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THE TIMELESS
IMPACT OF
LINCOLN
STEFFENS THE
SHAME OF THE
CITIES

In  the  pantheon  of
American  investigative
journalism,  few  works
have left as indelible a
m a r k  a s  L i n c o l n
Steffens  The  Shame
O f  T h e  C i t i e s .
Published in 1904, this
collection  of  piercing
articles  stands  as  a
monument  t o  t he
power  of  the  written
w o r d  t o  e x p o s e
systemic rot and spark

meaningful  reform.
More  than  a  century
later,  its  lessons  on
political  corruption,
civic responsibility, and
the  courage  required
to speak truth to power
remain  remarkably
relevant.  This  article
delves  into  the life  of
Lincoln  Steffens,  the
c o n t e x t  o f  h i s
groundbreaking  work,
the  specific  cases  he
investigated,  and  the
enduring  legacy  of  a
book  tha t  he lped
define  the  Progressive
Era.

Who Was
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Lincoln
Steffens?
Joseph  Lincoln  Steffens
w a s  b o r n  i n  S a n
Francisco in 1866 and
init ial ly  pursued  a
career  in  philosophy
and ethics, studying at
the  Un ive r s i t y  o f
California,  Berkeley,
and  later  in  Europe.
However ,  h is  t rue
call ing  emerged  in
journalism. After a stint
a t  t h e  N e w  Y o r k
Evening  Post,  Steffens
j o i ned  McC lu re ' s
Magazine,  where  he
q u i c k l y  g a i n e d  a
r e p u t a t i o n  a s  a
relentless  investigator.
Unlike  many reporters
of his day who focused
on  sensationalism,
Steffens  was
methodical,  analytical,
and deeply committed
to  uncover ing  the
underlying  systems

t h a t  e n a b l e d
corruption. His work on
u r b a n  p o l i t i c a l
machines,  culminating
in the series that would
b e c o m e  L i n c o l n
Steffens  The  Shame
Of  The  Cities,  made
him  a  central  figure  in
t h e  m u c k r a k i n g
movement—a  term
President  Theodore
Roosevelt  coined,  not
always  affectionately,
to  describe  journalists
who dug up the dirt of
society.

The
Progressi
ve Era
and the
Rise of
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Muckraki
ng
To fully appreciate the
significance  of  Lincoln
Steffens  The  Shame
Of  The  Cities,  one
must  understand  the
historical  landscape of
early  20th-century
America.  The  nation
was  undergoing  rapid
i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,
urbanizat ion,  and
immigration.  Cities
were swelling with new
residents, and with this
growth came immense
c h a l l e n g e s :
o v e r c r o w d e d
tenements,  unsafe
working  conditions,
and, most critically for
Steffens,  the
e n t r e n c h m e n t  o f
political  machines.
These  machines,  such
as  Tammany  Hall  in
New  York,  operated
through  a  system  of

patronage,  bribery,
a n d  g r a f t .  T h e y
contro l led  pol ice,
c o u r t s ,  a n d  c i t y
contracts,  often  in
plain sight.  The public
was frustrated but felt
powerless.  Into  this
environment  stepped
t h e
muckrakers—journalist
s like Ida Tarbell, Upton
Sinclair,  and  Lincoln
Steffens—who  used
m a s s - c i r c u l a t i o n
magazines  to  expose
t h e  g a p  b e t w e e n
America's  democratic
ideals  and  its  corrupt
real i t ies.  Lincoln
Steffens  The  Shame
Of The Cities was the
resu l t  o f  a  dar ing
editorial decision to let
Steffens  travel  across
the  country,  spending
months in each city, to
d o c u m e n t  t h e
m e c h a n i c s  o f
corruption firsthand.
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THE CORE OF THE
BOOK: A JOURNEY
THROUGH

CORRUPT CITIES

Lincoln  Steffens  The
Shame Of The Cities
is  structured  around
detailed case studies of
six  major  American
c i t i e s :  S t .  L o u i s ,
M i n n e a p o l i s ,
P i t t s b u r g h ,
Philadelphia,  Chicago,
and New York. Steffens
did  not  simply  report
on  isolated  scandals;
he sought to show that
corruption  was  not  a
m o r a l  f a i l i n g  o f
individual  politicians
but a systemic feature
of  how  ci t ies  were
governed.  His  central
thesis  was  that  the
corruption was not just
a problem of the poor
o r  t he  immig ran t
c l a s ses ,  a s  many
nativist  narratives
suggested, but rather a
conspiracy  between

corrupt  politicians  and
wealthy business elites
who benefited from lax
r e g u l a t i o n s  a n d
favorable contracts.

