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Preface

For the past quarter century, I have been explaining the mysteries of modern
American history to my students and to anyone else who manifested an interest
in the subject. This textbook derives naturally and inevitably from that vocation
as tribal historian, the keeper of the country’s collective memory of itself. It
represents my best efforts over the past several years to write a comprehensive
narrative synthesis spanning the years of the twentieth century to date.

The book focuses on the public life of the American people—on political
history and the history of public policy. Americans have come together histori-
cally in the public sphere to compete and to cooperate with one another; it is
where the action has been. It has been within the public sphere where the great
decisions for war and peace, for reform and reaction—which have shaped the
democratic life of the American people—have been determined. It has been
within the public arena that powerful contending ideologies and interests have
sought mass allegiance, where economic and cultural forces have shaped the
destiny of America and forged the character of its people.

To supplement the focus on the public arena, the narrative incorporates
demographic, economic, social, and cultural history in order to bring the experi-
ences of most Americans into the historical mainstream. Special attention has
been paid to the history of women, black people, Hispanics, Asians, and other
Americans who have helped create the most diverse and pluralistic society in the
modern world.

I have also devoted a lot of attention to describing and defining the
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major role that the United States has played in world affairs in the twentieth
century. Such a focus is particularly appropriate for the period after World War
IT when the United States has been the preeminent national power in the world
and has forged a network of global interests.

The book has been written for use in survey courses in twentieth century
U. S. history taught in high schools, community colleges, and the lower division
of four-year colleges. It can also be used in upper division courses at four-year
colleges and universities in classes for students who are not history majors nor
have extensive backgrounds in U. S. history.

Itis written in a clear, concise style that avoids social scientific jargon and
esoteric terms. It is accessible to anyone concerned to understand the major
contours of modern U. S. history. It is a good place to begin the study of modern
America. If I have done my job well, it will be the first book, not the last book, on
the subject that you read.
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Prologue: The Gilded
Age, 1876—1900

Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner’s novel The Gilded Age, published in
1873, poked fun at the post-civil war era. They told a story of a notorious burglar
who had supposedly served one term in prison and one term in the U. S. Senate.
He readily acknowledged the prison term, but heatedly denied the charge that
he had ever served in the Senate, an accusation he claimed did him a grave
injustice. Twain and his coauthor satirized an age characterized by a frantic
scramble for possessions and power, and by corruption at all levels of business
and government. The novel’s title symbolized an era: dazzling on the surface,
base metal below. Later, historian Vernon Parrington called the period the Great
Barbecue, a time when businessmen rushed to gobble up the national inheri-
tance as if they were hungry picnickers crowding around a savory roast at one of
the big political outings common in the Gilded Age.

SOCIAL DARWINISM

While American enterprise was expanding and consolidating, fashionable intel-
lectual currents encouraged the exploitative drives of the people. Charles Dar-
win's ()ngrm\ of S/)em’s first published in England in 1859, had begun to influence
public opinion in this country during the Gilded Age. The idea appealed to most
Americans that nature had ordained inevitable progress gover ned by the natural
selection of individuals best adapted to survive in a competitive environment.
“Let the buyer beware,” asserted sugar magnate Henry O. Havemeyer. “You
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cannot wet-nurse people from the time they are born until the time they die.
They have to wade in and get stuck, and that is the way men are educated.”

The key tenets of Social Darwinism were derived from classical econom-
ics and were old as Adam Smith. Men would compete fiercely within a laissez-
faire economy. A few would succeed and grow rich. Most would fail and remain
poor. Government played only the minimal role of protector of basic rights and
property; it had no regulatory or welfare functions. The poor were responsible
for their fate. Government interference in economic affairs would be futile and
impede progress, which was inevitable, but incremental.

The foremost American Social Darwinist, Yale sociologist William Gra-
ham Sumner, told his students “its root, hog, or die.” It was each against all,
struggling to survive in an economic jungle. Money and power were the mea-
sures of success; increasing productivity the clearest sign of progress.

ECONOMIC GROWTH

During the Gilded Age powerful economic and technological forces swept the
country and created a new nation. Spawned by the Civil War, this industrial
revolution transformed a predominantly rural nation of farms, small towns, and
local businesses into an urban, industrial nation. America became a land of
belching smokestacks and crowded cities. A new industrial economy emerged
that required an army of clerks, mechanics, and laborers to make it work. As
business expanded, large corporations made their appearance.

Economic growth characterized all regions of America during the years
1876—1901. Within a generation America had developed the world’s largest
industrial economy. Economic growth influenced the lives of nearly all Ameri-
cans. Geographic and social mobility were enhanced. Millions left the American
countryside for the rapidly growing cities of industrial America. A parallel migra-
tion of eastern and southern European peasants also poured into these cities.
The magnet attracting both population groups was economic opportunity.

American manufacturing flourished during the decades of the late nine-
teenth century for many reasons. New natural resources were being discovered
and exploited. The American population reached 50 million in 1875 and was
growing rapidly, both from a high birthrate and from extensive immigration.
Family size averaged five or six children, and most Americans were healthy,
energetic, and hardworking. The nation also expanded geographically as the
West was wrested from the Plains Indians. Western expansion added to the size
of national markets, which were also protected from foreign competitors by
tariff walls erected by Congressional legislation.

