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Lincoln Steffens’s seminal work, The Shame of the Cities, remains a
cornerstone in American journalism and political critique. At the heart of
this influential book lies a compelling quotation: "my Purpose Was...to See
If The Shameful." This statement encapsulates Steffens’s mission to expose
the corruption and moral failings of American city governments at the turn of
the 20th century. In this article, we will explore the significance of this
quotation, its context within Steffens’s work, and its enduring relevance in
understanding urban politics and reform movements today.

---

Understanding Lincoln Steffens’s Mission: The
Context of "The Shame of the Cities"

The Historical Background
To fully appreciate Steffens’s quotation, it is essential to understand the
era in which he wrote. The early 1900s was a period characterized by rapid
urbanization, industrial growth, and widespread political corruption in
American cities. Political machines, such as Tammany Hall in New York City,
wielded immense influence, often at the expense of honest governance and
public welfare.

Key issues of the period included:

Corrupt political practices and patronage systems

Widespread bribery and embezzlement

Neglect of public services and infrastructure

Economic inequality and social injustice in urban areas

Amidst this backdrop, reformers and journalists sought to shine a light on
these issues, aiming to catalyze change and promote transparency.



Lincoln Steffens’s Role as a Muckraking Journalist
Lincoln Steffens was a leading figure among the muckrakers—a group of
investigative journalists committed to exposing societal ills. His approach
combined meticulous research, compelling storytelling, and a passionate
desire to reform urban governance.

Steffens’s work aimed not just to inform but to provoke action. His mission
was rooted in the belief that uncovering the shameful aspects of city
governments could inspire citizens and policymakers to pursue meaningful
reform.

---

The Significance of the Quotation: "my Purpose
Was...to See If The Shameful"

Decoding the Meaning
The quotation reflects Steffens’s investigative purpose: to uncover the
depths of corruption and moral decay within city administrations. The phrase
"the shameful" symbolizes the widespread dishonesty, exploitation, and
neglect that plagued urban governance.

By stating "my purpose was...to see if the shameful," Steffens emphasizes:

The investigative nature of his work1.

The desire to reveal hidden truths2.

The hope to catalyze moral and political reforms3.

This statement underscores a journalistic commitment to truth-telling, even
when the truths uncovered are uncomfortable or politically damaging.

The Broader Implications
Steffens’s focus on "the shameful" highlights several broader themes:

The moral responsibility of journalists and citizens to expose
corruption

The importance of transparency in government

The need for systemic reform to eradicate entrenched corruption



His work served as a catalyst for the Progressive Era reforms, advocating for
honesty, accountability, and good governance.

---

Key Themes Explored in The Shame of the Cities

Corruption and Its Impact
Steffens detailed how corruption infiltrated every level of city government,
leading to:

Misuse of public funds

Bribery of officials

Manipulation of elections

He argued that such corruption undermined public trust and hindered urban
development.

Reform Efforts and Resistance
While Steffens celebrated the efforts of reformers, he also acknowledged the
resistance from entrenched political interests. His work often revealed:

The complicity of business elites

The challenges faced by honest officials

The importance of civic engagement

The Role of Journalism in Social Change
Steffens exemplified how investigative journalism could serve as a tool for
social justice. His detailed reports aimed to:

Inform the public about corruption1.

Mobilize citizens to demand reforms2.

Hold officials accountable3.



---

Legacy and Relevance Today

Influence on Reform Movements
Steffens’s work inspired subsequent generations of journalists, activists,
and policymakers to pursue transparency and accountability. His approach
demonstrated:

The power of investigative journalism

The importance of exposing corruption regardless of political
implications

The necessity of civic vigilance in maintaining healthy democracies

Modern Parallels
Today, the themes in Steffens’s quotation and work remain highly relevant.
Issues such as political corruption, financial scandals, and institutional
misconduct continue to challenge societies worldwide. Modern investigative
journalism, social activism, and policy reforms echo Steffens’s pioneering
efforts.

Key areas where his legacy persists include:

Media watchdogs exposing government and corporate misconduct

Public demand for transparency and ethical governance

Continued efforts to combat systemic corruption

Lessons from Steffens’s Work
Readers and citizens can derive valuable lessons:

The importance of holding leaders accountable1.

