
Muckrakers 

During the Progressive Era, brave reporters exposed misdeeds in business and poor living 
conditions in American cities.  

Overview 

• Muckrakers were journalists and novelists of the Progressive Era who 

sought to expose corruption in big business and government. 

• The work of muckrakers influenced the passage of key legislation that 

strengthened protections for workers and consumers. 

• Some of the most famous muckrakers were women, including Ida 

Tarbelland Ida B. Wells. 

The Jungle 
“I aimed at the public’s heart, and by accident I hit it in the stomach.” So 

lamented Upton Sinclair, author of the novel The Jungle, a fictionalized 

account of the corruption and contamination in Chicago’s meatpacking 

industry. Sinclair was one of the most famous muckrakers of 

the Progressive Era, and had written The Jungle in 1905 to raise public 

awareness of the exploitation and foul conditions to which workers in 

the meatpacking industry were subjected. 

 

Ironically, however, what concerned readers the most was not the trials 

and tribulations of the exploited industrial worker, but the novel’s 

description of meat contamination. The public outcry helped lead to the 

passage of the Meat Inspection Act and Pure Food and Drug Act of 

1906, both of which established federal regulatory power over the food 

and drug industries.^11start superscript, 1, end superscript 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/rise-to-world-power/age-of-empire/a/the-progressive-era


Background to the Progressive Era 

The Progressive Era (1890s-1920s) in US history was a period of 

intense social and political reform. Progressive reformers sought to 

expand the regulatory power of the federal government in order to 

expose corruption, eliminate unfair business practices, and improve 

society. Progressive reformers shared a faith in the power of government 

to redress social ills and a belief that human nature could be 

improved.^22start superscript, 2, end superscript 

Industry tycoons like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie had 

been criticized for amassing vast quantities of wealth at the expense of 

the working man. The Progressive Era witnessed the rise of labor 

unions, which sought to promote the interests of workers against the 

powerful business, corporate, and banking magnates. Other advocacy 

groups arose in this period to demand protections not just for labor, but 

for women, children, consumers, and the natural environment as 

well.^33start superscript, 3, end superscript Muckrakers were an 

important part of this movement. 

Raking the muck: exposing corruption in big 
business and government 

The term “muckraker” was popularized in 1906, when Theodore 

Roosevelt delivered a speech suggesting that “the men with the muck 

rakes are often indispensable to the well being of society; but only if they 

know when to stop raking the muck . . ."^44start superscript, 4, end 

superscript In this context, “raking the muck” refers to the practices of 



investigative journalists and activists who brought the unpleasant 

“muck” of corruption in government and big business to the surface. 

Some of the most famous Progressive muckrakers were women. Ida 

Tarbell, a teacher, author, and journalist, published a series of articles in 

McClure’s Magazine in 1902. These articles became the foundation for 

her book, The History of the Standard Oil Company, which was published 

in 1904, and depicted Standard Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller as a 

greedy, miserly monopolist. The book quickly became a bestseller and 

established Tarbell as an early pioneer of investigative journalism. 

Interesting fact, Tarbell’s father had his business destroyed by John D. 

Rockefeller. 

 

Muckrakers also sought to raise awareness of poverty and other social 

ills associated with industrialization. Jacob Riis, a Danish immigrant and 

photojournalist, published an eighteen-page photo essay called How the 

Other Half Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York, which 

appeared first in the February 1889 issue of Scribner's magazine, and the 

following year was published as a book. The photos documented the 

harsh living conditions of recent immigrants in New York City and 

inspired reforms such as the New York Tenement House Act of 1901, 

which required tenement housing to be cleaner, safer, and more 

spacious. 

 


