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LINCOLN
STEFFENS: THE
MUCKRAKER WHO
EXPOSED
AMERICA’S
CORRUPTION

Long before the era of
24-hour  news  cycles
a n d  v i r a l
investigations,  a  small
cadre  of  journalists
reshaped  American
society  by  wielding
nothing  more  than  a
pen, a notepad, and an
unshakable  moral
compass. Among them,
n o  n a m e  s t a n d s
t a l l e r — o r  m o r e
controversially—than
Lincoln  Steffens.
Often  remembered  as
t h e  f a t h e r  o f

muckraking journalism,
Steffens  dedicated  his
career to peeling back
the  gilded  veneer  of
early  20th-century
America,  revealing  a
fes te r i ng  co re  o f
po l i t i ca l  b r ibery ,
corporate  greed,  and
systemic  injustice.  His
1904 book, The Shame
of the Cities, remains a
l a n d m a r k  i n
investigative reporting,
a  work  that  not  only
exposed corruption but
dared  to  ask  whether
democracy itself  could
survive  in  an  age  of
r a m p a n t  s p e c i a l
interests.  Yet  Steffens
was  far  more  than  a
single  book  or  a  one-
note  crusader .  He
evolved from a reform-
minded reporter into a
global thinker, a friend
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of revolutionaries,  and
ultimately  a  figure
whose  legacy  is  as
c o m p l e x  a s  t h e
corruption  he  fought.
To understand the soul
o f  A m e r i c a n
i n v e s t i g a t i v e
journalism,  one  must
first understand the life
and  work  of  Lincoln
Steffens.
Born  in  1866  in  San
Francisco,  Steffens
g r e w  u p  i n  a
prosperous  household
and  seemed  destined
for  a  conventional  life
i n  b u s i n e s s  o r
academia.  Instead,  a
restless  curiosity  led
him to Europe for post-
graduate  study,  and
then back to New York,
where  he  fe l l  in to
journalism  almost  by
accident.  He  would
l a t e r  w r i t e  t h a t
covering  the  police
beat for the New York
Evening Post gave him
a  s t r e e t - l e v e l

education  in  human
nature.  It  was  there,
walking  the  crooked
alleys  and  shadowy
p r e c i n c t s  o f
M a n h a t t a n ,  t h a t
Steffens  first  noticed  a
pattern:  behind  every
scandal,  every  bribe,
every  fixed  election,
there was a system—a
network  of  mutually
beneficial  corruption
that  bound politicians,
businessmen, and even
ordinary  voters.  This
insight  would  become
the  bedrock  of  h is
entire  career.

THE RISE OF THE
MUCKRAKER

The term “muckraker”
itself  was  coined  by
President  Theodore
R o o s e v e l t ,  w h o
borrowed it  from John
Bunyan’s  Pilgrim’s
Progress.  Roosevelt
applied it to journalists
like  Steffens  who  were
“raking  the  muck”  of
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s o c i e t y — b r i n g i n g
unpleasant  truths  to
light.  Steffens
embraced  the  label,
though he later argued
that  he  was  do ing
more  than  s imp ly
stirring filth. He was, in
h i s  o w n  w o r d s ,  a
“scientific  reporter,”
applying  a  method  of
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
deduction  to  uncover
the  hidden  structures
of power.
Steffens’s  big  break
came  when  he  joined
McClure’s  Magazine,  a
p u b l i c a t i o n  t h a t
became  synonymous
with  the  muckraking
movement.  Alongside
Ida  Tarbell  (who  took
on  Standard  Oil)  and
Ray  Stannard  Baker
(who  exposed  labor
exploitation),  Steffens
turned McClure’s into a
national  force.  His
a s s i g n m e n t :
investigate  corruption
in American cities.  He

started with  St.  Louis,
t h e n  m o v e d  t o
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. What he
found in each city was
both  appall ing  and
predictable.  In  St.
Lou is ,  a  “bood le”
s y s t e m  o f  b r i b e s
controlled  everything
f r o m  s t r e e t c a r
franchises  to  police
p r o t e c t i o n .  I n
Philadelphia,  political
boss Israel Durham ran
the city like a personal
fiefdom.  In  every  case,
the corruption was not
a personal failing of a
few bad actors—it was
a machine, greased by
bus inessmen  who
found  bribery  cheaper
than  competition  and
by  voters  who  traded
their ballots for jobs or
favors.
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The
Shame of
the
Cities: A
Blueprint
for
Modern
Investigat
ive
Journalis

m
When  Steffens
collected his magazine
articles into The Shame
of the Cities (1904), he
created  a  work  that
s t i l l  resonates  in

modern  investigative
reporting.  The book is
n o t  a  d r y  l i s t  o f
s c a n d a l s ;  i t  i s  a
narrative of complicity.
Steffens  wrote  with  a
novel is t ’s  eye  for
c h a r a c t e r  a n d  a
moralist’s  fire,  but  he
never  descended  into
sensationalism.  His
prose  is  measured,
almost  clinical,  yet  it
builds  an  undeniable
case  that  corruption
w a s  a n  A m e r i c a n
e p i d e m i c ,  n o t  a n
isolated  crime.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful sections deals
with  Phi ladelphia,
which  Steffens  called
“ c o r r u p t  a n d
contented.” He showed
that  the  city’s  voters
were  not  innocent
victims;  they  were
partners in the system.
“The  people  are  not
innocent,”  he  wrote.
“That is the one lesson
from  Philadelphia.”



