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Yawp \yop\ 7: 1: a raucous noise 2: rough vigorous language
“I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.”
Walt Whitman, 1854
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Preface

We are the heirs of our history. Our communities, our politics, our cul-
ture: it is all a product of the past. As William Faulkner wrote, “The past
is never dead. It’s not even past.”! To understand who we are, we must
therefore understand our history.

But what is history? What does it mean to study the past? History
can never be the simple memorizing of names and dates (how would we
even know what names and dates are worth studying?). It is too com-
plex a task and too dynamic a process to be reduced to that. It must be
something more because, in a sense, it is we who give life to the past.
Historians ask historical questions, weigh evidence from primary sources
(material produced in the era under study), grapple with rival interpre-
tations, and argue for their conclusions. History, then, is our ongoing
conversation about the past.

Every generation must write its own history. Old conclusions—say,
about the motives of European explorers or the realities of life on slave

plantations—fall before new evidence and new outlooks. Names of

Civil rights march
from Selma to
Montgomery,
Alabama, in
1965. Library of
Congress.



PREFACE

leaders and dates of events may not change, but the weight we give them
and the context with which we frame them invariably evolves. History is
a conversation between the past and the present. To understand a global
society, we must explore a history of transnational forces. To understand
the lived experiences of ordinary Americans, we must look beyond the
elites who framed older textbooks and listen to the poor and disadvan-
taged from all generations.

But why study history in the first place? History can cultivate essential
and relevant—or, in more utilitarian terms, “marketable”—skills: careful
reading, creative thinking, and clear communication. Many are familiar
with a famous quote of philosopher George Santayana: “Those who fail
to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”> The role of history in
shaping current events is more complicated than this quote implies, but
Santayana was right in arguing that history offers important lessons. The
historical sensibility yields perspective and context and broader aware-
ness. It liberates us from our narrow experiences and pulls us into, in the
words of historian Peter Stearns, “the laboratory of human experience.”?
Perhaps a better way to articulate the importance of studying history
would be, “Those who fail to understand their history will fail to under-
stand themselves.”

Historical interpretation is never wholly subjective: it requires method,
rigor, and perspective. The open nature of historical discourse does not
mean that all arguments—and certainly not all “opinions”—about the
past are equally valid. Some are simply wrong. And yet good historical
questions will not always have easy answers. Asking “When did Chris-
topher Columbus first sail across the Atlantic?” will tell us far less than
“What inspired Columbus to attempt his voyage?” or “How did Native
Americans interpret the arrival of Europeans?” Crafting answers to these
questions reveals far greater insights into our history.

But how can any textbook encapsulate American history? Should it
organize around certain themes or surrender to the impossibility of syn-
thesis and retreat toward generality? In the oft-cited lines of the Ameri-
can poet Walt Whitman, we found as good an organizing principle as any
other: “I too am not a bit tamed—I too am untranslatable,” he wrote,
“I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.”* Long before
Whitman and long after, Americans have sung something collectively
amid the deafening roar of their many individual voices. Here we find
both chorus and cacophony together, as one. This textbook therefore

offers the story of that barbaric, untranslatable American yawp by con-



PREFACE

structing a coherent and accessible narrative from all the best of recent
historical scholarship. Without losing sight of politics and power, it in-
corporates transnational perspectives, integrates diverse voices, recovers
narratives of resistance, and explores the complex process of cultural
creation. It looks for America in crowded slave cabins, bustling markets,
congested tenements, and marbled halls. It navigates between maternity
wards, prisons, streets, bars, and boardrooms. Whitman’s America, like
ours, cut across the narrow boundaries that can strangle narratives of
American history.

We have produced The American Yawp to help guide students in their
encounter with American history. The American Yawp is a collabora-
tively built, open American history textbook designed for general readers
and college-level history courses. Over three hundred academic histo-
rians—scholars and experienced college-level instructors—have come
together and freely volunteered their expertise to help democratize the
American past for twenty-first century readers. The project is freely ac-
cessible online at www.AmericanYawp.com, and in addition to providing
a peer review of the text, Stanford University Press has partnered with
The American Yawp to publish a low-cost print edition. Furthermore,
The American Yawp remains an evolving, collaborative text: you are en-
couraged to help us improve by offering comments on our feedback page,
available through AmericanYawp.com.

The American Yawp is a fully open resource: you are encouraged to
use it, download it, distribute it, and modify it as you see fit. The project
is formally operated under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike
4.0 International (CC-BY-SA) License and is designed to meet the stan-
dards of a “Free Cultural Work.” We are happy to share it and we hope
you will do the same.

Joseph Locke & Ben Wright, editors
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16
Capital and Labor

I. Introduction

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 heralded a new era of labor con-
flict in the United States. That year, mired in the stagnant economy that
followed the bursting of the railroads’ financial bubble in 1873, rail
lines slashed workers” wages (even, workers complained, as they reaped
enormous government subsidies and paid shareholders lucrative stock
dividends). Workers struck from Baltimore to St. Louis, shutting down
railroad traffic—the nation’s economic lifeblood—across the country.
Panicked business leaders and friendly political officials reacted
quickly. When local police forces would not or could not suppress the
strikes, governors called out state militias to break them and restore rail
service. Many strikers destroyed rail property rather than allow militias
to reopen the rails. The protests approached a class war. The governor of
Maryland deployed the state’s militia. In Baltimore, the militia fired into
a crowd of striking workers, killing eleven and wounding many more.
Strikes convulsed towns and cities across Pennsylvania. The head of the

Pennsylvania Railroad, Thomas Andrew Scott, suggested that if workers

A Maryland Na-
tional Guard unit
fires on strikers
during the Great
Railroad Strike of
1877. Harper’s
Weekly, via
Wikimedia.



CHAPTER 16

were unhappy with their wages, they should be given “a rifle diet for a
few days and see how they like that kind of bread.”! Law enforcement in
Pittsburgh refused to put down the protests, so the governor called out
the state militia, who killed twenty strikers with bayonets and rifle fire. A
month of chaos erupted. Strikers set fire to the city, destroying dozens of
buildings, over a hundred engines, and over a thousand cars. In Reading,
strikers destroyed rail property and an angry crowd bombarded militia-
men with rocks and bottles. The militia fired into the crowd, killing ten.
A general strike erupted in St. Louis, and strikers seized rail depots and
declared for the eight-hour day and the abolition of child labor. Federal
troops and vigilantes fought their way into the depot, killing eighteen and
breaking the strike. Rail lines were shut down all across neighboring II-
linois, where coal miners struck in sympathy, tens of thousands gathered
to protest under the aegis of the Workingmen’s Party, and twenty protest-
ers were killed in Chicago by special police and militiamen.

Courts, police, and state militias suppressed the strikes, but it was
federal troops that finally defeated them. When Pennsylvania militiamen
were unable to contain the strikes, federal troops stepped in. When mi-
litia in West Virginia refused to break the strike, federal troops broke it
instead. On the orders of the president, American soldiers were deployed
all across northern rail lines. Soldiers moved from town to town, sup-
pressing protests and reopening rail lines. Six weeks after it had begun,
the strike had been crushed. Nearly 100 Americans died in “The Great
Upheaval.” Workers destroyed nearly $40 million worth of property. The
strike galvanized the country. It convinced laborers of the need for insti-
tutionalized unions, persuaded businesses of the need for even greater
political influence and government aid, and foretold a half century of

labor conflict in the United States.?

II. The March of Capital

Growing labor unrest accompanied industrialization. The greatest strikes
first hit the railroads only because no other industry had so effectively
marshaled together capital, government support, and bureaucratic man-
agement. Many workers perceived their new powerlessness in the com-
ing industrial order. Skills mattered less and less in an industrialized,
mass-producing economy, and their strength as individuals seemed ever
smaller and more insignificant when companies grew in size and power
and managers grew flush with wealth and influence. Long hours, dan-

gerous working conditions, and the difficulty of supporting a family on
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meager and unpredictable wages compelled armies of labor to organize
and battle against the power of capital.

The post—Civil War era saw revolutions in American industry. Tech-
nological innovations and national investments slashed the costs of pro-
duction and distribution. New administrative frameworks sustained the
weight of vast firms. National credit agencies eased the uncertainties
surrounding rapid movement of capital between investors, manufactur-
ers, and retailers. Plummeting transportation and communication costs
opened new national media, which advertising agencies used to national-
ize various products.

By the turn of the century, corporate leaders and wealthy industrial-
ists embraced the new principles of scientific management, or Taylorism,
after its noted proponent, Frederick Taylor. The precision of steel parts,
the harnessing of electricity, the innovations of machine tools, and the
mass markets wrought by the railroads offered new avenues for effi-
ciency. To match the demands of the machine age, Taylor said, firms
needed a scientific organization of production. He urged all manufactur-
ers to increase efficiency by subdividing tasks. Rather than having thirty
mechanics individually making thirty machines, for instance, a manufac-
turer could assign thirty laborers to perform thirty distinct tasks. Such a
shift would not only make workers as interchangeable as the parts they
were using, it would also dramatically speed up the process of produc-

tion. If managed by trained experts, specific tasks could be done quicker

John Pierpont
Morgan with
two friends, c.
1907. Library of

Congress.
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and more efficiently. Taylorism increased the scale and scope of manufac-
turing and allowed for the flowering of mass production. Building on the
use of interchangeable parts in Civil War—era weapons manufacturing,
American firms advanced mass production techniques and technologies.
Singer sewing machines, Chicago packers’ “disassembly” lines, McCor-
mick grain reapers, Duke cigarette rollers: all realized unprecedented effi-
ciencies and achieved unheard-of levels of production that propelled their
companies into the forefront of American business. Henry Ford made the
assembly line famous, allowing the production of automobiles to sky-
rocket as their cost plummeted, but various American firms had been
paving the way for decades.’

Cyrus McCormick had overseen the construction of mechanical reap-
ers (used for harvesting wheat) for decades. He had relied on skilled
blacksmiths, skilled machinists, and skilled woodworkers to handcraft
horse-drawn machines. But production was slow and the machines were
expensive. The reapers still enabled massive efficiency gains in grain
farming, but their high cost and slow production times put them out of
reach of most American wheat farmers. But then, in 1880, McCormick
hired a production manager who had overseen the manufacturing of Colt
firearms to transform his system of production. The Chicago plant in-
troduced new jigs, steel gauges, and pattern machines that could make
precise duplicates of new, interchangeable parts. The company had pro-

duced twenty-one thousand machines in 1880. It made twice as many in
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1885, and by 1889, less than a decade later, it was producing over one
hundred thousand a year.*

Industrialization and mass production pushed the United States into
the forefront of the world. The American economy had lagged behind
Britain, Germany, and France as recently as the 1860s, but by 1900 the
United States was the world’s leading manufacturing nation. Thirteen
years later, by 1913, the United States produced one third of the world’s
industrial output—more than Britain, France, and Germany combined.®

Firms such as McCormick’s realized massive economies of scale: after
accounting for their initial massive investments in machines and mar-
keting, each additional product lost the company relatively little in pro-
duction costs. The bigger the production, then, the bigger the profits.
New industrial companies therefore hungered for markets to keep their
high-volume production facilities operating. Retailers and advertisers
sustained the massive markets needed for mass production, and corpo-
rate bureaucracies meanwhile allowed for the management of giant new
firms. A new class of managers—comprising what one prominent eco-
nomic historian called the “visible hand”—operated between the worlds
of workers and owners and ensured the efficient operation and adminis-
tration of mass production and mass distribution. Even more important
to the growth and maintenance of these new companies, however, were
the legal creations used to protect investors and sustain the power of
massed capital.®

The costs of mass production were prohibitive for all but the very
wealthiest individuals, and, even then, the risks would be too great to
bear individually. The corporation itself was ages old, but the actual right
to incorporate had generally been reserved for public works projects or
government-sponsored monopolies. After the Civil War, however, the
corporation, using new state incorporation laws passed during the Mar-
ket Revolution of the early nineteenth century, became a legal mecha-
nism for nearly any enterprise to marshal vast amounts of capital while
limiting the liability of shareholders. By washing their hands of legal and
financial obligations while still retaining the right to profit massively,
investors flooded corporations with the capital needed to industrialize.

But a competitive marketplace threatened the promise of investments.
Once the efficiency gains of mass production were realized, profit mar-
gins could be undone by cutthroat competition, which kept costs low as
price cutting sank into profits. Companies rose and fell—and investors

suffered losses—as manufacturing firms struggled to maintain supremacy
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in their particular industries. Economies of scale were a double-edged
sword: while additional production provided immense profits, the high
fixed costs of operating expensive factories dictated that even modest
losses from selling underpriced goods were preferable to not selling prof-
itably priced goods at all. And as market share was won and lost, profits
proved unstable. American industrial firms tried everything to avoid com-
petition: they formed informal pools and trusts, they entered price-fixing
agreements, they divided markets, and, when blocked by antitrust laws
and renegade price cutting, merged into consolidations. Rather than suf-
fer from ruinous competition, firms combined and bypassed it altogether.

Between 1895 and 1904, and particularly in the four years between
1898 and 1902, a wave of mergers rocked the American economy. Com-
petition melted away in what is known as “the great merger movement.”
In nine years, four thousand companies—nearly 20 percent of the Ameri-
can economy—were folded into rival firms. In nearly every major in-
dustry, newly consolidated firms such as General Electric and DuPont
utterly dominated their market. Forty-one separate consolidations each
controlled over 70 percent of the market in their respective industries. In
1901, financier J. P. Morgan oversaw the formation of United States Steel,
built from eight leading steel companies. Industrialization was built on
steel, and one firm—the world’s first billion-dollar company—controlled

the market. Monopoly had arrived.”

I1I. The Rise of Inequality

Industrial capitalism realized the greatest advances in efficiency and pro-
ductivity that the world had ever seen. Massive new companies mar-
shaled capital on an unprecedented scale and provided enormous profits
that created unheard-of fortunes. But it also created millions of low-paid,
unskilled, unreliable jobs with long hours and dangerous working condi-
tions. Industrial capitalism confronted Gilded Age Americans with un-
precedented inequalities. The sudden appearance of the extreme wealth
of industrial and financial leaders alongside the crippling squalor of the
urban and rural poor shocked Americans. “This association of poverty
with progress is the great enigma of our times,” economist Henry George
wrote in his 1879 bestseller, Progress and Poverty.®

The great financial and industrial titans, the so-called robber barons,
including railroad operators such as Cornelius Vanderbilt, oilmen such

as J. D. Rockefeller, steel magnates such as Andrew Carnegie, and bank-
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ers such as J. P. Morgan, won fortunes that, adjusted for inflation, are
still among the largest the nation has ever seen. According to various
measurements, in 1890 the wealthiest 1 percent of Americans owned one
fourth of the nation’s assets; the top 10 percent owned over 70 percent.
And inequality only accelerated. By 1900, the richest 10 percent con-
trolled perhaps 90 percent of the nation’s wealth.’

As these vast and unprecedented new fortunes accumulated among
a small number of wealthy Americans, new ideas arose to bestow moral
legitimacy upon them. In 1859, British naturalist Charles Darwin pub-
lished his theory of evolution through natural selection in his On the
Origin of Species. It was not until the 1870s, however, that those theo-
ries gained widespread traction among biologists, naturalists, and other
scientists in the United States and, in turn, challenged the social, politi-
cal, and religious beliefs of many Americans. One of Darwin’s greatest
popularizers, the British sociologist and biologist Herbert Spencer, ap-
plied Darwin’s theories to society and popularized the phrase survival
of the fittest. The fittest, Spencer said, would demonstrate their superi-
ority through economic success, while state welfare and private charity
would lead to social degeneration—it would encourage the survival of
the weak.!?

“There must be complete surrender to the law of natural selection,”
the Baltimore Sun journalist H. L. Mencken wrote in 1907. “All growth

must occur at the top. The strong must grow stronger, and that they may

Vanderbilt
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Breakers. New-
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Island, c. 1904.
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Congress.
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do so, they must waste no strength in the vain task of trying to uplift the
weak.”!'! By the time Mencken wrote those words, the ideas of social
Darwinism had spread among wealthy Americans and their defenders.
Social Darwinism identified a natural order that extended from the laws
of the cosmos to the workings of industrial society. All species and all
societies, including modern humans, the theory went, were governed by
a relentless competitive struggle for survival. The inequality of outcomes
was to be not merely tolerated but encouraged and celebrated. It signified
the progress of species and societies. Spencer’s major work, Synthetic Phi-
losophy, sold nearly four hundred thousand copies in the United States
by the time of his death in 1903. Gilded Age industrial elites, such as steel
magnate Andrew Carnegie, inventor Thomas Edison, and Standard Oil’s
John D. Rockefeller, were among Spencer’s prominent followers. Other
American thinkers, such as Yale’s William Graham Sumner, echoed his
ideas. Sumner said, “Before the tribunal of nature a man has no more
right to life than a rattlesnake; he has no more right to liberty than any
wild beast; his right to pursuit of happiness is nothing but a license to
maintain the struggle for existence.”!?

But not all so eagerly welcomed inequalities. The spectacular growth
of the U.S. economy and the ensuing inequalities in living conditions and
incomes confounded many Americans. But as industrial capitalism over-
took the nation, it achieved political protections. Although both major

political parties facilitated the rise of big business and used state power to
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support the interests of capital against labor, big business looked primar-
ily to the Republican Party.

The Republican Party had risen as an antislavery faction committed
to “free labor,” but it was also an ardent supporter of American business.
Abraham Lincoln had been a corporate lawyer who defended railroads,
and during the Civil War the Republican national government took ad-
vantage of the wartime absence of southern Democrats to push through a
pro-business agenda. The Republican congress gave millions of acres and
dollars to railroad companies. Republicans became the party of business,
and they dominated American politics throughout the Gilded Age and
the first several decades of the twentieth century. Of the sixteen presiden-
tial elections between the Civil War and the Great Depression, Repub-
lican candidates won all but four. Republicans controlled the Senate in
twenty-seven out of thirty-two sessions in the same period. Republican
dominance maintained a high protective tariff, an import tax designed
to shield American businesses from foreign competition; southern plant-
ers had vehemently opposed this policy before the war but now could
do nothing to prevent. It provided the protective foundation for a new
American industrial order, while Spencer’s social Darwinism provided
moral justification for national policies that minimized government in-
terference in the economy for anything other than the protection and

support of business.

