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Chapter 16
Survival of the Fittest:

Entrepreneurs and Workers in
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Industrial America, 1865-1900
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•What expectations encouraged economic growth in the late nineteenth century?

· How did federal policymakers choose to encourage economic growth after the Civil War?

Railroads and Economic Growth

· In the post—Civil War era, what constraints did railroad entrepreneurs and investment bankers face? What was the outcome of their choices?

Entrepreneurs and Industrial Transformation

· How did technology and prevailing business practices define entrepreneurs' expectations in the late nineteenth century?

· How did Carnegie and Morgan choose to deal with competition?


Workers in Industrial America

•What were Americans' expectations regarding economic mobility in the late nineteenth century?

· What constraints did workers face in seeking mobility, and what choices were they able to make?

The Varieties of Labor Organization and Action

· How did the expectations of American workers who joined craft unions compare with those who joined the Knights of Labor?

· What were some outcomes of labor unrest in the late nineteenth century?

The Nation Transformed

· How did Americans respond to the transformation of the economy?

INTRODUCTION 

In January 1901, 65-year-old Andrew Carnegie used a blunt pencil to write several lines on a sheet of paper. After receiving this paper, J. P. Morgan glanced at it and murmured, "I accept this price." Thereby did Carnegie sell the nation's largest steel company for $480 million. Thereby did Morgan, the nation's most prominent banker, acquire the central element for his plan to create the United States Steel Corporation, the first corporation in the world to be capitalized at more than a billion dollars.

By the time Morgan accepted Carnegie's offer, the U.S. economy had been dramatically trans​formed from what it had been during the Civil War. Back then, more than half of all Amerícan workers had toiled in agriculture. And anyone contemplating the prospects for manufacturing would have noted many potential constraints: a partially developed transportation system, limited amounts of capital, an unsophisticated system for mobilizing capital, and a potential shortage of workers. Some, however, would have pointed to the great potential evident in America's vast nat​ural resources and skilled workers.

A generation later, much of that potential had been realized, and the United States stood as a ma​jor industrial power. The changes in the nation's economy far exceeded the wildest expectations of Americans living in 1865. Few could have imag​ined that steel production would increase a thou​sand times by 1900, or that railroads would oper​ate nearly six times as many miles of tracks, or that farms would triple their harvests. Few could have expected the torrent of inventions that transformed many people's lives: adding machines, telephones, electric lights, electric streetcars, electric sewing machines, automobiles, motion pictures. By the 1890s, rapid and far-reaching change had become an ingrained part of Americans' expectations.

These economic changes were the result of choices made by many individuals: where to seek work, where to invest, whether to expand produc​tion, how to react to a business competitor, whom to trust. Among the many economic choices Ameri‑


Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

cans made, however, two general areas stand out: competition and cooperation.

As the industrial economy took off, many entre​preneurs found themselves in a love-hate relation​ship with competition. Carnegie loved it, express​ing the expectation that it "insures the survival of the fittest." Morgan, by contrast, saw competition as the single most unpredictable factor in the econ​omy and as a serious constraint on economic prog​ress. Carnegie's zeal for competition was, in fact, unusual. Although many entrepreneurs paid lip service to competition, most thought more like Morgan than Carnegie.

Other Americans found themselves making choices regarding cooperation. Individualism was deeply entrenched in the American psyche, yet the increasing complexity of the economy presented repeated opportunities for cooperation. Entrepre​neurs sometimes chose to cooperate by dividing a market rather than competing in it. Wage earners sometimes chose to join with other workers in de​manding better wages or working conditions. In the process, some workers not only cooperated in a union but questioned capitalism, the economic system that paid their wages. The outcome of these choices was the industrialization of the nation and the transformation of the economy.
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Foundation for Industrialization

By 1865, conditions in the United States were ripe for rapid industrialization. A wealth of natural resources, a capable work force, an agricultural base that pro​duced enough food for a large urban population, and favorable government policies laid the foundation.

Resources, Skills, and Capital

At the end of the Civil War, entrepreneurs could draw on vast and virtually untapped natural re‑

sources. Americans had long plowed the fertile farmlands of the Midwest and the South. They had just begun to farm the rich black soil of Minnesota, Nebraska, Kansas, Iowa, and the Dakotas, as well as the productive valleys of California. The Pacific Northwest, the western Great Lakes region, and the South all held extensive forests untouched by the lumberman's saw.

The nation was also rich in mineral resources. Pennsylvania had vast iron ore and coal deposits. [t was also the site of early efforts to tap under​ground pools of crude oil. California had gold. Vast reserves of other minerals lay undiscovered in
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( In the popular imagination of most Americans in the late nineteenth century, the West was a vast and unpopulated storehouse of riches—fertile agricultural land, timber wait​ing to be cut, minerals there for the taking. Popular prints such as this lithograph by Currier & Ives, titled Westward the Course of Empires Takes Its Way (1868), which depicts ambitious pioneers moving west, encouraged such attitudes. In such imaginative depic​tions, there was rarely any indication that the West was already home to many American Indians and Mexican Americans. Museum of the City of New York.

1865: iron ore in Michigan, Minnesota, and Al​abama; coal throughout the Ohio Valley and in Wyoming and Colorado; oil in the Midwest, Okla​homa, Texas, Louisiana, and California; gold or sil​ver in Nevada and Colorado; and copper in Michi​gan, Montana, Utah, and Arizona.

Like natural resources, the work force and the skills and experience of workers were important for economic growth. In the early nineteenth cen​tury, New Englanders had developed manufactur​ing systems based on interchangeable parts and factories for producing cotton cloth. Their talents and inventiveness gave them a reputation for "Yankee ingenuity." Such skills, however, were not limited to New England.

Another crucial element for industrialization was capital. During the years before the war, capi​

tal became centered in the northeastern seaport cities of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. Banks and stock exchanges capable of mobilizing capital had also appeared before the Civil War.

The Transformation of Agriculture

The expanding economy of the nineteenth century rested on a productive agricultural base. Improved transportation helped expand agriculture by mak‑

interchangeable parts Parts that are identical and can be substituted for each other.

stock exchange A place where people meet to buy and sell stocks and bonds.
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MAP 16.1 Expansion of Agriculture, 1860-1900 The amount of improved farmland more than doubled during these forty years. This map shows two ways in which agri​cultural expansion came about: first, western lands were brought under cultivation; sec​ond, in other areas, especially the Midwest, land was cultivated much more intensively than before.

ing it possible to move agricultural produce long distances. Up to 1865, farmers had developed 407 million acres. During the next thirty-five years, this acreage more than doubled (see Map 16.1).