The need for persistent investigative efforts2.

The power of informed citizenry in shaping democratic societies3.



---

Conclusion
The quotation, "my Purpose Was...to See If The Shameful," from Lincoln
Steffens’s The Shame of the Cities, encapsulates a vital truth about the role
of journalism and civic responsibility. Steffens’s unwavering dedication to
exposing the moral failings of city governments not only revealed the
corruption of his time but also laid the groundwork for reform and
transparency that continue to influence society today. His work reminds us
that uncovering "the shameful" is essential in striving for honest,
accountable governance and a more just society.

By understanding and reflecting on Steffens’s mission, we can appreciate the
ongoing importance of investigative journalism, civic engagement, and moral
integrity in safeguarding the health of our democratic institutions. The
legacy of The Shame of the Cities endures as a powerful call to
action—challenging us to uncover, confront, and remedy the shameful aspects
of our societies.

---

Meta Description:
Discover the meaning behind Lincoln Steffens’s famous quotation from The
Shame of the Cities, explore its historical context, and understand its
ongoing relevance in promoting transparency and reform in urban governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of Lincoln Steffens in 'The
Shame of the Cities' as indicated by the quotation?
Lincoln Steffens aimed to uncover and expose the corruption and shameful
practices within urban political and economic systems to promote reform and
accountability.

How does Steffens' statement reflect his
investigative approach in 'The Shame of the Cities'?
His statement shows that he sought to critically examine and reveal the
underlying corruption, emphasizing transparency and exposing shameful truths
within city governments.



What does the phrase 'to see if the shameful'
suggest about Steffens' attitude toward urban
corruption?
It indicates a deliberate intent to investigate and confirm the existence of
shameful and corrupt practices, highlighting his commitment to exposing
uncomfortable truths.

In what way does Steffens' purpose relate to the
broader goals of muckraking journalism?
His purpose aligns with muckraking ideals by aiming to uncover societal
wrongdoings, inform the public, and inspire reform by revealing hidden
corruption.

What significance does the quote hold in
understanding the impact of 'The Shame of the
Cities' on American society?
The quote underscores Steffens' investigative drive that helped raise
awareness about urban corruption, contributing to political reforms and
increased public demand for accountability.
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Lincoln Steffens’ seminal work, The Shame of the Cities, remains a
cornerstone in American investigative journalism and political critique.
Among its many impactful passages, the quotation “My purpose was…to see if
the shameful” encapsulates the author’s intent and the profound societal
issues he sought to expose. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of
that quotation, contextualizing it within the broader themes of the book,
exploring its significance, and examining its enduring relevance.

---

Understanding the Context of Lincoln Steffens’
Work



The Historical and Political Landscape

Published in 1904, The Shame of the Cities emerged during a period of rapid
urbanization and industrialization in the United States. Cities like
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis were experiencing unprecedented
growth, which brought about significant economic opportunities but also deep-
seated corruption, political machine dominance, and social inequality.

Steffens’ work was part of the broader muckraking movement—a journalistic
crusade aimed at exposing corruption and advocating for reform. The
Progressive Era was characterized by efforts to combat monopolies, improve
labor conditions, and promote government transparency. Steffens positioned
himself as a journalist committed to uncovering truths that powerful
interests sought to conceal.

The Significance of Investigative Journalism

Steffens exemplified investigative journalism’s potential to serve as a
catalyst for social change. His meticulous reporting and narrative flair
brought to light the intricate networks of corruption that pervaded city
governments, often involving business magnates, political bosses, and law
enforcement agencies.

This approach distinguished The Shame of the Cities from other works of its
time, emphasizing not just the problems but also inspiring civic engagement
and demand for reform. Steffens’ work aimed to move beyond superficial
coverage, delving into systemic issues with a moral and political critique.