IV. The Labor Movement

The ideas of social Darwinism attracted little support among the mass
of American industrial laborers. American workers toiled in difficult
jobs for long hours and little pay. Mechanization and mass production
threw skilled laborers into unskilled positions. Industrial work ebbed and
flowed with the economy. The typical industrial laborer could expect to
be unemployed one month out of the year. They labored sixty hours a
week and could still expect their annual income to fall below the poverty
line. Among the working poor, wives and children were forced into the
labor market to compensate. Crowded cities, meanwhile, failed to ac-
commodate growing urban populations and skyrocketing rents trapped
families in crowded slums.

Strikes ruptured American industry throughout the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Workers seeking higher wages, shorter hours,

and safer working conditions had struck throughout the antebellum era,
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but organized unions were fleeting and transitory. The Civil War and
Reconstruction seemed to briefly distract the nation from the plight of
labor, but the end of the sectional crisis and the explosive growth of big
business, unprecedented fortunes, and a vast industrial workforce in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century sparked the rise of a vast American
labor movement.

The failure of the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 convinced workers
of the need to organize. Union memberships began to climb. The Knights
of Labor enjoyed considerable success in the early 1880s, due in part to
its efforts to unite skilled and unskilled workers. It welcomed all labor-
ers, including women (the Knights only barred lawyers, bankers, and
liquor dealers). By 1886, the Knights had over seven hundred thousand
members. The Knights envisioned a cooperative producer-centered soci-
ety that rewarded labor, not capital, but, despite their sweeping vision,
the Knights focused on practical gains that could be won through the
organization of workers into local unions.!

In Marshall, Texas, in the spring of 1886, one of Jay Gould’s rail com-
panies fired a Knights of Labor member for attending a union meeting. His
local union walked off the job, and soon others joined. From Texas and
Arkansas into Missouri, Kansas, and Illinois, nearly two hundred thou-
sand workers struck against Gould’s rail lines. Gould hired strikebreakers
and the Pinkerton Detective Agency, a kind of private security contractor,

to suppress the strikes and get the rails moving again. Political leaders
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An 1892 cover of Harper’s Weekly depicted
Pinkerton detectives, who had surrendered to

11

steel mill workers during the Homestead Strike,
navigating a gauntlet of violent strikers. Library

of Congress.

helped him, and state militias were called in support of Gould’s compa-
nies. The Texas governor called out the Texas Rangers. Workers coun-
tered by destroying property, only winning them negative headlines and
for many justifying the use of strikebreakers and militiamen. The strike
broke, briefly undermining the Knights of Labor, but the organization re-
grouped and set its eyes on a national campaign for the eight-hour day.'*

In the summer of 1886, the campaign for an eight-hour day, long
a rallying cry that united American laborers, culminated in a national
strike on May 1, 1886. Somewhere between three hundred thousand and
five hundred thousand workers struck across the country.

In Chicago, police forces killed several workers while breaking up
protesters at the McCormick reaper works. Labor leaders and radicals
called for a protest at Haymarket Square the following day, which police
also proceeded to break up. But as they did, a bomb exploded and killed
seven policemen. Police fired into the crowd, killing four. The deaths of
the Chicago policemen sparked outrage across the nation, and the sensa-
tionalization of the Haymarket Riot helped many Americans to associate
unionism with radicalism. Eight Chicago anarchists were arrested and,
despite no direct evidence implicating them in the bombing, were charged

and found guilty of conspiracy. Four were hanged (and one committed
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suicide before he could be executed). Membership in the Knights had
peaked earlier that year but fell rapidly after Haymarket; the group be-
came associated with violence and radicalism. The national movement
for an eight-hour day collapsed.’

The American Federation of Labor (AFL) emerged as a conservative
alternative to the vision of the Knights of Labor. An alliance of craft
unions (unions composed of skilled workers), the AFL rejected the
Knights’ expansive vision of a “producerist” economy and advocated

>

“pure and simple trade unionism,” a program that aimed for practical
gains (higher wages, fewer hours, and safer conditions) through a con-
servative approach that tried to avoid strikes. But workers continued to
strike.

In 1892, the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers
struck at one of Carnegie’s steel mills in Homestead, Pennsylvania. After
repeated wage cuts, workers shut the plant down and occupied the mill.
The plant’s operator, Henry Clay Frick, immediately called in hundreds
of Pinkerton detectives, but the steel workers fought back. The Pinker-
tons tried to land by river and were besieged by the striking steel workers.
After several hours of pitched battle, the Pinkertons surrendered, ran a
bloody gauntlet of workers, and were kicked out of the mill grounds. But
the Pennsylvania governor called the state militia, broke the strike, and
reopened the mill. The union was essentially destroyed in the aftermath.'

Still, despite repeated failure, strikes continued to roll across the in-
dustrial landscape. In 1894, workers in George Pullman’s Pullman car
factories struck when he cut wages by a quarter but kept rents and utili-
ties in his company town constant. The American Railway Union (ARU),
led by Eugene Debs, launched a sympathy strike: the ARU would refuse
to handle any Pullman cars on any rail line anywhere in the country.
Thousands of workers struck and national railroad traffic ground to a
halt. Unlike in nearly every other major strike, the governor of Illinois
sympathized with workers and refused to dispatch the state militia. It
didn’t matter. In July, President Grover Cleveland dispatched thousands
of American soldiers to break the strike, and a federal court issued a pre-
emptive injunction against Debs and the union’s leadership. The strike
violated the injunction, and Debs was arrested and imprisoned. The
strike evaporated without its leadership. Jail radicalized Debs, proving
to him that political and judicial leaders were merely tools for capital in
its struggle against labor.'” But it wasn’t just Debs. In 1905, the degrad-

ing conditions of industrial labor sparked strikes across the country. The
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final two decades of the nineteenth century saw over twenty thousand
strikes and lockouts in the United States. Industrial laborers struggled
to carve for themselves a piece of the prosperity lifting investors and a
rapidly expanding middle class into unprecedented standards of living.
But workers were not the only ones struggling to stay afloat in industrial
America. American farmers also lashed out against the inequalities of the

Gilded Age and denounced political corruption for enabling economic

theft.

V. The Populist Movement

“Wall Street owns the country,” the Populist leader Mary Elizabeth Lease
told dispossessed farmers around 1890. “It is no longer a government of
the people, by the people, and for the people, but a government of Wall
Street, by Wall Street, and for Wall Street.” Farmers, who remained a ma-
jority of the American population through the first decade of the twenti-
eth century, were hit especially hard by industrialization. The expanding
markets and technological improvements that increased efficiency also de-

creased commodity prices. Commercialization of agriculture put farmers
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in the hands of bankers, railroads, and various economic intermediaries.
As the decades passed, more and more farmers fell ever further into debt,
lost their land, and were forced to enter the industrial workforce or, espe-
cially in the South, became landless farmworkers.

The rise of industrial giants reshaped the American countryside and
the Americans who called it home. Railroad spur lines, telegraph lines,
and credit crept into farming communities and linked rural Americans,
who still made up a majority of the country’s population, with towns,
regional cities, American financial centers in Chicago and New York,
and, eventually, London and the world’s financial markets. Meanwhile,
improved farm machinery, easy credit, and the latest consumer goods
flooded the countryside. But new connections and new conveniences
came at a price.

Farmers had always been dependent on the whims of the weather and
local markets. But now they staked their financial security on a national
economic system subject to rapid price swings, rampant speculation, and
limited regulation. Frustrated American farmers attempted to reshape the
fundamental structures of the nation’s political and economic systems,
systems they believed enriched parasitic bankers and industrial monopo-
lists at the expense of the many laboring farmers who fed the nation by
producing its many crops and farm goods. Their dissatisfaction with an
erratic and impersonal system put many of them at the forefront of what
would become perhaps the most serious challenge to the established po-
litical economy of Gilded Age America. Farmers organized and launched
their challenge first through the cooperatives of the Farmers’ Alliance and
later through the politics of the People’s (or Populist) Party.

Mass production and business consolidations spawned giant cor-
porations that monopolized nearly every sector of the U.S. economy in
the decades after the Civil War. In contrast, the economic power of the
individual farmer sank into oblivion. Threatened by ever-plummeting
commodity prices and ever-rising indebtedness, Texas agrarians met in
Lampasas, Texas, in 1877 and organized the first Farmers’ Alliance to
restore some economic power to farmers as they dealt with railroads,
merchants, and bankers. If big business relied on its numerical strength
to exert its economic will, why shouldn’t farmers unite to counter that
power? They could share machinery, bargain from wholesalers, and ne-
gotiate higher prices for their crops. Over the following years, organizers
spread from town to town across the former Confederacy, the Midwest,

and the Great Plains, holding evangelical-style camp meetings, distribut-
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ing pamphlets, and establishing over one thousand alliance newspapers.
As the alliance spread, so too did its near-religious vision of the nation’s
future as a “cooperative commonwealth” that would protect the inter-
ests of the many from the predatory greed of the few. At its peak, the
Farmers’ Alliance claimed 1,500,000 members meeting in 40,000 local
sub-alliances.'®

The alliance’s most innovative programs were a series of farmers’ co-
operatives that enabled farmers to negotiate higher prices for their crops
and lower prices for the goods they purchased. These cooperatives spread
across the South between 1886 and 1892 and claimed more than a million
members at their high point. While most failed financially, these “phil-

)

anthropic monopolies,” as one alliance speaker termed them, inspired
farmers to look to large-scale organization to cope with their economic
difficulties.'” But cooperation was only part of the alliance message.

In the South, alliance-backed Democratic candidates won four gov-
ernorships and forty-eight congressional seats in 1890.2° But at a time
when falling prices and rising debts conspired against the survival of fam-
ily farmers, the two political parties seemed incapable of representing the
needs of poor farmers. And so alliance members organized a political

party—the People’s Party, or the Populists, as they came to be known.
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The Populists attracted supporters across the nation by appealing to
those convinced that there were deep flaws in the political economy of
Gilded Age America, flaws that both political parties refused to address.
Veterans of earlier fights for currency reform, disaffected industrial la-
borers, proponents of the benevolent socialism of Edward Bellamy’s
popular Looking Backward, and the champions of Henry George’s
farmer-friendly “single-tax” proposal joined alliance members in the
new party. The Populists nominated former Civil War general James B.
Weaver as their presidential candidate at the party’s first national conven-
tion in Omaha, Nebraska, on July 4, 1892.*!

At that meeting the party adopted a platform that crystallized the
alliance’s cooperate program into a coherent political vision. The plat-
form’s preamble, written by longtime political iconoclast and Minnesota
populist Ignatius Donnelly, warned that “the fruits of the toil of mil-
lions [had been| boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few.”??
Taken as a whole, the Omaha Platform and the larger Populist move-
ment sought to counter the scale and power of monopolistic capitalism
with a strong, engaged, and modern federal government. The platform
proposed an unprecedented expansion of federal power. It advocated na-
tionalizing the country’s railroad and telegraph systems to ensure that
essential services would be run in the best interests of the people. In an at-
tempt to deal with the lack of currency available to farmers, it advocated
postal savings banks to protect depositors and extend credit. It called for
the establishment of a network of federally managed warehouses—called
subtreasuries—which would extend government loans to farmers who
stored crops in the warehouses as they awaited higher market prices. To
save debtors it promoted an inflationary monetary policy by monetiz-
ing silver. Direct election of senators and the secret ballot would ensure
that this federal government would serve the interest of the people rather
than entrenched partisan interests, and a graduated income tax would
protect Americans from the establishment of an American aristocracy.
Combined, these efforts would, Populists believed, help shift economic
and political power back toward the nation’s producing classes.

In the Populists’ first national election campaign in 1892, Weaver re-
ceived over one million votes (and twenty-two electoral votes), a truly
startling performance that signaled a bright future for the Populists. And
when the Panic of 1893 sparked the worst economic depression the na-
tion had ever yet seen, the Populist movement won further credibility

and gained even more ground. Kansas Populist Mary Lease, one of the
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movement’s most fervent speakers, famously, and perhaps apocryphally,
called on farmers to “raise less corn and more Hell.” Populist stump
speakers crossed the country, speaking with righteous indignation, blam-
ing the greed of business elites and corrupt party politicians for causing
the crisis fueling America’s widening inequality. Southern orators like
Texas’s James “Cyclone” Davis and Georgian firebrand Tom Watson
stumped across the South decrying the abuses of northern capitalists and
the Democratic Party. Pamphlets such as W. H. Harvey’s Coin’s Financial
School and Henry D. Lloyd’s Wealth Against Commonwealth provided
Populist answers to the age’s many perceived problems. The faltering
economy combined with the Populist’s extensive organizing. In the 1894
elections, Populists elected six senators and seven representatives to Con-
gress. The third party seemed destined to conquer American politics.??
The movement, however, still faced substantial obstacles, especially
in the South. The failure of alliance-backed Democrats to live up to their
campaign promises drove some southerners to break with the party of
their forefathers and join the Populists. Many, however, were unwilling
to take what was, for southerners, a radical step. Southern Democrats,
for their part, responded to the Populist challenge with electoral fraud
and racial demagoguery. Both severely limited Populist gains. The alli-
ance struggled to balance the pervasive white supremacy of the American
South with their call for a grand union of the producing class. American
racial attitudes—and their virulent southern strain—simply proved too
formidable. Democrats race-baited Populists, and Populists capitulated.
The Colored Farmers’ Alliance, which had formed as a segregated sister
organization to the southern alliance and had as many as 250,000 mem-
bers at its peak, fell prey to racial and class-based hostility. The group
went into rapid decline in 1891 when faced with the violent white repres-
sion of a number of Colored Farmers’ Alliance-sponsored cotton picker
strikes. Racial mistrust and division remained the rule, even among Pop-
ulists, and even in North Carolina, where a political marriage of con-
venience between Populists and Republicans resulted in the election of
Populist Marion Butler to the Senate. Populists opposed Democratic cor-
ruption, but this did not necessarily make them champions of interracial
democracy. As Butler explained to an audience in Edgecombe County,
“We are in favor of white supremacy, but we are not in favor of cheating
and fraud to get it.”?* In fact, across much of the South, Populists and
Farmers’ Alliance members were often at the forefront of the movement

for disfranchisement and segregation.
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Populism exploded in popularity. The first major political force to
tap into the vast discomfort of many Americans with the disruptions
wrought by industrial capitalism, the Populist Party seemed poise to cap-
ture political victory. And yet, even as Populism gained national traction,
the movement was stumbling. The party’s often divided leadership found
it difficult to shepherd what remained a diverse and loosely organized co-
alition of reformers toward unified political action. The Omaha platform
was a radical document, and some state party leaders selectively em-
braced its reforms. More importantly, the institutionalized parties were
still too strong, and the Democrats loomed, ready to swallow Populist

frustrations and inaugurate a new era of American politics.

VI. William Jennings Bryan and the Politics of Gold

William Jennings Bryan (March 19, 1860-July 26, 1925) accomplished
many different things in his life: he was a skilled orator, a Nebraska con-
gressman, a three-time presidential candidate, U.S. secretary of state under
Woodrow Wilson, and a lawyer who supported prohibition and opposed
Darwinism (most notably in the 1925 Scopes Monkey Trial). In terms of
his political career, he won national renown for his attack on the gold stan-
dard and his tireless promotion of free silver and policies for the benefit of
the average American. Although Bryan was unsuccessful in winning the

presidency, he forever altered the course of American political history.?
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Bryan was born in Salem, Illinois, in 1860 to a devout family with a
strong passion for law, politics, and public speaking. At twenty, he at-
tended Union Law College in Chicago and passed the bar shortly there-
after. After his marriage to Mary Baird in Illinois, Bryan and his young
family relocated to Nebraska, where he won a reputation among the
state’s Democratic Party leaders as an extraordinary orator. Bryan later
won recognition as one of the greatest speakers in American history.

When economic depressions struck the Midwest in the late 1880s,
despairing farmers faced low crop prices and found few politicians on
their side. While many rallied to the Populist cause, Bryan worked from
within the Democratic Party, using the strength of his oratory. After
delivering one speech, he told his wife, “Last night I found that I had a
power over the audience. I could move them as I chose. T have more than
usual power as a speaker. . . . God grant that I may use it wisely.”?¢ He
soon won election to the Nebraska House of Representatives, where he
served for two terms. Although he lost a bid to join the Nebraska Sen-
ate, Bryan refocused on a much higher political position: the presidency
of the United States. There, he believed he could change the country
by defending farmers and urban laborers against the corruptions of big
business.

In 1895-1896, Bryan launched a national speaking tour in which
he promoted the free coinage of silver. He believed that bimetallism, by
inflating American currency, could alleviate farmers’ debts. In contrast,
Republicans championed the gold standard and a flat money supply.
American monetary standards became a leading campaign issue. Then,
in July 1896, the Democratic Party’s national convention met to choose
their presidential nominee in the upcoming election. The party platform
asserted that the gold standard was “not only un-American but anti-
American.” Bryan spoke last at the convention. He astounded his listen-
ers. At the conclusion of his stirring speech, he declared, “Having behind
us the commercial interests and the laboring interests and all the toiling
masses, we shall answer their demands for a gold standard by saying to
them, you shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of
thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”?” After a
few seconds of stunned silence, the convention went wild. Some wept,
many shouted, and the band began to play “For He’s a Jolly Good Fel-
low.” Bryan received the 1896 Democratic presidential nomination.

The Republicans ran William McKinley, an economic conserva-
tive who championed business interests and the gold standard. Bryan

crisscrossed the country spreading the silver gospel. The election drew
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Conservative William McKinley promised prosperity for ordinary Americans through his “sound money”
initiative during his election campaigns in 1896 and again in 1900. This election poster touts McKinley’s
gold standard policy as bringing “Prosperity at Home, Prestige Abroad.” Library of Congress.

enormous attention and much emotion. According to Bryan’s wife, he
received two thousand letters of support every day that year, an enor-
mous amount for any politician, let alone one not currently in office.
Yet Bryan could not defeat McKinley. The pro-business Republicans
outspent Bryan’s campaign fivefold. A notably high 79.3 percent of eli-
gible American voters cast ballots, and turnout averaged 90 percent in
areas supportive of Bryan, but Republicans swayed the population-dense
Northeast and Great Lakes region and stymied the Democrats.?®

In early 1900, Congress passed the Gold Standard Act, which put
the country on the gold standard, effectively ending the debate over the
nation’s monetary policy. Bryan sought the presidency again in 1900 but
was again defeated, as he would be yet again in 1908.