St. Louis
and
Minneapo
lis: The
Mechanic
s of Graft
In  his  chapter  on  St.
Louis,  Steffens
m e t i c u l o u s l y
documented  how  the
c i t y ' s  l e a d i n g
businessmen  openly
b r i b e d  c o u n c i l
members  to  secure
streetcar  franchises
and  other  lucrative
d e a l s .  H e  n a m e d
n a m e s ,  p r o v i d e d
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evidence,  and showed
how  the  so-ca l led
"better  element"  of
society  was  often  the
a r c h i t e c t  o f  t h e
c o r r u p t i o n  t h e y
publicly  condemned.
The  Minneapolis  story
was  even  more  stark.
There,  Steffens
exposed  a  r ing  o f
gamblers ,  sa loon
keepers,  and  police
officials  who  ran  the
city almost as a private
e n t e r p r i s e .  T h e
governor of  Minnesota
eventually  had  to  call
in the militia to restore
order after the system
broke  down.  In  both
cases,  Steffens
demonstrated that the
v o t e r s  w e r e  n o t
ent i re ly  innocent
either—they  elected
these  officials,  often
trading their  votes for
m i n o r  f a v o r s  o r
outright  bribes.

Pittsburg
h and
Philadelp
hia: The
Alliance
of
Business
and
Politics
In  Pittsburgh,  Lincoln
Steffens  The  Shame
O f  T h e  C i t i e s
revea led  how  the
powerful  industrial
interests, including the
s t e e l  m a g n a t e s ,
worked  hand-in-glove
with  the  Republican
political  machine.  The
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city  government  was
essentially an auxiliary
of  corporate  power,
providing  protection
and  favorable  policies
in exchange for a share
of  the  profits.
P h i l a d e l p h i a ,
meanwhile,  presented
a case study in sheer
inefficiency and brazen
theft.  Steffens
described  a  political
system  so  thoroughly
corrupt  that  it  was
almost  a  parody  of
itself.  Gas works were
mismanaged  in to
b a n k r u p t c y ,  t a x
assessments  were
rigged,  and  the  city
treasury  was  looted
with  impunity.  The
chapter on Philadelphia
is particularly damning
because it  shows that
even  reform  efforts
were  co-opted  and
neutral ized  by  the
machine.

Chicago
and New
York: The
Spectacle
of Urban
Politics
The  Chicago  chapter
focused  on  the  battle
between  the  reform-
minded  Mayor  Carter
Harrison  I I  and  the
en t renched  Cook
County  Democratic
machine.  Steffens
captured  the  chaotic
energy  of  the  city,
where  corruption  was
not  hidden  but  rather
conducted as a brash,
public  spectacle.  In
New  York,  the  book
culminates  with  an
analysis  of  Tammany
Hall and the legendary
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Boss  Richard  Croker.
Steffens,  however,  did
not  simply rehash the
old  stories  of  Boss
Tweed.  Instead,  he
showed how Tammany
had  evolved  into  a
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
organizat ion  that
provided  real  services
to immigrants and the
p o o r  w h i l e
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
enriching  its  leaders
through  systematic
g r a f t .  L i n c o l n
Steffens  The  Shame
Of  The  Cities  made
the  uncomfortable
a r g u m e n t  t h a t
Tammany was not just
a  criminal  enterprise
b u t  a l s o  a  s o c i a l
welfare  system—albeit
one built on theft.

KEY THEMES AND
REVELATIONS

Severa l  power fu l
themes  run  through
Lincoln  Steffens  The
Shame Of The Cities,

e l eva t i ng  i t  f r om
expose  to  enduring
social  commentary.

Systemic, Not
Personal,
Corruption:
Steffens argued
that the problem
was never just "a
few bad apples."
The entire
system—includin
g voters,
businessmen,
and
politicians—was
complicit. The
corruption was
the logical
outcome of a
system designed
to reward private
gain over public
good.
The Complicity
of the
"Respectable"
Classes: One of
Steffens's most
shocking claims
was that the
leading
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businessmen and
professionals
were often the
primary drivers
of corruption.
They paid the
bribes, funded
the machines,
and then
hypocritically
complained
about "dirty
politics."
The Failure of
Reform
Without
Understanding:
Steffens was
skeptical of naive
reform
movements that
focused only on
throwing out one
set of politicians
for another. He
insisted that real
change required
understanding
the economic
and social
systems that
created

corruption in the
first place.
The Role of the
Press: Steffens
believed that
publicity was a
powerful
disinfectant. His
investigative
work assumed
that if citizens
were fully
informed about
how their
government
actually
functioned, they
would demand
change.

THE MUCKRAKING
LEGACY

W h e n  T h e o d o r e
Roosevelt  labeled
Steffens  and  his  peers
"muckrakers,"  he  was
referencing a character
i n  J o h n  B u n y a n ' s
*Pilgrim's  Progress*
who was so focused on
raking the muck on the
floor  that  he  could  not
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see the celestial crown.
Roosevelt worried that
too much exposure of
corruption would breed
c y n i c i s m  a n d
undermine  faith  in
democracy.  Steffens,
however, believed that
A m e r i c a n s  c o u l d
handle  the  truth.  The
publication  of  Lincoln
Steffens  The  Shame
Of The Cities in book
f o r m ,  a f t e r  i t s
s e r i a l i z a t i o n  i n
*McClure's*,  was  a
commercial and critical
success.  It  helped  to
p o p u l a r i z e
i n v e s t i g a t i v e
journalism as a distinct
and  vital  profession.
Together  with  works
l i ke  Ida  Ta rbe l l ' s
expose of Standard Oil
and  Upton  Sinclair's
*The Jungle*, Steffens's
book galvanized public
o p i n i o n  a n d
contributed to a wave
of Progressive reforms,
including  the  direct

election  of  senators
(17th  Amendment),
women's  suffrage
(19th  Amendment),
and the establishment
of  municipal  research
bureaus  designed  to
make city government
more  efficient  and
transparent.

