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Lincoln Steffens: 
The Shame of the Cities (1904) 

The following account is taken verbatim from 
American History: A Survey (1987), by Alan Brinkley, Richard Current, et al. 

By the turn of the century, many of the muckrakers were turning their attention to government and particularly 

to the urban political machines. The most influential, perhaps, was Lincoln Steffens, a reporter for McClure’s 

magazine who traveled through much of the country in the first years of the century and produced a series of 

articles on municipal corruption that aroused a major public outcry. His portraits of “machine government” and 

“boss rule,” his exposures of “boodlers” in cities as diverse as St. Louis, Minneapolis, Cleveland, Cincinnati, 

Chicago, Philadelphia, and New York, his tone of studied moral outrage (as reflected in the title of his series 

and of the book that emerged from it, The Shame of the Cities)—all combined to persuade urban reformers of 

the need for a militant response. The alternative to leaving government in the hands of corrupt party leaders, 

the muckrakers argued, was for the people themselves to take a greater interest in public life. Indeed, some 

journalists seemed less outraged at the bosses themselves than at the apathetic public that seemed not to 

care about the corruption occurring in their midst. 

It was in the cities, many progressives believed, that the impact of party rule was most damaging. And it was 

municipal government, therefore, that became the first target of those working for political reform. Settlement 

houses, social workers, and scholars all attempted to focus attention on urban problems and the need for 

governmental changes to combat them. And muckraking journalists were especially successful in arousing 

public outrage at the rampant corruption and incompetence in city politics. 

The muckrakers struck a responsive chord among a powerful group of urban middle-class progressives. For 

several decades after the Civil War, “respectable” citizens of the nation’s large cities had avoided participation 

in municipal government. Viewing politics as a debased and demeaning activity, they shrank from contact with 

the “vulgar” elements who were coming to dominate public life. By the end of the century, however, a new 

generation of activists—some of them members of old aristocratic families, others a part of the new middle 

class—were taking a renewed interest in government. The nineteenth-century middle class had abdicated 

control of politics to the party organizations and the urban masses they manipulated; the twentieth-century 

middle class, appalled by the abuses and failures that had ensued, would win it back. 

They faced a formidable array of opponents. In addition to challenging the powerful city bosses and their 

entrenched political organizations, they were attacking a large group of special interests: saloon owners, 

brothel keepers, and perhaps most significantly, those businessmen who had established cozy and lucrative 

relationships with the urban machines and viewed reform as a threat to their profits. Allied with these interests 

were many influential newspapers, which ridiculed the reformers as naive do-gooders or prigs. Finally, there 

was the great constituency of urban working people, mostly of immigrant origin, to whom the machines were a 

source of needed services. To them, the progressives often seemed to be middle-class prudes attempting to 

impose an alien and unappealing life style. Gradually, however, the reformers gained in political strength—in 

part because of their own growing numbers, in part because of the conspicuous failures of the existing political 

leadership. And in the first years of the twentieth century, they began to score some important victories. 

One of the first major successes came in Galveston, Texas, where the old city government collapsed in 

ineffectuality in the wake of a destructive tidal wave in 1900. Capitalizing on public dismay, reformers (many of 



 

 

them local businessmen) won approval of a new city charter. The mayor and council were replaced by an 

elected, nonpartisan commission whose five members would jointly enact ordinances and individually run the 

main city departments. In 1907, Des Moines, Iowa, adopted its own version of the commission plan, and other 

cities soon followed. Another approach to reform, similarly motivated by the desire to remove city government 

from the hands of the parties, was the city-manager plan, by which elected officials hired an outside expert—

often a professionally trained business manager or engineer—to take charge of the government. Responsible 

not to the voters but to the councilors or commissioners who appointed him, the city manager would 

presumably remain untainted by the corrupting influence of politics. Staunton, Virginia, was one of the first 

municipalities to hire a city manager, in 1908. Five years later, Dayton, Ohio, attracted wider attention to the 

device when it adopted the new system after a major flood. By the end of the progressive era, almost 400 

cities were operating under commissions, and another 45 employed city managers. 