Bryan was among the most influential losers in American political his-
tory. When the agrarian wing of the Democratic Party nominated the Ne-
braska congressman in 1896, Bryan’s fiery condemnation of northeastern
financial interests and his impassioned calls for “free and unlimited coin-
age of silver” co-opted popular Populist issues. The Democrats stood
ready to siphon off a large proportion of the Populists’ political support.
When the People’s Party held its own convention two weeks later, the par-

ty’s moderate wing, in a fiercely contested move, overrode the objections
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William Jennings Bryan espoused many Populist positions while working within the two-party system as a
Democrat. Republicans argued that the Democratic Party was now a radical faction of Populists. The pro-

Republican magazine Judge showed Bryan (Populism) as a huge serpent swallowing a bucking mule (the

Democratic party). 1896. Wikimedia.

of more ideologically pure Populists and nominated Bryan as the Populist
candidate as well. This strategy of temporary “fusion” movement fatally
fractured the movement and the party. Populist energy moved from the
radical-yet-still-weak People’s Party to the more moderate-yet-powerful
Democratic Party. And although at first glance the Populist movement
appears to have been a failure—its minor electoral gains were short-lived,
it did little to dislodge the entrenched two-party system, and the Populist
dream of a cooperative commonwealth never took shape—in terms of
lasting impact, the Populist Party proved the most significant third-party
movement in American history. The agrarian revolt established the roots
of later reform, and the majority of policies outlined within the Omaha
Platform would eventually be put into law over the following decades
under the management of middle-class reformers. In large measure, the
Populist vision laid the intellectual groundwork for the coming progres-

sive movement.?’
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VII. The Socialists

American socialists carried on the Populists’ radical tradition by uniting
farmers and workers in a sustained, decades-long political struggle to re-
order American economic life. Socialists argued that wealth and power
were consolidated in the hands of too few individuals, that monopolies
and trusts controlled too much of the economy, and that owners and
investors grew rich while the workers who produced their wealth, de-
spite massive productivity gains and rising national wealth, still suffered
from low pay, long hours, and unsafe working conditions. Karl Marx
had described the new industrial economy as a worldwide class struggle
between the wealthy bourgeoisie, who owned the means of production,
such as factories and farms, and the proletariat, factory workers and
tenant farmers who worked only for the wealth of others. According to
Eugene Debs, socialists sought “the overthrow of the capitalist system
and the emancipation of the working class from wage slavery.”3* Under
an imagined socialist cooperative commonwealth, the means of produc-
tion would be owned collectively, ensuring that all men and women
received a fair wage for their labor. According to socialist organizer and
newspaper editor Oscar Ameringer, socialists wanted “ownership of the
trust by the government, and the ownership of the government by the
people.”3!

The socialist movement drew from a diverse constituency. Party

membership was open to all regardless of race, gender, class, ethnicity, or
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religion. Many prominent Americans, such as Helen Keller, Upton Sin-
clair, and Jack London, became socialists. They were joined by masses of
American laborers from across the United States: factory workers, min-
ers, railroad builders, tenant farmers, and small farmers all united under
the red flag of socialism. Many united with labor leader William D. “Big
Bill” Haywood and other radicals in 1905 to form the Industrial Work-
ers of the World (IWW), the “Wobblies,” a radical and confrontational
union that welcomed all workers, regardless of race or gender.’> Others
turned to politics.

The Socialist Party of America (SPA), founded in 1901, carried on the
American third-party political tradition. Socialist mayors were elected in
thirty-three cities and towns, from Berkeley, California, to Schenectady,
New York, and two socialists—Victor Berger from Wisconsin and Meyer
London from New York—won congressional seats. All told, over one
thousand socialist candidates won various American political offices. Ju-
lius A. Wayland, editor of the socialist newspaper Appeal to Reason,
proclaimed that “socialism is coming. It’s coming like a prairie fire and
nothing can stop it . . . you can feel it in the air.”** By 1913 there were
150,000 members of the Socialist Party and, in 1912, Eugene V. Debs,
the Indiana-born Socialist Party candidate for president, received almost
one million votes, or 6 percent of the total.’*

Over the following years, however, the embrace of many socialist
policies by progressive reformers, internal ideological and tactical dis-
agreements, a failure to dissuade most Americans of the perceived in-
compatibility between socialism and American values, and, especially,
government oppression and censorship, particularly during and after
World War I, ultimately sank the party. Like the Populists, however, so-
cialists had tapped into a deep well of discontent, and their energy and

organizing filtered out into American culture and American politics.

VIII. Conclusion

The march of capital transformed patterns of American life. While some
enjoyed unprecedented levels of wealth, and an ever-growing slice of
middle-class workers won an ever more comfortable standard of living,
vast numbers of farmers lost their land and a growing industrial working
class struggled to earn wages sufficient to support themselves and their
families. Industrial capitalism brought wealth and it brought poverty;

it created owners and investors and it created employees. But whether
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winners or losers in the new economy, all Americans reckoned in some

way with their new industrial world.
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Conquering the West

I. Introduction

Native Americans long dominated the vastness of the American West.
Linked culturally and geographically by trade, travel, and warfare, vari-
ous indigenous groups controlled most of the continent west of the Mis-
sissippi River deep into the nineteenth century. Spanish, French, British,
and later American traders had integrated themselves into many regional
economies, and American emigrants pushed ever westward, but no impe-
rial power had yet achieved anything approximating political or military
control over the great bulk of the continent. But then the Civil War came
and went and decoupled the West from the question of slavery just as
the United States industrialized and laid down rails and pushed its ever-
expanding population ever farther west.

Indigenous Americans had lived in North America for over ten mil-
lennia and, into the late nineteenth century, perhaps as many as 250,000
Natives still inhabited the American West.! But then unending waves of

American settlers, the American military, and the unstoppable onrush
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of American capital conquered all. The United States removed Native
groups to ever-shrinking reservations, incorporated the West first as ter-
ritories and then as states, and, for the first time in its history, controlled
the enormity of land between the two oceans.

The history of the late-nineteenth-century West is many-sided. Trag-
edy for some, triumph for others, the many intertwined histories of the
American West marked a pivotal transformation in the history of the
United States.

II. Post-Civil War Westward Migration

In the decades after the Civil War, Americans poured across the Missis-
sippi River in record numbers. No longer simply crossing over the conti-
nent for new imagined Edens in California or Oregon, they settled now
in the vast heart of the continent.

Many of the first American migrants had come to the West in search
of quick profits during the midcentury gold and silver rushes. As in the
California rush of 1848-1849, droves of prospectors poured in after
precious-metal strikes in Colorado in 1858, Nevada in 1859, Idaho in
1860, Montana in 1863, and the Black Hills in 1874. While women often
performed housework that allowed mining families to subsist in often
difficult conditions, a significant portion of the mining workforce were
single men without families dependent on service industries in nearby
towns and cities. There, working-class women worked in shops, saloons,
boardinghouses, and brothels. Many of these ancillary operations prof-
ited from the mining boom: as failed prospectors found, the rush itself
often generated more wealth than the mines. The gold that left Colo-
rado in the first seven years after the Pikes Peak gold strike—estimated at
$25.5 million—was, for instance, less than half of what outside parties
had invested in the fever. The 100,000-plus migrants who settled in the
Rocky Mountains were ultimately more valuable to the region’s develop-
ment than the gold they came to find.?

Others came to the Plains to extract the hides of the great bison
herds. Millions of animals had roamed the Plains, but their tough leather
supplied industrial belting in eastern factories and raw material for the
booming clothing industry. Specialized teams took down and skinned
the herds. The infamous American bison slaughter peaked in the early
1870s. The number of American bison plummeted from over ten million

at midcentury to only a few hundred by the early 1880s. The expansion
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While bison leather supplied America’s booming clothing industry, the skulls of the animals provided a key
ingredient in fertilizer. This 1870s photograph illustrates the massive number of bison killed in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Wikimedia.

of the railroads allowed ranching to replace the bison with cattle on the
American grasslands.?

The nearly seventy thousand members of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints (more commonly called Mormons) who migrated
west between 1846 and 1868 were similar to other Americans traveling
west on the overland trails. They faced many of the same problems, but
unlike most other American migrants, Mormons were fleeing from reli-
gious persecution.

Many historians view Mormonism as a “uniquely American faith,”
not just because it was founded by Joseph Smith in New York in the
1830s, but because of its optimistic and future-oriented tenets. Mormons
believed that Americans were exceptional—chosen by God to spread
truth across the world and to build utopia, a New Jerusalem in North

America. However, many Americans were suspicious of the Latter-Day
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Saint movement and its unusual rituals, especially the practice of po-
lygamy, and most Mormons found it difficult to practice their faith in the
eastern United States. Thus began a series of migrations in the midnine-
teenth century, first to Illinois, then Missouri and Nebraska, and finally
into Utah Territory.

Once in the west, Mormon settlements served as important sup-
ply points for other emigrants heading on to California and Oregon.
Brigham Young, the leader of the Church after the death of Joseph Smith,
was appointed governor of the Utah Territory by the federal government
in 1850. He encouraged Mormon residents of the territory to engage in
agricultural pursuits and be cautious of the outsiders who arrived as the
mining and railroad industries developed in the region.*

It was land, ultimately, that drew the most migrants to the West.
Family farms were the backbone of the agricultural economy that ex-
panded in the West after the Civil War. In 1862, northerners in Congress
passed the Homestead Act, which allowed male citizens (or those who
declared their intent to become citizens) to claim federally owned lands
in the West. Settlers could head west, choose a 160-acre surveyed section
of land, file a claim, and begin “improving” the land by plowing fields,
building houses and barns, or digging wells, and, after five years of living
on the land, could apply for the official title deed to the land. Hundreds
of thousands of Americans used the Homestead Act to acquire land. The
treeless plains that had been considered unfit for settlement became the
new agricultural mecca for land-hungry Americans.’

The Homestead Act excluded married women from filing claims be-
cause they were considered the legal dependents of their husbands. Some
unmarried women filed claims on their own, but single farmers (male or
female) were hard-pressed to run a farm and they were a small minor-
ity. Most farm households adopted traditional divisions of labor: men
worked in the fields and women managed the home and kept the family
fed. Both were essential.®

Migrants sometimes found in homesteads a self-sufficiency denied at
home. Second or third sons who did not inherit land in Scandinavia, for
instance, founded farm communities in Minnesota, Dakota, and other
Midwestern territories in the 1860s. Boosters encouraged emigration by
advertising the semiarid Plains as, for instance, “a flowery meadow of
great fertility clothed in nutritious grasses, and watered by numerous
streams.”” Western populations exploded. The Plains were transformed.
In 1860, for example, Kansas had about 10,000 farms; in 1880 it had
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239,000. Texas saw enormous population growth. The federal govern-
ment counted 200,000 people in Texas in 1850, 1,600,000 in 1880, and
3,000,000 in 1900, making it the sixth most populous state in the nation.

III. The Indian Wars and Federal Peace Policies

2

The “Indian wars,” so mythologized in western folklore, were a series
of sporadic, localized, and often brief engagements between U.S. mili-
tary forces and various Native American groups. The more sustained
and more impactful conflict, meanwhile, was economic and cultural.
The vast and cyclical movement across the Great Plains to hunt buffalo,
raid enemies, and trade goods was incompatible with new patterns of
American settlement and railroad construction. Thomas Jefferson’s old
dream that Indian groups might live isolated in the West was, in the face
of American expansion, no longer a viable reality. Political, economic,
and even humanitarian concerns intensified American efforts to isolate
Indians on reservations. Although Indian removal had long been a part
of federal Indian policy, following the Civil War the U.S. government
redoubled its efforts. If treaties and other forms of persistent coercion
would not work, more drastic measures were deemed necessary. Against
the threat of confinement and the extinction of traditional ways of life,
Native Americans battled the American army and the encroaching lines
of American settlement.

In one of the earliest western engagements, in 1862, while the Civil
War still consumed the nation, tensions erupted between Dakota Sioux
and white settlers in Minnesota and the Dakota Territory. The 1850 U.S.
census recorded a white population of about 6,000 in Minnesota; eight
years later, when it became a state, it was more than 150,000.% The influx
of American farmers pushed the Sioux to the breaking point. Hunting
became unsustainable and those Sioux who had taken up farming found
only poverty. Starvation wracked many. Then, on August 17, 1862, four
young men of the Santees, a Sioux tribe, killed five white settlers near
the Redwood Agency, an American administrative office. In the face of
an inevitable American retaliation, and over the protests of many mem-
bers, the tribe chose war. On the following day, Sioux warriors attacked
settlements near the Agency. They killed thirty-one men, women, and
children. They then ambushed a U.S. military detachment at Redwood
Ferry, killing twenty-three. The governor of Minnesota called up militia

and several thousand Americans waged war against the Sioux insurgents.
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Buffalo Soldiers, the nickname given to African American cavalrymen by the native Americans they fought,
were the first peacetime, all-black regiments in the regular U.S. Army. These soldiers regularly confronted
racial prejudice from civilians and other soldiers but were an essential part of American victories during the

Indian Wars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 1890. Library of Congress.

Fighting broke out at New Ulm, Fort Ridgely, and Birch Coulee, but the
Americans broke the Indian resistance at the Battle of Wood Lake on
September 23, ending the so-called Dakota War, also known as the Sioux
Uprising.’

More than two thousand Sioux had been taken prisoner during the
fighting. Many were tried at federal forts for murder, rape, and other
atrocities. Military tribunals convicted 303 Sioux and sentenced them to
hang. At the last minute, President Lincoln commuted all but thirty eight
of the sentences. Terrified Minnesota settlers and government officials in-
sisted not only that the Sioux lose much of their reservation lands and be
removed farther west, but that those who had fled be hunted down and
placed on reservations as well. The American military gave chase and, on
September 3, 1863, after a year of attrition, American military units sur-
rounded a large encampment of Dakota Sioux. American troops killed an
estimated three hundred men, women, and children. Dozens more were
taken prisoner. Troops spent the next two days burning winter food and
supply stores to starve out the Sioux resistance, which would continue

to smolder.
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Farther south, tensions flared in Colorado. In 1851, the Treaty of Fort
Laramie had secured right-of-way access for Americans passing through
on their way to California and Oregon. But a gold rush in 1858 drew
approximately 100,000 white gold seekers, and they demanded new
treaties be made with local Indian groups to secure land rights in the
newly created Colorado Territory. Cheyenne bands splintered over the
possibility of signing a new treaty that would confine them to a reserva-
tion. Settlers, already wary of raids by powerful groups of Cheyennes,
Arapahos, and Comanches, meanwhile read in their local newspapers
sensationalist accounts of the Sioux uprising in Minnesota. Militia leader
John M. Chivington warned settlers in the summer of 1864 that the
Cheyenne were dangerous savages, urged war, and promised a swift mili-
tary victory. Sporadic fighting broke out. Although Chivington warned
of Cheyenne savagery, the aged Cheyenne chief Black Kettle, believing
that a peace treaty would be best for his people, traveled to Denver to
arrange for peace talks. He and his followers traveled toward Fort Lyon
in accordance with government instructions, but on November 29, 1864,
Chivington ordered his seven hundred militiamen to move on the Chey-
enne camp near Fort Lyon at Sand Creek. The Cheyenne tried to declare
their peaceful intentions but Chivington’s militia cut them down. It was
a slaughter. About two hundred men, women, and children were killed.*

The Sand Creek Massacre was a national scandal, alternately con-
demned and applauded. News of the massacre reached other Native
groups and the American frontier erupted into conflict. Americans
pushed for a new “peace policy.” Congress, confronted with these trag-
edies and further violence, authorized in 1868 the creation of an Indian
Peace Commission. The commission’s study of American Indians decried
prior American policy and galvanized support for reformers. After the in-
auguration of Ulysses S. Grant the following spring, Congress allied with
prominent philanthropists to create the Board of Indian Commissioners,
a permanent advisory body to oversee Indian affairs and prevent the fur-
ther outbreak of violence. The board effectively Christianized American
Indian policy. Much of the reservation system was handed over to Prot-
estant churches, which were tasked with finding agents and missionaries
to manage reservation life. Congress hoped that religiously minded men
might fare better at creating just assimilation policies and persuading
Indians to accept them. Historian Francis Paul Prucha believed that this
attempt at a new “peace policy . . . might just have properly been labelled

the ‘religious policy.””"!



CONQUERING THE WEST

Tom Torlino, a member of the Navajo Nation, entered the Carlisle Indian School, a Native American
boarding school founded by the U.S. government in 1879, on October 21, 1882, and departed on August
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28, 1886. Torlino’s student file contained photographs from 1882 and 1885. Carlisle Indian School Digital

Resource Center.

Many female Christian missionaries played a central role in cultural
reeducation programs that attempted to not only instill Protestant reli-
gion but also impose traditional American gender roles and family struc-
tures. They endeavored to replace Indians’ tribal social units with small,
patriarchal households. Women’s labor became a contentious issue be-
cause few tribes divided labor according to the gender norms of middle-
and upper-class Americans. Fieldwork, the traditional domain of white
males, was primarily performed by Native women, who also usually con-
trolled the products of their labor, if not the land that was worked, giving
them status in society as laborers and food providers. For missionaries,
the goal was to get Native women to leave the fields and engage in more
proper “women’s” work—housework. Christian missionaries performed
much as secular federal agents had. Few American agents could meet
Native Americans on their own terms. Most viewed reservation Indians
as lazy and thought of Native cultures as inferior to their own. The views
of J. L. Broaddus, appointed to oversee several small Indian tribes on
the Hoopa Valley reservation in California, are illustrative: in his annual
report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs for 1875, he wrote, “The

great majority of them are idle, listless, careless, and improvident. They
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seem to take no thought about provision for the future, and many of
them would not work at all if they were not compelled to do so. They
would rather live upon the roots and acorns gathered by their women
than to work for flour and beef.”!?

If the Indians could not be forced through kindness to change their
ways, most agreed that it was acceptable to use force, which Native
groups resisted. In Texas and the Southern Plains, the Comanche, the
Kiowa, and their allies had wielded enormous influence. The Comanche
in particular controlled huge swaths of territory and raided vast areas,
inspiring terror from the Rocky Mountains to the interior of northern
Mexico to the Texas Gulf Coast. But after the Civil War, the U.S. military
refocused its attention on the Southern Plains.

The American military first sent messengers to the Plains to find the
elusive Comanche bands and ask them to come to peace negotiations
at Medicine Lodge Creek in the fall of 1867. But terms were muddled:
American officials believed that Comanche bands had accepted reserva-
tion life, while Comanche leaders believed they were guaranteed vast
lands for buffalo hunting. Comanche bands used designated reservation
lands as a base from which to collect supplies and federal annuity goods
while continuing to hunt, trade, and raid American settlements in Texas.