The federal government contributed to the rapid settlement of Kansas, Nebraska, the Dakotas, and Minnesota through the Homestead Act of 1862. Under this act, any person could receive 160 acres of free land from the government by building a house, living on the land for five years, and farm​ing it. Between 1862 and 1890, 48 million acres passed into private hands in this way. Even more land was purchased from the government for as little as $1.25 per acre.


As production of major crops rose, prices for them fell. Corn sold for 66 cents per bushel in 1866 but fell steadily thereafter, hitting a low of 21 cents in 1896. Wheat dropped from $2.06 per bushel in 1866 to a low of 49 cents in 1894. Cotton followed the same trend. It sold for 9.7 cents per pound in 1876 but only 4.6 cents in 1894.

Homestead Act of 1862 Law passed by Congress in 1862 promising ownership of 160 acres of public land to any citizen who lived on and cultivated the land for five years.

Several factors contributed to the decline in farm prices, but the most obvious is that supply grew faster than demand. As prices for their crops fell, American farmers attempted to maintain their income by using fertilizer and new machinery to grow more crops. Between 1870 and 1890, the amount of fertilizer sold more than quadrupled.

New machinery spurred the production of grain crops. Steel-bladed plows, seed drills, reapers, and threshing machines all greatly increased the amount of land one person could farm. For example, a farmer with a hand-held scythe and cradle could harvest only two acres of wheat in a day. Using the McCormick reaper, first produced in 1849, a farmer and a team of horses could harvest two acres in an hour.

The growth of agriculture affected other parts of the economy. It stimulated the farm equipment in​dustry and, in turn, the iron and steel industry. It motivated the development of railroads and sus​tained them. Throughout the nineteenth century, agricultural products (cotton, tobacco, wheat, and meat) constituted more than two-thirds of Ameri​can exports. Thus hefty exports spurred oceanic shipping and shipbuilding.

The Impact of War and New Government Policies

In the short run, the Civil War, by diverting labor and capital into war production, probably slowed an expansion of manufacturing already under way. But the war did bring about important changes in the experience and expectations of some entrepre​neurs, who began to think in terms of national markets. New government policies also quickened the rate of growth after the war.

Even in the midst of the Civil War, Republicans attempted to stimulate economic growth. They first passed a new protective tariff in 1861 to pro​tect American products from foreign competition and to stimulate investment in manufacturing. Next, they used the billion acres of government-owned land to encourage economic development. The Homestead Act stimulated western settle​ment. The Land-Grant College Act (1862) gave land to states to fund public universities that


would provide education in engineering and agri​culture. Congress also approved the Pacific Rail​road Act, a land grant for the first transcontinental railroad, in 1862.

Railroads and Economic Growth

Railroads set much of the pace for economic ex​pansion after the Civil War. Growth of the rail net​work stimulated industries that supplied materials for railroad construction and operation, especially steel and coal, and industries that needed long-distance transportation to reach their markets. Railroad companies also came to symbolize big business, and some Americans began to fear their power.

Railroad Expansion

In 1865, the lack of a national rail network posed a significant constraint on economic development. Railroad companies operated on tracks of varying gauges, making it impossible to transfer railcars between lines. Few bridges crossed major rivers. Until 1869, no railroad connected the eastern half of the country to the Pacific coast.

By the 1880s, the final elements had fallen into place to create a national rail network. The first transcontinental rail line was completed in 1869,

 drill A machine for planting seeds in holes or furrows.

protective tariff Tax on imported goods intended to make them more expensive than similar domes​tic goods, thus protecting the market for items pro​duced at home.

is

Land-Grant College Act Law passed by Congress in 1862 that gave public land to each state; income from the land was to provide funding for engineering and agricultural colleges.

gauge The distance between the rails in a railroad track.
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* MAP 16.2 Railroad Expansion and Railroad Land Grants Post–Civil War railroad ex​pansion produced the transportation base for an industrial economy In the West, federal land grants encouraged railroad construction. Within a grant, railroads received every other square mile. Land could be forfeited if construction did not meet the terms of the grant legislation.

connecting Sacramento, California, to Omaha, Ne​braska. By 1893, four more transcontinental lines had been built. Between 1865 and 1890, railroads grew from 35,000 miles of track to 167,000 miles (see Map 16.2). By the mid-1880s, most major rivers had been bridged. Companies had replaced many iron rails with steel ones, making it possible to haul heavier loads. New inventions increased the speed, carrying capacity, and efficiency of trains. In 1886, the last major lines converted to a standard gauge, making it possible to transfer rail​cars from one line to another simply by throwing a switch. This rail network enabled entrepreneurs to ship raw materials and goods easily from one re​gion to another.

Western railroads expanded with generous as​sistance from the federal government. Congress provided the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads, the first companies to build a transcon​tinental line, not only with sizable loans but also with 10 square miles of the public domain for every mile of track laid. Congress doubled this amount in 1864. By 1871, Congress had autho​rized some seventy railroad land grants, involv​ing 128 million acres, an area the size of Colorado and Wyoming together. Most railroads sold their land to farmers and companies to raise capital for railroad operations. This practice guaranteed that the railroads would have customers and business along their tracks.

Railroads: Models for Big Business

Railroad companies differed in kind from earlier businesses. Because of their size, they encoun​tered problems that no other businesses had faced. Railroads required much more coordina​tion and long-range planning than previous busi​nesses. Earlier companies typically operated at a single location, but railroads had to provide freight stations, passenger stations, and repair fa​cilities along the entire length of their lines. Fi​nancial transactions carried on over hundreds of miles by scores of employees required a central​ized accounting office. One result was the devel​opment of a bureaucracy of clerks, accountants, managers, and agents. Railroads became training grounds for the first administrators in American business and the models for many subsequent large businesses.

Railroads required far more capital than most manufacturing concerns. The largest steel furnaces in the world cost $741,000 in 1875, but in the same year the Pennsylvania Railroad was capitalized at $400 million. The railroads' huge appetite for capi​tal made them the first American businesses to seek investors on a nationwide and international scale. By the Civil War, the New York Stock Ex​change had emerged as the leading place where brokers sold railroad stocks.

Railroads faced higher fixed costs than most previous companies. These costs included equip​ment, property, and commitments to investors. To pay their fixed costs, railroad companies operated at full capacity whenever possible. Doing so some​times proved difficult. Where two or more lines competed for the same traffic, rate wars often re​sulted. Competition between railroad companies sometimes became so intense that no line could show a profit. A railroad that could not cover its fixed costs faced bankruptcy.

Some railroad operators attempted to eliminate competition by forming pools. The most famous was the Iowa Pool, made up of the railroads operat​ing between Chicago and Omaha. Formed in 1870, the Iowa Pool operated until 1874. Few pools lasted very long. Typically a raílroad broke the pool arrangement in an effort to expand, thereby start​ing a new price war. Customers complained loudly when a pooling arrangement became known; they


believed that they paid higher rates because of the pool.