Additional ingredients composed the recipe for economic growth. Amer-
ica raised a class of bold, skillful entrepreneurs, many from poor backgrounds,
who organized and built large industrial corporations. Also the dominant values
of the age promoted and celebrated economic growth and material acquisition.
Manufacturing also flourished because it was a time of rapid advance in basic
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science and technology. New machines that increased productivity appeared,
and engineers harnessed new power sources.

THE RAILROAD NETWORK

Railroads formed the most important element in American economic develop-
ment for several reasons. They constituted an important industry in themselves,
the nation’s first big business. Railroad construction greatly increased following
the Civil War. The first transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, aided
by generous land grant subsidies from the federal government. During the
1880s, 7,000 miles of track were laid annually. By 1890, feeder lines, regional
roads branching off the main east-west trunk lines, linked most cities and towns
in the country together. As the century ended, the nation’s railroads owned
193,000 miles of tracks, more than half of the world’s total trackage.

As the nation’s railroad industry expanded, it also became concentrated.
By 1900, seven giant inter-regional railroad combines (including the New York
Central, the Baltimore and Ohio, the Pennsylvania, the Santa Fe, and the South-
ern Pacific) controlled 90 percent of the nation’s railroad mileage.

Railroads also stimulated the growth of a large-scale manufacturing econ-
omy. Before the national system of railroads was in place, manufacturing was
largely confined to small businesses that sold to local markets. The railroads
created national markets. Industrialists borrowed money, bought new machines,
purchased raw materials in large quantities, hired more workers, and employed
salesmen. Branch offices and new factories were opened. Those manufacturers
who most successfully tapped the national markets created by railroads became
the nation’s largest businesses. Railroads made big business possible. Industrial
expansion was most pronounced in the northeastern regions of the nation, but it
was genuinely a national phenomenon. Even the south, beset by many problems
after the Civil War, managed a modest economic expansion in the Gilded Age.

OTHER PRIMARY INDUSTRIES

Inventors discovered a means of mass-producing steel cheaply that transformed
iron manufacturing during the Gilded Age. Steel is an alloy of iron to which
carbon and other metals are added to make it stronger, more durable, and rust
resistant. America, which had no domestic steel industry in 1860, became the
world’s largest steel manufacturer in 1880. The steel industry was centered at
Pittsburgh because of its nearness to iron and coal deposits and its easy access to
both railroad and maritime transportation.

Andrew Carnegie, who came to America as a penniless immigrant boy,
became the steel master of America. When he retired from business in 1901, his
Carnegie Steel Company was the world’s largest. His personal fortune was esti-
mated at $500 million. He devoted the rest of his life to giving away most of his
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vast fortune to support various philanthropic enterprises, including more than
2,500 projects such as libraries, public buildings, and foundations.

The petroleum industry grew even more rapidly than steel. The first
producing oil well was drilled in western Pennsylvania in 1859. As the oil
industry mushroomed during the 1860s, its most important product was kero-
sene, used mainly to light people’s homes at night. One giant firm emerged to
monopolize the oil refining industry in America; this was the Standard Oil
Company, headed by John D. Rockefeller. Rockefeller had entered the oil
business in 1863 when it was competitive and chaotic. Within a few years,
Standard Oil's efficient operation made it the largest refiner. Standard Oil
forced railroads to grant it rebates, giving it a tremendous competitive advan-
tage over rival refineries. It then proceeded to buy up its competition. Competi-
tors who initially refused to sell were driven to the verge of bankruptcy and
forced to sell. By 1882, the Standard Oil Trust controlled 85 percent of Amer-
ica’s oil refining capacity, and Rockefeller had become the nation’s first billion-
aire. He too retired from business and gave away huge sums of his money to
various philanthropic enterprises.

Two other important industries evolved during the Gilded Age: the
telephone industry and the electric utility industry. Alexander Graham Bell in-
vented the telephone in 1876. Two years later the first commercial telephone
exchange was installed in New Haven, Connecticut. During the last two decades
of the nineteenth century, telephone use spread rapidly. By 1900, Americans
were using over 800,000 telephones, mostly for commercial purposes. In that
same year, the American Telephone and Telegraph Company acquired a mo-
nopoly of the phone business.

The greatest inventor in American history, Thomas A. Edison, played a
key role in the emergence of both the telephone and electric utility industries. He
vastly improved telephonic transmission, but his most significant achievement
was his perfection, in 1879, of the incandescent lamp (what we now call the
electric light bulb) at his Menlo Park, New Jersey laboratory. At Christmastime,
he decorated his lab with a few dozen of the new lights. People came long
distances to see this miraculous invention of the “Wizard of Menlo Park.” Here
was an invention which promised to obliterate the dark, to transform the way
people lived and worked.

In 1882, Edison’s company built the first power station in New York,
which supplied the city with electric current for lighting for eighty-five custom-
ers. By 1898, there were 3,000 operating power stations in the country. The
Edison system employed direct current at low voltage; this limited the distance
electric power could be transmitted to about two miles. George Westinghouse,
another versatile inventor of the era, understood that alternating current,
stepped up to high voltages by transformers, could be transmitted cheaply over
long distances and then reduced to lower voltages for safe use by consumers. He
formed the Westinghouse Electric Company in 1886 to compete with Edison’s
company. Westinghouse soon surpassed Edison as a supplier of electricity.