The commission governments and the city-manager systems removed municipal administration from party 

politics altogether. In most urban areas, and in the larger cities in particular, reformers had to settle for less 

absolute victories. They attempted to reform municipal elections in various ways. Some cities made the 

election of mayors nonpartisan (so that the parties could not choose the candidates) or moved them to years 

when no presidential or congressional races were in progress (to reduce the influence of the large turnouts 

that party organizations produced on such occasions). Reformers tried to make city councilors run at large, to 

limit the influence of ward leaders and district bosses. They tried to strengthen the power of the mayor at the 

expense of the city council, on the assumption that reformers were more likely to succeed in getting a 

sympathetic mayor elected than to win control of the entire council. 

Some of the most successful reformers emerged not from the new commission and city-manager systems but 

from conventional political structures that progressives came to control. Tom Johnson, the celebrated reform 

mayor of Cleveland, waged a long and difficult war against the powerful streetcar interests in his city, fighting 

to raise the ridiculously low assessments on railroad and utilities properties, to lower streetcar fares to 3 cents, 

and ultimately to impose municipal ownership on certain basic utilities. After Johnson’s defeat and death, his 

talented aide Newton D. Baker won election as mayor and helped maintain Cleveland’s reputation as the best-

governed city in America. Hazen Pingree of Detroit, Samuel “Golden Rule” Jones of Toledo, and other mayors 

effectively challenged local party bosses to bring the spirit of progressivism into city government. 

 
 

                     
 
 

When I set out on my travels, an honest New Yorker told me honestly that I would find that 

the Irish, the Catholic Irish, were at the bottom of it all everywhere. The first city I went to 

was St. Louis, a German city. The next was Minneapolis, a Scandinavian city, with a 

leadership of New Englanders. Then came Pittsburgh, Scotch Presbyterian, and that was what 

my New York friend was. “Ah, but they are all foreign populations,” I heard. The next city 

was Philadelphia, the purest American community of all, and the most hopeless. And after 

that came Chicago and New York, both mongrel-bred, but the one a triumph of reform, the 

other the best example of good government that I had seen. The “foreign element” excuse is 

one of the hypocritical lies that save us from the clear sight of ourselves….  

Now, the typical American citizen is the business man. The typical business man is a bad 

citizen; he is busy. If he is a “big business man” and very busy, he does not neglect, he is 

busy with politics, oh, very busy and very businesslike. I found him buying boodlers in St. 



 

 

Louis, defending grafters in Minneapolis, originating corruption in Pittsburgh, sharing with 

bosses in Philadelphia, deploring reform in Chicago, and beating good government with 

corruption funds in New York. He is a self-righteous fraud, this big business man. He is the 

chief source of corruption, and it were a boon if he would neglect politics. But he is not the 

business man that neglects politics; that worthy is the good citizen, the typical business man. 

He too is busy, he is the one that has no use and therefore no time for politics. When his 

neglect has permitted bad government to go so far that he can be stirred to action, he is 

unhappy, and he looks around for a cure that shall be quick, so that he may hurry back to the 

shop. Naturally, too, when he talks politics, he talks shop. His patent remedy is quack; it is 

business.  

“Give us a business man,” he says (“like me,” he means). “Let him introduce business 

methods into politics and government; then I shall be left alone to attend to my business.”  

There is hardly an office from United States Senator down to Alderman in any part of the 

country to which the business man has not been elected; yet politics remains corrupt, 

government pretty bad, and the selfish citizen has to hold himself in readiness like the old 

volunteer firemen to rush forth at any hour, in any weather, to prevent the fire; and he goes 

out sometimes and he puts out the fire (after the damage is done) and he goes back to the 

shop sighing for the business man in politics. The business man has failed in politics as he 

has in citizenship. Why?  

