraking was 

“the journalistic equivalent of the literary realism.”  They wrote, “an intimate anecdotal, behind-

the-scenes history of their own times” (Hofstadter, 1985, p. 197).  

Harry H. Stein and John M. Harrison write that since the muckraking era: “Muckraking is 

associated with four major press traditions in America.  It bears closest resemblance to 

investigative journalism; less, to advocacy journalism.  It has a distant relation to sensationalistic 

and to yellow journalism” (1973, p. 14).  Muckraking “has played and continues to play many 

roles within the American press and society” (Stein & Harrison, 1973, p. 22). 

While some historians have acknowledged the different journalistic approaches amongst 

the muckrakers, the muckrakers are still most frequently characterized as a unified force. Louis 

Filler summarizes the muckrakers by writing they: 

 savagely exposed grafting politicians, criminal police, tenement eyesores. They 
openly attacked the Church. They defended labor in disputes, … [they] decried 
child exploitation, wrote pro-suffragist articles, and described great businesses as 
soulless and anti-social. These writers, using the most sordid details to make their 
points, shocked and bewildered the conservative reader … [who] preferred to read 
his magazines for relaxation, not for argumentative lectures. (Filler, 1976, p. 9) 

 
 Filler’s book, The Muckrakers, had the previous title: Crusaders for American 

Liberalism, in earlier editions.  The initial title gives some indication of Filler’s 

perspective on the muckrakers.  Throughout the book, Filler refers to the muckrakers as 

“reformer-journalists” (1976, p. 12) and “liberal crusaders” (1976, p. 15).   

 When Filler uses the label, “liberal crusader” he was likely using “liberal” to mean 

something quite different from the way the word is used today.  He meant liberalism as a 
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political philosophy that stood for democracy and freedom of belief (as opposed to the political 

philosophy of authoritarianism).  This makes his characterization of the muckrakers as “liberal 

crusaders” more accepting of the wide variety of views the muckrakers espoused.  As for the 

label “crusader,” it fits muckrakers like Russell and Sinclair, but not the likes of Tarbell and 

Baker, who stated in their autobiographies that they were not trying to persuade or reform 

society, only revel new information and better understand the world.  Tarbell writes that she 

couldn’t help “questioning” and “qualifying …, which no first class crusader can afford to do” 

(Tarbell, 1939, p. 399).  Baker writes that his purpose was not to reform but, “to become a 

‘maker of understandings’ ….  I was to help people understand more clearly and completely the 

extraordinary world they were living in – all of it, without reservations or personal prejudices” 

(Baker, 1945, p. 132-133). 

 Filler writes “It does no good for us to scorn an Upton Sinclair, a Tom Lawson, a David 

Graham Phillips, without studying over their words and determining whether we have better ones 

for comparable situations” (1976, p. xv).  Throughout this thesis I have tried to make the 

argument that there were other words that not only could have been used, but were used to 

describe comparable situations.  Tarbell, Lloyd and Lawson all wrote about Standard Oil, and all 

used very different words to create a different picture of Standard Oil.  Connolly, Mathews, and 

Lawson all wrote about mining and natural resources with a fundamentally different tone and 

type of language.  Steffens, Irwin, Phillips, Hard and Sullivan all wrote about political 

corruption, but they took distinctly different journalistic approaches ranging from a narrative 

drawing on sworn testimony (Steffens), to angry broadsides that questioned the moral character 

of the target politician (Phillips and Irwin), to humorous and informative characterizations (Hard 

and Sullivan), to direct appeals to organize and create political pressure (Sullivan).  
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  Filler goes on to write that Phillips was “spared the foolishness which ‘critics’ accorded 

his work” in “Treason of the Senate,” (1976, p. xv) after Phillips was shot and killed by someone 

who took issue with his writing.  Phillips assassin was a paranoid, ivy-league educated violinist 

and member of the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, who believed one of Phillips' novels had 

slandered his family (Mencken, 1993, p. 129).  I disagree with Filler, that to critique “Treason of 

the Senate” is a foolish act, for it is in the close examination of the text that we can recognize the 

distinction between different types of journalism. 

