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  CELEBRATING A TUNNEL       The new industrial economy made possible many great feats that only decades before would have 

been unthinkable. In this striking photograph, the engineers and fi nanciers who planned and paid for this underwater tunnel 

between Manhattan and New Jersey attend a banquet to celebrate its successful completion in 1907. (Culver Pictures)  
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S I G N I F I C A N T  E V E N T SW  1851 ◗ I. M. Singer and Company, one of the fi rst modern 
corporations, founded

 1859 ◗ First oil well drilled in Pennsylvania

 1866 ◗ William H. Sylvis founds National Labor Union

  ◗ First transatlantic cable laid

 1868 ◗ Open-hearth steelmaking begins in America

 1869 ◗ Knights of Labor founded

 1870 ◗ John D. Rockefeller founds Standard Oil

 1873 ◗ Carnegie Steel founded

  ◗ Commercial and fi nancial panic disrupts economy

 1876 ◗ Alexander Graham Bell invents telephone

 1877 ◗ Railroad workers strike nationwide

 1879 ◗ Thomas A. Edison invents electric lightbulb

  ◗ Henry George publishes Progress and Poverty

 1881 ◗ American Federation of Labor founded

 1882 ◗ Rockefeller creates fi rst trust

 1886 ◗ Haymarket bombing blamed on anarchists

 1888 ◗ Edward Bellamy publishes Looking Backward

 1892 ◗ Workers strike Homestead plant

 1893 ◗ Depression begins

 1894 ◗ Workers strike Pullman Company

 1901 ◗ J. P. Morgan creates United States Steel 
Corporation

  ◗ American Socialist Party founded

  ◗ Spindletop oil fi eld discovered in Texas

 1903 ◗ Women’s Trade Union League founded

  ◗ Wright brothers make fi rst successful fl ight at 
Kitty Hawk, North Carolina

 1906 ◗ Henry Ford produces his fi rst automobiles

  ◗ William Graham Sumner publishes Folkways

 RITING SEVERAL DECADES LATER of the remarkable expansion of America’s 

industrial economy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

the historians Charles and Mary Beard commented: “With a stride that 

astonished statisticians, the conquering hosts of business enterprise

swept over the continent; twenty-fi ve years after the death of Lincoln, America had 

become, in the quantity and value of her products, the fi rst manufacturing nation 

of the world. What England had accomplished in a hundred years, the United 

States had achieved in half the time.” Many Americans at the time experienced a 

similar amazement as they watched the changes around them. 

  In fact, America’s rise to industrial supremacy was not as sudden as such 

observers suggested. The nation had been building a manufacturing economy 

since early in the nineteenth century, and industry was well established before the 

Civil War. But Americans were clearly correct in 

observing that the developments of the last three 

decades of the nineteenth century overshadowed all 

that had come earlier. Those years witnessed nothing less than the transformation 

of the national economy. 

  Many factors contributed to this transformation. In these years, the economy 

of the United States (and of much of the rest of the industrial world) benefi ted 

enormously from important new technologies that were being developed in both 

America and Europe. Industrial growth also profi ted from new forms of corporate 

organization capable of amassing much larger amounts of capital than in the 

past and, eventually, of managing much vaster enterprises than earlier industrial 

leaders could have done. Great waves of immigration—from the countrysides 

of the Americas, Europe, and Asia into the great industrial centers of the United 

States—provided a large, cheap labor force for the ever-larger factory complexes 

the nation was creating. 

  Industrialization changed the physical landscape of the nation. It contributed 

to the rapid growth of cities. It helped stimulate the spread of railroads across 

the United States. It sent capitalists and workers into remote areas of the nation 

in search of natural resources that could be exploited for industrial production. 

Industrialization also changed America’s relationship to the rest of the world, 

drawing the United States more and more into global trade and fi nance and into 

a search for overseas markets and foreign suppliers of needed materials. 

  And industrialization altered the nation’s social landscape as well. The 

remarkable growth of the economy did much to increase the wealth and improve 

the lives of many Americans. But the benefi ts were far from universal. While 

industrial titans and a growing middle class were enjoying a prosperity without 

precedent in the nation’s history, workers, farmers, and others were experiencing 

a disorienting and often painful transition that slowly edged the United States 

toward a great economic and political crisis.    

   Transformation of the 
National Economy   
   Transformation of the 
National Economy   
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 SOURCES OF INDUSTRIAL GROWTH  

 Many factors contributed to the growth of American 

industry: abundant raw materials; a large and growing 

labor supply; a surge in technological innovation; the 

emergence of a talented, ambitious, and often ruthless 

group of entrepreneurs; a federal government eager to 

assist the growth of business; and a great and expanding 

domestic market for the products of manufacturing.  

 Industrial Technologies 
 Perhaps the most important technological development 

in a nation whose economy rested so heavily on railroads 

and urban construction was the revolutionizing of iron 

and steel production in the late nineteenth century. Iron 

production had developed slowly in the United States 

through most of the nineteenth century; steel production 

had developed hardly at all by the end of the Civil War. In 

the 1870s and 1880s, however, iron production soared as 

railroads added 40,000 new miles of track, and steel pro-

duction made great strides toward what would soon be 

its dominance in the metals industry. 

    The story of the rise of steel is, like so many other sto-

ries of economic development, a story of technological 

discovery. An Englishman, Henry Bessemer, and an Ameri-

can, William Kelly, had developed, almost simultaneously, a 

process for converting iron into 

the much more durable and ver-

satile steel. (The process, which 

took Bessemer’s name, consisted of blowing air through 

molten iron to burn out the impurities.) The Bessemer 

process also relied on the discovery by the British metal-

lurgist Robert Mushet that ingredients could be added to 

the iron during conversion to transform it into steel. In 

1868, the New Jersey ironmaster Abram S. Hewitt intro-

duced from Europe another method of making steel—

the open-hearth process, which ultimately largely 

supplanted the Bessemer process. These techniques made 

possible the production of steel in great quantities and 

large dimensions, for use in the manufacture of locomo-

tives, steel rails, and girders for the construction of tall 

buildings.  

     The steel industry emerged fi rst in western Pennsylva-

nia and eastern Ohio. That was partly because iron ore 

could be found there in abundance and because there 

was already a fl ourishing iron industry in the region. It 

was also because the new forms of steel production cre-

ated a demand for new kinds of fuel—and particularly 

for the anthracite (or hard) coal that was plentiful in 

Pennsylvania. Later, new techniques made it possible to 

use soft bituminous coal (easily 

mined in western Pennsylvania), 

which could then be converted to coke to fuel steel fur-

naces. As a result, Pittsburgh quickly became the center 

of the steel world. But the industry was growing so fast 

 New Steel Production 
Techniques 
 New Steel Production 
Techniques 

 Pittsburgh  Pittsburgh 

that new sources of ore were soon necessary. The upper 

peninsula of Michigan, the Mesabi Range in Minnesota, 

and the area around Birmingham, Alabama, became 

important ore-producing centers by the end of the cen-

tury, and new centers of steel production grew up near 

them: Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, and Birmingham, 

among others.  

     Until the Civil War, iron and steel furnaces were 

mostly made of stone and usually built against the side 

of a hill to reduce construction demands. In the 1870s 

and after, however, furnaces were redesigned as cylindri-

cal iron shells lined with brick. These massive new fur-

naces were 75 feet tall and higher and could produce 

over 500 tons a week. 

    As the steel industry spread, new transportation sys-

tems emerged to serve it. The steel production in the 

Great Lakes region was possible only because of the avail-

ability of steam freighters that could carry ore on the 

lakes. The demand for vessels capable of transporting oil 

and the development of new and more powerful steam 

engines encouraged, in turn, the design of larger and 

heavier freighters—such as the  R. J. Hackett,  launched in 

1869, which could carry 1,200 tons of ore. Shippers also 

used new steam engines to speed the unloading of ore, a 

task that previously had been performed, slowly and labo-

riously, by men and horses. 

    There was even a closer relationship between the 

emerging steel companies and the railroads. Steel manu-

facturers provided rails and parts for cars to the railroads; 

railroads were both markets for and transporters of manu-

factured steel. The Pennsylvania Railroad, for example, lit-

erally created the Pennsylvania Steel Company, provided 

it with substantial initial capital, and ensured it a market 

for its products with an immediate contract for steel rails. 

That was only one of many cases in which railroad and 

steel companies effectively merged or formed intimate 

connections. 

    The steel industry’s need for lubrication for its ma-

chines helped create another important new industry 

in the late nineteenth century—

oil. (Not until later did oil be-

come important primarily for its 

potential as a fuel.) The existence of petroleum reserves 

in western Pennsylvania had been common knowledge 

for some time. Not until the 1850s, however, after Pennsyl-

vania businessman George Bissell showed that the sub-

stance could be burned in lamps and that it could also 

yield such products as paraffi n, naphtha, and lubricating 

oil, was there any sense of its commercial value. Bissell 

raised money to begin drilling; and in 1859, Edwin L. Drake, 

one of Bissell’s employees, established the fi rst oil well, 

near Titusville, Pennsylvania, which was soon producing 

500 barrels of oil a month. Demand for petroleum grew 

quickly, and promoters soon developed other fi elds in 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, and West Virginia. By the 1870s, oil had 

advanced to fourth place among the nation’s exports.  

  Rise of the Petroleum 
Industry 

  Rise of the Petroleum 
Industry 
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    The Airplane and the Automobile 
 Among the technological innovations that were to have 

the farthest-reaching impact on the United States was the 

invention of the automobile. Two technologies were criti-

cal to its development. One was the creation of gasoline 

(or petrol). It was the result of an extraction process 

developed in the late nineteenth century in the United 

States by which lubricating oil and fuel oil were removed 

separately from crude oil. As early as the 1870s, designers 

in France, Germany, and Austria—inspired by the success 

of railroad engines—had begun to develop an “internal 

combustion engine,” which used the expanding power of 

burning gas to drive pistons. A German, Nicolaus August 

Otto, created a gas-powered “four-stroke” engine in the 

mid-1860s, which was a precursor to automobile engines. 

But he did not develop a way to untether it from gas lines 

to be used portably in machines. One of Otto’s former 

employees, Gottfried Daimler, later perfected an engine 

that could be used in automobiles (including the famous 

early car that took Daimler’s name). 

    The American automobile industry developed rapidly 

in the aftermath of these breakthroughs. Charles and Frank 

Duryea built the fi rst gasoline-

driven motor vehicle in America 
 Henry Ford  Henry Ford 

in 1893. Three years later, Henry Ford produced the fi rst 

of the famous cars that would eventually bear his name. 

By 1910, the industry had become a major force in the 

economy, and the automobile was beginning to reshape 

American social and cultural life, as well as the nation’s 

landscape. In 1895, there were only four automobiles 

on the American highways. By 1917, there were nearly 

5 million.  

     The search for a means of human fl ight was as old as 

civilization, and had been almost entirely futile until the 

late nineteenth century, when engineers, scientists, and 

tinkerers in both the United States and Europe began to 

experiment with a wide range of aeronautic devices. Bal-

loonists began to consider ways to make dirigibles useful 

vehicles of transportation. Others experimented with 

kites and gliders to see if they could somehow be used to 

propel humans through the air. 