To compete more effectively, railroads adjusted their rates to attract high-volume shippers. Fa​vored customers sometimes received a rebate. Large shipments sent over long distances cost the railroad companies less per mile than small ship​ments sent over short distances, so companies de​veloped different rate structures for long and short hauls. Thus the largest shippers could secure re​bates and low rates, and small businesses and farmers operated at a comparative disadvantage. Although railroads explained the rates in terms of differences in costs, small shippers still saw them​selves as victims of rate discrimination.

Railroads viewed government as a source of valuable subsidies, but they constantly guarded against efforts to have government regulate their enterprises. Companies campaigned openly to se​cure the election of friendly politicians and lob​bied public officials in Washington, D.C., and in state capitals. Most railroad companies issued free passes to public officials, a practice reformers at​tacked as a form of bribery. Railroads such as the Southern Pacific in California became the most in​fluential political power in the state. Stories of rail​road officials bribing politicians became common​place after the Civil War.

Investment Bankers and "Morganization"

The rapid railroad expansion of the 1880s led to ex​cessive competition, which caused some lines to earn little or no profit. Railway executives at‑

fixed costs Costs that a company must pay even if

 it closes down all its operations—for example, in​terest on loans, dividends on bonds, and property taxes.

pool An agreement among businesses in the same industry to divide up the market and charge equal prices instead of competing.

rebate The refund of part of the amount given in payment for something.

lobby To try to influence the thinking of public offi​cials for or against a specific cause.

tempted to solve the problem by consolidating small carriers into a large regional railway. The Santa Fe and the Southern Pacific, for example, emerged in the Southwest, and the Great Northern and the Northern Pacific held sway in the North​west. The Pennsylvania and the New York Central controlled much of the Northeast. Railway execu​tives expected consolidation to lead to fewer price wars and higher profits.

To raise the enormous amounts of capital neces​sary for construction and consolidation, railroads turned increasingly to investment bankers. John Pierpont Morgan had emerged as the most promi​nent investment banker by the late 1880s. Morgan was the son of a successful Connecticut merchant who turned to investment banking and relocated the family to London when Morgan was 17. After working in his father's London bank, Morgan moved in 1857 to New York, where his father's connections and his own abilities enabled him to become a major banking figure.

Morgan's access to capital in the United States, London, and Paris soon led to his involvement in efforts to stabilize the railroad industry. His price for investing in financially ailing railroads was the consolidation of small lines into larger systems. He often insisted that he or one of his partners be seated on the board of directors to guard against risky decisions in the future. This process became known as "Morganization." "Morganized" lines by 1900 included some of the largest in the coun​try: the Reading, the Baltimore & Ohio, the Chesa​peake & Ohio, the Santa Fe, the Erie, the Northern Pacific, and the Southern. A few other investment bankers followed similar patterns.

By 1900, railroad entrepreneurs and investment bankers had twelve large railroad systems that controlled more than half of the nation's track mileage. Twenty other railroads operated most of the rest.


small. Even as late as 1899, nearly 60 percent of all manufacturing establishments were so small that they averaged only two production workers. Such businesses typically operated in a single shop, were run by the owner, and produced one item for local sale. For example, a wheelwright turned out wheels one at a time. Although a few textile facto​ries employed a hundred workers as early as the 1820s, these companies made only one product in one location. Entrepreneurs in the late nineteenth century challenged all these patterns.

Andrew Carnegie and the Age of Steel

Steel defined the new industrial economy that emerged after the Civil War. This superior metal was difficult and expensive to make until the 1850s, when Henry Bessemer in England and William Kelly in Kentucky independently discov​ered ways of making it inexpensively and quickly.

In 1875, just south of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvanía, Andrew Carnegie opened the nation's largest steel plant, the J. Edgar Thomson Works. From then un​til 1901, Carnegie held central place in the steel in​dustry. Born in Scotland in 1835, Carnegie came to the United States with his penniless parents in 1848. He soon became a messenger in a telegraph office and then a telegraph operator. Because of his great skill at the telegraph key, Carnegie became the personal telegrapher for a high official of the Pennsylvania Railroad. Carnegie rose rapidly and became a superintendent at the age of 25. At the end of the Civil War, he left railroading to devote full attention to his investments in the iron and steel industry. He quickly began to apply to his iron companies the management lessons he had learned with the railroad.

Entrepreneurs and Industrial Transformation

Despite the emergence of large railroad corpora​tions, most American businesses were relatively


John Pierpont Morgan American banker and in​dustrialist who used investments in railroads and steel to turn his family fortune into a colossal fi​nancial empire.

Andrew Carnegie Scottish-born industrialist who made a fortune in steel and believed the rich had a duty to act for the public benefit.

Carnegie followed this basic rule: "Cut the prices; scoop the market; run the mills full." An ag​gressive competitor, he took every opportunity to cut costs so that he could charge less than his ri​vals. In 1864, steel rails sold for $126 per ton; by 1875, Carnegie was selling them for $69 per ton. Driven by improved technology and Carnegie's competitiveness, steel prices continued to fall, reaching less than $20 per ton in the late 1890s. By then, the nation produced nearly 10 million tons of steel each year.

Carnegie's success in reducing costs also stemmed from vertical integration. Like other en​trepreneurs, Carnegie chose to control everything from the supply of raw materials to the distribu​tion of finished products. Vertical integration guar​anteed a reliable flow of supplies at predictable prices.

Steel plants stood at one end of the long chain of vertically integrated operations that Carnegie owned or controlled: iron ore mines in Michigan and Wisconsin, a fleet of ships that transported iron ore across the Great Lakes, hundreds of miles of railway lines, tens of thousands of acres of coal lands, ovens to produce coke, and plants for turn​ing iron ore into bars of crude iron. Carnegie Steel was vertically integrated from the point where the raw materials came out of the ground through the production of steel rails and beams.

Standard Oil: Model for Monopoly

As Carnegie provided a model for other steel com​panies and for heavy industry, John D. Rocke​feller revolutionized the petroleum industry. Born in 1839, Rockefeller became a partner in a grain and livestock business in Cleveland that earned large profits during the Civil War. In 1863, Rocke​feller invested these profits in a refinery that had been built to process oil from northwestern Penn​sylvania, where oil had been discovered in 1859. After the war, he bought more refineries and incor​porated them as Standard Oil in 1870.

The refining business was highly competitive. Recognizing that improved technology could of​fer a decisive advantage, Rockefeller recruited en​gineers to make Standard the most efficient re​

finer. He secured reduced rates or obtained re​bates from the railroads. He usually sought to persuade his competitors to join the cartel he was creating. Failing in that, he would drive them out of business.