Confronted with renewed Comanche raiding, particularly by the
famed war leader Quanah Parker, the U.S. military finally proclaimed
that all Indians who were not settled on the reservation by the fall of
1874 would be considered “hostile.” The Red River War began when
many Comanche bands refused to resettle and the American military
launched expeditions into the Plains to subdue them, culminating in the
defeat of the remaining roaming bands in the canyonlands of the Texas
Panhandle. Cold and hungry, with their way of life already decimated by
soldiers, settlers, cattlemen, and railroads, the last free Comanche bands
were moved to the reservation at Fort Sill, in what is now southwestern
Oklahoma.

On the northern Plains, the Sioux people had yet to fully surrender.
Following the troubles of 1862, many bands had signed treaties with the
United States and drifted into the Red Cloud and Spotted Tail agencies
to collect rations and annuities, but many continued to resist American
encroachment, particularly during Red Cloud’s War, a rare victory for
the Plains people that resulted in the Treaty of 1868 and created the
Great Sioux Reservation. Then, in 1874, an American expedition to the
Black Hills of South Dakota discovered gold. White prospectors flooded
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the territory. Caring very little about Indian rights and very much about
getting rich, they brought the Sioux situation again to its breaking point.
Aware that U.S. citizens were violating treaty provisions, but unwilling
to prevent them from searching for gold, federal officials pressured the
western Sioux to sign a new treaty that would transfer control of the
Black Hills to the United States while General Philip Sheridan quietly
moved U.S. troops into the region. Initial clashes between U.S. troops
and Sioux warriors resulted in several Sioux victories that, combined
with the visions of Sitting Bull, who had dreamed of an even more trium-
phant victory, attracted Sioux bands who had already signed treaties but
now joined to fight.'*

In late June 1876, a division of the 7th Cavalry Regiment led by
Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer was sent up a trail into
the Black Hills as an advance guard for a larger force. Custer’s men ap-
proached a camp along a river known to the Sioux as Greasy Grass but
marked on Custer’s map as Little Bighorn, and they found that the in-
flux of “treaty” Sioux as well as aggrieved Cheyenne and other allies
had swelled the population of the village far beyond Custer’s estimation.
Custer’s 7th Cavalry was vastly outnumbered, and he and 268 of his men
were killed."

Custer’s fall shocked the nation. Cries for a swift American response
filled the public sphere, and military expeditions were sent out to crush
Native resistance. The Sioux splintered off into the wilderness and began
a campaign of intermittent resistance but, outnumbered and suffering
after a long, hungry winter, Crazy Horse led a band of Oglala Sioux to
surrender in May 1877. Other bands gradually followed until finally, in
July 1881, Sitting Bull and his followers at last laid down their weapons
and came to the reservation. Indigenous powers had been defeated. The

Plains, it seemed, had been pacified.

IV. Beyond the Plains

Plains peoples were not the only ones who suffered as a result of Ameri-
can expansion. Groups like the Utes and Paiutes were pushed out of the
Rocky Mountains by U.S. expansion into Colorado and away from the
northern Great Basin by the expanding Mormon population in Utah Ter-
ritory in the 1850s and 1860s. Faced with a shrinking territorial base,
members of these two groups often joined the U.S. military in its cam-

paigns in the southwest against other powerful Native groups like the
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Hopi, the Zuni, the Jicarilla Apache, and especially the Navajo, whose
population of at least ten thousand engaged in both farming and sheep
herding on some of the most valuable lands acquired by the United States
after the Mexican War.

Conflicts between the U.S. military, American settlers, and Native
populations increased throughout the 1850s. By 1862, General James
Carleton began searching for a reservation where he could remove the
Navajo and end their threat to U.S. expansion in the Southwest. Carleton
selected a dry, almost treeless site in the Bosque Redondo Valley, three
hundred miles from the Navajo homeland.

In April 1863, Carleton gave orders to Colonel Kit Carson to round
up the entire Navajo population and escort them to Bosque Redondo.
Those who resisted would be shot. Thus began a period of Navajo his-
tory called the Long Walk, which remains deeply important to Navajo
people today. The Long Walk was not a single event but a series of forced
marches to the reservation at Bosque Redondo between August 1863
and December 1866. Conditions at Bosque Redondo were horrible. Pro-
visions provided by the U.S. Army were not only inadequate but often
spoiled; disease was rampant, and thousands of Navajos died.

By 1868, it had become clear that life at the reservation was unsus-
tainable. General William Tecumseh Sherman visited the reservation and
wrote of the inhumane situation in which the Navajo were essentially
kept as prisoners, but lack of cost-effectiveness was the main reason Sher-
man recommended that the Navajo be returned to their homeland in the
West. On June 1, 1868, the Navajo signed the Treaty of Bosque Redondo,
an unprecedented treaty in the history of U.S.-Indian relations in which
the Navajo were able to return from the reservation to their homeland.

The destruction of Indian nations in California and the Pacific North-
west received significantly less attention than the dramatic conquest of
the Plains, but Native peoples in these regions also experienced violence,
population decline, and territorial loss. For example, in 1872, the Cali-
fornia/Oregon border erupted in violence when the Modoc people left
the reservation of their historic enemies, the Klamath Indians, and re-
turned to an area known as Lost River. Americans had settled the re-
gion after Modoc removal several years before, and they complained
bitterly of the Natives’ return. The U.S. military arrived when fifty-two
remaining Modoc warriors, led by a man called Captain Jack, refused
to return to the reservation and holed up in defensive positions along

the state border. They fought a guerrilla war for eleven months in which



CONQUERING THE WEST

at least two hundred U.S. troops were killed before they were finally
forced to surrender.'® Four years later, in the Pacific Northwest, a branch
of the Nez Percé (who, generations earlier, had aided Lewis and Clark
in their famous journey to the Pacific Ocean) refused to be moved to
a reservation and, under the leadership of Chief Joseph, attempted to
flee to Canada but were pursued by the U.S. Cavalry. The outnumbered
Nez Percé battled across a thousand miles and were attacked nearly two
dozen times before they succumbed to hunger and exhaustion, surren-
dered, and were forced to return. The flight of the Nez Percé captured
the attention of the nation, and a transcript of Chief Joseph’s surrender,
as recorded by a U.S. Army officer, became a landmark of American
rhetoric. “Hear me, my chiefs,” Joseph was supposed to have said, “I am
tired. My heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will
fight no more forever.”"”

The history of Indian-American relations in California typified the
decline of the western Indians. The treaties that had been signed with nu-
merous Native nations in California in the 1850s were never ratified by
the Senate. Over one hundred distinct Native groups had lived in Califor-
nia before the Spanish and American conquests, but by 1880, the Native
population of California had collapsed from about 150,000 on the eve
of the gold rush to a little less than 20,000. A few reservation areas were
eventually set up by the U.S. government to collect what remained of the
Native population, but most were dispersed throughout California. This
was partly the result of state laws from the 1850s that allowed white
Californians to obtain both Native children and adults as “apprentice”
laborers by merely bringing the desired laborer before a judge and prom-
ising to feed, clothe, and eventually release them after a period of “ser-
vice” that ranged from ten to twenty years. Thousands of California’s
Natives were thus pressed into a form of slave labor that supported the

growing mining, agricultural, railroad, and cattle industries.

V. Western Economic Expansion: Railroads and Cattle

As Native peoples were pushed out, American settlers poured in. Aside
from agriculture and the extraction of natural resources—such as timber
and precious metals—two major industries fueled the new western econ-
omy: ranching and railroads. Both developed in connection with each
other and both shaped the collective American memory of the post—Civil
War “Wild West.”
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Railroads made the settlement and growth of the West possible. By the late nineteenth century, maps of
the Midwest were filled with advertisements touting how quickly a traveler could traverse the country. The
Environment and Society Portal, a digital project from the Rachel Carson Center for Environment and
Society, a joint initiative of LMU Munich and the Deutsches Museum.

As one booster put it, “the West is purely a railroad enterprise.” No
economic enterprise rivaled the railroads in scale, scope, or sheer impact.
No other businesses had attracted such enormous sums of capital, and no
other ventures ever received such lavish government subsidies (business
historian Alfred Chandler called the railroads the “first modern business
enterprise”).'® By “annihilating time and space”—Dby connecting the vast-
ness of the continent—the railroads transformed the United States and
made the American West.

No railroad enterprise so captured the American imagination—or
federal support—as the transcontinental railroad. The transcontinental
railroad crossed western plains and mountains and linked the West Coast
with the rail networks of the eastern United States. Constructed from
the west by the Central Pacific and from the east by the Union Pacific,
the two roads were linked in Utah in 1869 to great national fanfare. But

such a herculean task was not easy, and national legislators threw enor-
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mous subsidies at railroad companies, a part of the Republican Party
platform since 1856. The 1862 Pacific Railroad Act gave bonds of be-
tween $16,000 and $48,000 for each mile of construction and provided
vast land grants to railroad companies. Between 1850 and 1871 alone,
railroad companies received more than 175,000,000 acres of public land,
an area larger than the state of Texas. Investors reaped enormous profits.
As one congressional opponent put it in the 1870s, “If there be profit, the
corporations may take it; if there be loss, the Government must bear it.”"

If railroads attracted unparalleled subsidies and investments, they also
created enormous labor demands. By 1880, approximately four hundred
thousand men—or nearly 2.5 percent of the nation’s entire workforce—
labored in the railroad industry. Much of the work was dangerous and
low-paying, and companies relied heavily on immigrant labor to build
tracks. Companies employed Irish workers in the early nineteenth cen-
tury and Chinese workers in the late nineteenth century. By 1880, over
two hundred thousand Chinese migrants lived in the United States. Once
the rails were laid, companies still needed a large workforce to keep the
trains running. Much railroad work was dangerous, but perhaps the
most hazardous work was done by brakemen. Before the advent of au-
tomatic braking, an engineer would blow the “down brake” whistle and
brakemen would scramble to the top of the moving train, regardless of
the weather conditions, and run from car to car manually turning brakes.
Speed was necessary, and any slip could be fatal. Brakemen were also
responsible for coupling the cars, attaching them together with a large
pin. It was easy to lose a hand or finger and even a slight mistake could
cause cars to collide.?

The railroads boomed. In 1850, there were 9,000 miles of railroads
in the United States. In 1900 there were 190,000, including several
transcontinental lines.?! To manage these vast networks of freight and
passenger lines, companies converged rails at hub cities. Of all the Mid-
western and western cities that blossomed from the bridging of western
resources and eastern capital in the late nineteenth century, Chicago was
the most spectacular. It grew from two hundred inhabitants in 1833 to
over a million by 1890. By 1893 it and the region from which it drew
were completely transformed. The World’s Columbian Exposition that
year trumpeted the city’s progress and broader technological progress,
with typical Gilded Age ostentation. A huge, gleaming (but temporary)
“White City” was built in neoclassical style to house all the features of

the fair and cater to the needs of the visitors who arrived from all over
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the world. Highlighted in the title of this world’s fair were the changes
that had overtaken North America since Columbus made landfall four
centuries earlier. Chicago became the most important western hub and
served as the gateway between the farm and ranch country of the Great
Plains and eastern markets. Railroads brought cattle from Texas to Chi-
cago for slaughter, where they were then processed into packaged meats
and shipped by refrigerated rail to New York City and other eastern cit-
ies. Such hubs became the central nodes in a rapid-transit economy that
increasingly spread across the entire continent linking goods and people
together in a new national network.

This national network created the fabled cattle drives of the 1860s
and 1870s. The first cattle drives across the central Plains began soon
after the Civil War. Railroads created the market for ranching, and for the
few years after the war that railroads connected eastern markets with im-
portant market hubs such as Chicago, but had yet to reach Texas ranch-
lands, ranchers began driving cattle north, out of the Lone Star state, to
major railroad terminuses in Kansas, Missouri, and Nebraska. Ranchers

used well-worn trails, such as the Chisholm Trail, for drives, but conflicts
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arose with Native Americans in the Indian Territory and farmers in Kan-
sas who disliked the intrusion of large and environmentally destructive
herds onto their own hunting, ranching, and farming lands. Other trails,
such as the Western Trail, the Goodnight-Loving Trail, and the Shawnee
Trail, were therefore blazed.

Cattle drives were difficult tasks for the crews of men who managed
the herds. Historians estimate the number of men who worked as cow-
boys in the late-nineteenth century to be between twelve thousand and
forty thousand. Perhaps a fourth were African American, and more were
likely Mexican or Mexican American. Much about the American cow-
boys evolved from Mexican vaqueros: cowboys adopted Mexican prac-
tices, gear, and terms such as rodeo, bronco, and lasso.

While most cattle drivers were men, there are at least sixteen verifi-
able accounts of women participating in the drives. Some, like Molly
Dyer Goodnight, accompanied their husbands. Others, like Lizzie John-
son Williams, helped drive their own herds. Williams made at least three

known trips with her herds up the Chisholm Trail.
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Cowboys such as the one pictured here, c. 1888, worked the cattle drives that supplied the meatpacking in-
dustry in Chicago and other midwestern cities. Their work was obsolete by the turn of the century, yet their
image lived on through the romanticization of the West in American popular culture. Library of Congress.
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Many cowboys hoped one day to become ranch owners themselves,
but employment was insecure and wages were low. Beginners could ex-
pect to earn around $20-$25 per month, and those with years of experi-
ence might earn $40-$45. Trail bosses could earn over $50 per month.
And it was tough work. On a cattle drive, cowboys worked long hours
and faced extremes of heat and cold and intense blowing dust. They sub-
sisted on limited diets with irregular supplies.??

But if workers of cattle earned low wages, owners and investors could
receive riches. At the end of the Civil War, a steer worth $4 in Texas could
fetch $40 in Kansas. Although profits slowly leveled off, large profits
could still be made. And yet, by the 1880s, the great cattle drives were
largely done. The railroads had created them, and the railroads ended
them: railroad lines pushed into Texas and made the great drives obso-
lete. But ranching still brought profits and the Plains were better suited
for grazing than for agriculture, and western ranchers continued supply-
ing beef for national markets.

Ranching was just one of many western industries that depended on
the railroads. By linking the Plains with national markets and rapidly

moving people and goods, the railroads made the modern American West.

VI. The Allotment Era and Resistance in the Native West

As the rails moved into the West, and more and more Americans fol-
lowed, the situation for Native groups deteriorated even further. Treaties
negotiated between the United States and Native groups had typically
promised that if tribes agreed to move to specific reservation lands, they
would hold those lands collectively. But as American westward migra-
tion mounted and open lands closed, white settlers began to argue that
Indians had more than their fair share of land, that the reservations were
too big, that Indians were using the land “inefficiently,” and that they still
preferred nomadic hunting instead of intensive farming and ranching.

By the 1880s, Americans increasingly championed legislation to allow
the transfer of Indian lands to farmers and ranchers, while many argued
that allotting Indian lands to individual Native Americans, rather than
to tribes, would encourage American-style agriculture and finally put In-
dians who had previously resisted the efforts of missionaries and federal
officials on the path to “civilization.”

Passed by Congress on February 8, 1887, the Dawes General Allot-
ment Act splintered Native American reservations into individual family

homesteads. Each head of a Native family was to be allotted 160 acres, the
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typical size of a claim that any settler could establish on federal lands under
the provisions of the Homestead Act. Single individuals over age eighteen
would receive an eighty-acre allotment, and orphaned children received
forty acres. A four-year timeline was established for Indian peoples to make
their allotment selections. If at the end of that time no selection had been
made, the act authorized the secretary of the interior to appoint an agent to
make selections for the remaining tribal members. To protect Indians from
being swindled by unscrupulous land speculators, all allotments were to be
held in trust—they could not be sold by allottees—for twenty-five years.
Lands that remained unclaimed by tribal members after allotment would
revert to federal control and be sold to American settlers.”

Americans touted the Dawes Act as an uplifting humanitarian re-
form, but it upended Indian lifestyles and left Indian groups without
sovereignty over their lands. The act claimed that to protect Indian prop-
erty rights, it was necessary to extend “the protection of the laws of
the United States . . . over the Indians.” Tribal governments and legal
principles could be superseded, or dissolved and replaced, by U.S. laws.
Under the terms of the Dawes Act, Native groups struggled to hold on to
some measure of tribal sovereignty.

The stresses of conquest unsettled generations of Native Americans.
Many took comfort from the words of prophets and holy men. In Ne-
vada, on January 1, 1889, Northern Paiute prophet Wovoka experienced
a great revelation. He had traveled, he said, from his earthly home in
western Nevada to heaven and returned during a solar eclipse to proph-
esy to his people. “You must not hurt anybody or do harm to anyone.
You must not fight. Do right always,” he exhorted. And they must, he
said, participate in a religious ceremony that came to be known as the
Ghost Dance. If the people lived justly and danced the Ghost Dance,
Wovoka said, their ancestors would rise from the dead, droughts would
dissipate, the whites in the West would vanish, and the buffalo would
once again roam the Plains.

Native American prophets had often confronted American impe-
rial power. Some prophets, including Wovoka, incorporated Christian
elements like heaven and a Messiah figure into indigenous spiritual tra-
ditions. And so, though it was far from unique, Wovoka’s prophecy nev-
ertheless caught on quickly and spread beyond the Paiutes. From across
the West, members of the Arapaho, Bannock, Cheyenne, and Shoshone
nations, among others, adopted the Ghost Dance religion. Perhaps the
most avid Ghost Dancers—and certainly the most famous—were the La-

kota Sioux.
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Red Cloud and American Horse—two of

the most renowned Oglala chiefs—are seen
clasping hands in front of a tipi on the Pine
Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. Both
men served as delegates to Washington, D.C.,
after years of actively fighting the Ameri-

can government. John C. Grabill, “Red
Cloud and American Horse.” The two most
noted chiefs now living,” 1891. Library of

Congress.

The Lakota Sioux were in dire straits. South Dakota, formed out of
land that had once belonged by treaty to the Lakotas, became a state in
1889. White homesteaders had poured in, reservations were carved up
and diminished, starvation set in, corrupt federal agents cut food rations,
and drought hit the Plains. Many Lakotas feared a future as the landless
subjects of a growing American empire when a delegation of eleven men,
led by Kicking Bear, joined Ghost Dance pilgrims on the rails westward
to Nevada and returned to spread the revival in the Dakotas.

The energy and message of the revivals frightened Indian agents, who
began arresting Indian leaders. Then Chief Sitting Bull and with several
other whites and Indians, were killed in December 1890 during a botched
arrest, convincing many bands to flee the reservations to join the fugitive
bands farther west, where Lakota adherents of the Ghost Dance were
preaching that the Ghost Dancers would be immune to bullets.