    Among those testing gliders were two brothers in 

Ohio, Wilbur and Orville Wright, who owned a bicycle 

shop in which they began to construct a glider that could 

be propelled through the air by an internal combustion 

engine (the same kind of engine that was propelling auto-

mobiles). Four years after they began their experiments, 

Orville made a celebrated test fl ight near Kitty Hawk, 

PIONEER OIL RUN, 1865 The American oil industry emerged fi rst in western Pennsylvania, where speculators built makeshift facilities almost 

overnight. An oil fi eld on the other side of the hill depicted here had been producing 600 barrels a day, and the wells quickly spilled over the hill 

and down the slope shown in this photograph. (Library of Congress)
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North Carolina, in which an airplane took off by itself and 

traveled 120 feet in 12 seconds under its own power 

before settling back to earth. By the fall of 1904, they had 

improved the plane to the point where they were able to 

fl y over 23 miles, and in the following year they began to 

take a few passengers with them on their fl ights. 

    Although the fi rst working airplane was built in the 

United States, aviation technology was slow to gain a foot-

hold in America. Most of the early progress in airplane 

design occurred in France, where there was substantial 

government funding for research and development. The 

U.S. government created the National Advisory Commit-

tee on Aeronautics in 1915, twelve years after the Wright 

brothers’ fl ight, and American airplanes became a signifi -

cant presence in Europe during World War I. But the pros-

pects for commercial fl ight seemed dim until the 1920s, 

when Charles Lindbergh’s famous solo fl ight from New 

York to Paris electrifi ed the nation and the world and 

helped make aviation a national obsession.   

 Research and Development 
 The rapid development of new industrial technologies, 

and the emergence of large integrated corporations tak-

ing advantage of those technologies, persuaded business 

leaders of the need to sponsor their own research to 

allow them to keep up with the rapid changes in industry. 

General Electric, fearful of technological competition, cre-

ated one of the fi rst corporate laboratories in 1900. By 

1913, Bell Telephone, Du Pont, General Electric, Eastman 

Kodak, and about fi fty other companies were budgeting 

hundreds of thousands of dollars each year for research 

by their own engineers and scientists. The emergence 

of corporate research and development laboratories 

THE WRIGHT BROTHERS Orville and Wilbur Wright became closely watched celebrities after their famous fl ight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, 

in 1903. Although they made few additional contributions to the development of aviation technology, they were much in demand to demonstrate 

their “fl ying machine.” Here they pose before a demonstration fl ight—Wilbur taking a reading of fl ight conditions and Orville watching, the struts 

of their plane visible in the background. (Library of Congress)
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coincided with a decline in gov-

ernment support for research. That 

helped corporations to attract 

skilled researchers who had once worked for government 

agencies and were looking for new employment. It also 

decentralized the sources of research funding and ensured 

that inquiry would move in many different directions, and 

not just along paths determined by the government.  

     A rift began to emerge between scientists and engineers. 

Engineers—both inside and out of universities—became 

increasingly tied up with the research and development 

agendas of corporations and worked hard to be of practical 

use to the new economy. Many scientists scorned this “com-

mercialization” of knowledge and preferred to stick to basic 

research that had no immediate practical applications. Even 

so, American scientists were more closely connected to 

practical challenges than were their European counter-

parts, and some joined engineers in corporate research and 

development laboratories, which over time began to spon-

sor not just practical but also basic research. 

    American universities transformed themselves in grow-

ing numbers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. And while there were many reasons for, and 

many results of, these transformations, one product of the 

change was a growing connection between university-

based research and the needs of the industrial economy. 

University faculty and laborato-

ries began to receive funding 

from corporations for research of 

interest to them, and a partnership began to develop 

between the academic world and the commercial world 

that has continued into the twenty-fi rst century. No com-

parable partnership emerged in European universities in 

these years, and some scholars have argued that America’s 

more rapid development in the twentieth century is in 

part a product of the market’s success in harnessing 

knowledge—from the academic world and elsewhere—

more effectively than the nation’s competitors abroad.  

    The Science of Production 
 Central to the growth of the automobile and other indus-

tries were changes in the techniques of production. By 

the beginning of the twentieth century, many industrial-

ists were turning to the new principles of “scientifi c man-

agement.” Those principles were often known as 

“Taylorism,” after their leading theoretician, Frederick 

 Winslow Taylor. Taylor’s ideas were controversial during 

his lifetime and have remained controversial since. 

    Taylor urged employers to reorganize the production 

process by subdividing tasks. This would speed up produc-

tion; it would also make workers more interchangeable and 

thus diminish a manager’s depen-

dence on any particular employee. 

And it would reduce the need for highly trained skilled 

workers. If properly managed by trained experts, Taylor 

 Transformation of 
Higher Education 
 Transformation of 
Higher Education 

 “Taylorism”  “Taylorism” 

claimed, workers using modern machines could perform 

simple tasks at much greater speed, signifi cantly increasing 

productive effi ciency. Taylor himself, and his many admir-

ers, argued that scientifi c management was a way to man-

age human labor to make it compatible with the demands 

of the machine age. But scientifi c management was also a 

way to increase the employer’s control of the workplace 

and to make working people less independent.  

     The most important change in production technology 

in the industrial era was the emergence of mass produc-

tion and, above all, the moving 

assembly line, which Henry Ford 

introduced in his automobile plants in 1914. This revolu-

tionary technique cut the time for assembling a chassis 

from 12½ hours to 1½ hours. It enabled Ford to raise the 

wages and reduce the hours of his workers while cutting 

the base price of his Model T from $950 in 1914 to $290 

in 1929. Ford’s assembly line became a standard for many 

other industries.  

    Railroad Expansion 
 Despite important advances in many other forms of tech-

nology and communication, the principal agent of indus-

trial progress in the late nineteenth century remained the 

railroad. Railroads were the nation’s principal form of 

transportation and gave industrialists access to distant 

markets and sources of raw materials. Railroads helped 

determine the path by which agricultural and industrial 

economies developed. When a railroad line ran through a 

sparsely populated region, new farms and other economic 

activity quickly sprang up along the route. When it reached 

 Moving Assembly Line  Moving Assembly Line 

EDISON’S NOTEBOOK This page from one of Thomas Edison’s 

notebooks shows sketches of and notes on some of his early 

experiments on an incandescent lamp—what we know as an electric 

lightbulb. Edison was not only the most celebrated inventor of his day, 

but by the early twentieth century one of the greatest popular heroes 

in American life in a time when scientifi c and technological progress 

was considered the defi ning feature of the age. (U.S. Department of the 

Interior, National Park Service, Edison National Historic Site)

 Corporate Research 
and Development 
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forests, lumberers came quickly in its wake and began fell-

ing timber to send back to towns and cities for sale. When 

it moved through the great plains of the West, it brought 

buffalo hunters who nearly exterminated the great herds 

of bison and, later, helped transport cattle into the region 

and carry western meat back into the cities. Because Chi-

cago was the principal railroad hub of the central United 

States, it also became the place where railroads brought 

livestock, making the city the slaughterhouse of the nation. 

Everywhere the railroad went, the economic, social, and 

physical landscape of the country changed as a result. 

    Railroads even altered concepts of time. Until the 1880s, 

there was no standard method of keeping time from one 

community to another. In most places, the position of the 

sun determined the time, which meant that clocks were set 

differently even between nearby towns. This created great 

diffi culties for railroads, which were trying to set schedules 

for the entire nation. On November 18, 1883, the railroad 

companies, working together, agreed to create four time 

zones across the continent, each an hour apart from its 

closest neighbor. Although not until 1918 did the federal 

government make these time zones standard for all pur-

poses, the action by the railroads very quickly solidifi ed the 

idea of “standard time” through most of the United States. 

    Every decade in the late nineteenth century, total rail-

road trackage increased dramatically: from 30,000 miles 

in 1860 to 52,000 miles in 1870, 

to 93,000 in 1880, to 163,000 in 

1890, and to 193,000 by 1900. 

Subsidies from federal, state, and local governments—as 

 Rapid Expansion 
of the Railroad 
 Rapid Expansion 
of the Railroad 

well as investments from abroad—were vital to these vast 

undertakings, which required far more capital than pri-

vate entrepreneurs in America could raise by themselves. 

Equally important was the emergence of great railroad 

combinations that brought most of the nation’s rails under 

the control of a very few men. Many railroad combina-

tions continued to be dominated by individuals. The 

achievements (and excesses) of these tycoons—Cornelius 

Vanderbilt, James J. Hill, Collis P. Huntington, and others—

became symbols to much of the nation of great economic 

power concentrated in individual hands. But railroad 

development was less signifi cant for the individual barons 

it created than for its contribution to the growth of a new 

institution: the modern corporation.  

    The Corporation 
 There had been various forms of corporations in America 

since colonial times, but the modern corporation emerged 

as a major force only after the Civil War, when railroad 

magnates and other industrialists realized that no single 

person or group of limited partners, no matter how 

wealthy, could fi nance their great ventures. 

    Under the laws of incorporation passed in many 

states in the 1830s and 1840s, business organizations 

could raise money by selling stock to members of the 

public; after the Civil War, one industry after another 

began doing so. At the same time, affl uent Americans 

began to consider the purchase of stock a good invest-

ment even if they were not themselves involved in the 

AUTOMOBILE PRODUCTION Workers 

labor to fi nish and paint automobile 

bodies in a Fisher Body plant in 1918, 

just after the end of World War I. By 

then, General Motors had emerged as 

the giant of the industry, and Fisher 

Body was one of many companies 

it had bought to consolidate its 

control over the entire production 

process. (2002 General Motors 

Corporation. Used with permission of 

GM Media Archives.)
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business whose stock they were purchasing. What made 

the practice appealing was that investors had only “lim-

ited liability”—that is, they 

risked only the amount of their 

investments; they were not liable for any debts the cor-

poration might accumulate beyond that. The ability to 

sell stock to a broad public made it possible for entre-

preneurs to gather vast sums of capital and undertake 

great projects.  

     The Pennsylvania Railroad and others were among 

the fi rst to adopt the new corporate form of organiza-

tion. But it quickly spread beyond the railroad industry. 

In steel, the central fi gure was 

Andrew Carnegie, a Scottish 

immigrant who had worked his way up from modest 

beginnings and in 1873 opened his own steelworks in 

Pittsburgh. Soon he dominated the industry. His methods 

were much like those of other industrial titans. He cut 

costs and prices by striking deals with the railroads and 

then bought out rivals who could not compete with 

him. With his associate Henry Clay Frick, he bought up 

coal mines and leased part of the Mesabi iron range in 

 Limited Liability  Limited Liability 

 Andrew Carnegie  Andrew Carnegie 

Minnesota, operated a fl eet of ore ships on the Great 

Lakes, and acquired railroads. Ultimately, Carnegie con-

trolled the processing of his steel from mine to market. 

He fi nanced his undertakings not only out of his own 

profi ts but out of the sale of stock. Then, in 1901, he sold 

out for $450 million to the banker J. Pierpont Morgan, 

who merged the Carnegie interests with others to cre-

ate the giant United States Steel Corporation—a $1.4 bil-

lion enterprise that controlled almost two-thirds of the 

nation’s steel production.  