Between 1879 and 1881, Rockefeller centralized decision making among the forty companies that he and his associates controlled by creating the Standard Oil Trust. The trust was a new organiza​tional form designed to get around state laws that prohibited one company from owning stock in an​other. To create the trust, Rockefeller and other shareholders in the individual companies ex​changed their stock for trust certificates issued by Standard Oil. Standard Oil thus was able to control all the individual companies, though technically it did not own them. The creation of Standard Oil meant that one company controlled about 90 per​cent of the nation's refining capacity.

Standard Oil consolidated its operations by closing more than half of its refineries and build​ing several larger plants that incorporated the newest technology. One outcome was greater effi​ciency. The price of fuel and lighting products fell by more than half from 1866 to 1890. In the 1880s, Standard moved to vertical integration by gaining

vertical integration The bringing together of a wide range of business activities--such as acquir​ing raw materials, manufacturing, and market​ing and selling finished products—into a single organization.

coke Coal from which most of the gases have been removed by heating; it burns with intense heat and is used in making steel.

John D. Rockefeller American industrialist who amassed great wealth through the Standard Oil Company and donated much of his fortune to pro​mote learning and research.

cartel A group of independent business organiza​tions that cooperate to control the production, pric​ing, and marketing of goods by group members; another term for pool.

trust A combination of firms or corporations for the purpose of reducing competition and controlling prices throughout an industry.

control of existing oil fields, building its own pipelines and oceangoing tankers, and creating its own marketing operations. By the early 1890s, Standard Oil had achieved a near monopoly over an entire industry. The monopoly proved to be short-lived, however, because of the discovery of new oil fields in Texas and elsewhere. New com​panies emerged and quickly followed the path of vertical integration.

Technology and Economic Change

By the late nineteenth century, most American entrepreneurs had joined Rockefeller in viewing technology as an important competitive device. Railroads wanted more powerful locomotives, larger freight cars, and stronger rails. Steel com​panies demanded larger and more efficient fur​naces. Ordinary citizens as well as entrepreneurs were infatuated with technology. One invention followed another: an ice-making machine in 1865, the air brake for trains in 1868, the vacuum cleaner in 1869, the telephone in 1876, the phono​graph in 1878, the electric light bulb in 1879, and the first American-made gasoline-engine auto​mobile in 1895. By 1900, many Americans had come to expect a steady flow of new and as​tounding creations.

Thomas A. Edison, born in 1847, stood out in the field of electrical inventions. In 1869, Edison se​cured the first of the thousand-plus patents that he would obtain over his lifetime. In 1876, in Menlo Park, New Jersey, Edison set up the first modern research laboratory. There he and his staff worked at improving electrical technology. Sometimes building on the work of others, Edison's laborato​ries invented or significantly improved electric lighting, electric motors, the storage battery, the electric locomotive, the phonograph, the mimeo​graph, and many other products.

Investment bankers played an important role in the development of the new companies that gen​erated and distributed electrícity, manufactured electrical equipment, and sold light bulbs and other electrical devices to consumers. General Electric, for example, came about through a series of mergers arranged by J. P. Morgan.


Selling to the Nation

Large, vertically integrated manufacturers of con​sumer goods often produced goods that differed little from each other and cost virtually the same. Such companíes sometimes chose not to compete on the basis of price but instead to use advertising to differentiate their products.

Most advertising in the mid-nineteenth century promoted patent medicines and books. By 1890, however, large-scale advertising also featured packaged foods, clothing, soap, and petroleum products. After the federal Patent Office registered the first trademark in 1870, companies rushed to develop logos that would distinguish their prod​ucts from nearly identical rivals.

Advertising popularized new ways of selling goods. Previously, most people had purchased goods from small specialty stores, general stores, artisans, or door-to-door peddlers. After the Civil War, the appearance of department stores made available a wide range of choices in ready-made products such as clothing and shoes. Such stores relied heavily on newspaper advertising to attract customers. The variety presented by department stores paled, however, when compared to the goods available through the mail-order catalogues

monopoly Exclusive control by one group of the means of producing or selling a product.

Thomas A. Edison American inventor, especially of electrical devices, among them the microphone (1877), the phonograph (1878), and the light bulb (1879).

patent A government grant that gives the creator of an invention the sole right to produce, use, or sell that invention for a set period of time.

merger The union of two or more organizations.

patent medicine A medical preparation that is ad​vertised by a brand name and can be bought with​out a physician's prescription.

trademark A name or symbol that identifies a product and is officially registered and legally re​stricted for use by the owner or manufacturer.

general store A store, common in rural areas, that sells a lot of different goods but is not divided into departments.

first offered by Montgomery Ward in 1872 and Sears and Roebuck in 1886. Aimed at rural America, these catalogues offered a wider range of choices than most country-dwellers had ever before seen. De​partment stores and mail-order houses were possi​ble because manufacturers now produced all sorts of ready-made goods.

Economic Concentration and the Merger Movement

Carnegie and Rockefeller redefíned the expecta​tions of other entrepreneurs and provided models for the organization of business. One outcome was that large, complex companies appeared relatively suddenly in the 1880s. At first, they were concen​trated in consumer-goods industries.

James B. Duke, for example, used efficient ma​chinery, extensive advertising, and vertical integra​tion to become the largest manufacturer of ciga​rettes. In 1890, he merged with his four largest competitors to create the American Tobacco Com​pany, which dominated the cigarette industry. Gus​tavus Swift in the early 1880s began to ship fresh meat from his slaughterhouse in Chicago to the East using his own refrigerated railcars. He eventu​ally added refrigerated storage plants in each city. Other meatpacking companies followed Swift's lead. By 1890, a half dozen firms, all vertically inte​grated, dominated meatpacking. Monopolies like Standard Oil were fairly rare. More typical was the situation in meatpacking, in which an oligopoly—a small number of firms—dominated an industry.

Many new manufacturing companies in the 1870s and early 1880s did not sell stock or use in​vestment bankers to raise capital. Standard Oil and Carnegie Steel expanded by merging with other companies, adding partners, or purchasing com​panies from retained profits. Rockefeller and Carnegie, for example, concentrated ownership and control in their own hands. The same held true for many other industríal companies until late in the nineteenth century. In 1896, the New York Stock Exchange sold stock in only twenty manu​facturing concerns.

At the turn of the century, however, a second phase of vertical and horizontal integration cre​

ated the need for more capital, and investment bankers began to turn their attention from rail​roads to heavy industry. In the late 1890s, J. P. Mor​gan started combining companies in the steel busi​ness to create a vertically integrated operation that might challenge Carnegie's dominance. Carnegie had never carried vertical integration to the point of making final products such as wire, barrels, or tubes. He seemed at first to relish the prospect of no-holds-barred competition with what he called "the Trust." When Morgan offered to buy him out, however, he agreed, allowing Morgan in 1901 to create United States Steel, the nation's first billion-dollar corporation.

