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Michael McTighe’s excellent book, A Measure of Success, makes a valuable contribution to our
understanding of public life in midwestern cities during the first half of the nineteenth century, and
raises important questions about the role of the church in what McTighe called “public culture”
today.

Michael McTighe demonstrated that those who joined Cleveland’s best documented early
Protestant churches were better educated and owned considerably more property than their
average neighbors. Led by their lay governing committees and—in a few cases—by long-term
ministers of their congregations, Cleveland’s early nineteenth-century Protestants played important
roles in legitimating—MCcTighe uses the influential current term, “privileging” —the city’s commer-
cial enterprises. Protestant ministers played key ceremonial roles, for example, in welcoming the
arrival of new railroads and canals to their growing city, and they took great pleasure in its rapid
growth.

In exchange for their endorsement of commerce, McTighe argues, Cleveland’s Protestant leaders
successfully insisted that the city’s leading businessmen adopt an ethic of stewardship, creating an
“ethos of obligation” Successful businessmen contributed substantially, he shows, to institutions
that were generally managed and staffed by Protestant women: ragged schools, orphanages, and old
age homes. Private citizens were, however, by no means the only contributors to these institutions:
the city government made substantial contributions to the Protestant orphanage, and the city took
over the support—but not the control or the staffing—of the ragged school.

McTighe emphasizes the failure of Cleveland’s Protestants to mount a “prophetic” critique of the
city’s thriving individualistic capitalism. He also describes other failures in some detail. Protestant
temperance and sabbath day observance campaigns produced little legislation and less enforce-
ment, early Protestant domination of 4th of July festivities faded in the 1850s,and despite the
presence of some committed abolitionists the city never mounted a unified and militant city-wide
antislavery campaign. Cleveland’s Protestants had, in short, only a “measure of success.”

One of the most admirable aspects of McTighe’s book is its careful consideration of the reasons
why Cleveland’s Protestants failed to dominate the public culture despite their very great advan-
tages of initial settlement, strong contacts with eastern merchants and cultural institutions, and
wealth.Although Episcopalians and Presbyterians shared strong evangelical views with Methodists
and the rarely mentioned Baptists, the city’s Protestants were not, in fact, entirely unified in theol-
ogy, congregational polity, or cultural commitments. Many Protestants devoted their best efforts to
business rather than to culture. Most important, perhaps, as his careful calculations suggest, Protes-
tant church members of British descent made up a small and declining minority of the city’s popula-
tion (about 23% in 1840, 11% in 1850, 9% in 1860)—and of its electorate. By 1860 as many as 30%
of the city’s residents were Catholics, and many of its Protestants had come from Germany and the
Czech lands. By the 1850s, McTighe concludes, Cleveland was a diverse, “pluralistic” city in which
no one group was able to dominate the public culture.Thus he does not use another currently
influential term,“hegemony’
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Michael McTighe was unable to carry his fascinating story through the Civil War and the last half
of the nineteenth century, and he has left it to others to examine the contributions to public culture
in the city of poor and “unchurched” Protestants, Catholics from many parts of Europe and from the
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