     There were similar developments in other industries. 

Gustavus Swift developed a relatively small Chicago 

meatpacking company into a great national corporation, 

in part because of profi ts he earned selling to the mili-

tary in the Civil War. Isaac Singer patented a sewing 

machine in 1851 and created I. M. Singer and Company, 

one of the fi rst modern manufacturing corporations. 

    Many of the corporate organizations developed a 

new approach to management. Large, national business 

enterprises needed more systematic administrative 

structures than the limited, local ventures of the past. As 

a result, corporate leaders introduced a set of managerial 
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RAILROADS, 1870–1890 This map illustrates the rapid expansion of railroads in the late nineteenth century. In 1870, there was already a dense 

network of rail lines in the Northeast and Midwest, illustrated here by the green lines. The red lines show the further expansion of rail coverage 

between 1870 and 1890, much of it in the South and the areas west of the Mississippi River. ◆ Why were railroads so essential to the nation’s 
economic growth in these years?

For an interactive version of this map, go to www.mhhe.com/brinkley13ch17maps
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techniques—the genesis of mod-

ern business administration—that 

relied on the division of responsi-

bilities, a carefully designed hierarchy of control, modern 

cost-accounting procedures, and perhaps above all a new 

breed of business executive: the “middle manager,” who 

formed a layer of command between workers and owners. 

Beginning in the railroad corporations, these new man-

agement techniques moved quickly into virtually every 

area of large-scale industry. Effi cient administrative capa-

bilities helped make possible another major feature of the 

modern corporation: consolidation.  

    Consolidating Corporate America 
 Businessmen created large, consolidated organizations 

primarily through two methods. One was “horizontal 

integration”—the combining of a 

number of fi rms engaged in the 

same enterprise into a single cor-

poration. The consolidation of many different railroad 

lines into one company was an example. Another method, 

which became popular in the 1890s, was “vertical inte-

gration”—the taking over of all the different businesses 

on which a company relied for its primary function (as in 

the case of Carnegie Steel).  

  Horizontal and Vertical 
Integration 

  Horizontal and Vertical 
Integration 

ANDREW CARNEGIE Carnegie was one of a relatively small number of 

great industrialists of the late nineteenth century who genuinely rose 

“from rags to riches.” Born in Scotland, he came to the United States in 

1848, at the age of thirteen, and soon found work as a messenger in a 

Pittsburgh telegraph offi ce. His skill in learning to transcribe telegraphic 

messages (he became one of the fi rst telegraphers in the country able to 

take messages by sound) brought him to the attention of a Pennsylvania 

Railroad offi cial, and before he was twenty, he had begun his ascent 

to the highest ranks of industry. After the Civil War, he shifted his 

attention to the growing iron industry; in 1873 he invested all his assets 

in the development of the fi rst American steel mills. Two decades later 

he was one of the wealthiest men in the world. In 1901 he abruptly 

resigned from his businesses and spent the remaining years of his life 

as a philanthropist. By the time of his death in 1919, he had given away 

more than $350 million. (Culver Pictures, Inc.)

JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company became 

perhaps the largest and most powerful monopoly in America in the 

late nineteenth century, and Rockefeller himself became one of the 

nation’s wealthiest and most controversial men. (Culver Pictures, Inc.)

 New Managerial 
Techniques 
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     The most celebrated corporate empire of the late nine-

teenth century was John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, a 

great combination created through both horizontal and 

vertical integration. Shortly after 

the Civil War, Rockefeller launched 

a refi ning company in Cleveland 

and immediately began trying to eliminate his competi-

tion. Allying himself with other wealthy capitalists, he pro-

ceeded methodically to buy out competing refi neries. In 

1870, he formed the Standard Oil Company of Ohio; within 

a few years it had acquired twenty of the twenty-fi ve refi n-

eries in Cleveland, as well as plants in Pittsburgh, Philadel-

phia, New York, and Baltimore. So far, Rockefeller had 

expanded only horizontally. But soon he began expanding 

vertically as well. He built his own barrel factories, terminal 

warehouses, and pipelines. Standard Oil owned its own 

freight cars and developed its own marketing organiza-

tion. By the 1880s, Rockefeller had established such domi-

nance within the petroleum industry that to much of the 

nation he served as the leading symbol of monopoly. He 

controlled access to 90 percent of the refi ned oil in the 

United States.  

     Rockefeller and other industrialists saw consolidation 

as a way to cope with what they believed was the greatest 

curse of the modern economy: “cutthroat competition.” 

Most businessmen claimed to believe in free enterprise 

and a competitive marketplace, but in fact they feared the 

existence of too many competing fi rms, convinced that 

substantial competition could spell instability and ruin for 

all. A successful enterprise, many capitalists believed (but 

did not say publicly), was one that could eliminate or 

absorb its competitors. 

    As the movement toward combination accelerated, 

new vehicles emerged to facilitate it. The railroads began 

making so-called pool arrangements—informal agree-

ments among various companies to stabilize rates and 

divide markets (arrangements that would in later years be 

known as cartels). But the pools did not work very well. If 

even a few fi rms in an industry were unwilling to cooper-

ate (as was almost always the case), the pool arrange-

ments collapsed.   

 The Trust and the Holding Company 
 The failure of the pools led to new techniques of consoli-

dation, resting less on cooperation than on centralized 

control. At fi rst, the most successful such technique was 

the creation of the “trust”—pioneered by Standard Oil in 

the early 1880s and perfected by the banker J. P. Morgan. 

Over time, “trust” became a term for any great economic 

combination. But the trust was in fact a particular kind of 

organization. Under a trust agreement, stockholders in 

individual corporations transferred their stocks to a small 

group of trustees in exchange for shares in the trust itself. 

Owners of trust certifi cates often 

had no direct control over the 

 Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil 
 Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil 

 The Trust Agreement  The Trust Agreement 

decisions of the trustees; they simply received a share of 

the profi ts of the combination. The trustees themselves, 

on the other hand, might literally own only a few compa-

nies but could exercise effective control over many.  

     In 1889, the State of New Jersey helped produce a third 

form of consolidation by changing its laws of incorpora-

tion to permit companies actually to buy up other compa-

nies. Other states soon followed. That made the trust 

unnecessary and permitted actual corporate mergers. 

Rockefeller, for example, quickly relocated Standard Oil to 

New Jersey and created there what became known as a 

“holding company”—a central corporate body that would 

buy up the stock of various members of the Standard Oil 

trust and establish direct, formal ownership of the corpo-

rations in the trust. 

    By the end of the nineteenth century, as a result of cor-

porate consolidation, 1 percent of the corporations in Amer-

ica were able to control more than 

33 percent of the manufacturing.   A 

system of economic organization 

was emerging that lodged enormous power in the hands of 

  Rapid Corporate 
Consolidation 

  Rapid Corporate 
Consolidation 

J. PIERPONT MORGAN This arresting 1903 portrait by the great 

photographer Alfred Steichen captures something of the intimidating 

power of J. Pierpont Morgan, the most powerful fi nancier in America. 

This photograph is sometimes known as the “dagger portrait,” because 

Morgan appears to be holding a knife in his left hand. In fact, the shiny 

object is the arm of his chair. (The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by 

SCALA/Art Resource, NY)
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a very few men: the great bankers of New York such as J. P. 

Morgan, industrial titans such as Rockefeller (who himself 

gained control of a major bank), and others.  

     Whether or not this relentless concentration of eco-

nomic power was the only way or the best way to pro-

mote industrial expansion became a major source of 

debate in America. But it is clear that, whatever else they 

may have done, the industrial giants of the era were 

responsible for substantial economic growth. They were 

integrating operations, cutting costs, creating a great indus-

trial infrastructure, stimulating new markets, creating jobs 

for a vast new pool of unskilled workers, and opening the 

way to large-scale mass production. They were 

also creating the basis for some of the greatest 

public controversies of their era.     

 CAPITALISM AND 
ITS CRITICS  

 The rise of big business produced many critics. 

Farmers and workers saw in the growth of the 

new corporate power centers a threat to notions 

of a republican society in which wealth and 

authority were widely distributed. Middle-class 

critics pointed to the corruption that the new 

industrial titans seemed to produce in their own 

enterprises and in local, state, and national poli-

tics. The growing criticisms challenged the cap-

tains of industry to defend the new corporate 

economy, to convince the public (and them-

selves) that it was compatible with the ideology 

of individualism and equal opportunity that had 

long been central to the American self-image.  

 The “Self-Made Man” 
 The most common rationale for modern capital-

ism rested squarely on the older ideology of 

individualism. The new industrial economy, its 

defenders argued, was not reducing opportuni-

ties for individual advancement, but expanding 

them. It was providing every individual with a 

chance to succeed and attain great wealth. 

    There was an element of truth in such claims, 

but only a small one. Before the Civil War there 

had been few million-

aires in America; by 

1892 there were more 

than 4,000. Some were in fact what almost all 

millionaires claimed to be: “self-made men.” 

Andrew Carnegie had worked as a bobbin boy 

in a Pittsburgh cotton mill; John D. Rockefeller 

had begun as a clerk in a Cleveland commission 

house; E. H. Harriman, a great railroad tycoon, 

had begun as a broker’s offi ce boy. But most of 

 Myth of the 
Self-Made Man 
 Myth of the 
Self-Made Man 

the new business tycoons had begun their careers from 

positions of wealth and privilege.  

     Nor was their rise to power and prominence always a 

result simply of hard work and ingenuity, as they liked to 

claim. It was also a result of ruthlessness, arrogance, and, at 

times, rampant corruption. The railroad magnate Cornelius 

Vanderbilt expressed the attitude of many corporate 

tycoons with his belligerent question: “What do I care about 

the law? H’aint I got the power?” So did his son William, 

with his oft-quoted statement: “The public be damned.” 

Industrialists made large fi nancial contributions to politi-

cians, political parties, and government offi cials in exchange 

“MODERN COLOSSUS OF (RAIL) ROADS” Cornelius Vanderbilt, known as the 

“Commodore,” accumulated one of America’s great fortunes by consolidating 

several large railroad companies under his control in the 1860s. His name became 

a synonym not only for enormous wealth, but also (in the eyes of many Americans) 

for excessive corporate power—as suggested in this cartoon, showing him standing 

astride his empire and manipulating its parts. (Culver Pictures, Inc.)
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for assistance and support. And more often than not, politi-

cians responded as they hoped. Cynics said that Standard 

Oil did everything to the Ohio legislature except refi ne it. A 

member of the Pennsylvania legislature once reportedly 

said: “Mr. Speaker, I move we adjourn unless the Pennsylva-

nia Railroad has more business for us to transact.” During 

the notorious “Erie War” of 1868, in which Cornelius Van-

derbilt battled Jay Gould and Jim Fisk for control of the Erie 

Railroad, both sides in the dispute offered lavish bribes to 

members of the New York State legislature. The market 

price of legislators during the fi ght was $15,000 a head. 