Other large mergers followed. In 1902, competi​tion between the two largest companies making harvesting machines became so intense that each considered creating its own steel plant. Realizing that this strategy would hurt United States Steel's business, Morgan intervened. Morgan merged the two largest and three smaller harvester firms into International Harvester in 1902, creating a com​pany that dominated 85 percent of the market.

United States Steel and International Harvester were just two of the many new combinations in manufacturing created in a relatively short time at the turn of the century. Between 1898 and 1902, the nation witnessed an astonishing number of merg​ers. The high point came in 1899, when 1,208 merg​ers involving $2.3 billion in capital occurred.

Investment bankers sought two primary objec​tives in reorganizing an industry: to make the in​dustry stable, so that investments would yield pre​dictable dividends; and to make the industry efficient, so that dividends would be high. Toward that end, investment bankers placed their represen​tatives on the boards of directors of the new compa​nies. By 1912, the three leading New York banks held 341 directorships in 112 major companies.

Thus, by 1900, many of the characteristics of mod​ern business had emerged. Many industries were

oligopoly A market or industry dominated by a few firms.

dividend A share of profits received by a stock​holder.

oligopolistic, dominated by a few vertically inte​grated companies. Product differentiation through advertising had begun. The stock market had moved beyond the sale of railroad securities to play an important role in raising capital for industry.

With the passing of the first generation of indus​trial empire builders, ownership grew apart from management. Many new business executives were simply hired managers. Ownership rested with hundreds or thousands of stockholders, all of whom wanted a reliable return on their invest​ment. The huge size of the new companies also meant that most managers rarely saw or talked with employees not involved in management or accounting. Many companies treated their em​ployees as expenses to be increased or cut as neces​sary, with little regard to the impact of their deci​sions on people.

Workers in Industrial America

The rapid expansion of railroads, mining, and manufacturing created a demand for labor to lay the rails, dig out the ore, tend the furnaces, operate the refineries, and carry out a thousand other tasks. The new workers required to perform these tasks came from across the nation and around the world. Despite the lure of a rags-to-riches triumph like that of Andrew Carnegie, very few became wealthy.

Labor and Mobility

Horatio Alger emerged as one of America's most popular novelists after the success of Ragged Dick (1868), the story of an orphaned shoeshine boy who achieves financial success. Alger's books, which sold nearly a hundred million copies, had but one refrain: a poor but hardworking youth, through some unusual opportunity to do good, at​tracts the attention of a wealthy, powerful person and thereby achieves success, wealth, and happi​ness. Alger's name became a symbol of the expec​tation that in America anyone who worked hard and saved could succeed.


The reality of life in industrial America bore lit​tle resemblance to Alger's tales. Nearly all success​ful business leaders came from middle-class or upper-class families. Few workers could expect to move more than a step up the economic scale. An unskilled laborer might become a semiskilled worker, or a skilled worker might become a fore​man, but few wage earners moved into the middle class. If they did, it was usually as the owner of a small business.

In industrial America, the treatment of labor dif​fered little from that of the raw materials that went into a finished product. During boom periods, companies advertised for labor and ran their oper​ations at full capacity. When the demand for man​ufactured goods fell, companies reduced produc​tion and laid off workers, cut wages, or reduced hours. Unemployed workers had little to fall back on but their savings or the earnings of other family members. Some churches and private charities gave out food, but state and federal government provided no unemployment benefits. Families that failed to find work might become homeless and go hungry. In a depression, jobs of any sort were scarce, and competition for them was intense.

Workers for Industry

Between the Civil War and 1900, the labor force more than doubled. The largest increases occurred in industries undergoing the greatest changes (see Figure 16.1). Agriculture continued to employ the largest share of the labor force (40 percent in 1900), but the growth of agricultural workers was the smallest of all major categories of workers.

Workers for the rapidly expanding economy came from within the nation and from abroad. Throughout rural New England and the Middle Atlantic states, large numbers of people moved to

product differentiation The use of advertising to

distinguish one product from similar products.
Horatio Alger American writer of rags-to-riches

stories about impoverished boys who become


wealthy through hard work, virtue, and luck.
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urban or industrial areas. Owners abandoned small and unproductive farms to take jobs in nearby factory towns or to move west. Many coun​try towns also lost population.

The expanding economy, however, needed more workers than the nation could supply. As a result, the period between 1865 and 1914 witnessed the largest influx of immigrants in American history: more than 26 million people. By 1910, immigrants and their children made up more than 35 percent of the population.

The expanding economy pulled children as well as adults into the ranks of industrial wage earners. In 1910, nearly two million children worked for wages, some as young as 10 years old. More chil​dren were employed in the textile industry than in any other kind of manufacturing. Mostly girls,they worked seventy-hour weeks for between 10 and 20 cents per day. Children also worked in to​bacco and cotton fields in the South, operated sewing machines in New York, assisted glass blowers in West Virginia factories, and sorted veg​etables in Delaware canneries. Most working chil​dren turned over all their wages to their parents.

Women as well as children found employment outside the home. Between 1890 and 1910, nearly half of all single women worked for wages, along with a third of widowed or divorced women. Among married women, only 5 to 10 percent did so. Black women were employed at much higher rates in all categories.

Children and mothers worked for wages pri​marily because the head of the family earned a meager income. One 1875 study showed that the average male factory worker in Lawrence, Massa​chusetts, earned $500 per year. The average family in Lawrence, however, required at least $600 annu​ally to provide sufficient food, clothing, and shel​ter. In such circumstances, a family needed two or more incomes.

By 1900, women held a majority of jobs in some occupations. They made up more than 70 percent of the workers in textile factories, more than 70 percent of the nation's secretaries, and 80 percent of telephone operators. Office work usually paid less than factory work but was considered safer and of higher status. Women almost always earned less than their male counterparts. In most indus​tries, the jobs commanding the best pay were re​served for adult males. Even when men and women did the same work, there was usually a pay differential. Not all women worked as wage earners. Some took in laundry, did sewing for neighbors, or rented a room to a boarder. In one eastern factory town in 1912, 90 percent of the fam​ilies where the husband was the only wage earner took in boarders.

The Transformation of Work

Whether native- or foreign-born, most industrial workers had been born into a rural society. They found industrial work quite different from the work they had done previously. Farm families
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might work from sunrise to sunset, but they worked at their own speed. Self-employed black​smiths, carpenters, dressmakers, and other skilled workers also controlled the speed and intensity of their work. Like farmers, they could pace them​selves to avoid exhaustion.

People from rural settings expected to work long hours, but they found that industrial work controlled them. The speed of the machines set the pace of the work. If managers ordered a speedup, operators worked faster. Ten- or twelve-hour days at a constant, rapid pace drained the workers. A woman textile worker in 1882 said, "I get so ex​hausted that I can scarcely drag myself home when night comes." During times of high demand, most steel companies required a seven-day workweek and twelve hours a day. A 27-year-old steelworker in 1910 was blunt: "It's simply a killing pace in the steel works." This was often the literal truth, as ex​

hausted workers were much more likely to be killed in accidents.