Two weeks later, an American cavalry unit intercepted a band of 350
Lakotas, including over 100 women and children, under Chief Spot-
ted Elk (later known as Bigfoot). They were escorted to Wounded Knee
Creek, where they camped for the night. The following morning, De-

cember 29, the American cavalrymen entered the camp to disarm Spot-
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ted Elk’s band. Tensions flared, a shot was fired, and a skirmish became
a massacre. The Americans fired their heavy weaponry indiscriminately
into the camp. Two dozen cavalrymen had been killed by the Lakotas’
concealed weapons or by friendly fire, but when the guns went silent,
between 150 and 300 Native men, women, and children were dead.?*

Wounded Knee marked the end of sustained, armed Native Ameri-
can resistance in the West. Individuals continued to resist the pressures
of assimilation and preserve traditional cultural practices, but sustained
military defeats, the loss of sovereignty over land and resources, and the
onset of crippling poverty on the reservations marked the final decades
of the nineteenth century as a particularly dark era for America’s western
tribes. But for Americans, it became mythical.

VII. Rodeos, Wild West Shows, and the
Mythic American West

“The American West” conjures visions of tipis, cabins, cowboys, Indians,
farm wives in sunbonnets, and outlaws with six-shooters. Such images

pervade American culture, but they are as old as the West itself: novels,
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American frontierswoman and profes-
sional scout Martha Jane Canary was
better known to Americans as Calamity
Jane. A Figure in western folklore, Calam-
ity Jane was a central character in many
of the increasingly popular novels and
films that romanticized western life in the
twentieth century. C. 1895. Library of
Congress.

rodeos, and Wild West shows mythologized the American West through-
out the post—Civil War era.

In the 1860s, Americans devoured dime novels that embellished the
lives of real-life individuals such as Calamity Jane and Billy the Kid.
Owen Wister’s novels, especially The Virginian, established the character
of the cowboy as a gritty stoic with a rough exterior but the courage and
heroism needed to rescue people from train robbers, Indians, and cattle
rustlers. Such images were later reinforced when the emergence of rodeo
added to popular conceptions of the American West. Rodeos began as
small roping and riding contests among cowboys in towns near ranches
or at camps at the end of the cattle trails. In Pecos, Texas, on July 4,
1883, cowboys from two ranches, the Hash Knife and the W Ranch,
competed in roping and riding contests as a way to settle an argument;
this event is recognized by historians of the West as the first real rodeo.
Casual contests evolved into planned celebrations. Many were scheduled
around national holidays, such as Independence Day, or during tradi-
tional roundup times in the spring and fall. Early rodeos took place in

open grassy areas—not arenas—and included calf and steer roping and
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roughstock events such as bronc riding. They gained popularity and soon
dedicated rodeo circuits developed. Although about 90 percent of rodeo
contestants were men, women helped popularize the rodeo and several
popular female bronc riders, such as Bertha Kaepernick, entered men’s
events, until around 1916 when women’s competitive participation was
curtailed. Americans also experienced the “Wild West”—the mythical
West imagined in so many dime novels—by attending traveling Wild
West shows, arguably the unofficial national entertainment of the United
States from the 1880s to the 1910s. Wildly popular across the country,
the shows traveled throughout the eastern United States and even across
Europe and showcased what was already a mythic frontier life. William
Frederick “Buffalo Bill” Cody was the first to recognize the broad na-
tional appeal of the stock “characters” of the American West—cowboys,
Indians, sharpshooters, cavalrymen, and rangers—and put them all to-
gether into a single massive traveling extravaganza. Operating out of
Omaha, Nebraska, Buffalo Bill launched his touring show in 1883. Cody
himself shunned the word show, fearing that it implied an exaggeration
or misrepresentation of the West. He instead called his production “Buf-

falo Bill’s Wild West.” He employed real cowboys and Indians in his
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productions. But it was still, of course, a show. It was entertainment,
little different in its broad outlines from contemporary theater. Storylines
depicted westward migration, life on the Plains, and Indian attacks, all
punctuated by “cowboy fun”: bucking broncos, roping cattle, and sharp-
shooting contests.?’

Buffalo Bill, joined by shrewd business partners skilled in marketing,
turned his shows into a sensation. But he was not alone. Gordon William
“Pawnee Bill” Lillie, another popular Wild West showman, got his start
in 1886 when Cody employed him as an interpreter for Pawnee mem-
bers of the show. Lillie went on to create his own production in 1888,
“Pawnee Bill’s Historic Wild West.” He was Cody’s only real competitor
in the business until 1908, when the two men combined their shows to
create a new extravaganza, “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Pawnee Bill’s
Great Far East” (most people called it the “Two Bills Show”). It was an
unparalleled spectacle. The cast included American cowboys, Mexican
vaqueros, Native Americans, Russian Cossacks, Japanese acrobats, and
an Australian aboriginal.

Cody and Lillie knew that Native Americans fascinated audiences in
the United States and Europe, and both featured them prominently in
their Wild West shows. Most Americans believed that Native cultures
were disappearing or had already, and felt a sense of urgency to see their
dances, hear their song, and be captivated by their bareback riding skills
and their elaborate buckskin and feather attire. The shows certainly
veiled the true cultural and historic value of so many Native demonstra-
tions, and the Indian performers were curiosities to white Americans, but
the shows were one of the few ways for many Native Americans to make
a living in the late nineteenth century.

In an attempt to appeal to women, Cody recruited Annie Oakley, a
female sharpshooter who thrilled onlookers with her many stunts. Billed
as “Little Sure Shot,” she shot apples off her poodle’s head and the ash
from her husband’s cigar, clenched trustingly between his teeth. Gordon
Lillie’s wife, May Manning Lillie, also became a skilled shot and per-
formed as “World’s Greatest Lady Horseback Shot.” Female sharpshoot-
ers were Wild West show staples. As many as eighty toured the country
at the shows’ peak. But if such acts challenged expected Victorian gender
roles, female performers were typically careful to blunt criticism by main-
taining their feminine identity—for example, by riding sidesaddle and
wearing full skirts and corsets—during their acts.

The western “cowboys and Indians” mystique, perpetuated in novels,

rodeos, and Wild West shows, was rooted in romantic nostalgia and, per-
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haps, in the anxieties that many felt in the late nineteenth century’s new
seemingly “soft” industrial world of factory and office work. The mythi-
cal cowboy’s “aggressive masculinity” was the seemingly perfect antidote
for middle- and upper-class, city-dwelling Americans who feared they
“had become over-civilized” and longed for what Theodore Roosevelt
called the “strenuous life.” Roosevelt himself, a scion of a wealthy New
York family and later a popular American president, turned a brief tenure
as a failed Dakota ranch owner into a potent part of his political image.
Americans looked longingly to the West, whose romance would continue

to pull at generations of Americans.

VIII. The West as History: The Turner Thesis

In 1893, the American Historical Association met during that year’s
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The young Wisconsin histo-
rian Frederick Jackson Turner presented his “frontier thesis,” one of the
most influential theories of American history, in his essay “The Signifi-
cance of the Frontier in American History.”

Turner looked back at the historical changes in the West and saw,
instead of a tsunami of war and plunder and industry, waves of “civiliza-
tion” that washed across the continent. A frontier line “between savagery
and civilization” had moved west from the earliest English settlements in

Massachusetts and Virginia across the Appalachians to the Mississippi
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and finally across the Plains to California and Oregon. Turner invited his
audience to “stand at Cumberland Gap [the famous pass through the Ap-
palachian Mountains], and watch the procession of civilization, marching
single file—the buffalo following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian,
the fur trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer—and the
frontier has passed by.”?

Americans, Turner said, had been forced by necessity to build a rough-
hewn civilization out of the frontier, giving the nation its exceptional hus-
tle and its democratic spirit and distinguishing North America from the
stale monarchies of Europe. Moreover, the style of history Turner called
for was democratic as well, arguing that the work of ordinary people (in
this case, pioneers) deserved the same study as that of great statesmen.
Such was a novel approach in 1893.

But Turner looked ominously to the future. The Census Bureau in
1890 had declared the frontier closed. There was no longer a discernible
line running north to south that, Turner said, any longer divided civiliza-
tion from savagery. Turner worried for the United States’ future: what
would become of the nation without the safety valve of the frontier?
It was a common sentiment. Theodore Roosevelt wrote to Turner that
his essay “put into shape a good deal of thought that has been floating
around rather loosely.”?’

The history of the West was many-sided and it was made by many per-
sons and peoples. Turner’s thesis was rife with faults, not only in its bald
Anglo-Saxon chauvinism—in which nonwhites fell before the march of
“civilization” and Chinese and Mexican immigrants were invisible—but
in its utter inability to appreciate the impact of technology and govern-
ment subsidies and large-scale economic enterprises alongside the work
of hardy pioneers. Still, Turner’s thesis held an almost canonical position
among historians for much of the twentieth century and, more impor-
tantly, captured Americans’ enduring romanticization of the West and the

simplification of a long and complicated story into a march of progress.
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Life in Industrial America

I. Introduction

When British author Rudyard Kipling visited Chicago in 1889, he de-
scribed a city captivated by technology and blinded by greed. He described
a rushed and crowded city, a “huge wilderness” with “scores of miles
of these terrible streets” and their “hundred thousand of these terrible
people.” “The show impressed me with a great horror,” he wrote. “There
was no color in the street and no beauty—only a maze of wire ropes
overhead and dirty stone flagging under foot.” He took a cab “and the
cabman said that these things were the proof of progress.” Kipling vis-
ited a “gilded and mirrored” hotel “crammed with people talking about
money, and spitting about everywhere.” He visited extravagant churches
and spoke with their congregants. “I listened to people who said that the
mere fact of spiking down strips of iron to wood, and getting a steam

and iron thing to run along them was progress, that the telephone was

Mulberry Street,
New York City,
¢. 1900. Library
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progress, and the network of wires overhead was progress. They repeated
their statements again and again.” Kipling said American newspapers
report “that the snarling together of telegraph-wires, the heaving up of
houses, and the making of money is progress.”!

Chicago embodied the triumph of American industrialization. Its
meatpacking industry typified the sweeping changes occurring in Ameri-
can life. The last decades of the nineteenth century, a new era for big
business, saw the formation of large corporations, run by trained bu-
reaucrats and salaried managers, doing national and international busi-
ness. Chicago, for instance, became America’s butcher. The Chicago meat
processing industry, a cartel of five firms, produced four fifths of the meat
bought by American consumers. Kipling described in intimate detail the
Union Stock Yards, the nation’s largest meat processing zone, a square
mile just southwest of the city whose pens and slaughterhouses linked
the city’s vast agricultural hinterland to the nation’s dinner tables. “Once
having seen them,” he concluded, “you will never forget the sight.” Like
other notable Chicago industries, such as agricultural machinery and
steel production, the meatpacking industry was closely tied to urbaniza-
tion and immigration. In 1850, Chicago had a population of about thirty
thousand. Twenty years later, it had three hundred thousand. Nothing
could stop the city’s growth. The Great Chicago Fire leveled 3.5 square
miles and left a third of its residents homeless in 1871, but the city

57

Wabash Avenue,
Chicago,

c. 1907. Library
of Congress.



58

CHAPTER 18

quickly recovered and resumed its spectacular growth. By the turn of the
twentieth century, the city was home to 1.7 million people.

Chicago’s explosive growth reflected national trends. In 1870, a quar-
ter of the nation’s population lived in towns or cities with populations
greater than 2,500. By 1920, a majority did. But if many who flocked to
Chicago and other American cities came from rural America, many oth-
ers emigrated from overseas. Mirroring national immigration patterns,
Chicago’s newcomers had at first come mostly from Germany, the British
Isles, and Scandinavia, but, by 1890, Poles, Italians, Czechs, Hungarians,
Lithuanians, and others from southern and eastern Europe made up a
majority of new immigrants. Chicago, like many other American indus-
trial cities, was also an immigrant city. In 1900, nearly 80 percent of
Chicago’s population was either foreign-born or the children of foreign-
born immigrants.?

Kipling visited Chicago just as new industrial modes of production
revolutionized the United States. The rise of cities, the evolution of
American immigration, the transformation of American labor, the fur-
ther making of a mass culture, the creation of great concentrated wealth,
the growth of vast city slums, the conquest of the West, the emergence
of a middle class, the problem of poverty, the triumph of big business,
widening inequalities, battles between capital and labor, the final destruc-
tion of independent farming, breakthrough technologies, environmental

destruction: industrialization created a new America.

II. Industrialization and Technological Innovation

The railroads created the first great concentrations of capital, spawned
the first massive corporations, made the first of the vast fortunes that
would define the Gilded Age, unleashed labor demands that united thou-
sands of farmers and immigrants, and linked many towns and cities.
National railroad mileage tripled in the twenty years after the outbreak
of the Civil War, and tripled again over the four decades that followed.
Railroads impelled the creation of uniform time zones across the country,
gave industrialists access to remote markets, and opened the American
West. Railroad companies were the nation’s largest businesses. Their vast
national operations demanded the creation of innovative new corporate
organization, advanced management techniques, and vast sums of capi-
tal. Their huge expenditures spurred countless industries and attracted

droves of laborers. And as they crisscrossed the nation, they created a
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national market, a truly national economy, and, seemingly, a new na-
tional culture.?

The railroads were not natural creations. Their vast capital require-
ments required the use of incorporation, a legal innovation that protected
shareholders from losses. Enormous amounts of government support fol-
lowed. Federal, state, and local governments offered unrivaled handouts
to create the national rail networks. Lincoln’s Republican Party—which
dominated government policy during the Civil War and Reconstruction—
passed legislation granting vast subsidies. Hundreds of millions of acres
of land and millions of dollars’ worth of government bonds were freely
given to build the great transcontinental railroads and the innumerable
trunk lines that quickly annihilated the vast geographic barriers that had
so long sheltered American cities from one another.

As railroad construction drove economic development, new means of
production spawned new systems of labor. Many wage earners had tra-

ditionally seen factory work as a temporary stepping-stone to attaining
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their own small businesses or farms. After the war, however, new technol-
ogy and greater mechanization meant fewer and fewer workers could le-
gitimately aspire to economic independence. Stronger and more organized
labor unions formed to fight for a growing, more-permanent working
class. At the same time, the growing scale of economic enterprises increas-
ingly disconnected owners from their employees and day-to-day business
operations. To handle their vast new operations, owners turned to manag-
ers. Educated bureaucrats swelled the ranks of an emerging middle class.

Industrialization also remade much of American life outside the
workplace. Rapidly growing industrialized cities knit together urban
consumers and rural producers into a single, integrated national market.
Food production and consumption, for instance, were utterly national-
ized. Chicago’s stockyards seemingly tied it all together. Between 1866
and 1886, ranchers drove a million head of cattle annually overland from
Texas ranches to railroad depots in Kansas for shipment by rail to Chi-
cago. After travelling through modern “disassembly lines,” the animals
left the adjoining slaughterhouses as slabs of meat to be packed into re-
frigerated rail cars and sent to butcher shops across the continent. By
1885, a handful of large-scale industrial meatpackers in Chicago were
producing nearly five hundred million pounds of “dressed” beef annu-
ally.* The new scale of industrialized meat production transformed the
landscape. Buffalo herds, grasslands, and old-growth forests gave way to
cattle, corn, and wheat. Chicago became the Gateway City, a crossroads
connecting American agricultural goods, capital markets in New York
and London, and consumers from all corners of the United States.

Technological innovation accompanied economic development. For
April Fool’s Day in 1878, the New York Daily Graphic published a ficti-
tious interview with the celebrated inventor Thomas A. Edison. The piece
described the “biggest invention of the age”—a new Edison machine that
could create forty different kinds of food and drink out of only air, water,
and dirt. “Meat will no longer be killed and vegetables no longer grown,
except by savages,” Edison promised. The machine would end “famine
and pauperism.” And all for $5 or $6 per machine! The story was a
joke, of course, but Edison nevertheless received inquiries from readers
wondering when the food machine would be ready for the market. Amer-
icans had apparently witnessed such startling technological advances—
advances that would have seemed far-fetched mere years earlier—that the
Edison food machine seemed entirely plausible.’

In September 1878, Edison announced a new and ambitious line of

research and development—electric power and lighting. The scientific
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principles behind dynamos and electric motors—the conversion of me-
chanical energy to electrical power, and vice versa—were long known,
but Edison applied the age’s bureaucratic and commercial ethos to the
problem. Far from a lone inventor gripped by inspiration toiling in isola-
tion, Edison advanced the model of commercially minded management
of research and development. Edison folded his two identities, business
manager and inventor, together. He called his Menlo Park research labo-
ratory an “invention factory” and promised to turn out “a minor inven-
tion every ten days and a big thing every six months or so.” He brought
his fully equipped Menlo Park research laboratory and the skilled ma-
chinists and scientists he employed to bear on the problem of building
an electric power system—and commercializing it.

By late fall 1879, Edison exhibited his system of power generation
and electrical light for reporters and investors. Then he scaled up pro-
duction. He sold generators to businesses. By the middle of 1883, Edison
had overseen construction of 330 plants powering over sixty thousand
lamps in factories, offices, printing houses, hotels, and theaters around
the world. He convinced municipal officials to build central power sta-
tions and run power lines. New York’s Pearl Street central station opened
in September 1882 and powered a square mile of downtown Manhattan.
Electricity revolutionized the world. It not only illuminated the night, it
powered the Second Industrial Revolution. Factories could operate any-
where at any hour. Electric rail cars allowed for cities to build out and
electric elevators allowed for them to build up.

Economic advances, technological innovation, social and cultural evo-
lution, demographic changes: the United States was a nation transformed.
Industry boosted productivity, railroads connected the nation, more and
more Americans labored for wages, new bureaucratic occupations created
a vast “white collar” middle class, and unprecedented fortunes rewarded
the owners of capital. These revolutionary changes, of course, would not
occur without conflict or consequence (see Chapter 16), but they demon-
strated the profound transformations remaking the nation. Change was
not confined to economics alone. Change gripped the lives of everyday

Americans and fundamentally reshaped American culture.®

II. Immigration and Urbanization

Industry pulled ever more Americans into cities. Manufacturing needed
the labor pool and the infrastructure. America’s urban population in-

creased sevenfold in the half century after the Civil War. Soon the United
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States had more large cities than any country in the world. The 1920
U.S. census revealed that, for the first time, a majority of Americans lived
in urban areas. Much of that urban growth came from the millions of im-
migrants pouring into the nation. Between 1870 and 1920, over twenty-
five million immigrants arrived in the United States.