 While Filler defends and emphasizes the likeness of the muckrakers, he does 

acknowledge there are different muckraking traditions.  In the essay “The Muckrakers and 

Middle America,” Filler writes, “muckraking’s two old reputations - of significant exposure 

without fear or favor, on one side, and of shabby and malicious rumor-mongering, on the other - 

both continue in the present as well as the past” (1973, p. 25).  Filler also writes: “there are 

two‘muckraking’ reputations, and they have discriminated between that of the cheapjack journals 

and those which assumed a higher public obligation than merely to meet readers expectations” 

(1976, p. x). 

 Filler is correct in this summary, but he classes all the muckrakers covered in his book 

(which includes all the journalists in this thesis) as being muckrakers of the more respectable 

variety.  While the muckraking of Phillips and Lawson may not be “cheapjack,” their writing 

(and to a lesser extent the writing of Russell and Sinclair) was closer to the sensational “yellow 

journalism” than the more measured and studious journalism of Tarbell and Baker.  

 To Filler’s credit, he doesn’t glance over the differences between the muckrakers.   He 

identifies them as “a varied lot” of writers (1976, p. xvi), but a central focus of his book is to sum 

up the muckrakers and write about them as a single entity.  In the introduction, which has the 
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title “The way of a crusading liberal: A composite,” Filler creates an imagined fusion of all the 

muckrakers (1976, p. 3).  In this composite character sketch, Filler writes (his italics): 

This new America needed description and explanation, and perhaps even reform…. Alert 
and intelligent, our journalist looked deeper than the ordinary man into these things, 
read widely to acquaint himself with modern political thought, tried to understand the 
forces working beneath the exterior of American life…. the young journalist gave himself 
wholeheartedly to the new movement for exposure and reform … writing the facts of 
contemporary life in the style that journalism had developed for him: a clear, bold, 
straightforward style, concerning itself with facts and figures…. The “muckraker,” for so 
he soon came to be called, dealt with facts and not with theory. Whatever it was he 
concluded about business and the theory of capitalism - and he reached various 
conclusions - he made sure to give the facts and details about his subject…. “The best 
cure for the evils of democracy,” he used to assert, “is more democracy.” (Filler, 1976, 
p. 4-5) 
 
Filler does a fine job of encapsulating the wide variety of journalism the muckrakers 

practiced, into a fusion muckraker, but does it enhance our understanding of the muckrakers to 

wrap such differing journalistic approaches in a single cocoon?   

In the quote above, Filler writes the muckrakers were “concerned with facts and not with 

theory.”  Again, Tarbell may have had little interest in writing about broad theories, but theory 

was one of the driving forces behind Lincoln Steffens muckraking.  Steffens had theories of the 

criminal justice system (Steffens, 1931, p. 274 and p. 570); theories of art (p. 317), theories of 

graft (p. 393), theories of ideas (p. 408), theories of reform (p. 409), theory of good will (p. 683), 

and theories of revolution (p. 717) to name a few.  To present Steffens, Sinclair, Phillips, 

Lawson, Tarbell, and Baker as all practicing the same type of journalism distorts their purpose 

and their influence on journalism. 

 In the introduction to the 1976 edition of The Muckrakers, Filler contrasts the journalists 

and political writers of 1976 with the muckrakers, saying the modern writers “can learn [from the 

muckrakers] a technique for communication to persuade the reader” that journalists “are not fly-

by-night informers, clever word jugglers, and name and data droppers, but rather … have given 
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every subject thought and hard work” (p. xiii).  This statement mixes muckraking traditions.  In 

Phillips’ “Treason of the Senate” and Lawson’s “Frenzied Finance,” their muckraking could be 

accurately characterized as “clever word jugglers.”  The description of a “fly-by-night informer” 

fits Lawson quite well.   

There are valuable lessons that journalists and the public can learn from studying the 

muckrakers: by recognizing the different types of journalism in the muckraking era, we can 

better understand the types of journalism that exists today.  The style of journalism that was 

practiced by a Lawson, a Lloyd, a Tarbell, a Sullivan, or a Sinclair all exist today: by recognizing 

these different journalistic traditions, we can have a more precise and clear debate about what 

type of journalism we have, and what type of journalism we want.  