One enterprising politician collected $75,000 from Vander-

bilt and $100,000 from Gould. Hardly innocent victims of 

this corruption, many politicians openly demanded bribes 

and in effect blackmailed businessmen. 

    The average industrialist of the late nineteenth century 

was not, however, a Rockefeller or a Vanderbilt. For every 

successful millionaire, there were dozens of aspiring busi-

nessmen whose efforts failed. Some industries fell under 

the monopolistic control of a single fi rm or a small group 

of large fi rms. But most industries remained fragmented, 

with many small companies struggling to carve out a sta-

ble position for themselves in an uncertain, highly com-

petitive environment. The annals of business did indeed 

include real stories of individuals rising from rags to 

riches. They also included stories of people moving from 

riches back to rags.   

 Survival of the Fittest 
 Most tycoons liked to claim that they had attained their 

wealth and power through hard work, acquisitiveness, 

and thrift—the traditional virtues of Protestant America. 

Those who succeeded, they argued, deserved their suc-

cess. “God gave me my money,” explained John D. Rocke-

feller, expressing the assumption that riches were a 

reward for worthiness. Those who failed had earned their 

failure—through their own laziness, stupidity, or careless-

ness. “Let us remember,” said a prominent Protestant min-

ister, “that there is not a poor person in the United States 

who was not made poor by his own shortcomings.” 

    Such assumptions helped strengthen a popular social 

theory of the late nineteenth century: Social Darwinism, 

the application of Charles Dar-

win’s laws of evolution and natu-

ral selection among species to human society. Just as only 

the fi ttest survived in the process of evolution, so in 

human society only the fi ttest individuals survived and 

fl ourished in the marketplace.  

     The English philosopher Herbert Spencer was the fi rst 

and most important proponent of this theory. Society, he 

argued, benefi ted from the elimination of the unfi t and 

the survival of the strong and talented. Spencer’s books 

were popular in America in the 1870s and 1880s. And his 

teachings found prominent supporters among American 

intellectuals, most notably William Graham Sumner of 

 Social Darwinism  Social Darwinism 

Yale, who promoted similar ideas in lectures, articles, and 

a famous 1906 book,  Folkways.  Sumner did not agree 

with everything Spencer wrote, but he did share Spen-

cer’s belief that individuals must have absolute freedom 

to struggle, to compete, to succeed, or to fail. Many indus-

trialists seized on the theories of Spencer and Sumner to 

justify their own power. “The growth of a large business is 

merely the survival of the fi ttest,” Rockefeller proclaimed. 

“This is not an evil tendency in business. It is merely the 

working out of the law of nature and a law of God.” 

    Social Darwinism appealed to businessmen because it 

seemed to legitimize their success and confi rm their vir-

tues. It also appealed to them because it placed their 

activities within the context of traditional American ideas 

of freedom and individualism. 

Above all, it appealed to them 

because it justifi ed their tactics. 

Social Darwinists insisted that all attempts by labor to 

raise wages by forming unions and all endeavors by gov-

ernment to regulate economic activities would fail, 

because economic life was controlled by a natural law, 

the law of competition. And Social Darwinism coincided 

with another “law” that seemed to justify business prac-

tices and business dominance: the law of supply and 

demand as defi ned by Adam Smith and the classical econ-

omists. The economic system, they argued, was like a great 

and delicate machine functioning by natural and auto-

matic rules, by the “invisible hand” of market forces. The 

greatest among these rules, the law of supply and demand, 

determined all economic values—prices, wages, rents, 

interest rates at a level that was just to all concerned. Sup-

ply and demand worked because human beings were 

essentially economic creatures who understood and pur-

sued their own interests, and because they operated in a 

free market regulated only by competition.  

     But Social Darwinism and the ideas of classical econom-

ics did not have very much to do with the realities of the 

corporate economy. At the same time that businessmen 

were celebrating the virtues of competition and the free 

market, they were actively seeking to protect themselves 

from competition and to replace the natural workings of 

the marketplace with control by great combinations. Rock-

efeller’s great Standard Oil monopoly was the clearest 

example of the effort to free an enterprise from competi-

tion. Many other businessmen made similar attempts on a 

smaller scale. Vicious competitive battle—something Spen-

cer and Sumner celebrated and called a source of healthy 

progress—was in fact the very thing that American busi-

nessmen most feared and tried to eliminate.   

 The Gospel of Wealth 
 Some businessmen attempted to temper the harsh philos-

ophy of Social Darwinism with a more gentle, if in some 

ways equally self-serving, idea: the “gospel of wealth.” Peo-

ple of great wealth, advocates of this idea argued, had not 

  Justifying the 
Status Quo 
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only great power but great responsibilities as well. It was 

their duty to use their riches to advance social progress. 

Andrew Carnegie elaborated on the creed in his 1901 

book,  The Gospel of Wealth,  in which he wrote that the 

wealthy should consider all revenues in excess of their 

own needs as “trust funds” to be used for the good of the 

community; the person of wealth, he said, was “the mere 

trustee and agent for his poorer brethren.” Carnegie was 

only one of many great industrialists who devoted large 

parts of their fortunes to philanthropic works—much of 

A young boy, perhaps an orphan, 

makes his perilous way through life 

on the rough streets of the city by sell-

ing newspapers or peddling matches. 

One day, his energy and determination 

catch the eye of a wealthy man, who 

gives him a chance to improve himself. 

Through honesty, charm, hard work, 

and aggressiveness, the boy rises in 

the world to become a successful man.

 That, in a nutshell, is the story that 

Horatio Alger presented to his vast 

public in novel after novel—over 100 

of them in all—for over forty years. 

During his lifetime, Americans bought 

many million copies of his novels. After 

his death in 1899, his books (and oth-

ers written in his name) continued to 

sell at an astonishing rate. Even today, 

when the books themselves are largely 

forgotten, the name Horatio Alger has 

come to represent the idea of individ-

ual advancement through (in a phrase 

Alger coined) “pluck and luck.”

 Alger was born in 1832 into a 

middle-class New England family, 

attended Harvard, and spent a short 

time as a Unitarian minister. He himself 

never experienced the hardships he 

later chronicled. In the mid-1850s, he 

turned to writing stories and books, and 

he continued to do so for the rest of 

his life. His most famous novel, Ragged 
Dick, was published in 1868; but there 

were many others that were almost 

identical to it: Tom, the Bootblack; 
Sink or Swim; Jed, the Poorhouse Boy; 
Phil, the Fiddler; Andy Grant’s Pluck. 
Most of his books were aimed at young 

people, and almost all of them were 

fables of a young man’s rise “from rags 

to riches.” The purpose of his writing, 

he claimed, was twofold. He wanted to 

“exert a salutary infl uence upon the 

class of whom [I] was writing, by set-

ting before them inspiring examples of 

what energy, ambition, and an honest 

purpose may achieve.” He also wanted 

to show his largely middle-class readers 

“the life and experiences of the friend-

less and vagrant children to be found 

in all our cities.”

 But Alger’s intentions probably had 

little to do with the success of his 

books. Most Americans of the late nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries 

were attracted to Alger because his sto-

ries helped them to believe in one of 

the most cherished of all their national 

myths: that it is possible for individu-

als to rise in the world with willpower 

and hard work, that anyone can 

become a “self-made man.” That belief 

was all the more important in the late 

nineteenth century, when the rise of 

large-scale corporate industrialization 

was making it increasingly diffi cult for 

individuals to control their own fates.

 Alger placed great emphasis on the 

moral qualities of his heroes; their suc-

cess was a reward for their virtue. But 

many of his readers ignored the moral 

message and clung simply to the 

image of sudden and dramatic success. 

After the author’s death, his publishers 

responded to that yearning by abridg-

ing many of Alger’s works to elimi-

nate the parts of his stories where 

the heroes do good deeds. Instead, 

they focused solely on the success of 

Alger’s heroes in rising in the world.

 Alger himself had very mixed feel-

ings about the new industrial order 

he described. His books were meant 

to reveal not just the opportunities 

for advancement it sometimes cre-

ated, but also its cruelty. That was one 

reason that in almost all his books, his 

heroes triumphed not just because 

of their own virtues or efforts, but 

because of some amazing stroke of 

luck. To Alger, at least, the modern age 

did not guarantee success through 

hard work alone; there had to be some 

providential assistance as well. Over 

time, however, Alger’s admirers came 

to ignore his own misgivings about 

industrialism and to portray his books 

purely as celebrations of (and justifi ca-

tions for) laissez-faire capitalism and 

the accumulation of wealth.

 An example of the transforma-

tion of Alger into a symbol of indi-

vidual achievement is the Horatio 

Alger Award, established in 1947 by 

the American Schools and Colleges 

Association to honor “living individuals 

who by their own efforts had pulled 

themselves up by their bootstraps 

in the American tradition.” Among 

its recipients have been Presidents 

Dwight D. Eisenhower and Ronald 

Reagan, evangelist Billy Graham, and 

Supreme Court justice Clarence 

Thomas.

PATTERNS OF POPULAR CULTURE

The Novels of Horatio Alger
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A NEWSBOY’S STORY Alger’s novels were 

even more popular after his death in 1899 

than they had been in his lifetime. This 

reprint of one of his many “rags-to-riches” 

stories—about the rise of a New York 

newsboy to wealth and success—includes in 

the background a rendering of the “Met Life 

Building,” an early skyscraper built in 1909.
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it to libraries and schools, institutions he believed would 

help the poor to help themselves.  

     The notion of private wealth as a public blessing existed 

alongside another popular concept: the notion of great 

wealth as something available to all. Russell H. Conwell, 

a Baptist minister, became the 

most prominent spokesman for 

the idea by delivering one lecture, “Acres of Diamonds,” 

more than 6,000 times between 1880 and 1900. Conwell 

told a series of stories, which he claimed were true, of 

 Russell Conwell  Russell Conwell 

individuals who had found opportunities for extraordi-

nary wealth in their own backyards. (One such story 

involved a modest farmer who discovered a vast diamond 

mine in his own fi elds in the course of working his land.) 

“I say to you,” he told his rapt audiences, “that you have 

‘acres of diamonds’ beneath you right here . . . that the 

men and women sitting here have within their reach 

opportunities to get largely wealthy. . . . I say that you 

ought to get rich, and that it is your duty to get rich.” Most 

of the millionaires in the country, Conwell claimed 

483

If Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches tales 

captured the aspirations of many men 

of the late nineteenth century, Louisa 

May Alcott’s enormously popular novels 

helped give voice to the often unstated 

ambitions of many young women.

 Alcott was born in 1832, the 

daughter of a prominent if generally 

impoverished reformer and educator, 

Bronson Alcott—a New England tran-

scendentalist committed to abolishing 

slavery and advancing women’s rights. 

Louisa May Alcott grew up wanting 

to write, one of the few serious voca-

tions available to women. As a young 

adult, she wrote a series of popular 

adventure novels under the pen-name 

A. M. Barnard, populated by conven-

tional male heroes. But after serving as 

a nurse in the Civil War (during which 

she contracted typhoid, from which 

she recovered, and mercury poisoning 

through her treatment, from which 

she suffered until her death in 1888), 

she chose a different path—writing 

realistic fi ction and basing it on the 

lives and experiences of women. The 

publication of Little Women (1868, 

1869) established Alcott as a major 

literary fi gure and as an enduring, if 

sometimes puzzling, inspiration for 

girls and, indeed, women of all ages.

