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An Analysis of the Impact of the Progressive Movement on U.S. Hydropower

Development

Jin Yuhao
(School of History and Culture, Shandong Normal University, Jinan , China)

Abstract: The Progressive Era was a pivotal period of transition in American history, exerting a long-standing and
profound influence on the country’s development throughout the 20th century and beyond. The ideology of
conservationism emerging from this era played a crucial role in the evolution of the American environmental movement.
Under the guidance of this ideology, the Federal Power Commission (FPC) was established to ensure the rational
development of hydropower, occupying a significant position in federal administration. During the Progressive Era, the
FPC struggled to fulfill its mandates as it was not yet an independent specialized agency and relied heavily on personnel
seconded from other departments. After the 1930s, the FPC was reorganized into an independent regulatory body with
expanded jurisdiction. However, driven by conservationist tenets and the need to address power shortages, the
Commission often adopted a "power-supremacy" principle in hydropower development, prioritizing electricity
generation while marginalizing or neglecting non-power values. With the rise of the modern environmental movement in
the mid-1960s, the FPC gradually shifted toward a "multi-purpose” development approach. In 1977, the FPC was
succeeded by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), which continues to play a vital role in contemporary
U.S. energy development. In conclusion, the Progressive Movement has left a deep and enduring imprint on the
trajectory of hydropower development in the United States.

Keywords: Progressive Movement; Conservationism; Federal Power Commission
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