Journalism and the public’s epistemology 

The effect of different types of journalism on public opinion is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, but one theory is that journalists not only pass on information, but also pass on an 

epistemology.  The journalist who makes his or her case by stating a conclusion without sharing 

the reasoning or the evidence behind the conclusion, is asking readers to accept an epistemology 

based on faith, not reason or evidence. 

The reliance on faith (which is ultimately subjective) could undermine the journalistic 

ideal of objectivity and the reliance on verifiable evidence.  When faith is the epistemological 

basis for a citizen’s beliefs, then a journalist’s reputation (and the reputation of his or her 

newspaper or magazine) could be elevated above the evidence.  

On the other hand, when a journalist shares facts, as well as how he or she knows the 

facts are indeed true facts, then the reader has specific knowledge of verifiable evidence.  This 

allows a reader to recognize if a journalist’s conclusion (or a politician’s conclusion) rests on a 
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single piece of evidence or a multitude of evidence.  The difference is a matter of transparency: 

does the journalist reveal why he or she knows what he or she (thinks he or she) knows?  When a 

journalist is transparent, the reader and other journalists can examine the evidence to test its 

strength.  This is one of the assumptions of democracy; that citizens can alter their conclusions 

based on the best available evidence. 

Journalism has a unique role in a democracy.  A journalist’s stories build a bridge 

between readers and world events.  The journalist decides what information gets to cross the 

bridge and mix and mingle with the thoughts and feelings of readers.  The journalist who trusts 

the public is likely to let more information cross the bridge, and will try not to impose his or her 

own values on that information.  The journalist who does not trust the public is more likely to be 

strategic, and only allow certain information across; he or she may describe the world on the 

other side of the bridge with simplified and emotional language.  Trust in the public may be the 

essential philosophical difference between the journalism of an Ida Tarbell and the journalism of 

a Henry D. Lloyd. 

 Differences in storytelling, and what facts and opinions are included in a story, frames the 

picture that forms in a readers mind.  When a journalist ferociously attacks the humanity of a 

businessman for engaging in questionable business practices, it creates a different meaning than 

when a journalist describes the context of economic survival and competition in which those 

questionable business practices took place.  

  Tarbell recognized that a public opinion based on emotional appeals and publicity creates 

a weak foundation for social change.  “In the long run, the public … would weary of 

vituperation” and if reformers “were to secure permanent results the mind must be convinced” 
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(Tarbell, 1939, p. 242).  With deep respect for the power of public opinion and the democratic 

process, Tarbell beautifully writes that our individual ideas: 

must sink or swim in a stream where a multitude of human experiences, prejudices, 
ambitions, ideals meet and clash, throw one another back, mingle, make that all-powerful 
current which is public opinion – the trend which swallows, digests, or rejects what we 
give it. It is our indifference to or ignorance of the multiplicity of human elements in the 
society we seek to benefit that is responsible for the sinking outright of many of our fine 
plans. (Tarbell, 1939, p. 400) 

 
Democracy doesn’t place its faith in the rich or in the powerful, nor in the wise or the 

holy.  Democracy places its faith in the collective wisdom of the public - in public opinion.  The 

“all-powerful current,” which Tarbell described, is one of the forces that carves a path into the 

riverbank of history.  When that current is manipulated by “vituperation” (Tarbell, 1939, p. 242) 

or “hysterical sensationalism” (Roosevelt, 1961, p. 61), and public opinion is convinced without 

the slow and arduous process of becoming educated, the current may become diverted and 

undercut the riverbank upon which democracy stands.   

It is the job of journalists to provide evidence about the world – to be a “maker of 

understandings,” in the words of Ray Stannard Baker. Whether journalism succeeds at that task 

depends on the type of journalism that is practiced.   

Journalism can represents the raw materials needed to construct a sturdy public opinion 

or journalism can represent a cherry picked, strategic construction of reality.  Journalism can 

present evidence about the world, or it can present personal opinions about the world, and be a 

tool private interests use to manipulate public opinion.   

The muckraking era is often described as if it is a single entity, “the golden age of 

investigative journalism,” but the contrasting approaches of the muckrakers represent distinct 

types of journalism, which have fundamentally different roles with our democracy. 
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