Some factory managers saw their dependence on skilled workers as a constraint on their control of production. Such workers set the pace of work, earned more than other workers, and were diffi​cult to replace. Industrial engineer Frederick W. Taylor built a national reputation by redesigning work so that unskilled workers could replace skilled workers. Taylor broke complex tasks down into simpler ones that required few skills to per​form. The replacement of skilled workers was in​tended to increase managers' control over the work process.

The Varieties of Labor Organization and Action

Some workers reacted to the far-reaching changes in the nature of work by choosing to join other workers in efforts to maintain or regain control over their working conditions. They experimented with a va​riety of organizations. Craft unions drew their strength from skilled workers. Some organizations sought reform, hoping to use the power of govern​ment to assist workers. Others proposed alternatives to capitalism itself. European immigrants sometimes brought union experience or a commitment to so​cialism with them. Strikes erupted on an unprece​dented scale. Entrepreneurs responded by calling on government to protect property, to maintain order, and to suppress strikes.

Craft Unionism and Its Limits

Skilled workers in many fields outside manufac​turing often remained indispensable. In construc​tion, only an experienced carpenter could build

craft union Labor union that organizes skilled workers engaged in a specific craft or trade; also called a trade union.

stairs or hang doors properly. In railroading, only a highly trained engineer could operate a locomo​tive. In publishing, only a skilled typesetter could transform handwritten copy into lines of lead type. Such workers took pride in the quality of their work and knew that their skill was crucial to their employer's success.

Skilled workers formed the first unions, which were called craft or trade unions because member​ship was limited to skilled workers in a particular craft or trade. Before the Civil War, workers in most American cities had created local trade unions in attempts to regulate the quality of work, wages, hours, and working conditions for their craft. Local unions eventually formed national trade organizations after 1865.

If most craftworkers within a city belonged to the local union, a strike could be a powerful weapon in the effort to define working conditions. Strikes most often succeeded in prosperous times, when the em​ployer wanted to continue operating and was able to make financial concessions to workers. When the economy experienced a serious downturn, craft unions usually disintegrated because they could not strike effectively. Only after the 1880s did local and national unions develop strategies that permitted them to survive depressions.

Because craft unions limited membership to skilled workers, they were of little help to most in​dustrial workers. Craft unions also frequently re​stricted their membership to white males. Mem​bership restrictions based on gender or ethnicity were major obstacles to the economic advance​ment of women and ethnic minorities.

The Great Strike of 1877

In 1877, the nation witnessed widespread labor strife for the first time. When a depression began in 1873, railroad companies reduced operating costs by repeatedly cutting wages. Railroad workers' pay fell by more than a third between 1873 and early 1877. Union leaders talked of organizing a strike but failed to bring one off.

Railway workers took matters into their own hands in 1877 when companies announced addi​tional pay cuts of 10 percent. Baltimore & Ohio


Railroad workers in Maryland and West Virginia were the first to strike. Federal troops ultimately restored service on the B & 0, but the strike spread to other lines. Strikers shut down the trains in Pittsburgh. When the local militia refused to act against the strikers, the governor of Pennsylvania ordered in militia units from Philadelphia. The troops killed twenty-six people. Strikers and their sympathizers then attacked the militia, forced the troops to retreat, and burned and looted railroad property throughout Pittsburgh.

Strikes and demonstrations of support for strik​ers erupted across Pennsylvania, New York, and the Midwest. Everywhere, the strikers drew sup​port from their local communities. Coal miners, factory workers, owners of small businesses, farm​ers, black workers, and women demonstrated their support. State militia, federal troops, and local po​lice eventually broke up the strikes, but not before hundreds had lost their lives and the railroads had suffered property damage of $10 million, half of it in Pittsburgh.

The Great Strike of 1877 revealed widespread dislike for the new railroad companies and signifi​cant community support for strikers. The strike also deeply worried some Americans. They saw in it a forecast of future labor unrest and even revolu​tion. They called for better training for state militia units to suppress such domestic disorders.

The Knights of Labor

The Great Strike suggested that working people could unite across lines of occupation, race, and gender. No organization drew on that potential, however, until the early 1880s, when the Knights of Labor emerged as an alternative to craft unions.

Great Strike of 1877 A series of strikes in Ameri​can cities triggered by railroad wage cuts; the strikes showed widespread support for the de​mands of workers but were put down by govern​ment troops.

Knights of Labor Labor organization founded in 1869; membership, open to all workers, peaked in 1886.

Founded in 1869, the Knights directed their ap​peals to members of what they called "the pro​ducing class." The "producers" included all those who produced value by their labor—the black​smith whose labor produced tools, the farmer whose labor produced crops, the garment-factory worker whose labor produced clothing. Thus self-employed artisans and farmers were welcome along with wage-earning factory workers. The organization excluded professional gamblers, stockbrokers, lawyers, bankers, and liquor deal​ers. The Knights accepted African Americans and women as members and helped to provide mem​bers of both groups, including the legendary Mary Harris ("Mother") Jones (see Individual Choices: "Mother" Jones), with experience in la​bor organizing.

Terence V. Powderly, a machinist, led the Knights from 1879 to 1893. Under his leader​ship, they promoted organization, education, and cooperation as their chief objectives. Pow​derly generally opposed strikes. A lost strike, he argued, often destroyed the local union orga​nization and thereby delayed the more impor​tant tasks of education and cooperation. The Knights' endorsement of cooperation was re​lated to the labor theory of value. A major objec​tive of the Knights was "to secure to the workers the full enjoyment of the wealth they create." Toward that end, they promoted a system of producers' and consumers' cooperatives, which they hoped would supersede the wage system. The Knights saw cooperatives as an alternative to a capitalistic system based on the payment of wages. They established some 135 coop​eratives by the mid-1880s, but few lasted very long. Some folded because of lack of capital, some because of opposition from businesses with which they competed, some because of poor organization.

By the mid-1880s, the Knights of Labor was the most prominent labor organization in the country. Membership jumped from 9,000 in 1879 to 703,000 in 1886. This startling increase in membership came about primarily because local Knights' organizers won strikes against promi​nent railroads in 1884 and 1885. The Knights' me​teoric growth suggested that many working peo​

ple would band together against the emerging corporate behemoths.

1886: Turning Point for Labor?

The Great Strike of 1877 and the rise of the Knights of Labor were signs of a sense of com​mon purpose among many working people. Af​ter 1886, however, labor organizations often found themselves on the defensive and were di​vided between those trying to make the best of the new realities of industrial capitalism and those seeking to change it.