Little Women—and its succes-

sors Little Men (1871) and Jo’s Boys 
(1886)—were in many ways wholly 

unlike the formulaic Horatio Alger 

stories, in which young men inevita-

bly rose from humble circumstances 

to great success. And yet they both 

echoed and altered the message of 

those books. The fi ctional March fam-

ily in the novels was in fact modeled 

on Alcott’s own impoverished if intel-

lectually lively childhood, and much 

of Little Women is a chronicle of 

poverty, suffering, and even death. But 

it is also the story of a young girl—Jo 

March, modeled to some degree on 

Alcott herself—who struggles to build 

a life for herself that is not defi ned by 

conventional women’s roles and ambi-

tions. Jo March, like Louisa May Alcott 

herself, becomes a writer. She spurns 

a conventional marriage (to her attrac-

tive and wealthy neighbor Laurie). 

Unlike Alcott, who never married, Jo 

does fi nd a husband—an older man, a 

German professor who does not sup-

port Jo’s literary ambitions.

 Many readers have found this mar-

riage troubling—and false to the mes-

sage of the rest of the book. It seems to 

contradict Alcott’s belief that women 

can have intellectual independence 

and achievement. But to Alcott, this 

unconventional marriage was a symbol 

of her own repudiation of an ordinary 

domestic life. “Girls write to ask who 

the little women marry, as if that was 

the only end and aim of a woman’s life,” 

Alcott wrote a friend after the publica-

tion of the fi rst volume of the novel. “I 

won’t marry Jo to Laurie to please any 

one.” Jo’s marriage to Professor Bhaer is 

in many ways a concession. “Jo should 

have remained a literary spinster [like 

Alcott herself ],” she once wrote, “but so 

many enthusiastic ladies wrote to me 

clamorously demanding that she should 

marry Laurie, or somebody, that I didn’t 

dare to refuse and out of perversity 

went and made a funny match for her.”

 It is tempting to see Louisa May 

Alcott’s life—as an independent woman, 

a writer, and an active suffragist—as a 

better model to her readers than the 

characters in her fi ction. But it was 

through Little Women and her other 

novels that Alcott mostly affected her 

time; and whatever their limitations, 

they present a group of young women 

who do challenge, even if indirectly, 

the expectations of their era. Jo March 

is willful, rebellious, stubborn, ambi-

tious, and often selfi sh, not the poised, 

romantic, submissive woman of most 

sentimental novels of her time. She 

hates housekeeping and drudgery. She 

yearns at times to be a boy. She resists 

society’s expectations—through her 

literary aspirations, her sharp temper, 

and ultimately her unconventional 

marriage. Through those qualities, she 

captured the imaginations of late-

nineteenth-century female readers and 

continues to capture the imaginations 

of readers today. Little Women has sur-

vived far longer than the Horatio Alger 

stories did precisely because it pre-

sents a story of growing up that, unlike 

Alger’s, is not predictable but compli-

cated, confl icted, and surprising.

PATTERNS OF POPULAR CULTURE

The Novels of Louisa May Alcott

(Bettmann/Corbis)
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(inaccurately), had begun on the lowest rung of the eco-

nomic ladder and had worked their way to success. Every 

industrious individual had the chance to do likewise.  

       Horatio Alger was the most famous promoter of the suc-

cess story. (See “Patterns of Popular Culture,” p. 482.) Alger 

was originally a minister in a small 

town in Massachusetts but was 

driven from his pulpit as a result of a sexual scandal. He 

moved to New York, where he wrote his celebrated novels 

about poor boys who rise “from rags to riches”—more than 

100 in all, which together sold more than 20 million copies. 

Alger’s name became synonymous—both in his own time 

and in later years—with the powerful myth that anyone 

could advance to great wealth through hard work. Alger 

himself grew very wealthy from his writings, which were 

among the most popular of his time, and became something 

of a folk hero in American culture. Few of his many fans 

were aware of his homosexuality. Like most other gay men 

of his era, he kept his private life carefully hidden, fearful 

that publicity would destroy his reputation and his career.  

    Alternative Visions 
 Alongside the celebrations of competition, the justifi cations 

for great wealth, and the legitimization of the existing order 

stood a group of alternative philosophies, challenging the 

corporate ethos and at times capitalism itself. 

    One such philosophy emerged in the work of the soci-

ologist Lester Frank Ward. Ward was a Darwinist, but he 

rejected the application of Dar-

winian laws to human society. In 

 Dynamic Sociology  (1883) and other books, he argued 

that civilization was governed not by natural selection but 

by human intelligence, which was capable of shaping 

society as it wished. Unlike Sumner, who believed that 

state intervention to remodel the environment was futile, 

Ward thought that an active government engaged in posi-

tive planning was society’s best hope. The people, through 

their government, could intervene in the economy and 

adjust it to serve their needs.  

     Other Americans skeptical of the laissez-faire ideas of 

the Social Darwinists adopted drastic approaches to 

reform. Some dissenters found a home in the Socialist 

Labor Party, founded in the 1870s and led for many years 

by Daniel De Leon, an immigrant from the West Indies. De 

Leon attracted a modest following in the industrial cities, 

but the party failed to become a major political force. It 

never polled more than 82,000 votes. De Leon’s theoreti-

cal and dogmatic approach appealed to intellectuals more 

than to workers. A dissident faction of his party, eager to 

forge ties with organized labor, broke away and in 1901 

formed the more enduring American Socialist Party. 

    Other radicals gained a wider following. One of the 

most infl uential was Henry George of California. His 

angrily eloquent  Progress and 
Poverty,  published in 1879, 
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became one of the best-selling nonfi ction works in Amer-

ican publishing history. George tried to explain why pov-

erty existed amidst the wealth created by modern 

industry. “This association of poverty with progress is the 

great enigma of our times,” he wrote. “So long as all the 

increased wealth which modern progress brings goes 

but to build up great fortunes, to increase luxury and 

make sharper the contrast between the House of Have 

and the House of Want, progress is not real and cannot be 

permanent.”  

     George blamed social problems on the ability of a few 

monopolists to grow wealthy as a result of rising land val-

ues. An increase in the value of land, he claimed, was a 

result not of any effort by the owner, but of the growth of 

society around the land. It was an “unearned increment,” 

and it was rightfully the property of the community. And 

so George proposed a “single tax,” to replace all other 

taxes, which would return the increment to the people. 

The tax, he argued, would destroy monopolies, distribute 

wealth more equally, and eliminate poverty. Single-tax soci-

eties sprang up in many cities. George himself moved east 

to New York; and in 1886, with the support of labor and 

the socialists, he narrowly missed being elected mayor. 

    Rivaling George in popularity was Edward Bellamy, 

whose utopian novel  Looking Backward,  published in 

1888, sold more than 1 million 

copies. It described the experi-

ences of a young Bostonian who went into a hypnotic 

sleep in 1887 and awoke in the year 2000 to fi nd a new 

social order where want, politics, and vice were unknown. 

The new society had emerged from a peaceful, evolution-

ary process. The large trusts of the late nineteenth cen-

tury had continued to grow in size and to combine with 

one another until ultimately they formed a single great 

trust, controlled by the government, which absorbed all 

the businesses of all the citizens and distributed the abun-

dance of the industrial economy equally among all the 

people. Society had become a great machine, “so logical in 

its principles and direct and simple in its workings” that it 

almost ran itself. “Fraternal cooperation” had replaced 

competition. Class divisions had disappeared. Bellamy 

labeled the philosophy behind this vision “nationalism,” 

and his work inspired the formation of more than 160 

Nationalist Clubs to propagate his ideas.  

    The Problems of Monopoly 
 Relatively few Americans shared the views of those who 

questioned capitalism itself. But by the end of the century 

a growing number of people were becoming deeply con-

cerned about a particular, glaring aspect of capitalism: the 

growth of monopoly (control of the market by large cor-

porate combinations). Laborers, farmers, consumers, small 

manufacturers, conservative bankers and fi nanciers, advo-

cates of radical change—all began to assail monopoly and 

economic concentration. 

 Looking Backward  Looking Backward 
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    They blamed monopoly for creating artifi cially high 

prices and for producing a highly unstable economy. In 

the absence of competition, they argued, monopolistic 

industries could charge whatever prices they wished; rail-

roads, in particular, charged very high rates along some 

routes because, in the absence of competition, they knew 

their customers had no choice but to pay them. Artifi cially 

high prices, moreover, contributed to the economy’s insta-

bility, as production consistently outpaced demand. Begin-

ning in 1873, the economy fl uctuated erratically, with 

severe recessions creating havoc every fi ve or six years, 

each recession worse than the previous one, until fi nally, 

in 1893, the system seemed on the verge of total collapse. 

    Hostility to monopoly was based on more than a con-

cern about prices. Many Americans considered monopoly 

dangerous because the rise of large combinations seemed 

to threaten the ability of individuals to advance in the 

world. If a single person, or a small group, could control all 

economic activity in an industry, what opportunities would 

be left for others? To men, in particular, monopoly threat-

ened the ideal of the wage-earning husband capable of sup-

porting a family and prospering, because combinations 

seemed to reduce opportunities to succeed—to make less 

likely the idea of the “self-made man” memorialized in the 

novels of Horatio Alger. Monopoly, therefore, threatened not 

just competition, but certain notions of manhood as well. 

    Adding to the resentment of monopoly was the emer-

gence of a new class of enormously and conspicuously 

wealthy people, whose lifestyles became an affront to 

those struggling to stay afl oat. According to one esti-

mate early in the century, 1 percent of the families in 

America controlled nearly 88 percent of the nation’s 

assets. Some of the wealthy—Andrew Carnegie, for 

example—lived relatively unostentatiously and donated 

large sums to charities. Others, however, lived in almost 

grotesque luxury. Like a clan of feudal barons, the Van-

derbilts maintained, in addition to many country estates, 

seven opulent mansions on seven blocks of New York 

City’s Fifth Avenue. Other wealthy New Yorkers lavished 

vast sums on parties. The most notorious, a ball on 

which Mrs. Bradley Martin spent $368,000, created such 

a furor that she and her husband fl ed to England to 

escape public abuse. 

    Observing their fl agrant displays of wealth were the 

four-fi fths of the American people who lived modestly, 

and at least 10 million people 

who lived below the commonly 

accepted poverty line. The standard of living was rising 

for everyone, but the gap between rich and poor was 

increasing. To those in diffi cult economic circumstances, 

the sense of relative deprivation could be almost as frus-

trating and embittering as poverty itself.  