By the turn of the twentieth century, new immigrant groups such as
Italians, Poles, and Eastern European Jews made up a larger percent-
age of arrivals than the Irish and Germans. The specific reasons that
immigrants left their particular countries and the reasons they came to
the United States (what historians call push and pull factors) varied. For
example, a young husband and wife living in Sweden in the 1880s and
unable to purchase farmland might read an advertisement for inexpen-
sive land in the American Midwest and immigrate to the United States
to begin a new life. A young Italian man might simply hope to labor in a
steel factory long enough to save up enough money to return home and
purchase land for a family. A Russian Jewish family persecuted in Euro-
pean pogroms might look to the United States as a sanctuary. Or perhaps
a Japanese migrant might hear of fertile farming land on the West Coast
and choose to sail for California. But if many factors pushed people away
from their home countries, by far the most important factor drawing im-
migrants was economics. Immigrants came to the United States looking

for work.
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Industrial capitalism was the most important factor that drew immi-
grants to the United States between 1880 and 1920. Immigrant workers
labored in large industrial complexes producing goods such as steel, tex-
tiles, and food products, replacing smaller and more local workshops.
The influx of immigrants, alongside a large movement of Americans from
the countryside to the city, helped propel the rapid growth of cities like
New York, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Milwaukee, and St. Louis. By 1890,
immigrants and their children accounted for roughly 60 percent of the
population in most large northern cities (and sometimes as high as 80 or
90 percent). Many immigrants, especially from Italy and the Balkans, al-
ways intended to return home with enough money to purchase land. But
what about those who stayed? Did the new arrivals assimilate together
in the American melting pot—becoming just like those already in the
United States—or did they retain, and sometimes even strengthen, their
traditional ethnic identities? The answer lies somewhere in between. Im-
migrants from specific countries—and often even specific communities—
often clustered together in ethnic neighborhoods. They formed vibrant
organizations and societies, such as Italian workmen’s clubs, Eastern
European Jewish mutual aid societies, and Polish Catholic churches, to
ease the transition to their new American home. Immigrant communities
published newspapers in dozens of languages and purchased spaces to
maintain their arts, languages, and traditions alive. And from these foun-
dations they facilitated even more immigration: after staking out a claim
to some corner of American life, they wrote home and encouraged others
to follow them (historians call this chain migration).

Many cities’ politics adapted to immigrant populations. The infa-
mous urban political machines often operated as a kind of mutual aid
society. New York City’s Democratic Party machine, popularly known
as Tammany Hall, drew the greatest ire from critics and seemed to em-
body all of the worst of city machines, but it also responded to im-
migrant needs. In 1903, journalist William Riordon published a book,
Plunkitt of Tammany Hall, which chronicled the activities of ward heeler
George Washington Plunkitt. Plunkitt elaborately explained to Riordon
the difference between “honest graft” and “dishonest graft”: “I made
my pile in politics, but, at the same time, I served the organization and
got more big improvements for New York City than any other livin’
man.” While exposing corruption, Riordon also revealed the hard work
Plunkitt undertook on behalf of his largely immigrant constituency. On

a typical day, Riordon wrote, Plunkitt was awakened at two a.m. to bail
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out a saloonkeeper who stayed open too late, was awakened again at six
a.m. because of a fire in the neighborhood and spent time finding lodg-
ings for the families displaced by the fire, and, after spending the rest of
the morning in court to secure the release of several of his constituents,
found jobs for four unemployed men, attended an Italian funeral, visited
a church social, and dropped in on a Jewish wedding. He returned home
at midnight.”

Tammany Hall’s corruption, especially under the reign of William
“Boss” Tweed, was legendary, but the public works projects that funded
Tammany Hall’s graft also provided essential infrastructure and public
services for the city’s rapidly expanding population. Water, sewer, and
gas lines; schools, hospitals, civic buildings, and museums; police and
fire departments; roads, parks (notably Central Park), and bridges (no-
tably the Brooklyn Bridge): all could, in whole or in part, be credited to
Tammany’s reign. Still, machine politics could never be enough. As the
urban population exploded, many immigrants found themselves trapped
in crowded, crime-ridden slums. Americans eventually took notice of this
urban crisis and proposed municipal reforms but also grew concerned
about the declining quality of life in rural areas.

While cities boomed, rural worlds languished. Some Americans
scoffed at rural backwardness and reveled in the countryside’s decay, but
many romanticized the countryside, celebrated rural life, and wondered
what had been lost in the cities. Sociologist Kenyon Butterfield, con-
cerned by the sprawling nature of industrial cities and suburbs, regretted
the eroding social position of rural citizens and farmers: “Agriculture
does not hold the same relative rank among our industries that it did in
former years.” Butterfield saw “the farm problem” as part of “the whole
question of democratic civilization.”® He and many others thought the
rise of the cities and the fall of the countryside threatened traditional
American values. Many proposed conservation. Liberty Hyde Bailey,
a botanist and rural scholar selected by Theodore Roosevelt to chair a
federal Commission on Country Life in 1907, believed that rural places
and industrial cities were linked: “Every agricultural question is a city
question.”’

Many longed for a middle path between the cities and the country.
New suburban communities on the outskirts of American cities defined
themselves in opposition to urban crowding. Americans contemplated
the complicated relationships between rural places, suburban living, and

urban spaces. Los Angeles became a model for the suburban develop-
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ment of rural places. Dana Barlett, a social reformer in Los Angeles,
noted that the city, stretching across dozens of small towns, was “a bet-
ter city” because of its residential identity as a “city of homes.”'® This
language was seized upon by many suburbs that hoped to avoid both
urban sprawl and rural decay. In Glendora, one of these small towns
on the outskirts of Los Angeles, local leaders were “loath as anyone to
see it become cosmopolitan.” Instead, in order to have Glendora “grow
along the lines necessary to have it remain an enjoyable city of homes,”
they needed to “bestir ourselves to direct its growth” by encouraging not

industry or agriculture but residential development.!!

IV. The New South and the Problem of Race

“There was a South of slavery and secession,” Atlanta Constitution editor
Henry Grady proclaimed in an 1886 speech in New York. “That South is
dead.”'? Grady captured the sentiment of many white southern business
and political leaders who imagined a New South that could turn its back
to the past by embracing industrialization and diversified agriculture. He
promoted the region’s economic possibilities and mutual future prosper-
ity through an alliance of northern capital and southern labor. Grady
and other New South boosters hoped to shape the region’s economy in
the North’s image. They wanted industry and they wanted infrastructure.
But the past could not be escaped. Economically and socially, the “New
South” would still be much like the old.

A “New South” seemed an obvious need. The Confederacy’s failed
insurrection wreaked havoc on the southern economy and crippled
southern prestige. Property was destroyed. Lives were lost. Political
power vanished. And four million enslaved Americans—representing the
wealth and power of the antebellum white South—threw off their chains
and walked proudly forward into freedom.

Emancipation unsettled the southern social order. When Recon-
struction regimes attempted to grant freedpeople full citizenship rights,
anxious whites struck back. From their fear, anger, and resentment they
lashed out, not only in organized terrorist organizations such as the
Ku Klux Klan but in political corruption, economic exploitation, and
violent intimidation. White southerners took back control of state and
local governments and used their reclaimed power to disenfranchise Af-
rican Americans and pass “Jim Crow” laws segregating schools, trans-

portation, employment, and various public and private facilities. The
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reestablishment of white supremacy after the “redemption™ of the South
from Reconstruction contradicted proclamations of a “New” South. Per-
haps nothing harked so forcefully back to the barbaric southern past
than the wave of lynchings—the extralegal murder of individuals by vigi-
lantes—that washed across the South after Reconstruction. Whether for
actual crimes or fabricated crimes or for no crimes at all, white mobs
murdered roughly five thousand African Americans between the 1880s
and the 1950s.

Lynching was not just murder, it was a ritual rich with symbolism.
Victims were not simply hanged, they were mutilated, burned alive, and
shot. Lynchings could become carnivals, public spectacles attended by
thousands of eager spectators. Rail lines ran special cars to accommo-
date the rush of participants. Vendors sold goods and keepsakes. Perpe-
trators posed for photos and collected mementos. And it was increasingly
common. One notorious example occurred in Georgia in 1899. Accused
of killing his white employer and raping the man’s wife, Sam Hose was
captured by a mob and taken to the town of Newnan. Word of the
impending lynching quickly spread, and specially chartered passenger
trains brought some four thousand visitors from Atlanta to witness the
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gruesome affair. Members of the mob tortured Hose for about an hour.
They sliced off pieces of his body as he screamed in agony. Then they
poured a can of kerosene over his body and burned him alive.'3

At the barbaric height of southern lynching, in the last years of the
nineteenth century, southerners lynched two to three African Americans
every week. In general, lynchings were most frequent in the Cotton Belt
of the Lower South, where southern blacks were most numerous and
where the majority worked as tenant farmers and field hands on the cot-
ton farms of white landowners. The states of Mississippi and Georgia
had the greatest number of recorded lynchings: from 1880 to 1930, Mis-
sissippi lynch mobs killed over five hundred African Americans; Georgia
mobs murdered more than four hundred.

Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a num-
ber of prominent southerners openly supported lynching, arguing that it
was a necessary evil to punish black rapists and deter others. In the late
1890s, Georgia newspaper columnist and noted women’s rights activ-
ist Rebecca Latimer Felton—who would later become the first woman
to serve in the U.S. Senate—endorsed such extrajudicial killings. She
said, “If it takes lynching to protect women’s dearest possession from
drunken, ravening beasts, then I say lynch a thousand a week.”' When
opponents argued that lynching violated victims’ constitutional rights,
South Carolina governor Coleman Blease angrily responded, “Whenever
the Constitution comes between me and the virtue of the white women
of South Carolina, I say to hell with the Constitution.”!

Black activists and white allies worked to outlaw lynching. Ida B.
Wells, an African American woman born in the last years of slavery and
a pioneering anti-lynching advocate, lost three friends to a lynch mob
in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1892. That year, Wells published Southern
Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases, a groundbreaking work that docu-
mented the South’s lynching culture and exposed the myth of the black
rapist.'® The Tuskegee Institute and the NAACP both compiled and pub-
licized lists of every reported lynching in the United States. In 1918, Rep-
resentative Leonidas Dyer of Missouri introduced federal anti-lynching
legislation that would have made local counties where lynchings took
place legally liable for such killings. Throughout the early 1920s, the
Dyer Bill was the subject of heated political debate, but, fiercely opposed
by southern congressmen and unable to win enough northern champi-
ons, the proposed bill was never enacted.

Lynching was only the violent worst of the southern racial world.

Discrimination in employment and housing and the legal segregation of
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This photograph captures the lynching of Laura and Lawrence Nelson, a mother and son, on May 25,
1911, in Okemah, Oklahoma. In response to national attention, the local white newspaper in Okemah sim-
ply wrote, “While the general sentiment is adverse to the method, it is generally thought that the negroes
got what would have been due them under due process of law.” Wikimedia.

public and private life reflected the rise of a new Jim Crow South. So-
called Jim Crow laws legalized what custom had long dictated. Southern
states and municipalities enforced racial segregation in public places and
in private lives. Separate coach laws were some of the first such laws to
appear, beginning in Tennessee in the 1880s. Soon schools, stores, the-
aters, restaurants, bathrooms, and nearly every other part of public life
were segregated. So too were social lives. The sin of racial mixing, critics
said, had to be heavily guarded against. Marriage laws regulated against
interracial couples, and white men, ever anxious of relationships between
black men and white women, passed miscegenation laws and justified
lynching as an appropriate extralegal tool to police the racial divide.

In politics, de facto limitations of black voting had suppressed black
voters since Reconstruction. Whites stuffed ballot boxes and intimidated
black voters with physical and economic threats. And then, from roughly
1890 to 1908, southern states implemented de jure, or legal, disfran-
chisement. They passed laws requiring voters to pass literacy tests (which

could be judged arbitrarily) and pay poll taxes (which hit poor whites
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and poor blacks alike), effectively denying black men the franchise that
was supposed to have been guaranteed by the Fifteenth Amendment.
Those responsible for such laws posed as reformers and justified voting
restrictions as for the public good, a way to clean up politics by purging
corrupt African Americans from the voting rolls.

With white supremacy secured, prominent white southerners looked
outward for support. New South boosters hoped to confront post-
Reconstruction uncertainties by rebuilding the South’s economy and con-
vincing the nation that the South could be more than an economically
backward, race-obsessed backwater. And as they did, they began to re-
tell the history of the recent past. A kind of civic religion known as the
“Lost Cause” glorified the Confederacy and romanticized the Old South.
White southerners looked forward while simultaneously harking back to
an imagined past inhabited by contented and loyal slaves, benevolent and
generous masters, chivalric and honorable men, and pure and faithful
southern belles. Secession, they said, had little to do with the institution
of slavery, and soldiers fought only for home and honor, not the contin-
ued ownership of human beings. The New South, then, would be built
physically with new technologies, new investments, and new industries,
but undergirded by political and social custom.

Henry Grady might have declared the Confederate South dead, but
its memory pervaded the thoughts and actions of white southerners.
Lost Cause champions overtook the South. Women’s groups, such as
the United Daughters of the Confederacy, joined with Confederate vet-
erans to preserve a pro-Confederate past. They built Confederate monu-
ments and celebrated Confederate veterans on Memorial Day. Across the
South, towns erected statues of General Robert E. Lee and other Con-
federate figures. By the turn of the twentieth century, the idealized Lost
Cause past was entrenched not only in the South but across the country.
In 19085, for instance, North Carolinian Thomas F. Dixon published a
novel, The Clansman, which depicted the Ku Klux Klan as heroic defend-
ers of the South against the corruption of African American and northern
“carpetbag” misrule during Reconstruction. In 19135, acclaimed film di-
rector David W. Griffith adapted Dixon’s novel into the groundbreaking
blockbuster film, Birth of a Nation. (The film almost singlehandedly reju-
venated the Ku Klux Klan.) The romanticized version of the antebellum
South and the distorted version of Reconstruction dominated popular
imagination.!”

While Lost Cause defenders mythologized their past, New South
boosters struggled to wrench the South into the modern world. The
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railroads became their focus. The region had lagged behind the North in
the railroad building boom of the midnineteenth century, and postwar
expansion facilitated connections between the most rural segments of
the population and the region’s rising urban areas. Boosters campaigned
for the construction of new hard-surfaced roads as well, arguing that
improved roads would further increase the flow of goods and people and
entice northern businesses to relocate to the region. The rising popularity
of the automobile after the turn of the century only increased pressure for
the construction of reliable roads between cities, towns, county seats, and
the vast farmlands of the South.

Along with new transportation networks, New South boosters con-
tinued to promote industrial growth. The region witnessed the rise of
various manufacturing industries, predominantly textiles, tobacco, fur-
niture, and steel. While agriculture—cotton in particular—remained the
mainstay of the region’s economy, these new industries provided new
wealth for owners, new investments for the region, and new opportuni-
ties for the exploding number of landless farmers to finally flee the land.
Industries offered low-paying jobs but also opportunity for rural poor
who could no longer sustain themselves through subsistence farming.
Men, women, and children all moved into wage work. At the turn of
the twentieth century, nearly one fourth of southern mill workers were
children aged six to sixteen.

In most cases, as in most aspects of life in the New South, new fac-
tory jobs were racially segregated. Better-paying jobs were reserved for
whites, while the most dangerous, labor-intensive, dirtiest, and lowest-
paying positions were relegated to African Americans. African American
women, shut out of most industries, found employment most often as
domestic help for white families. As poor as white southern mill work-
ers were, southern blacks were poorer. Some white mill workers could
even afford to pay for domestic help in caring for young children, clean-
ing houses, doing laundry, and cooking meals. Mill villages that grew
up alongside factories were whites-only, and African American families
were pushed to the outer perimeter of the settlements.

That a “New South” emerged in the decades between Reconstruc-
tion and World War I is debatable. If measured by industrial output and
railroad construction, the New South was a reality but if measured rela-
tive to the rest of the nation, it was a limited one. If measured in terms
of racial discrimination, however, the New South looked much like the

Old. Boosters such as Henry Grady said the South was done with racial
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questions but lynching and segregation and the institutionalization of Jim
Crow exposed the South’s lingering racial obsessions. Meanwhile, most
southerners still toiled in agriculture and still lived in poverty. Industrial
development and expanding infrastructure, rather than re-creating the
South, coexisted easily with white supremacy and an impoverished agri-
cultural economy. The trains came, factories were built, and capital was
invested, but the region remained mired in poverty and racial apartheid.

Much of the “New South,” then, was anything but new.

V. Gender, Religion, and Culture

In 1905, Standard Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller donated $100,000
(about $2.5 million today) to the American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions. Rockefeller was the richest man in America but also
one of the most hated and mistrusted. Even admirers conceded that he
achieved his wealth through often illegal and usually immoral business

practices. Journalist Ida Tarbell had made waves describing Standard
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Oil’s long-standing ruthlessness and predilections for political corrup-
tion. Clergymen, led by reformer Washington Gladden, fiercely protested
the donation. A decade earlier, Gladden had asked of such donations, “Is
this clean money? Can any man, can any institution, knowing its origin,
touch it without being defiled?” Gladden said, “In the cool brutality with
which properties are wrecked, securities destroyed, and people by the
hundreds robbed of their little all to build up the fortunes of the multi-
millionaires, we have an appalling revelation of the kind of monster that
a human being may become.”'®

Despite widespread criticism, the board accepted Rockefeller’s dona-
tion. Board president Samuel Capen did not defend Rockefeller, arguing
that the gift was charitable and the board could not assess the origin of
every donation, but the dispute shook Capen. Was a corporate back-
ground incompatible with a religious organization? The “tainted money
debate” reflected questions about the proper relationship between re-
ligion and capitalism. With rising income inequality, would religious
groups be forced to support either the elite or the disempowered? What
was moral in the new industrial United States? And what obligations did
wealth bring? Steel magnate Andrew Carnegie popularized the idea of a
“gospel of wealth” in an 1889 article, claiming that “the true antidote for
the temporary unequal distribution of wealth” was the moral obligation
of the rich to give to charity.!” Farmers and labor organizers, meanwhile,
argued that God had blessed the weak and that new Gilded Age fortunes
and corporate management were inherently immoral. As time passed,
American churches increasingly adapted themselves to the new industrial
order. Even Gladden came to accept donations from the so-called robber
barons, such as the Baptist John D. Rockefeller, who increasingly touted
the morality of business. Meanwhile, as many churches wondered about
the compatibility of large fortunes with Christian values, others were
concerned for the fate of traditional American masculinity.