Criticisms
and
Controver
sies
N o  w o r k  o f  t h i s
magnitude  is  without
i t s  c r i t i c s .  S o m e
historians have argued
that  Steffens
o v e r s t a t e d  t h e
pervas iveness  o f
c o r r u p t i o n  a n d
underestimated  the
genuine  democratic
e n e r g y  o f  u r b a n
political  machines.



10

10 Lincoln Steffens The Shame Of The
Cities

2023-05-15

Others  have  pointed
out  that  his  focus  on
"good  government"
reform  often  aligned
with  the  interests  of
e l i tes  who  s imply
wanted  lower  taxes
and  less  spending  on
services  for  the  poor.
Steffens  himself  grew
more radical over time,
eventually traveling to
revolutionary  Russia
a n d  e x p r e s s i n g
s y m p a t h y  f o r
communism,  a  stance
that  tarnished  his
reputation later in life.
Nevertheless, the core
critique  of  Lincoln
Steffens  The  Shame
Of The Cities remains
p o w e r f u l :  t h a t  a
democracy  cannot
survive  if  its  citizens
to lerate  a  system
where  private  wealth
controls  public  power.

RELEVANCE FOR
TODAY'S READERS

Why should a reader in

the  21st  century  pick
up  a  book  written  in
1904  about  long-dead
p o l i t i c i a n s  a n d
forgotten  scandals?
The answer lies in the
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
para l le ls .  Modern
c o n c e r n s  a b o u t
campaign  finance,
corporate lobbying, the
revolving door between
g o v e r n m e n t  a n d
indust ry ,  and  the
erosion of  public  trust
in  institutions  are  all
echoes  of  the  issues
Steffens  tackled.  The
term "machine politics"
m a y  h a v e  b e e n
replaced  by  "dark
money"  and  "political
action  committees,"
but the principle is the
same:  concentrated
wealth seeking to bend
the rules of democracy
to  i t s  advantage .
Read ing  L inco ln
Steffens  The  Shame
Of  The  Cities  today
offers  a  historical
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perspective  on  these
problems, showing that
they are not new and
t h a t  p r e v i o u s
generat ions  have
successfully  fought
back. It also serves as
a warning that the fight
is  never  over;  eternal
vigilance  remains  the
price of liberty.

Lessons
for
Journalist
s and
Citizens
For aspiring journalists,
Steffens's methodology
r e m a i n s  a  g o l d
standard. He immersed
himself  in  his  subject,
cult ivated  sources
ac ross  the  soc ia l
spectrum, and insisted
on  verifiable  evidence.

He  d id  not  re ly  on
anonymous  leaks  or
partisan talking points.
For  ordinary  citizens,
Lincoln  Steffens  The
Shame Of The Cities
i s  a  c a l l  t o
engagement.  Steffens
be l ieved  that  the
problem  was  not  the
corruption of  the poor
or  the  wickedness  of
t h e  r i c h ,  b u t  t h e
indifference  of  the
average  voter .  He
wrote not to shock but
to  awaken.  His  final
message in the book is
not one of despair but
of hope: if  people can
be educated to see the
system  clearly,  they
have  the  power  to
change  it.

CONCLUSION

Lincoln  Steffens  The
Shame Of The Cities
i s  fa r  more  than  a
historical artifact. It is a
foundational  text  of
American  investigative
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journal ism,  a  case
study  in  systemic
corruption, and a moral
argument  for  civic
engagement.  Steffens
did  not  offer  easy
solutions;  he  offered
the  truth,  presented
with  clarity,  courage,
and  a  profound  belief
in  the  potent ia l  of
democracy.  In  an  era
w h e r e  t h e  l i n e s
between news, opinion,
and  propaganda  are
often blurred, returning
t o  t h e  w o r k  o f  a
muckraker like Steffens
reminds  us  o f  the

original  purpose  of
journalism:  to  hold
power  accountable,  to
inform the public,  and
to  insist  that  the  city
can be better than it is.
The  shame  o f  t he
cities,  as  Steffens
understood  it,  is  not
that  they  are  corrupt,
but that we accept that
c o r r u p t i o n  a s
inevitable.  His  book
remains a challenge to
every  generation  to
refuse that acceptance
a n d  t o  d e m a n d  a
government  that  truly
serves the people.