 Increasing Inequality  Increasing Inequality 

CHILDREN OF WEALTH The children of the wealthy railroad executive George Jay Gould (son of the notorious fi nancier Jay Gould) ride through a 

Paris park in voiturettes, miniature automobiles manufactured in France. (Culver Pictures, Inc.)

bri38559_ch17_470-495.indd Page 485  9/23/08  9:59:24 AM user-s180bri38559_ch17_470-495.indd Page 485  9/23/08  9:59:24 AM user-s180 /Volumes/203/MHSF070/mhbri13%0/bri13ch17/Volumes/203/MHSF070/mhbri13%0/bri13ch17



486 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

      INDUSTRIAL WORKERS 
IN THE NEW ECONOMY  

 The American working class was both a benefi ciary and a 

victim of the growth of industrial capitalism. Many work-

ers in the late nineteenth century experienced a real rise 

in their standard of living. But they did so at the cost of 

arduous and often dangerous working conditions, dimin-

ishing control over their own work, and a growing sense 

of powerlessness.  

 The Immigrant Work Force 
 The industrial work force expanded dramatically in the 

late nineteenth century as demand for factory labor grew. 

The source of that expansion was a massive migration 

into industrial cities—migrations of two sorts. The fi rst 

was the continuing fl ow of rural Americans into factory 

towns and cities—people disillusioned with or bank-

rupted by life on the farm and eager for new economic 

and social opportunities. 

    The second was the great wave of immigration from 

Mexico, Asia, Canada, and above all Europe in the decades 

following the Civil War—an infl ux greater than that of any 

previous era. The 25 million immigrants who arrived in 

the United States between 1865 and 1915 were more 

than four times the number who had arrived in the fi fty 

years before. 

    In the 1870s and 1880s, most of the immigrants to east-

ern industrial cities came from the nation’s traditional 

sources: England, Ireland, and 

northern Europe. By the end of 

the century, however, the major 

sources of immigration had shifted, with large numbers of 

southern and eastern Europeans (Italians, Poles, Russians, 

Greeks, Slavs, and others) moving to America and into the 

industrial work force. In the West, the major sources of 

immigration were Mexico and, until the Chinese Exclu-

sion Act of 1882, Asia. No reliable fi gures are available for 

either group, but an estimated 1 million Mexicans entered 

the United States in the fi rst three decades of the twenti-

eth century, many of them swelling the industrial work 

force of western cities.  

     The new immigrants were coming to America in part 

to escape poverty and oppression in their homelands. But 

they were also lured to the United States by expectations 

of new opportunities. Sometimes such expectations were 

realistic, but often they were the result of false promises. 

Railroads tried to lure immigrants into their western land-

holdings by distributing misleading advertisements over-

seas. Industrial employers actively recruited immigrant 

workers under the Labor Contract Law, which—until its 

  New Sources 
of Immigration 

  New Sources 
of Immigration 

APPROACHING SHORE This image of European 

immigrants aboard a ship approaching the 

American shore captures both the excitement and 

the tension of these newcomers to the United 

States. (Library of Congress)
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repeal in 1885—permitted them to pay for the passage of 

workers in advance and deduct the amount later from 

their wages. Even after the repeal of the law, employers 

continued to encourage the immigration of unskilled 

laborers, often with the assistance of foreign-born labor 

brokers, such as the Greek and Italian padrones, who 

recruited work gangs of their fellow nationals. 

    The arrival of these new groups introduced height-

ened ethnic tensions into the dynamic of the working 

class. Low-paid Poles, Greeks, 

and French Canadians began to 

displace higher-paid British and 

Irish workers in the textile factories of New England. 

Italians, Slavs, and Poles emerged as a major source of 

labor for the mining industry in the East, traditionally 

dominated by native workers or northern European 

immigrants. Chinese and Mexicans competed with Anglo-

Americans and African Americans in mining, farmwork, 

and factory labor in California, Colorado, and Texas. Even 

within industries, moreover, workers tended to cluster 

in particular occupations (and thus, often, at particular 

income levels) by ethnic group.  

    Wages and Working Conditions 
 The average standard of living for workers rose in the 

years after the Civil War, but for many laborers, the return 

for their labor remained very small. At the turn of the cen-

tury, the average income of the American worker was 

$400 to $500 a year—below the $600 fi gure widely con-

sidered the minimum for a reasonable level of comfort. 

Nor did workers have much job security. All workers were 

vulnerable to the boom-and-bust cycle of the industrial 

 Heightened Ethnic 
Tensions 
 Heightened Ethnic 
Tensions 

economy, and some lost their jobs because of technologi-

cal advances or because of the cyclical or seasonal nature 

of their work. Even those who kept their jobs could fi nd 

their wages suddenly and substantially cut in hard times. 

Few workers, in other words, were ever far from poverty. 

    American laborers faced other hardships as well. For 

fi rst-generation workers accustomed to the patterns of 

agrarian life, there was a diffi cult adjustment to the nature 

of modern industrial labor: the performance of routine, 

repetitive tasks, often requiring little skill, on a strict and 

monotonous schedule. To skilled artisans whose once val-

ued tasks were now performed by machines, the new sys-

tem was impersonal and demeaning. Factory laborers 

worked ten- to twelve-hour days, six days a week; in the 

steel industry they worked twelve hours a day. Many worked 

in appallingly unsafe or unhealthy factories. Industrial acci-

dents were frequent and severe. Compensation to the vic-

tims, either from their employers or from the government, 

was often limited, until many states began passing work-

men’s compensation laws in the early twentieth century. 

    For many workers, the most disturbing aspect of fac-

tory labor in the new industrial system was their loss of 

control over the conditions of 

their labor. Even semiskilled 

workers and common laborers had managed to maintain 

some control over their labor in the relatively informal 

working conditions of the early and mid-nineteenth cen-

tury. As the corporate form of organization spread, employ-

ers set out to make the factory more effi cient (often in 

response to the principles of scientifi c management). That 

meant, they believed, centralizing control of the work-

place in the hands of managers, ensuring that workers 

had no authority or control that might disrupt the fl ow of 

 Loss of Control  Loss of Control 

WEST LYNN MACHINE SHOP This machine 

tool shop in West Lynn, Massachusetts, 

photographed in the mid-1890s, suggests 

something of the growing scale of factory 

enterprise in the late nineteenth century—

and also of the extraordinary dangers 

workers in these early manufacturing shops 

faced. (Brown Brothers)
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production. This loss of control, as much as the low wages 

and long hours, lay behind the substantial working-class 

militancy in the late nineteenth century.  

    Women and Children at Work 
 The decreasing need for skilled work in factories induced 

many employers to increase the use of unskilled women 

and children, whom they could hire for lower wages than 

adult males. By 1900, women made up 17 percent of the 

industrial work force, a fourfold increase since 1870; and 

20 percent of all women (well over 5 million) were wage 

earners. Some of these working women were single and 

took jobs to support themselves or their parents or sib-

lings. Many others were married and had to work to sup-

plement the inadequate earnings of their husbands; for 

many working-class families, two incomes were required 

to support even a minimal standard of living. In earlier 

periods of American history, women had regularly worked 

within the household economies that characterized most 

American families. But when women began working in 

factories in the mid-nineteenth century—outside the 

household, independently of husbands or fathers—many 

people began to consider their presence in the paid work 

force a social problem. Partly this was because many 

reformers, including many females, saw women as partic-

ularly vulnerable to exploitation and injury in the rough 

environment of the factory. It was also because many peo-

ple considered it inappropriate for women to work inde-

pendently. And so the “problem” of women in the work 

force became a signifi cant public issue. In some commu-

nities the aversion to seeing married women work was so 

strong—among both men and women—that families 

struggled on inadequate wages rather than see a wife and 

mother take a job. 

    Women industrial workers were overwhelmingly white 

and mostly young, 75 percent of them under twenty-fi ve. 

The vast majority were immigrants or the daughters of 

immigrants. There were some women in all areas of indus-

try, even in some of the most arduous jobs. Most women, 

however, worked in a few indus-

tries where unskilled and semi-

skilled machine labor (as opposed to heavy manual labor) 

prevailed. The textile industry remained the largest single 

industrial employer of women. (Domestic service 

remained the most common female occupation overall.) 

Women worked for wages as low as $6 to $8 a week, well 

below the minimum necessary for survival (and well 

below the wages paid to men working the same jobs). At 

the turn of the century, the average annual wage for a 

male industrial worker was $597; for a woman, it was 

$314. Even highly skilled women workers made about 

half what men doing the same job earned. Advocates of a 

minimum wage law for women created a sensation when 

they brought several women to a hearing in Chicago to 

testify that low wages and desperate poverty had driven 

them to prostitution. (The testimony was not, however, 

sensational enough for the Illinois legislature, which 

promptly defeated the bill.)  

     At least 1.7 million children under sixteen years of age 

were employed in factories and fi elds in 1900, more than 

twice the number of thirty years before. Ten percent of all 

girls aged ten to fi fteen, and 20 percent of all boys, held 

jobs. This was partly because some families so desperately 

 Poorly Paid Women  Poorly Paid Women 

SPINDLE BOYS Young boys, some of them 

barefoot, clamber among the great textile 

machines in a Georgia cotton mill adjusting 

spindles. Many of them were the children 

of women who worked in the plants. The 

photograph is by Lewis Hine. (Bettmann/

Corbis)
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needed additional wages that parents and children alike 

were pressed into service. It was also because in some 

families the reluctance to permit wives to work led par-

ents to send their children into the work force to avoid 

forcing mothers to go. This did not, however, prevent 

reformers from seeing children working in factories as a 

signifi cant social problem. Under the pressure of outraged 

public opinion, thirty-eight state legislatures passed child- 

labor laws in the late nineteenth 

century; but these laws were of 

limited impact. Sixty percent of 

child workers were employed in agriculture, which was 

typically exempt from the laws; such children often 

worked twelve-hour days picking or hoeing in the fi elds. 

And even for children employed in factories, the laws 

merely set a minimum age of twelve years and a maximum 

workday of ten hours, standards that employers often 

ignored in any case. In the cotton mills of the South, chil-

dren working at the looms all night were kept awake by 

having cold water thrown in their faces. In canneries, little 

girls cut fruits and vegetables sixteen hours a day. 

Exhausted children were particularly susceptible to injury 

while working at dangerous machines, and they were 

maimed and even killed in industrial accidents at an alarm-

ing rate.  

     As much as the appalling conditions of women and 

child workers troubled the national conscience, conditions 

for many men were at least equally dangerous. In mills and 

mines, and on the railroads, the American accident rate was 

higher than that of any industrial nation in the world. As 

late as 1907, an average of twelve railroad men a week died 

on the job. In factories, thousands of workers faced such 

occupational diseases as lead or phosphorus poisoning, 

against which few employers took precautions.   

 The Struggle to Unionize 
 Labor attempted to fi ght back against the poor conditions 

in the workplace by adopting some of the same tactics 

their employers had used so effectively: creating large 

combinations, or unions. But by the end of the century 

their efforts had met with little success. 

    There had been craft unions in America, representing 

small groups of skilled workers, since well before the Civil 

War. Alone, however, individual 

unions could not hope to exert 

signifi cant power in the new corporate economy, and in 

the 1860s some labor leaders began to search for ways to 

combine the energies of the various labor organizations. 

The fi rst attempt to federate separate unions into a single 

national organization came in 1866, when William H. Sylvis 

founded the National Labor Union—a polyglot associa-

tion, claiming 640,000 members, that included a variety of 

reform groups having little direct relationship with labor. 