The economic and social changes of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries—including increased urbanization, immigration, ad-
vancements in science and technology, patterns of consumption and the
new availability of goods, and new awareness of economic, racial, and
gender inequalities—challenged traditional gender norms. At the same
time, urban spaces and shifting cultural and social values presented new
opportunities to challenge traditional gender and sexual norms. Many
women, carrying on a campaign that stretched long into the past, vied

for equal rights. They became activists: they targeted municipal reforms,
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launched labor rights campaigns, and, above all, bolstered the suffrage
movement.

Urbanization and immigration fueled anxieties that old social mores
were being subverted and that old forms of social and moral policing
were increasingly inadequate. The anonymity of urban spaces presented
an opportunity in particular for female sexuality and for male and female
sexual experimentation along a spectrum of orientations and gender
identities. Anxiety over female sexuality reflected generational tensions
and differences, as well as racial and class ones. As young women pushed
back against social mores through premarital sexual exploration and
expression, social welfare experts and moral reformers labeled such girls
feeble-minded, believing even that such unfeminine behavior could be
symptomatic of clinical insanity rather than free-willed expression. Gen-
erational differences exacerbated the social and familial tensions pro-
voked by shifting gender norms. Youths challenged the norms of their
parents’ generations by donning new fashions and enjoying the delights
of the city. Women’s fashion loosed its physical constraints: corsets re-
laxed and hemlines rose. The newfound physical freedom enabled by

looser dress was also mimicked in the pursuit of other freedoms.

Taken in 1895, a few years after the
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While many women worked to liberate themselves, many, sometimes
simultaneously, worked to uplift others. Women’s work against alcohol
propelled temperance into one of the foremost moral reforms of the pe-
riod. Middle-class, typically Protestant women based their assault on al-
cohol on the basis of their feminine virtue, Christian sentiment, and their
protective role in the family and home. Others, like Jane Addams and
settlement house workers, sought to impart a middle-class education on
immigrant and working-class women through the establishment of settle-
ment homes. Other reformers touted a “scientific motherhood”: the new
science of hygiene was deployed as a method of both social uplift and
moralizing, particularly of working-class and immigrant women.

Women vocalized new discontents through literature. Charlotte Per-
kins Gilman’s short story “The Yellow Wallpaper” attacked the “natu-
ralness” of feminine domesticity and critiqued Victorian psychological
remedies administered to women, such as the “rest cure.” Kate Cho-
pin’s The Awakening, set in the American South, likewise criticized the
domestic and familial role ascribed to women by society and gave ex-
pression to feelings of malaise, desperation, and desire. Such literature
directly challenged the status quo of the Victorian era’s constructions of
femininity and feminine virtue, as well as established feminine roles.

While many men worried about female activism, they worried too
about their own masculinity. To anxious observers, industrial capitalism
was withering American manhood. Rather than working on farms and in
factories, where young men formed physical muscle and spiritual grit, new
generations of workers labored behind desks, wore white collars, and, in
the words of Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, appeared
“black-coated, stiff-jointed, soft-muscled, [and] paste-complexioned.”?’
Neurologist George Beard even coined a medical term, neurasthenia, for
a new emasculated condition that was marked by depression, indigestion,
hypochondria, and extreme nervousness. The philosopher William James
called it “Americanitis.” Academics increasingly warned that America
had become a nation of emasculated men.

Churches too worried about feminization. Women had always com-
prised a clear majority of church memberships in the United States, but
now the theologian Washington Gladden said, “A preponderance of fe-
male influence in the Church or anywhere else in society is unnatural and
injurious.” Many feared that the feminized church had feminized Christ
himself. Rather than a rough-hewn carpenter, Jesus had been made

>

“mushy” and “sweetly effeminate,” in the words of Walter Rauschen-
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busch. Advocates of a so-called muscular Christianity sought to stiffen
young men’s backbones by putting them back in touch with their primal
manliness. Pulling from contemporary developmental theory, they be-
lieved that young men ought to evolve as civilization evolved, advanc-
ing from primitive nature-dwelling to modern industrial enlightenment.
To facilitate “primitive” encounters with nature, muscular Christians
founded summer camps and outdoor boys’ clubs like the Woodcraft In-
dians, the Sons of Daniel Boone, and the Boy Brigades—all precursors of
the Boy Scouts. Other champions of muscular Christianity, such as the
newly formed Young Men’s Christian Association, built gymnasiums,
often attached to churches, where youths could strengthen their bod-
ies as well as their spirits. It was a Young Men’s Christian Association
(YMCA) leader who coined the term bodybuilding, and others invented
the sports of basketball and volleyball.*!

Muscular Christianity, though, was about even more than building
strong bodies and minds. Many advocates also ardently championed
Western imperialism, cheering on attempts to civilize non-Western peo-
ples. Gilded Age men were encouraged to embrace a particular vision of
masculinity connected intimately with the rising tides of nationalism, mil-

itarism, and imperialism. Contemporary ideals of American masculinity

Amusement-hungry Americans flocked to new entertainments at the turn of the twentieth century. In this
early-twentieth-century photograph, visitors enjoy Luna Park, one of the original amusement parks on
Brooklyn’s famous Coney Island. C. 1910-19135. Library of Congress.
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at the turn of the century developed in concert with the United States’
imperial and militaristic endeavors in the West and abroad. During the
Spanish-American War in 1898, Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders
embodied the idealized image of the tall, strong, virile, and fit American
man that simultaneously epitomized the ideals of power that informed the
United States’ imperial agenda. Roosevelt and others like him believed a
reinvigorated masculinity would preserve the American race’s superiority
against foreign foes and the effeminizing effects of overcivilization.

But while many fretted about traditional American life, others lost
themselves in new forms of mass culture. Vaudeville signaled new cul-
tural worlds. A unique variety of popular entertainments, these traveling
circuit shows first appeared during the Civil War and peaked between
1880 and 1920. Vaudeville shows featured comedians, musicians, ac-
tors, jugglers, and other talents that could captivate an audience. Un-
like earlier rowdy acts meant for a male audience that included alcohol,
vaudeville was considered family-friendly, “polite” entertainment,
though the acts involved offensive ethnic and racial caricatures of Af-
rican Americans and recent immigrants. Vaudeville performances were
often small and quirky, though venues such as the renowned Palace The-
atre in New York City signaled true stardom for many performers. Popu-
lar entertainers such as silent film star Charlie Chaplin and magician
Harry Houdini made names for themselves on the vaudeville circuit. But
if live entertainment still captivated audiences, others looked to entirely
new technologies.

By the turn of the century, two technologies pioneered by Edison—
the phonograph and motion pictures—stood ready to revolutionize
leisure and help create the mass entertainment culture of the twentieth
century. The phonograph was the first reliable device capable of record-
ing and reproducing sound. But it was more than that. The phonograph
could create multiple copies of recordings, sparking a great expansion of
the market for popular music. Although the phonograph was a technical
success, Edison at first had trouble developing commercial applications
for it. He thought it might be used for dictation, recording audio letters,
preserving speeches and dying words of great men, producing talking
clocks, or teaching elocution. He did not anticipate that its greatest use
would be in the field of mass entertainment, but Edison’s sales agents
soon reported that many phonographs were being used for just that, es-
pecially in so-called phonograph parlors, where customers could pay a

nickel to hear a piece of music. By the turn of the century, Americans
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were purchasing phonographs for home use. Entertainment became the
phonograph’s major market.

Inspired by the success of the phonograph as an entertainment de-
vice, Edison decided in 1888 to develop “an instrument which does
for the Eye what the phonograph does for the Ear.” In 1888, he pat-
ented the concept of motion pictures. In 1889, he innovated the rolling
of film. By 1891, he was exhibiting a motion-picture camera (a kineto-
graph) and a viewer (a kinetoscope). By 1894, the Edison Company had
produced about seventy-five films suitable for sale and viewing. They
could be viewed through a small eyepiece in an arcade or parlor. They
were short, typically about three minutes long. Many of the early films
depicted athletic feats and competitions. One 1894 film, for example,
showed a six-round boxing match. The catalog description gave a sense
of the appeal it had for male viewers: “Full of hard fighting, clever hits,
punches, leads, dodges, body blows and some slugging.” Other early
kinetoscope subjects included Indian dances, nature and outdoor scenes,
re-creations of historical events, and humorous skits. By 1896, the
Edison Vitascope could project film, shifting audiences away from ar-
cades and pulling them into theaters. Edison’s film catalog meanwhile
grew in sophistication. He sent filmmakers to distant and exotic locales
like Japan and China. Long-form fictional films created a demand for
“movie stars,” such as the glamorous Mary Pickford, the swashbuckling
Douglas Fairbanks, the acrobatic comedian Buster Keaton, who began
to appear in the popular imagination beginning around 1910. Along-
side professional boxing and baseball, the film industry was creating the
modern culture of celebrity that would characterize twentieth-century

mass entertainment.??

VI. Conclusion

After enduring four bloody years of warfare and a strained, decade-long
effort to reconstruct the defeated South, the United States abandoned
itself to industrial development. Businesses expanded in scale and scope.
The nature of labor shifted. A middle class rose. Wealth concentrated.
Immigrants crowded into the cities, which grew upward and outward.
The Jim Crow South stripped away the vestiges of Reconstruction, and
New South boosters papered over the scars. Industrialists hunted prof-
its. Evangelists appealed to people’s morals. Consumers lost themselves

in new goods and new technologies. Women emerging into new urban
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Designers of the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago built the White City in a neoclassical architectural
style. The integrated design of buildings, walkways, and landscapes propelled the burgeoning City Beautiful
movement. The Fair itself was a huge success, bringing more than twenty-seven million people to Chicago
and helping to establish the ideology of American exceptionalism. Wikimedia.

spaces embraced new social possibilities. In all of its many facets, by
the turn of the twentieth century, the United States had been radically
transformed. And the transformations continued to ripple outward into
the West and overseas, and inward into radical protest and progressive
reforms. For Americans at the twilight of the nineteenth century and the

dawn of the twentieth, a bold new world loomed.
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American Empire

I. Introduction

The word empire might conjure images of ancient Rome, the Persian
Empire, or the British Empire—powers that depended variously on
military conquest, colonization, occupation, or direct resource exploita-
tion—but empires can take many forms and imperial processes can occur
in many contexts. One hundred years after the United States won its in-
dependence from the British Empire, had it become an empire of its own?

In the decades after the American Civil War, the United States exerted
itself in the service of American interests around the world. In the Pacific,
Latin America, and the Middle East, and most explicitly in the Spanish-
American War and under the foreign policy of Theodore Roosevelt and
William Howard Taft, the United States expanded on a long history of
exploration, trade, and cultural exchange to practice something that

looked remarkably like empire. The question of American imperialism,

A political cartoon
in Puck magazine
on January 25,
1899, captures

the mindset of
American imperi-
alists. Library of
Congress.
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then, seeks to understand not only direct American interventions in such
places as Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii, Guam, and Puerto Rico, but also
the deeper history of American engagement with the wider world and the
subsequent ways in which American economic, political, and cultural
power has shaped the actions, choices, and possibilities of other groups
and nations.

Meanwhile, as the United States asserted itself abroad, it acquired
increasingly higher numbers of foreign peoples at home. European and
Asian immigrants poured into the United States. In a sense, imperialism
and immigration raised similar questions about American identity: Who
was an “American,” and who wasn’t? What were the nation’s obliga-
tions to foreign powers and foreign peoples? And how accessible—and
how fluid—should American identity be for newcomers? All such ques-
tions confronted late-nineteenth-century Americans with unprecedented

urgency.

II. Patterns of American Interventions

American interventions in Mexico, China, and the Middle East reflected
the United States’ new eagerness to intervene in foreign governments to
protect American economic interests abroad.

The United States had long been involved in Pacific commerce.
American ships had been traveling to China, for instance, since 1784.
As a percentage of total American foreign trade, Asian trade remained
comparatively small, and yet the idea that Asian markets were vital to
American commerce affected American policy and, when those markets
were threatened, prompted interventions.! In 1899, secretary of state
John Hay articulated the Open Door Policy, which called for all West-
ern powers to have equal access to Chinese markets. Hay feared that
other imperial powers—Japan, Great Britain, Germany, France, Italy,
and Russia—planned to carve China into spheres of influence. It was in
the economic interest of American business to maintain China for free
trade. The following year, in 1900, American troops joined a multina-
tional force that intervened to prevent the closing of trade by putting
down the Boxer Rebellion, a movement opposed to foreign businesses
and missionaries operating in China. President McKinley sent the U.S.
Army without consulting Congress, setting a precedent for U.S. presi-
dents to order American troops to action around the world under their

executive powers.>
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The United States was not only ready to intervene in foreign affairs
to preserve foreign markets, it was willing to take territory. The United
States acquired its first Pacific territories with the Guano Islands Act of
1856. Guano—collected bird excrement—was a popular fertilizer inte-
gral to industrial farming. The act authorized and encouraged Americans
to venture into the seas and claim islands with guano deposits for the
United States. These acquisitions were the first insular, unincorporated
territories of the United States: they were neither part of a state nor a
federal district, and they were not on the path to ever attain such a status.
The act, though little known, offered a precedent for future American
acquisitions.?

Merchants, of course, weren’t the only American travelers in the Pa-
cific. Christian missionaries soon followed explorers and traders. The
first American missionaries arrived in Hawaii in 1820 and China in
1830, for instance. Missionaries, though, often worked alongside busi-
ness interests, and American missionaries in Hawaii, for instance, ob-
tained large tracts of land and started lucrative sugar plantations. During
the nineteenth century, Hawaii was ruled by an oligarchy based on the
sugar companies, together known as the “Big Five.” This white American
(baole) elite was extremely powerful, but they still operated outside the
formal expression of American state power.*

As many Americans looked for empire across the Pacific, others
looked to Latin America. The United States, long a participant in an
increasingly complex network of economic, social, and cultural interac-
tions in Latin America, entered the late nineteenth century with a new
aggressive and interventionist attitude toward its southern neighbors.

American capitalists invested enormous sums of money in Mexico
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during the long
reign of the corrupt yet stable regime of the modernization-hungry pres-
ident Porfirio Diaz. But in 1910 the Mexican people revolted against
Diaz, ending his authoritarian regime but also his friendliness toward
the business interests of the United States. In the midst of the terrible
destruction wrought by the fighting, Americans with investment inter-
ests pleaded for governmental help. But the U.S. government tried to
control events and politics that could not be controlled. More and more
American businessmen called for military intervention. When the brutal
strongman Victoriano Huerta executed the revolutionary, democratically
elected president Francisco Madero in 1913, newly inaugurated Ameri-

can president Woodrow Wilson put pressure on Mexico’s new regime.
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Wilson refused to recognize the new government and demanded that
Huerta step aside and allow free elections to take place. Huerta refused.’
When Mexican forces mistakenly arrested American sailors in the
port city of Tampico in April 1914, Wilson saw the opportunity to apply
additional pressure on Huerta. Huerta refused to make amends, and Wil-
son therefore asked Congress for authority to use force against Mexico.
But even before Congress could respond, Wilson invaded and took the
port city of Veracruz to prevent, he said, a German shipment of arms
from reaching Huerta’s forces. The Huerta government fell in July 1914,
and the American occupation lasted until November, when Venustiano
Carranza, a rival of Huerta, took power. When Wilson threw American
support behind Carranza, and not his more radical and now-rival Pancho
Villa, Villa and several hundred supporters attacked American interests
and raided the town of Columbus, New Mexico, in March 1916, and
killed over a dozen soldiers and civilians. Wilson ordered a punitive ex-
pedition of several thousand soldiers led by General John J. “Blackjack”
Pershing to enter northern Mexico and capture Villa. But Villa eluded
Pershing for nearly a year and, in 1917, with war in Europe looming and
great injury done to U.S.-Mexican relations, Pershing left Mexico.®

The United States’ actions during the Mexican Revolution reflected
long-standing American policy that justified interventionist actions in
Latin American politics because of their potential bearing on the United
States: on citizens, on shared territorial borders, and, perhaps most sig-
nificantly, on economic investments. This example highlights the role of
geography, or perhaps proximity, in the pursuit of imperial outcomes.
But American interactions in more distant locations, in the Middle East,
for instance, look quite different.

In 1867, Mark Twain traveled to the Middle East as part of a large
tour group of Americans. In his satirical travelogue, The Innocents
Abroad, he wrote, “The people [of the Middle East] stared at us every-
where, and we [Americans] stared at them. We generally made them feel
rather small, too, before we got done with them, because we bore down
on them with America’s greatness until we crushed them.”” When Ameri-
cans later intervened in the Middle East, they would do so convinced of
their own superiority.

The U.S. government had traditionally had little contact with the
Middle East. Trade was limited, too limited for an economic relationship
to be deemed vital to the national interest, but treaties were nevertheless
signed between the U.S. and powers in the Middle East. Still, the majority
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of American involvement in the Middle East prior to World War I came
not in the form of trade but in education, science, and humanitarian aid.
American missionaries led the way. The first Protestant missionaries had
arrived in 1819. Soon the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions and the boards of missions of the Reformed Church of America
became dominant in missionary enterprises. Missions were established in
almost every country of the Middle East, and even though their efforts
resulted in relatively few converts, missionaries helped establish hospitals
and schools, and their work laid the foundation for the establishment
of Western-style universities, such as Robert College in Istanbul, Turkey
(1863), the American University of Beirut (1866), and the American Uni-
versity of Cairo (1919).5

II. 1898

Although the United States had a long history of international economic,
military, and cultural engagement that stretched back deep into the eigh-
teenth century, the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars
(1898-1902) marked a crucial turning point in American interventions
abroad. In pursuing war with Spain, and then engaging in counterrevolu-
tionary conflict in the Philippines, the United States expanded the scope
and strength of its global reach. Over the next two decades, the United
States would become increasingly involved in international politics,
particularly in Latin America. These new conflicts and ensuing territo-
rial problems forced Americans to confront the ideological elements of
imperialism. Should the United States act as an empire? Or were for-
eign interventions and the taking of territory antithetical to its founding
democratic ideals? What exactly would be the relationship between the
United States and its territories? And could colonial subjects be success-
fully and safely incorporated into the body politic as American citizens?
The Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars brought these
questions, which had always lurked behind discussions of American ex-
pansion, out into the open.