On May 1, 1886, some eighty thousand Chicagoans marched through the streets in sup​port of an eight-hour workday. Three days later, Chicago police killed several strikers at the Mc​Cormick Harvester Works. Hoping to build on the unity demonstrated by the May Day parade, a group of Chicago anarchists called a protest meeting for the next day at Haymarket Square. When police tried to break up the rally, someone threw a bomb into the police ranks. The police opened fire on the crowd, and some of the pro​testers fired back. Eight policemen died, along with an unknown number of demonstrators. About a hundred people, including sixty police​men, suffered injuries.

The Haymarket bombing sparked antiunion feelings. Employers who had opposed unions be​fore now tried to discredit them by playing on

Mary Harris ("Mother") Jones A labor orga​nizer who, beginning in the 1890s, traveled from region to region organizing strikes and protests among coal miners.

Terence V. Powderly Leader of the Knights of La​bor who called for cooperative production instead of a wage system.

cooperative A business enterprise in which work​ers and consumers share ownership and take part in management.

anarchist A person who believes that all forms of government are oppressive and should be abolished.

INDIVIDUAL CHOICES

Choosing to Serve Labor

In 1891, a white-haired woman more than 60 years old stepped down from a train in an Ap​palachian mining town. A man anxiously asked her name, and she told him. Thirty years later, she still recalled his response: "The superinten​dent [manager for the coal-mining company I told me that if you came down here he would blow out your brains. He said he didn't want to see you 'round these parts." The threat had no ef​fect, for she had long since chosen her life's direc​tion. "You tell the superintendent that I am not coming to see him anyway. I am coming to see the miners." For almost fifty years, Mary Harris Jones chose "to see the miners" and to bring them the message of unionism in the face of hos​tility and threats from mining companies and the local officials who did the companies' bidding.

According to her own account, Mary Harris was born in Ireland in 1830 and came to the United States as a child, with her father. As a young woman, she taught school and worked as a dressmaker or seamstress, then married George Jones, an iron molder and union activist. Her ex​pectations as a wife and mother were shattered, however, when she lost her entire family—her husband and their four children—in a yellow-fever epidemic in 1867.

fears of radical-inspired terrorism. Some people who supported what they saw as legitimate union goals shrank back in horror. In Chicago, eight leading anarchists stood trial for inciting the bombing and, on flimsy evidence, were con​victed. Four were hanged, one committed sui​cide, and three remained in jail until they were released in 1893 by a sympathetic governor, John Peter Altgeld.

Uniting the Craft Unions: The American Federation of Labor

Two weeks after the Haymarket bombing, trade union leaders met in Philadelphia to propose an agreement between the trade unions and the Knights: trade unions would recruit skilled work​ers, and the Knights would limit themselves to un​skilled workers. When the Knights refused to go

On her own, she opened a dressmaking shop in Chicago. Her clients included those she called "the aristocrats of Chicago," and she witnessed "the luxury and extravagance of their lives." The contrast between the opulent expectations of her wealthy clients and tightly constrained lives of the poor left her deeply disturbed.

"Often while sewing for the lords and barons who lived in magnificent houses on the Lake Shore Drive," she recalled in her autobiography, "I would look out of the plate glass windows and see the poor, shivering wretches, jobless and hungry, walking along the frozen lake front. The contrast of their condition with that of the tropi​cal comfort of the people for whom I sewed was painful to me."

In 1871, her shop burned in the great fire that swept much of the city. Thereafter, she chose to give much of her time to helping workers, first through the Knights of Labor. In 1882, she first took part in a strike by coal miners.

As the Knights of Labor began to disintegrate after 1886, some of its trade assemblies (organiza​tions limited to workers in one trade) chose to af​filiate wíth the American Federation of Labor (AFL). In 1890, one received an AFL charter as the United Mine Workers of America (UMW), but it remained an industrial union that admitted both white and black members. Until her death in 1930, Jones fought for the UMW. She became a familiar figure throughout the sooty valleys of Appalachia, where miners' families lived in wretched, company-owned shacks, their lives closely constrained by the power of the mining companies, the often brutal company guards, and compliant local officials.


Jones's white hair, grandmotherly

appearance, and deep loyalty to those she called "her boys" earned her the nickname "Mother." Others called her the "miners' angel." One county attorney, however, labeled her "the most dangerous woman in the country" in recognition of her ability to inspire men and women to op​pose the mining companies. Her admirers re​counted stories of her bravery in the face of dan​ger. One insisted that "she wasn't afraid of the devil."

Mother Jones's talents lay in public speaking and in organizing demonstrations to capture public attention and sympathy. In one strike in 1900, she organized miners' wives to protest against strikebreakers by pounding on pots and pans and frightening the mules that pulled the mine carts. In 1903, she took up the cause of the children who worked in textile mills. By organiz​ing a march of mill children to the home of Presi​dent Theodore Roosevelt, she captured headlines with her living, walking display of the children's deformities and injuries caused by mill work. Mother Jones made an unusual choice in her decision to spend the last half of her life as a la​bor organizer and agitator. But she apparently held traditional expectations about the role of women in society, arguing that their place was in the home. She seems to have seen her own work as an extension of her role as mother. Deprived of her own family, she sought to nurture and pro​tect a much larger family of workers.

along with this plan, the trade unions formed the American Federation of Labor (AFL). The com​bined membership of the thirteen founding unions amounted to only 140,000.

Samuel Gompers became the first president of the new organization. Born in London in 1850, he learned the cigarmaker's trade before coming to the United States in 1863. He became president of the Cigarmakers' Union in 1877. Gompers contin‑

ued as president of the AFL from 1886 until his death in 1924. Gompers opposed labor involve​ment with radicalism or politics. Instead, he fo​cused on higher wages, shorter hours, and im​proved working conditions.

Most AFL leaders defined their task as the lim​ited one of winning immediate struggles over wages and hours rather than the radical one of changing capitalism. Unlike the Knights of Labor, they did not try to transform the lives of all work​ers as a class. Instead, trade union leaders argued that unions should focus solely on their own members.

After the 1880s, the AFL suffered little compe​tition from the Knights of Labor. By 1890, the Knights could claim only 100,000 members. This collapse stemmed only in part from the opposi​tion of the trade unions. The failure of several strikes in the late 1880s cost the Knights many supporters.

Labor on the Defensive: Homestead and Pullman

In the late 1880s and 1890s, even highly skilled workers often found that craft unions could not withstand the power of the new industrial com​panies. A major demonstration of this reality came in 1892 in Pennsylvania, at Carnegie's Homestead steel plant, a stronghold of the Amal​gamated Association of Iron, Steel, and Tin Work​ers. One of Carnegie's partners, Henry Clay Frick, managed the Homestead plant. When the union refused major wage cuts, Frick locked union members out of the plant and prepared to hire replacements.

