
 

 

Progressive Movement and a New View of Government 

 

Contrast the different views of the purpose of government, as well as what the primary struggle in society is, in 

these two documents and eras. Which of these two views would provide for a more active and powerful 

government? 

 

Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence (1776—but you already knew that) 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure 

these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed; that, whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the 

people to alter or abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and 

organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. 

 

Theodore  Roosevelt, excerpted from his New Nationalism Speech (1910) 

Our country—this great Republic—means nothing unless it means the triumph of a real democracy, the triumph 

of popular government, and, in the long run, of an economic system under which each man shall be guaranteed 

the opportunity to show the best that there is in him. That is why the history of America is now the central 

feature of the history of the world; for the world has set its face hopefully toward our democracy; and, O my 

fellow citizens, each one of you carries on your shoulders not only the burden of doing well for the sake of your 

country, but the burden of doing well and of seeing that this nation does well for the sake of mankind…. 

At many stages in the advance of humanity, this conflict between the men who possess more than they have 

earned and the men who have earned more than they possess is the central condition of progress. In our day it 

appears as the struggle of freemen to gain and hold the right of self-government as against the special interests, 

who twist the methods of free government into machinery for defeating the popular will. At every stage, and 

under all circumstances, the essence of the struggle is to equalize opportunity, destroy privilege, and give to the 

life and citizenship of every individual the highest possible value both to himself and to the commonwealth…. 

The object of government is the welfare of the people. The material progress and prosperity of a nation are 

desirable chiefly so long as they lead to the moral and material welfare of all good citizens. Just in proportion as 

the average man and woman are honest, capable of sound judgment and high ideals, active in public affairs—

but, first of all, sound in their home, and the father and mother of healthy children whom they bring up well—

just so far, and no farther, we may count our civilization a success. We must have—I believe we have already—a 

genuine and permanent moral awakening, without which no wisdom of legislation or administration really 

means anything; and, on the other hand, we must try to secure the social and economic legislation without 

which any improvement due to purely moral agitation is necessarily evanescent. 