Because politics is business. That’s what’s the matter with it. That’s what’s the matter with 

everything—art, literature, religion, journalism, law, medicine,—they’re all business, and 

all—as you see them. Make politics a sport, as they do in England, or a profession, as they do 

in Germany, and we’ll have—well, something else than we have now, if we want it, which is 

another question. But don’t try to reform politics with the banker, the lawyer, and the dry-

goods merchant, for these are business men and there are two great hindrances to their 

achievement of reform: one is that they are different from, but no better than, the politicians; 

the other is that politics is not “their line.” There are exceptions both ways. Many politicians 

have gone out into business and done well (Tammany ex-mayors, and nearly all the old 

bosses of Philadelphia are prominent financiers in their cities), and business men have gone 

into politics and done well (Mark Hanna, for example). They haven’t reformed their adopted 

trades, however, though they have sometimes sharpened them most pointedly. The politician 

is a business man with a specialty. When a business man of some other line learns the 

business of politics, he is a politician, and there is not much reform left in him. Consider the 

United States Senate, and believe me.  

The commercial spirit is the spirit of profit, not patriotism; of credit, not honor; of individual 

gain, not national prosperity; of trade and dickering, not principle. “My business is sacred,” 

says the business man in his heart. “Whatever prospers my business, is good; it must be. 

Whatever hinders it, is wrong; it must be. A bribe is bad, that is, it is a bad thing to take; but it 

is not so bad to give one, not if it is necessary to my business.” “Business is business” is not a 

political sentiment, but our politician has caught it. He takes essentially the same view of the 

bribe, only he saves his self-respect by piling all his contempt upon the bribe-giver, and he 



 

 

has the great advantage of candor. “It is wrong, maybe,” he says, “but if a rich merchant can 

afford to do business with me for the sake of a convenience or to increase his already great 

wealth, I can afford, for the sake of a living, to meet him half way. I make no pretensions to 

virtue, not even on Sunday.” And as for giving bad government or good, how about the 

merchant who gives bad goods or good goods, according to the demand?  

But there is hope, not alone despair, in the commercialism of our politics. If our political 

leaders are to be always a lot of political merchants, they will supply any demand we may 

create. All we have to do is to establish a steady demand for good government. The bosses 

have us split up into parties. To him parties are nothing but means to his corrupt ends. He 

“bolts” his party, but we must not; the bribe-giver changes his party, from one election to 

another, from one county to another, from one city to another, but the honest voter must not. 

Why? Because if the honest voter cared no more for his party than the politician and the 

grafter, then the honest vote would govern, and that would be bad—for graft. It is idiotic, this 

devotion to a machine that is used to take our sovereignty from us. If we would leave parties 

to the politicians, and would vote not for the party, not even for men, but for the city, and the 

State, and the nation, we should rule parties, and cities, and States, and nation. If we would 

vote in mass on the more promising ticket, or, if the two are equally bad, would throw out the 

party that is in, and wait till the next election and then throw out the other party that is in—

then, I say, the commercial politician would feel a demand for good government and he 

would supply it. That process would take a generation or more to complete, for the politicians 

now really do not know what good government is. But it has taken as long to develop bad 

government, and the politicians know what that is. If it would not “go,” they would offer 

something else, and, if the demand were steady, they, being so commercial, would “deliver 

the goods.”  

But do the people want good government? Tammany says they don’t. Are the people honest? 

Are the people better than Tammany? Are they better than the merchant and the politician? 

Isn’t our corrupt government, after all, representative?  

President Roosevelt has been sneered at for going about the country preaching, as a cure for 

our American evils, good conduct in the individual, simple honesty, courage, and efficiency. 

“Platitudes” the sophisticated say. Platitudes? If my observations have been true, the literal 

adoption of Mr. Roosevelt’s reform scheme would result in a revolution, more radical and 

terrible to existing institutions, from the Congress to the Church, from the bank to the ward 

organization, than socialism or even than anarchy. Why, that would change all of us—not 

alone our neighbors, not alone the grafters, but you and me.  