Frick's first step was to bring in three hundred agents of the Pinkerton detective agency. They came by riverboat, but ten thousand strikers and community supporters resisted when they tried to land. Shots rang out. In the ensuing gun battle, seven Pinkertons and nine strikers were killed. The Pinkertons surrendered, leaving the strikers in control of the town and the plant. Soon after, the governor of Pennsylvania sent in the state militia to take control from the strikers. The militia did its job. The Amalgamated Association never recov​ered. This crushing defeat of the nation's largest


craft union indicated that no union could stand up to the new industrial companies.

A similar fate befell the most ambitious organiz​ing drive of the 1890s. In 1893, under the leader​ship of Eugene V. Debs, railway workers launched the American Railway Union (ARU). Within a year, the ARU claimed 150,000 members and was the largest single union in the nation. The ARU did not affiliate with the AFL.

The twenty-four railway companies that en​tered Chicago had formed the General Man​agers Association (GMA) to combat unions. The GMA decided to challenge Debs's union when the ARU supported a strike of Pullman car workers in 1894. When the ARU disconnected Pullman cars from every train, the GMA insisted that only rail​way managers had the authority to determine which cars would make up a train. The managers promised to fire any worker who observed the boycott of Pullman cars.

Within a short time, all 150,000 ARU members were on strike. Rail traffic in Chicago came to a halt, affecting railways across the country. The GMA found an ally in U.S. Attorney General Richard Olney, a former railroad lawyer. Olney convinced President Grover Cleveland to use thousands of federal troops to protect trains oper​ated by strikebreakers. Mobs lashed out at railroad property, especially in Chicago, burning trains and buildings. ARU leaders condemned the violence, but a dozen people died before it ended. Union leaders, including Debs, were jailed, and the union was destroyed.

Homestead steel plant Carnegie steel plant in Pennsylvania where state troops in 1892 put down a strike after a violent clash between striking workers and Pinkerton detectives.

Eugene V. Debs American Railway Union leader
who was jailed after the Pullman strike; he con‑
verted to socialism and later ran for president.

Pullman car A railroad car with private compart​ments or seats that can be made up into berths for sleeping.

Grover Cleveland New York politician and advo​cate of clean government who was president of the United States from 1885 through 1889 and again from 1893 through 1897.
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The depression that began in 1893 further weak​ened the unions. Many union members were un​employed. Nevertheless, the AFL hung on. By 1897, the organization claimed a membership of nearly 270,000. By then, working people had re​peatedly demonstrated their discontent with the constraints they faced in the new economic order.previous thirty years. While some celebrated the outcomes of the economic transformation, others argued whether competition or cooperation was the best choice for achieving and maintaining progress.

Survival of the Fittest?

The concentration of power and wealth during the late nineteenth century generated comment and concern at the time. The most prominent statement on the subject was known as Social Darwinism. Charles Darwin's work on evolution had concluded that only the toughest, strongest, or cleverest creatures survived in competition against other creatures.

Herbert Spencer in England and William Gra​ham Sumner, a professor of political economy at Yale, adapted Darwin's reasoning to the human situation, producing Social Darwinism. Social Darwinists contended that competition among people produced "progress" through "survival of the fittest." Further, they argued, efforts to ease the harsh impact of competition only pro​tected the unfit. Conversely, powerful entrepre​neurs constituted "the fittest" and benefited all humankind by their accomplishments.

Andrew Carnegie enthusiastically embraced Spencer's arguments. "Civilization took its start from that day that the capable, industrious work​man said to his incompetent and lazy fellow, 'If thou dost not sow, thou shalt not reap,— Carnegie wrote.

Although many Americans subscribed to the Social Darwinism propounded by Spencer, Sum​ner, and Carnegie, many others did not. One hu​morist poked fun at the three thousand libraries that Carnegie donated to the public by suggesting that they would serve the community better if they contained a kitchen and beds. Henry George,


The Nation Transformed

By 1900, Americans could be excused if they seemed anxious about the economic changes of the


Social Darwinism The application of Darwinism to the study of human society; a theory that people who succeed in competition do so because of ge​netic and biological superiority.

a San Francisco journalist, concluded in Progress and Poverty (1879) that "material progress does not merely fail to relieve poverty—it actually pro​duces it." The sociologist Lester Frank Ward re​futed Social Darwinism by suggesting that bio​logical competition produced bare survival, not civilization. Civilization, he concluded, repre​sented "a triumph of mind" over "ceaseless and aimless competition."

SUMMARY
Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

After 1865, large-scale manufacturing developed quickly in the United States on a foundation of abundant natural resources, a pool of skilled workers, expanding harvests, and favorable gov​ernment policies. The outcome was the transfor​mation of the U.S. economy.

Entrepreneurs made choices that improved and extended railway lines, creating a national trans​portation network. Manufacturers and merchants developed new expectations based on a national market for raw materials and finished goods. Railroads were the first businesses to grapple with many problems related to size, and they made choices that other businesses imitated. In​vestment bankers combined separate rail compa​nies into larger and more profitable systems.

Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller were the best known of many entrepreneurs whose choices produced manufacturing opera​tions of unprecedented size and complexity. By 1900, oligopoly and vertical integration charac​terized many industries. Technology and adver​tising emerged as important competitive devices.

Workers chose to migrate to expanding indus​trial centers from rural areas in the United States and other countries. The new work force in​cluded not only adult males but also women and children. Industrial workers had little control over their work and often faced unpleasant or dangerous working conditions.

Some workers chose to form labor organiza​tions to fight the constraints of low wages, long hours, and poor conditions. Espousing coopera​tives and reform, the Knights of Labor chose to open their membership to the unskilled, to African Americans, and to women. The Knights died out after 1890. The American Federation of Labor was formed by craft unions. The AFL chose to reject radicalism and to work instead within capitalism to improve wages, hours, and condi​tions for its members. Major strikes between 1877 and 1894 revealed both the depth of workers' dis​content and the strength of their organizations. By the mid-1890s, however, labor organizations were on the defensive.

Social Darwinists acclaimed unrestricted com​petition for producing progress and survival of the fittest. Critics countered that civilization rep​resented a triumph of rationality and cooperation over competition.
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Mother Jones


Mary Harris Jones, known as Mother Jones, faced many difficult choices in her long career as a union organizer, some�times involving threats to her personal safety. This picture is from a protest march in 1910, when she was nearly 80 years


old. Archives of Labor & Union Affairs, Wayne State University.











American Federation of Labor (AFL) National or�ganization of trade unions founded in 1886; it used strikes and boycotts to improve the lot of workers.


Samuel Gompers First president of the American Federation of Labor; he eventually argued to di�vorce labor organizing from political theory and stressed practical demands involving wages and hours.