After the Panic of 1873, the National Labor Union disinte-

grated and disappeared.  

 Ineffective Child-Labor 
Laws 
 Ineffective Child-Labor 
Laws 
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     The National Labor Union, like most of the individual 

unions that joined it, excluded women workers. Male 

workers argued (not entirely incorrectly) that women 

were used to drive down their wages; and they justifi ed 

their hostility by invoking the ideal of domesticity. “Woman 

was created to be man’s companion,” a National Labor 

Union offi cial said, “to be the presiding deity of the home 

circle.” Most women workers agreed that “man should be 

the breadwinner,” as one female union organizer said. But 

many argued that as long as conditions made it impossible 

for men to support their families, women should have full 

and equal opportunities in the workplace. 

    Unions faced special diffi culties during the recession 

years of the 1870s. Not only was there widespread unem-

ployment, which depression conditions created; there was 

also widespread middle-class hostility toward the unions. 

When labor disputes with employers turned bitter and 

violent, as they occasionally did, 

much of the public instinctively 

blamed the workers (or the “radicals” and “anarchists” they 

believed were infl uencing the workers) for the trouble, 

rarely the employers. Particularly alarming to middle-class 

Americans was the emergence of the “Molly Maguires,” a 

militant labor organization in the anthracite coal region of 

Pennsylvania. The Mollies operated within the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians, an Irish fraternal society, and some-

times used terrorist tactics. They attempted to intimidate 

the coal operators through violence and occasionally mur-

der, and they added to the growing perception that labor 

 Molly Maguires  Molly Maguires 

A WARNING FROM THE MOLLY MAGUIRES The Molly Maguires were 

known for their harsh, intimidating, and at times violent tactics against 

the owners and managers of anthracite coal mines. In this “coffi n 

notice” sent to a mine foreman in the early 1870s, they inform him: 

“You are hereby notifi ed that if you don’t leave this place right away, 

you will be a dead man.” (The Historical Society of Schuylkill County)
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activism was motivated by dangerous radicals. Much of the 

violence attributed to the Molly Maguires, however, was 

instigated or performed by informers and agents employed 

by the mine owners, who wanted a pretext for ruthless 

measures to suppress unionization.  

    The Great Railroad Strike 
 Excitement over the Molly Maguires paled beside the near 

hysteria that gripped the country during the railroad strike 

of 1877, which began when the eastern railroads announced 

a 10 percent wage cut and which soon expanded into 

something approaching a class war. Strikers disrupted rail 

service from Baltimore to St. Louis, destroyed equipment, 

and rioted in the streets of Pitts-

burgh and other cities. State mili-

tias were called out, and in July President Hayes ordered 

federal troops to suppress the disorders in West Virginia. In 

Baltimore, eleven demonstrators died and forty were 

wounded in a confl ict between workers and militiamen. In 

Philadelphia, state militia opened fi re on thousands of work-

ers and their families who were attempting to block the rail-

road crossings and killed twenty people. In all, over 100 

people died before the strike fi nally collapsed several weeks 

after it had begun.  

     The great railroad strike was America’s fi rst major, 

national labor confl ict, and it illustrated how disputes 

between workers and employers could no longer be local-

ized in the increasingly national economy. It illustrated as 

well the depth of resentment among many American 

workers toward their employers (and toward the govern-

ments allied with them) and the lengths to which they 

were prepared to go to express that resentment. And 

 National Strike  National Strike 

fi nally, it was an indication of the frailty of the labor move-

ment. The failure of the strike seriously weakened the 

 railroad unions and damaged the reputation of labor orga-

nizations in other industries as well.   

 The Knights of Labor 
 The fi rst major effort to create a genuinely national labor 

organization was the founding in 1869 of the Noble Order 

of the Knights of Labor, under the leadership of Uriah S. 

Stephens. Membership was open to all who “toiled,” a defi -

nition that included all workers and most business and 

professional people. The only excluded groups were law-

yers, bankers, liquor dealers, and professional gamblers. 

Unlike most labor organizations of the time, the Knights 

welcomed women members—not just female factory 

workers, but domestic servants and women who worked 

in their own homes. Leonora Barry, an Irish immigrant 

who had worked in a New York hosiery factory, ran the 

Woman’s Bureau of the Knights. Under her effective lead-

ership, the Knights enlisted 50,000 women members 

(both black and white) and created over a hundred all-

female locals. 

    The Knights were loosely organized, without much 

central direction. Members met in local “assemblies,” 

which took many different forms. They were loosely affi li-

ated with a national “general assembly.” Their program was 

similarly vague. Although they championed an eight-hour 

day and the abolition of child labor, the leaders were more 

interested in long-range reform of the economy. Leaders 

of the Knights hoped to replace the “wage system” with a 

new “cooperative system,” in which workers would them-

selves control a large part of the economy. 

KNIGHTS OF LABOR DELEGATES, 1886 

The Knights of Labor aspired to represent 

everyone in America who could be considered 

a producer, and it was the fi rst, and for many 

years the only, labor organization to welcome 

women unreservedly, as this portrait of 

delegates to the Knights 1886 convention 

indicates. (Brown Brothers)
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    For several years, the Knights remained a secret frater-

nal organization. But in the late 1870s, under the leader-

ship of Terence V. Powderly, the 

order moved into the open and 

entered a spectacular period of 

expansion. By 1886, it claimed a total membership of over 

700,000, including some militant elements that the mod-

erate leadership could not always control. Local unions or 

assemblies associated with the Knights launched a series 

of strikes in the 1880s in defi ance of Powderly’s wishes. 

In 1885, striking railway workers forced the Missouri 

Pacifi c, a link in the Gould system, to restore wage cuts 

and recognize their union. But the victory was temporary. 

In the following year, a strike on another Gould railroad, 

the Texas and Pacifi c, was crushed, and the power of the 

unions in the Gould system was broken. Their failure 

helped discredit the organization. By 1890, the member-

ship of the Knights had shrunk to 100,000. A few years 

later, the organization disappeared.  

    The AFL 
 Even before the Knights began to decline, a rival organiza-

tion based on a very different organizational concept 

appeared. In 1881, representatives of a number of existing 

craft unions formed the Federation of Organized Trade and 

Labor Unions of the United States and Canada. Five years 

later, it changed its name to the American Federation of 

Labor (AFL), and it soon became the most important and 

enduring labor group in the country. Rejecting the Knights’ 

idea of one big union for everybody, the Federation was an 

association of autonomous craft unions and represented 

mainly skilled workers. It was generally hostile to organiz-

ing unskilled workers, who did not fi t comfortably within 

the craft-based structure of existing organizations. 

    Toward women, the AFL adopted an apparently contra-

dictory policy. On the one hand, the male leaders of the 

AFL were hostile to the idea of 

women entering the paid work 

force. Because women were 

weak, they believed, employers could easily take advan-

tage of them by paying them less than men. As a result, 

women workers drove down wages for everyone. “It is 

the so-called competition of the unorganized, defenseless 

woman worker, the girl and the wife, that often tends to 

reduce the wages of the father and husband,” Samuel 

Gompers, the powerful leader of the AFL, once said. He 

talked often about the importance of women remaining 

in the home and argued (incorrectly) that “there is no 

necessity of the wife contributing to the support of the 

family by working.” More than that, female labor was, the 

AFL newspaper wrote, “the knife of the assassin, aimed at 

the family circle.” Gompers himself believed strongly that 

a test of a man’s worth was his ability to support a family, 

and that women in the work force would undermine 

men’s positions as heads of their families.  

 Dissolution of the 
Knights of Labor 
 Dissolution of the 
Knights of Labor 

 Opposition to Female 
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     Although hostile to the idea of women workers, the 

AFL nevertheless sought equal pay for those women who 

did work and even hired some female organizers to 

encourage unionization in industries dominated by 

women. These positions were, in fact, less contradictory 

than they seem. By raising the pay of women, the AFL 

could make them less attractive to employers and, in 

effect, drive them out of the work force. 

    Gompers accepted the basic premises of capitalism; 

his goal was simply to secure for the workers he repre-

sented a greater share of capitalism’s material rewards. 

Gompers rejected the idea of fundamental economic 

reform; he opposed the creation 

of a worker’s party; he was gener-

ally hostile to any government efforts to protect labor or 

improve working conditions, convinced that what gov-

ernment could give it could also take away. The AFL con-

centrated instead on the relationship between labor and 

management. It supported the immediate objectives of 

most workers: better wages and working conditions. And 

while the AFL hoped to attain its goals by collective bar-

gaining, it was ready to use strikes if necessary.  

     As one of its fi rst objectives, the AFL demanded a 

national eight-hour day and called for a general strike if 

workers did not achieve the goal by May 1, 1886. On that 

day, strikes and demonstrations calling for a shorter work-

day took place all over the country, most of them staged 

by AFL unions but a few by more radical groups. 

    In Chicago, a center of labor and radical strength, a 

strike was already in progress at the McCormick Harvester 

Company when the general strike 

began. City police had been ha-

rassing the strikers, and labor and radical leaders called a 

protest meeting at Haymarket Square. When the police 

ordered the crowd to disperse, someone threw a bomb 

that killed seven offi cers and injured sixty-seven other 

people. The police, who had killed four strikers the day 

before, fi red into the crowd and killed four more people. 

Conservative, property-conscious Americans, frightened 

and outraged, demanded retribution, even though no one 

knew who had thrown the bomb. Chicago offi cials fi nally 

rounded up eight anarchists and charged them with mur-

der, on the grounds that their statements had incited who-

ever had hurled the bomb. All eight scapegoats were 

found guilty after a remarkably injudicious trial. Seven 

were sentenced to death. One of the condemned commit-

ted suicide, four were executed, and two had their sen-

tences commuted to life imprisonment.  

     To most middle-class Americans, the Haymarket bomb-

ing was an alarming symbol of social chaos and radical-

ism. “Anarchism” now became a code word in the public 

mind for terrorism and violence, even though most anar-

chists were relatively peaceful visionaries dreaming of a 

new social order. For the next thirty years, the specter of 

anarchism remained one of the most frightening concepts 

in the American middle-class imagination. It also became a 
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constant obstacle to the goals of the AFL and other 

labor organizations, and it was particularly devastating 

to the Knights of Labor, which, as the most radical of 

the major labor organizations, never recovered from 

the post-Haymarket hysteria. However much they tried 

to distance themselves from radicals, unions were 

always vulnerable to accusations of anarchism, as the 

violent strikes of the 1890s occasionally illustrated.   

 The Homestead Strike 
 The Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, 

which was affi liated with the American Federation of 

Labor, was the most powerful trade union in the country. 

Its members were skilled workers, in great demand by 

employers and thus able to exercise signifi cant power in 

the workplace. Employers sometimes called such workers 

“little shopfl oor autocrats,” and they resented the substan-

tial control over working conditions these skilled laborers 

often had. The union had a rulebook with fi fty-six pages 

of what workers called “legislation” limiting the power of 

employers. In the emerging corporate world of the late 

nineteenth century, such challenges to management con-

trol were beginning to seem intolerable to many 

employers. 