No,…the corruption that shocks us in public affairs we practice ourselves in our private 

concerns. There is no essential difference between the pull that gets your wife into society or 

for your book a favorable review, and that which gets a heeler into office, a thief out of jail, 

and a rich man’s son on the board of directors of a corporation; none between the corruption 

of a labor union, a bank, and a political machine; none between a dummy director of a trust 

and the caucus-bound member of a legislature; none between a labor boss like Sam Parks, a 

boss of banks like John D. Rockefeller, a boss of railroads like J. P. Morgan, and a political 



 

 

boss like Matthew S. Quay. The boss is not a politician; he is an American institution, the 

product of a freed people that have not the spirit to be free.  

And it’s all a moral weakness; a weakness right where we think we are strongest. Oh, we are 

good—on Sunday—and we are “fearfully patriotic” on the Fourth of July. But the bribe we 

pay to the janitor to prefer our interests to the landlord’s, is the little brother of the bribe 

passed to the alderman to sell a city street, and the father of the air-brake stock assigned to the 

president of a railroad to have this life-saving invention adopted on his road. And as for graft, 

railroad passes, saloon and bawdy-house blackmail, and watered stock, all these belong to the 

same family. We are pathetically proud of our democratic institutions and our republican 

form of government, of our grand Constitution and our just laws. We are a free and sovereign 

people, we govern ourselves and the government is ours. But that is the point. We are 

responsible, not our leaders, since we follow them. We let them divert our loyalty from the 

United States to some “party”; we let them boss the party and turn our municipal democracies 

into autocracies and our republican nation into a plutocracy. We cheat our government and 

we let our leaders loot it, and we let them wheedle and bribe our sovereignty from us. True, 

they pass for us strict laws, but we are content to let them pass also bad laws, giving away 

public property in exchange; and our good, and often impossible, laws we allow to be used 

for oppression and blackmail. And what can we say? We break our own laws and rob our 

own government, the lady at the customhouse, the lyncher with his rope, and the captain of 

industry with his bribe and his rebate.  

The spirit of graft and of lawlessness is the American spirit….When I set out to describe the 

corrupt systems of certain typical cities, I meant to show simply how the people were 

deceived and betrayed….It was impossible in the space of a magazine article to cover in any 

one city all the phases of municipal government, so I chose cities that typified most strikingly 

some particular phase or phases. Thus as St. Louis exemplified boodle; Minneapolis, police 

graft; Pittsburgh, a political and industrial machine; and Philadelphia, general civic 

corruption; so Chicago was an illustration of reform, and New York of good government. All 

these things occur in most of these places. There are, and long have been, reformers in St. 

Louis, and there is to-day police graft there. Minneapolis has had boodling and council 

reform, and boodling is breaking out there again. Pittsburg has general corruption, and 

Philadelphia a very perfect political machine. Chicago has police graft and a low order of 

administrative and general corruption which permeates business, labor, and society generally. 

As for New York, the metropolis might exemplify almost anything that occurs anywhere in 

American cities, but no city has had for many years such a good administration as was that of 

Mayor Seth Low. 

We Americans may have failed. We may be mercenary and selfish. Democracy with us may 

be impossible and corruption inevitable, but these articles, if they have proved nothing else, 

have demonstrated beyond doubt that we can stand the truth; that there is pride in the 

character of American citizenship; and that this pride may be a power in the land. So this little 

volume, a record of shame and yet of self-respect, a disgraceful confession, yet a declaration 

of honor, is dedicated, in all good faith, to the accused—to all the citizens of all the cities in 

the United States. 



 

 

 

 

 What cities did Steffens visit and comment about? 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 In this article, which big city does Steffens remark about favorably? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Apart from this excerpt, identify the mayor and city christened 

by Steffens as “the best mayor of the best-governed city in the United 

States.”  What same-state city was called “the worst” by Steffens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What is the opinion of Steffens regarding businessmen? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What is the opinion of Steffens concerning politics in America? 



 

 

 

 

 What view did Steffens hold regarding loyalty to political parties? 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 What influence did Steffens believe business had on government? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 What hope did Steffens see for the future? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Steffens uses the terminology “boodler” and “boodlings” often.  What 
do you think Steffens means by these words? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 According to Steffens, how are Sam Parks, John D. Rockefeller, 

J. P. Morgan, and Matthew S. Quay similar? 
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