Lincoln Steffens 5

5

This  was  a  radica l
claim for its time. Most
reformers  assumed
that  ordinary  citizens
were  duped by  clever
con  artists.  Steffens
insisted that Americans
got  the  government
they deserved because
they  were  willing  to
trade  integrity  for
material  comfort.  His
call  to  action was not
f o r  s t r i c t e r  l a w s
alone—it  was  for  a
c h a n g e  i n  p u b l i c
conscience.
This insight makes The
Shame of the Cities still
relevant  more  than  a
century later. In an age
of  dark  money,  Super
PACs,  and  lobbying
scandals,  Steffens’s
central  thesis—that
systemic  corruption
can  only  be  defeated
when  voters  demand
better—remains  a
foundational  truth  of
civic  life.  The  book  is
required  reading  in

journalism schools, not
just  for  its  historical
importance, but for its
methodological  rigor:
Steffens  documented
his claims with names,
da tes ,  and  do l l a r
amounts,  setting  a
standard for evidence-
based reporting.

THE MUCKRAKING
METHOD: HOW
STEFFENS
WORKED

Steffens  was  not  a
desk  reporter .  He
immersed  himself  in
t h e  w o r l d s  h e
investigated. He spent
weeks  in  each  city,
meeting with everyone
from the mayor to the
smallest  fixer.  He
c u l t i v a t e d
sources—sometimes
by  assuring  them  he
was not out to destroy
them  personally,  only
to  explain  how  the
system  worked.  This
approach  earned  him
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access  that  o ther
reporters  could  only
dream  of.  He  would
a t t e n d  s e c r e t
meet ings ,  rev iew
ledgers, and then piece
together  the  invisible
architecture of  bribery
and kickbacks.
One technique that set
Steffens  apart  was  his
refusal to name names
purely for shock value;
he used the names to
build  a  case  that  the
p r o b l e m  w a s
structural,  not  merely
individual.  When  he
e x p o s e d  t h e  l i n k
between  corporations
and city governments,
he  was  ca re fu l  t o
explain how the money
flowed,  not  just  who
took it.  This made his
work  more  persuasive
to  re form-minded
readers,  including
President  Roosevelt,
who  met  with  Steffens
privately to discuss his
findings.

Another  hallmark  of
Steffens’s  writing  was
his  voice.  He  wrote
with  an  understated
a u t h o r i t y ,  o f t e n
deploying irony and a
dry  w i t .  He  might
describe a corrupt boss
as “a man of business
who  understands  the
value  of  friendship.”
This subtlety made his
criticisms  sting  more
than  outright  name-
calling  ever  could.  It
also helped him avoid
libel  suits—though  he
still faced legal threats,
h e  w a s  n e v e r
successfully  sued.  His
careful  documentation
and  fair-minded  tone
gave  him  legal  and
moral  cover.

THE LIMITS OF
REFORM:
STEFFENS’S LATER
CAREER

After  his  city-by-city
crusade,  Steffens
turned his attention to
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s ta te  and  federa l
corruption.  He  wrote
about  the  “shame  of
t h e  s t a t e s , ”
investigating  capital
a n d  l a b o r ,  t h e
judiciary, and the press
i t se l f .  Bu t  a s  t he
Progressive Era waned,
Steffens  grew
dis i l lus ioned  with
piecemeal  reform.  He
began  to  believe  that
corruption  was  not  a
bug  in  the  American
s y s t e m  b u t  a
f e a t u r e — t h a t
c a p i t a l i s m  i t s e l f
incentivized  venality.
This  radicalization  led
h i m  t o  t r a v e l  t o
revolutionary  Mexico
a n d ,  m o s t
controversially,  to  the
Soviet  Union  after
Lenin ’s  Bo lshevik
takeover.
In  1919,  Steffens
vis i ted  the  Soviet
Union  and  famously
wrote  to  a  friend:  “I
have  seen  the  future,

and  it  works.”  This
statement would haunt
him for the rest of his
life.  He  was  initially
impressed  by  the
Bolsheviks’ attempts to
eliminate  the  class
s y s t e m  a n d  t h e
corruption  he  saw  in
capitalist  democracies.
He  bought  into  the
idealistic  promise  of
communism,  failing  to
s e e — o r  p e r h a p s
c h o o s i n g  t o
ignore—the  brutality,
c e n s o r s h i p ,  a n d
emerging  dictatorship
t h a t  o t h e r s  w e r e
already warning about.
Steffens’s  “Soviet
enthusiasm”  damaged
his  reputation  among
many American liberals
and  conservatives
alike.  After  Joseph
Stalin’s purges and the
full horror of the Soviet
system  became  clear,
Steffens  admitted  he
h a d  b e e n  p a r t l y
mistaken.  But  the
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damage  to  his  legacy
was  done.  He  died  in
1936, still  a polarizing
figure.