---

Dissecting the Quotation: “My purpose was…to
see if the shameful”

Literal and Thematic Analysis

While the full quotation might be more extensive, the essence captures
Steffens’ investigative intent: a deliberate quest to uncover and understand
the depths of corruption and moral decay—what he describes as “the shameful.”
The phrase indicates a conscious effort to peel back layers of veneer that
city officials and business interests used to mask their misconduct.

This purpose underscores several key themes:

- Exposure of Corruption: The desire to reveal unethical practices hidden



beneath official facades.
- Moral Accountability: An aim to confront societal shame and urge moral
reflection.
- Empowerment of the Public: By exposing shameful realities, Steffens sought
to galvanize citizens to demand reform.

The Implication of “Shameful”

The term “shameful” is evocative, implying moral failure and societal
complicity. It goes beyond mere corruption—suggesting a betrayal of civic
virtues, justice, and the public trust. Steffens’ use of this term conveys
his moral judgment and the urgency of addressing these issues.

This framing invites readers to consider the societal costs of corruption and
to reflect on their role in either enabling or challenging such misconduct.

---

Analyzing Steffens’ Purpose and Methodology

Why Did Steffens Emphasize “Seeing”?

The emphasis on “see” in the quotation highlights the importance of firsthand
observation in investigative journalism. Steffens believed that direct
exposure was necessary to truly understand the extent and nature of
corruption. His methodology involved:

- Fieldwork: Visiting city offices, observing political processes, and
interviewing insiders.
- Document Analysis: Reviewing official records, contracts, and
correspondence.
- Personal Engagement: Building trust with sources willing to reveal the
truth.

This approach lent credibility to his findings and helped him avoid
superficial or secondary accounts.

Goals of the Investigation

Steffens’ overarching goals can be summarized as follows:

1. Uncover Hidden Corruption: Bringing to light the covert dealings that
perpetuated citywide shame.



2. Hold Power Accountable: Ensuring that those responsible for misconduct
faced public scrutiny.
3. Mobilize Reform: Inspiring citizens and policymakers to implement
meaningful changes.
4. Promote Transparency: Advocating for open government practices.

By stating “My purpose was…to see if the shameful,” Steffens emphasizes his
commitment to uncovering uncomfortable truths, regardless of political or
social consequences.

---

The Broader Impact of the Quotation and Its
Themes

The Moral and Ethical Dimensions

Steffens’ work confronts the uncomfortable realities of urban corruption,
prompting moral reflection. His declaration signals a refusal to turn away
from uncomfortable truths, embodying journalistic integrity and moral
courage.

This stance challenges readers and society at large to consider:

- The importance of transparency in governance.
- The moral obligation to expose wrongdoing.
- The societal shame rooted in systemic corruption.

Historical Significance and Legacy

Steffens’ pursuit of “the shameful” laid the groundwork for future
investigative journalism and anti-corruption movements. His work demonstrated
that documentation and exposure could effect real political change, prompting
reforms such as:

- The implementation of civil service reforms.
- The curbing of political machines’ power.
- The establishment of regulatory agencies.

The quotation remains a symbol of journalistic bravery and moral purpose,
inspiring generations of journalists and reformers.



Enduring Relevance in Contemporary Society

Today, the themes encapsulated in Steffens’ statement resonate amid ongoing
issues like political corruption, corporate misconduct, and lack of
transparency. The phrase reminds us that:

- Vigilant investigation remains crucial.
- Societal shame persists when misconduct is concealed.
- Courageous exposure is necessary for accountability.

Modern investigative journalism continues to echo Steffens’ commitment,
emphasizing the importance of “seeing” to understand and address societal
shame.

---

Conclusion: The Power of Purpose and Exposure

Lincoln Steffens’ declaration—"My purpose was…to see if the shameful”—serves
as a powerful testament to the moral and journalistic mission of exposing
societal faults. It underscores the importance of firsthand investigation,
moral courage, and societal accountability.

Through this statement, Steffens not only revealed the corruption of his era
but also set a precedent for future generations to pursue truth relentlessly.
His work reminds us that confronting “the shameful” is essential for
progress, justice, and the preservation of civic virtue.

In an age where information is abundant but often obscured, the core message
remains clear: true reform begins with the courage to see, understand, and
confront what is shameful.
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