    By the mid-1880s, the steel industry had introduced 

new production methods and new patterns of organiza-

tion that were streamlining the steelmaking process and, 

at the same time, reducing the companies’ dependence 

on skilled labor. In the Carnegie system, which was com-

ing to dominate the steel industry, the union had a foot-

hold in only one of the corporation’s three major 

factories—the Homestead plant near Pittsburgh. By 

1890, Carnegie and his chief lieu-

tenant, Henry Clay Frick, had 

decided that the Amalgamated “had to go,” even at Home-

stead. Over the next two years, they repeatedly cut 

wages at Homestead. At fi rst, the union acquiesced, aware 

that it was not strong enough to wage a successful 

strike.  

     In 1892, the company stopped even discussing its 

decisions with the Amalgamated, in effect denying the 

union’s right to negotiate at all. Finally, when Frick 

announced another wage cut at Homestead and gave the 

union two days to accept it, the Amalgamated called for 

a strike. Frick abruptly shut down the plant and called in 

300 guards from the Pinkerton Detective Agency to 

enable the company to hire nonunion workers. The 

hated Pinkertons were well-known strikebreakers, and 

their mere presence was often enough to incite workers 

to violence. 

    The Pinkertons approached the plant by river on 

barges on July 6, 1892. The strikers prepared for them by 

pouring oil on the water and setting it on fi re, and they 

met the guards at the docks with guns and dynamite. 

After several hours of pitched battle, during which three 

 Henry Clay Frick  Henry Clay Frick 

guards and ten strikers were killed and many others 

injured, the Pinkertons surrendered and were escorted 

roughly out of town. 

    But the workers’ victory was temporary. The governor of 

Pennsylvania, at the company’s request, sent the state’s 

entire National Guard contingent, 

some 8,000 troops, to Homestead. 

Production resumed, with strikebreakers now protected 

by troops. And public opinion turned against the strikers 

when a radical made an attempt to assassinate Frick. Slowly 

workers drifted back to their jobs; and fi nally—four months 

after the strike began—the Amalgamated surrendered. By 

1900, every major steel plant in the Northeast had broken 

with the Amalgamated, which now had no power to resist. 

Its membership shrank from a high of 24,000 in 1891 (two-

thirds of all eligible steelworkers) to fewer than 7,000 a 

decade later. Its decline was symbolic of the general ero-

sion of union strength in the late nineteenth century, as fac-

tory labor became increasingly unskilled and workers thus 

became easier to replace. The AFL unions were often pow-

erless in the face of these changes.  

    The Pullman Strike 
 A dispute of greater magnitude and equal bitterness, if less 

violence, was the Pullman strike in 1894. The Pullman Pal-

ace Car Company manufactured sleeping and parlor cars 

for railroads, which it built and repaired at a plant near 

Chicago. There the company built the 600-acre town of 

Pullman and rented its trim, orderly houses to the employees. 

George M. Pullman, owner of the company, considered the 

town a model solution to the industrial problem; he 

referred to the workers as his “children.” But many resi-

dents chafed at the regimentation and the high rents. 

    In the winter of 1893–1894, the Pullman Company 

slashed wages by about 25 percent, citing the declining 

revenues the depression was causing. At the same time, 

Pullman refused to reduce rents in its model town, which 

were 20 to 25 percent higher than rents for comparable 

accommodations in surrounding areas. Workers went on 

strike and persuaded the militant American Railway 

Union, led by Eugene V. Debs, to 

support them by refusing to han-

dle Pullman cars and equipment. Opposing the strikers 

was the General Managers’ Association, a consortium of 

twenty-four Chicago railroads. It persuaded its member 

companies to discharge switchmen who refused to han-

dle Pullman cars. Every time this happened, Debs’s union 

instructed its members who worked for the offending 

companies to walk off their jobs. Within a few days thou-

sands of railroad workers in twenty-seven states and terri-

tories were on strike, and transportation from Chicago to 

the Pacifi c coast was paralyzed.  

     Most state governors responded readily to appeals 

from strike-threatened businesses; but the governor of Illi-

nois, John Peter Altgeld, was a man with demonstrated 
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sympathies for workers and their grievances. Altgeld had 

criticized the trials of the Haymarket anarchists and had 

pardoned the convicted men who were still in prison 

when he took offi ce. He refused to call out the militia to 

protect employers now. Bypassing Altgeld, railroad opera-

tors asked the federal government to send regular army 

troops to Illinois, on the pretext that the strike was pre-

venting the movement of mail on the trains. President 

Grover Cleveland and Attorney General Richard Olney, a 

former railroad lawyer and a bitter foe of unions, complied. 

In July 1894, over Altgeld’s objections, the president 

ordered 2,000 troops to the Chicago area. A federal court 

issued an injunction forbidding the union to continue the 

strike. When Debs and his associates defi ed it, they were 

arrested and imprisoned. With federal troops protecting 

the hiring of new workers and with the union leaders in a 

federal jail, the strike quickly collapsed. 

   Sources of Labor Weakness 
 The last decades of the nineteenth century were years in 

which labor, despite its organizing efforts, made few real 

gains and suffered many important losses. In a rapidly 

expanding industrial economy, wages for workers rose 

hardly at all, and not nearly enough to keep up with the 

rising cost of living. Labor leaders won a few legislative 

victories: the abolition by Congress in 1885 of the Con-

tract Labor Law; the establishment by Congress in 1868 of 

an eight-hour day on public works projects and in 1892 of 

an eight-hour day for government employees; state laws 

governing hours of labor and safety standards; and gradu-

ally some guaranteed compensation for workers injured 

on the job. But many of these laws were not enforced, and 

neither strikes nor protests seemed to have much effect. 

The end of the century found most workers with less 

political power and considerably less control of the work-

place than they had had forty years before. 

    Workers failed to make greater gains for many reasons. 

The principal labor organizations represented only a small 

percentage of the industrial work force. Four percent of 

all workers (fewer than 1 million people) belonged to 

unions in 1900. The AFL, the most important, excluded 

unskilled workers, who were emerging as the core of the 

industrial work force, and along with them most women, 

blacks, and recent immigrants. Women responded to this 

exclusion in 1903 by forming their own organization, the 

Women’s Trade Union League. But after several frustrating 

years of attempting to unionize women, the WTUL turned 

the bulk of its attention to securing protective legislation 

for women workers, not general organization and mobili-

zation of labor. Other divisions within the work force con-

tributed further to union weakness. Tensions between 

different ethnic and racial groups kept laborers divided. 

    Another source of labor weakness was the shifting 

nature of the work force. Many immigrant workers came 

to America intending to remain 

only briefl y, to earn some money 

and return home. The assumption 

that they had no long-range future in the country (even 

though it was often a mistaken one) eroded their willing-

ness to organize. Other workers—natives and immigrants 

alike—were in constant motion, moving from one job to 

another, one town to another, seldom in one place long 

enough to establish any institutional ties or exert any real 

power. A study of Newburyport, Massachusetts, over a 

thirty-year period shows that 90 percent of the workers 

  Shifting Nature of the 
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THE PULLMAN STRIKE These two images portray two aspects of 

the great Pullman strike of 1894. The photograph above shows 

U.S. troops, ordered to Chicago to quell the strike, camping on the 

lakefront. The drawing below shows freight cars and an engine 

destroyed by striking workers. These images were published 

together in Harper’s Weekly to illustrate the ferocity of the Pullman 

battle. (Library of Congress)
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there vanished from the town records in those years, 

many of them because they moved elsewhere. Even work-

ers who stayed put often did not remain in the same job 

for long.  

     Some real social mobility did exist. Workers might 

move from unskilled to semiskilled or skilled jobs during 

their lifetimes; their children might become foremen or 

managers. The gains were small, but they were enough to 

inspire considerable (and often unrealistic) hopes and to 

persuade some workers that they were not part of a per-

manent working class. 

    Above all, workers made few gains in the late nineteenth 

century because of the strength of the forces arrayed 

against them. They faced corpo-

rate organizations of vast wealth 

and power, which were generally determined to crush any 

 Corporate Strength  Corporate Strength 

efforts by workers to challenge their prerogatives—not just 

through brute force, but also through infi ltration of unions, 

espionage within working-class communities, and sabo-

tage of organizational efforts. And as the Homestead and 

Pullman strikes suggest, the corporations had the support 

of local, state, and federal authorities, who were willing to 

send in troops to “preserve order” and crush labor upris-

ings on demand.  

     Despite the creation of new labor unions, despite a 

wave of strikes and protests that in the 1880s and 1890s 

reached startling proportions, workers in the late nine-

teenth century failed to create successful organizations or 

to protect their interests in the way the large corporations 

managed to do. In the battle for power within the emerg-

ing industrial economy, almost all the advantages seemed 

to lie with capital.       

CONCLUSION

 In the four decades following the end of the Civil War, 

the United States propelled itself into the forefront of the 

industrializing nations of the world. Large areas of the 

nation remained overwhelmingly rural, to be sure, and 

the majority of the population was still engaged in activi-

ties closely tied to farming. Even so, America’s economy, 

and along with it the nation’s society and culture, were 

being profoundly transformed. 

  New technologies, new forms of corporate manage-

ment, and new supplies of labor helped make possible 

the rapid growth of the nation’s industries and the con-

struction of its railroads. The factory system contributed 

to the growth of the nation’s cities and at times created 

entirely new ones. Immigration provided a steady supply 

of new workers for the growing industrial economy. The 

result was a steady and substantial increase in national 

wealth, rising living standards for much of the popula-

tion, and the creation of great new fortunes. 

  But industrialization did not spread its fruits evenly. 

Large areas of the country, most notably the South, and 

large groups in the population, most notably minori-

ties, women, and recent immigrants, profi ted relatively 

little from economic growth. Industrial workers experi-

enced arduous conditions of labor and wages that rose 

much more slowly than the profi ts of the corporations 

for which they worked. Small merchants and manu-

facturers found themselves overmatched by great new 

combinations. 

  Industrialists strove to create a rationale for their power 

and to persuade the public that everyone had something 

to gain from it. But many Americans remained skeptical of 

modern capitalism, and some—workers struggling to form 

unions, reformers denouncing trusts, women fi ghting to 

win protections for female laborers, socialists envisioning 

a new world, and many others—created broad and power-

ful critiques of the new economic order. Industrialization 

brought both progress and pain to late-nineteenth-century 

America. Controversies over its effects defi ned the era and 

would continue to defi ne the fi rst decades of the twenti-

eth century.   

INTERACTIVE LEARNING 

 The  Primary Source Investigator CD-ROM  offers the fol-

lowing materials related to this chapter:

   •   Interactive map:  Transportation Revolution  (M12).  

  •   Documents, images, and maps related to industrial-

ization, economic growth, and labor strife in the late 

nineteenth century, including Thomas Edison’s patent 

for the lightbulb, original railroad maps showing the 

expansion of transportation networks, and panoramic 

photographs of the era’s giant industrial plants.    

    Online Learning Center (   www.mhhe.com/brinkley13e   )  
 For quizzes, Internet resources, references to additional 
books and films, and more, consult this book’s Online 
Learning Center.   
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