The
Complexi
ty of
Steffens’s
Legacy
T o d a y ,  L i n c o l n
Steffens  is
remembered  primarily
a s  a  p i o n e e r i n g
muckraker,  but  his
later  political  naivety
often overshadows his
earlier  achievements.
Historians wrestle with
this duality: a man who
cou ld  expose  the
smallest  bribe  in  St.
Louis  yet  fall  for  the
grandest lie of the 20th
cen tu ry .  Ye t  i t  i s
p r e c i s e l y  t h i s

complexity that makes
Steffens  a  fascinating
subject.  He was not a
saint—he was a fallible,
searching human being
who followed his logic
a l l  t h e  w a y  t o
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
conclusions.
I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f
modern  journalism,
Steffens’s  influence  is
u n d e n i a b l e .  T h e
standard  of  deep-dive
i n v e s t i g a t i v e
reporting—the  kind
that  takes  months,
relies  on  documents,
a n d  n a m e s
names—owes a debt to
his  methods.  Modern
journalists  like  David
Cay Johnston, the late
Mike Royko, and even
Bob  Woodward  and
Carl Bernstein cite the
muckraking  tradition
that  Steffens  helped
establish. The spirit  of
The  Shame  o f  the
Cities lives on in every
exposé  of  municipal
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corrupt ion,  every
report on dark money,
every  investigation
that forces a politician
to resign.

SEMANTIC
KEYWORDS AND
NATURAL
INTEGRATION

When writing about the
history  of  journalism,
one cannot ignore the
role  of  muckraking
journalism in shaping
public  policy.  Lincoln
Steffens  remains  a
cornerstone  of  this
tradition,  alongside
journalists  like  Ida
Tarbell  and  Upton
S i n c l a i r .  T h e
Progressive  Era
reforms—including  the
Pure  Food  and  Drug
Act and direct election
of  senators—were
fueled  in  part  by  the
public  outrage  that
muckrakers generated.
Steffens’s  work  in  The
Shame of the Cities

i s  s t i l l  s tud ied  i n
college  courses  on
i n v e s t i g a t i v e
reporting ,  media
ethics, and American
political  history.  His
belief  that  corruption
was  systemic,  not
individual,  influences
modern  pol it ical
s c i e n c e  a n d
sociology. Even today,
when  a  journa l i s t
reveals a quid-pro-quo
arrangement  in  a  city
c o u n c i l  o r  a
s t a t e h o u s e ,  t h e
shadow  of  L incoln
Steffens looms large.

LESSONS FROM
STEFFENS FOR
TODAY’S
JOURNALISTS

What  can  modern
writers  and  reporters
learn  from  Lincoln
Steffens?  Several
lessons  stand  out:

Perspective
over outrage:
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Steffens never
screamed or
sensationalized.
He let the facts
speak with quiet
fury. In an age of
hot takes, his
restraint is
refreshing.
Today’s
journalists can
benefit from
adopting a more
analytical tone,
allowing readers
to reach their
own conclusions.
Systemic
thinking:
Steffens looked
for patterns, not
just isolated
crimes. He
understood that
corruption is a
network.
Investigative
reporters today
must trace
money, follow
relationships,
and understand

that a single
kickback is rarely
the whole story.
Empathy for
sources:
Steffens was able
to talk to corrupt
officials without
demonizing them
as monsters. He
treated them as
part of a
system—often
flawed,
sometimes even
sympathetic as
individuals. This
approach can
yield deeper
access and richer
narratives.
Self-reflection
and humility:
Steffens later
admitted his
error in
supporting the
Soviet
experiment.
Great journalists
must be willing
to revise their
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opinions based
on new evidence.
Intellectual
honesty, even at
the cost of
admitting a
mistake, is a
mark of true
integrity.

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
LINCOLN
STEFFENS

In an era when trust in
media  is  fragile  and
accusations  of  “fake
news”  fly  freely,  the
example  of  Lincoln
Steffens  offers  a
beacon.  He  built  his
reputat ion  not  on
o p i n i o n  b u t  o n
documented  fact.  He
followed  the  evidence
wherever  it  led,  even
when it upset his own
class and countrymen.
He  held  the  powerful
accountable,  but  he
also did not hesitate to

hold a mirror up to the
public. His call in 1904
is as urgent today as it
was  then:  America’s
p rob lems  a re  no t
simply  the  fault  of  a
f e w  c o r r u p t
people—they  are  the
result  of  a  citizenry
willing to look the other
way.
Modern movements for
campaign  finance
reform,  government
transparency, and anti-
corruption  legislation
e c h o  t h e  t h e m e s
Steffens  raised.
Organizations  like  the
Cente r  f o r  Pub l i c
I n t e g r i t y  a n d
ProPublica  are  direct
descendants  of  his
investigative  spirit.
E v e n  t h e  t e r m
“muckraking” has been
reclaimed  by  those
who see it as a badge
o f  h o n o r ,  a
commitment  to  the
truth  no  matter  how
ugly.


