The Chicago Defender in the Progressive Era

MARY E. STOVALL

T he Chicago Defender, a weekly newspa-
per begun in 1905 by the son of former
slaves, transcended the boundaries of its
South Side offices to become the country's
foremost shaper of black thought. Begin-
ning with a small paper that he sold door
to door, founder Robert S. Abbou, in the
words of Gunnar Myrdal, was “destined to
revolutionize Negro journalism.”"

From offices in Chicago, the nation’s sec-
ond-largest city and an important center of
the Progressive movement in the frst two
decades of the twentieth century, the
Defender held forth on a range of political
and social issues. [ts news stories and edito-
rials between 1910 and 1921 can serve as a
case study of whether the concerns cham-
pioned by Progressives were of interest to
northern blacks or whether Progressivism
universally—as C. Vann Woodward
observed about southern Progressivism—
was “for whites only.”?

The Progressive critique of America
stated that industnalization, urbanization,
and immigration had come at a cost of
“social dislocation, moral confusion, and
suffering”; the Progressive solution was a
basic restructuring of all institutions.® In
actuality, Progressivism was a catch-all
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movement of various reforms and coali-
tions of retormers—ranging from immi-
grant workers to displaced gentry—who
shared a common desire to reshape soci-
ety. Particularly they were concerned with
putifying government, regulating big busi-
ness, and erecting the welfare state. Over-
whelmingly, Progressives shared another
characteristic. Despite their disparity in
background and status, most of them had
the same racial identity, that of being
white,

Abbott had founded the Defender out ot
dissatisfaction with the white press, which
consistently emphasized black crime and
omitted black achievements. The growth
ol the Defender in circulation and prestige
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