In 1898, Americans began in earnest to turn their attention south-
ward to problems plaguing their neighbor Cuba. Since the middle of the
nineteenth century, Cubans had tried unsuccessfully again and again
to gain independence from Spain. The latest uprising, and the one that
would prove fatal to Spain’s colonial designs, began in 1895 and was still

raging in the winter of 1898. By that time, in an attempt to crush the
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In this political cartoon, Uncle Sam, loaded with the implements of modern civilization, uses the Philip-
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pines as a stepping-stone to cross the Pacific to China, which excitedly awaits Sam’s arrival. Such cartoons

captured Americans’ growing infatuation with imperialist and expansionist policies. C. 1900-1902.

Wikimedia.

uprising, Spanish general Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau had been conduct-
ing a policy of reconcentration—forcing Cubans living in certain cities
to relocate en masse to military camps—for about two years. Prominent
newspaper publishers sensationalized Spanish atrocities. Cubans in the
United States and their allies raised cries of Cuba Libre! And while the
U.S. government proclaimed a wish to avoid armed conflict with Spain,
President McKinley became increasingly concerned about the safety of
American lives and property in Cuba. He ordered the battleship Maine
to Havana harbor in January 1898.

The Maine sat undisturbed in the harbor for about two weeks. Then,
on the evening of February 135, a titanic explosion tore open the ship and
sent it to the bottom of the ocean. Three quarters of the ship’s 354 occu-

pants died. A naval board of inquiry immediately began an investigation
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to ascertain the cause of the explosion, but the loudest Americans had
already decided that Spanish treachery was to blame. Capitalizing on
the outrage, “yellow journals”—newspapers that promoted sensational
stories, notoriously at the cost of accuracy—such as William Randolph
Hearst’s New York Journal called for war with Spain. When urgent ne-
gotiations failed to produce a mutually agreeable settlement, Congress
officially declared war on April 25.

Although America’s war effort began haphazardly, Spain’s decaying
military crumbled. Military victories for the United States came quickly.
In the Pacific, on May 1, Commodore George Dewey engaged the Spanish
fleet outside Manila, the capital of the Philippines (another Spanish colo-
nial possession), destroyed it, and proceeded to blockade Manila harbor.
Two months later, American troops took Cuba’s San Juan Heights in what
would become the most well-known battle of the war, winning fame not
for regular soldiers but for the irregular, especially Theodore Roosevelt
and his Rough Riders. Roosevelt had been the assistant secretary of the
navy but had resigned his position in order to see action in the war. His ac-
tions in Cuba made him a national celebrity. As disease began to eat away
at American troops, the Spanish suffered the loss of Santiago de Cuba on
July 17, effectively ending the war. The two nations agreed to a cease-fire on
August 12 and formally signed the Treaty of Paris in December. The terms
of the treaty stipulated, among other things, that the United States would
acquire Spain’s former holdings of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.

Secretary of state John Hay memorably referred to the conflict as
a “splendid little war,” and at the time it certainly appeared that way.
Fewer than four hundred Americans died in battle in a war that lasted
about fifteen weeks. Contemporaries celebrated American victories as
the providential act of God. The influential Brooklyn minister Lyman
Abbott, for instance, declared that Americans were “an elect people of
God” and saw divine providence in Dewey’s victory at Manila.” Some,
such as Senator Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana, took matters one step
further, seeing in American victory an opportunity for imperialism. In
Beveridge’s view, America had a “mission to perform” and a “duty to
discharge” around the world.'® What Beveridge envisioned was nothing
less than an American empire.

But the question of whether the United States should become an
empire was sharply debated across the nation in the aftermath of the
Spanish-American War and the acquisition of Hawaii in July 1898. At

the behest of American businessmen who had overthrown the Hawaiian
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This 1914 political cartoon shows a
before and after: the Spanish colonies
before intervention by America and
those same former colonies after. The
differences are obvious and exagger-
ated, with the top Figure s described
as “oppressed” by the weight of
industrial slavery until America
“rescued” them, turning them into the
respectable and successful businessmen
seen on the bottom half. Those who
claimed that American imperialism
brought civilization and prosperity to
destitute peoples used such visuals to
support their cause. Wikimedia.

monarchy, the United States annexed the Hawaiian Islands and their rich
plantations. Between Hawaii and a number of former Spanish posses-
sions, many Americans coveted the economic and political advantages
that increased territory would bring. Those opposed to expansion, how-
ever, worried that imperial ambitions did not accord with the nation’s
founding ideals. American actions in the Philippines brought all of these
discussions to a head.

The Philippines were an afterthought of the Spanish-American War,
but when the smoke cleared, the United States found itself in posses-
sion of a key foothold in the Pacific. After Dewey’s victory over the
Spanish fleet in the Battle of Manila Bay, conversations about how to
proceed occupied the attentions of President McKinley, political lead-
ers from both parties, and the popular press. American and Philippine
forces (under the leadership of Emilio Aguinaldo) were in communica-
tion: Would the Americans offer their support to the Filipinos and their
ongoing efforts against the Spanish? Or would the Americans replace the
Spanish as a colonial occupying force? American forces were instructed

to secure Manila without allowing Philippine forces to enter the Walled



90

CHAPTER 19

City (the seat of the Spanish colonial government), hinting, perhaps, at
things to come. Americans wondered what would happen next. Perhaps
a good many ordinary Americans shared the bewildered sentiments of
Mrt. Dooley, the fictional Irish-American barkeeper whom humorist Fin-
ley Peter Dunne used to satirize American life: “I don’t know what to do
with th’ Ph’lippeens anny more thin I did las’ summer, befure I heerd tell
iv thim. . . . We can’t sell thim, we can’t ate thim, an’ we can’t throw thim
into the th’ alley whin no wan is lookin’.”!!

As debates about American imperialism continued against the back-
drop of an upcoming presidential election, tensions in the Philippines
escalated. Emilio Aguinaldo was inaugurated as president of the First
Philippine Republic (or Malolos Republic) in late January 1899; fighting
between American and Philippine forces began in early February; and in
April 1899, Congress ratified the 1898 Treaty of Paris, which concluded
the Spanish-American War and gave Spain $20 million in exchange for
the Philippine Islands."

Like the Cubans, Filipinos had waged a long war against their Span-
ish colonizers. The United States could have given them the independence
they had long fought for, but, instead, at the behest of President Wil-
liam McKinley, the United States occupied the islands and from 1899 to
1902 waged a bloody series of conflicts against Filipino insurrectionists
that cost far more lives than the war with Spain. Under the leadership
of Emilio Aguinaldo, Filipinos who had fought for freedom against the
Spanish now fought for freedom against the very nation that had claimed
to have liberated them from Spanish tyranny.!

The Philippine Insurrection, or the Philippine-American War, was a
brutal conflict of occupation and insurgency. Contemporaries compared
the guerrilla-style warfare in challenging and unfamiliar terrain to the
American experiences in the Indian Wars of the late nineteenth century.
Many commented on its brutality and the uncertain mission of American
troops. An April 1899 dispatch from a Harper’s Weekly correspondent
began, “A week has passed—a week of fighting and marching, of jungles
and rivers, of incident and adventure so varied and of so rapid transition
that to sit down to write about it makes one feel as if he were trying to de-
scribe a dream where time, space, and all the logical sequences of ordinary
life are upset in the unrelenting brutality of war.”'* John Bass described
his experiences in detail, and his reportage, combined with accounts that
came directly from soldiers, helped shape public knowledge about the
war. Reports of cruelty on both sides and a few high-profile military inves-

tigations ensured continued public attention to events across the Pacific.
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Amid fighting to secure the Philippine Islands, the federal government
sent two Philippine Commissions to assess the situation in the islands
and make recommendations for a civilian colonial government. A civil-
ian administration, with William H. Taft as the first governor-general
(1901-1903), was established with military support. Although President
Theodore Roosevelt declared the war to be over in 1902, resistance and
occasional fighting continued into the second decade of the twentieth
century.'’

Debates about American imperialism dominated headlines and
tapped into core ideas about American identity and the proper role of
the United States in the larger world. Should a former colony, established
on the principles of freedom, liberty, and sovereignty, become a colo-
nizer itself? What was imperialism, anyway? Many framed the Filipino
conflict as a Protestant, civilizing mission. Others framed American im-
perialism in the Philippines as nothing new, as simply the extension of a

never-ending westward American expansion. It was simply destiny. Some
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In this 1900 political cartoon, President McKinley measures an obese Uncle Sam for larger clothing, while
anti-expansionists like Joseph Pulitzer unsuccessfully offer him a weight-loss elixir. As the nation increased

its imperialistic presence and mission, many worried that America would grow too big for its own good.

Wikimedia.
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saw imperialism as a way to reenergize the nation by asserting national
authority and power around the globe. Others baldly recognized the op-
portunities the Philippine Islands presented for access to Asian markets.
But critics grew loud. The American Anti-Imperialist League, founded in
1899 and populated by such prominent Americans as Mark Twain, An-
drew Carnegie, and Jane Addams, protested American imperial actions
and articulated a platform that decried foreign subjugation and upheld
the rights of all to self-governance. Still others embraced anti-imperialist
stances because of concerns about immigration and American racial
identity, afraid that American purity stood imperiled by contact with
strange and foreign peoples. For whatever reason, however, the onset or
acceleration of imperialism was a controversial and landmark moment in

American history. America had become a preeminent force in the world.

IV. Theodore Roosevelt and American Imperialism

Under the leadership of President Theodore Roosevelt, the United States
emerged from the nineteenth century with ambitious designs on global
power through military might, territorial expansion, and economic influ-
ence. Though the Spanish-American War had begun under the admin-
istration of William McKinley, Roosevelt—the hero of San Juan Hill,
assistant secretary of the navy, vice president, and president—was argu-
ably the most visible and influential proponent of American imperialism
at the turn of the century. Roosevelt’s emphasis on developing the Ameri-
can navy, and on Latin America as a key strategic area of U.S. foreign
policy, would have long-term consequences.

In return for Roosevelt’s support of the Republican nominee, William
McKinley, in the 1896 presidential election, McKinley appointed Roos-
evelt as assistant secretary of the navy. The head of the department, John
Long, had a competent but lackadaisical managerial style that allowed
Roosevelt a great deal of freedom that Roosevelt used to network with
such luminaries as military theorists Alfred Thayer Mahan and naval
officer George Dewey and politicians such as Henry Cabot Lodge and
William Howard Taft. During his tenure he oversaw the construction of
new battleships and the implementation of new technology and laid the
groundwork for new shipyards, all with the goal of projecting America’s
power across the oceans. Roosevelt wanted to expand American influ-
ence. For instance, he advocated for the annexation of Hawaii for several

reasons: it was within the American sphere of influence, it would deny
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Japanese expansion and limit potential threats to the West Coast, it had
an excellent port for battleships at Pearl Harbor, and it would act as a
fueling station on the way to pivotal markets in Asia.!®

Roosevelt, after winning headlines in the war, ran as vice president
under McKinley and rose to the presidency after McKinley’s assassina-
tion by the anarchist Leon Czolgosz in 1901. Among his many interven-
tions in American life, Roosevelt acted with vigor to expand the military,
bolstering naval power especially, to protect and promote American
interests abroad. This included the construction of eleven battleships be-
tween 1904 and 1907. Alfred Thayer Mahan’s naval theories, described
in his The Influence of Sea Power upon History, influenced Roosevelt
a great deal. In contrast to theories that advocated for commerce raid-
ing, coastal defense, and small “brown water” ships, the imperative to
control the sea required battleships and a “blue water” navy that could
engage and win decisive battles with rival fleets. As president, Roos-
evelt continued the policies he established as assistant secretary of the
navy and expanded the U.S. fleet. The mission of the Great White Fleet,
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sixteen all-white battleships that sailed around the world between 1907
and 1909, exemplified America’s new power."”

Roosevelt insisted that the “big stick” and the persuasive power of
the U.S. military could ensure U.S. hegemony over strategically impor-
tant regions in the Western Hemisphere. The United States used military
intervention in various circumstances to further its objectives, but it did
not have the ability or the inclination to militarily impose its will on the
entirety of South and Central America. The United States therefore more
often used informal methods of empire, such as so-called dollar diplo-
macy, to assert dominance over the hemisphere.

The United States actively intervened again and again in Latin Amer-
ica. Throughout his time in office, Roosevelt exerted U.S. control over
Cuba (even after it gained formal independence in 1902) and Puerto
Rico, and he deployed naval forces to ensure Panama’s independence
from Colombia in 1901 in order to acquire a U.S. Canal Zone. Fur-
thermore, Roosevelt pronounced the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe
Doctrine in 1904, proclaiming U.S. police power in the Caribbean. As
articulated by President James Monroe in his annual address to Congress
in 1823, the United States would treat any military intervention in Latin
America by a European power as a threat to American security. Roos-
evelt reaffirmed the Monroe Doctrine and expanded it by declaring that
the United States had the right to preemptive action through intervention
in any Latin American nation in order to correct administrative and fiscal
deficiencies.'®

Roosevelt’s policy justified numerous and repeated police actions in
“dysfunctional” Caribbean and Latin American countries by U.S. Ma-
rines and naval forces and enabled the founding of the naval base at
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. This approach is sometimes referred to as gun-
boat diplomacy, wherein naval forces and Marines land in a national
capital to protect American and Western personnel, temporarily seize
control of the government, and dictate policies friendly to American
business, such as the repayment of foreign loans. For example, in 1905
Roosevelt sent the Marines to occupy the Dominican Republic and estab-
lished financial supervision over the Dominican government. Imperial-
ists often framed such actions as almost humanitarian. They celebrated
white Anglo-Saxon societies such as those found in the United States and
the British Empire as advanced practitioners of nation-building and civi-
lization, helping to uplift debtor nations in Latin America that lacked the

manly qualities of discipline and self-control. Roosevelt, for instance,



AMERICAN EMPIRE

preached that it was the “manly duty” of the United States to exercise
an international police power in the Caribbean and to spread the benefits
of Anglo-Saxon civilization to inferior states populated by inferior peo-
ples. The president’s language, for instance, contrasted debtor nations’
“impotence” with the United States’ civilizing influence, belying new
ideas that associated self-restraint and social stability with Anglo-Saxon
manliness."

Dollar diplomacy offered a less costly method of empire and avoided
the troubles of military occupation. Washington worked with bankers
to provide loans to Latin American nations in exchange for some level
of control over their national fiscal affairs. Roosevelt first implemented
dollar diplomacy on a vast scale, while Presidents Taft and Wilson con-
tinued the practice in various forms during their own administrations.
All confronted instability in Latin America. Rising debts to European and
American bankers allowed for the inroads of modern life but destabilized
much of the region. Bankers, beginning with financial houses in London
and New York, saw Latin America as an opportunity for investment.
Lenders took advantage of the region’s newly formed governments’ need
for cash and exacted punishing interest rates on massive loans, which
were then sold off in pieces on the secondary bond market. American
economic interests were now closely aligned with the region but also fur-
ther undermined by the chronic instability of the region’s newly formed
governments, which were often plagued by mismanagement, civil wars,
and military coups in the decades following their independence. Turnover
in regimes interfered with the repayment of loans, as new governments
often repudiated the national debt or forced a renegotiation with sud-
denly powerless lenders.?

Creditors could not force settlements of loans until they successfully
lobbied their own governments to get involved and forcibly collect debts.
The Roosevelt administration did not want to deny the Europeans’ right-
ful demands of repayment of debt, but it also did not want to encourage
European policies of conquest in the hemisphere as part of that debt
collection. U.S. policy makers and military strategists within the Roos-
evelt administration determined that this European practice of military
intervention posed a serious threat to American interests in the region.
Roosevelt reasoned that the United States must create and maintain fis-
cal and political stability within strategically important nations in Latin
America, particularly those affecting routes to and from the proposed

Panama Canal. As a result, U.S. policy makers considered intervention
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in places like Cuba and the Dominican Republic a necessity to ensure
security around the region.?!

The Monroe Doctrine provided the Roosevelt administration with a
diplomatic and international legal tradition through which it could assert
a U.S. right and obligation to intervene in the hemisphere. The Roosevelt
Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine asserted that the United States wished
to promote stable, prosperous states in Latin America that could live
up to their political and financial obligations. Roosevelt declared that
“wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of
the ties of civilized society, may finally require intervention by some
civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere the United States cannot
ignore this duty.”?* President Monroe declared what Europeans could
not do in the Western Hemisphere; Roosevelt inverted his doctrine to
legitimize direct U.S. intervention in the region.?

Though aggressive and bellicose, Roosevelt did not necessarily ad-
vocate expansion by military force. In fact, the president insisted that in
dealings with the Latin American nations, he did not seek national glory
or expansion of territory and believed that war or intervention should be
a last resort when resolving conflicts with problematic governments. Ac-
cording to Roosevelt, such actions were necessary to maintain “order and
civilization.”?* Then again, Roosevelt certainly believed in using military
power to protect national interests and spheres of influence when ab-
solutely necessary. He also believed that the American sphere included
not only Hawaii and the Caribbean but also much of the Pacific. When
Japanese victories over Russia threatened the regional balance of power,
he sponsored peace talks between Russian and Japanese leaders, earning
him a Nobel Peace Prize in 1906.

V. Women and Imperialism

Debates over American imperialism revolved around more than just poli-
tics and economics and national self-interest. They also included notions
of humanitarianism, morality, religion, and ideas of “civilization.” And
they included significant participation by American women.

In the fall of 1903, Margaret McLeod, age twenty-one, originally of
Boston, found herself in Australia on family business and in need of in-
come. Fortuitously, she made the acquaintance of Alexander MacWillie,
the top salesman for the H. J. Heinz Company, who happened to be

looking for a young lady to serve as a “demonstrator” of Heinz products
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With much satisfaction, Columbia puts on
her “Easter Bonnet,” a hat shaped like a
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warship and labeled World Power. By 1901,

when this political cartoon was published,
Americans felt confident in their country’s
position as a world leader. Wikimedia.

to potential consumers. McLeod proved to be such an attractive pur-
veyor of India relish and baked beans that she accompanied MacWillie
on the rest of his tour of Australia and continued on to South Africa,
India, and Japan. Wherever she went, this “dainty young girl with golden
hair in white cap and tucker” drew attention to Heinz’s products, but,
in a much larger sense, she was also projecting an image of middle-class
American domesticity, of pure womanhood. Heinz saw itself not only
as purveying economical and healthful foodstuffs—it was bringing the
blessings of civilization to the world.?

When commentators, such as Theodore Roosevelt in his speech on
“the strenuous life,” spoke about America’s overseas ventures, they gener-
ally gave the impression that this was a strictly masculine enterprise—the
work of soldiers, sailors, government officials, explorers, businessmen,
and scientists. But in fact, U.S. imperialism, which focused as much on
economic and cultural influence as on military or political power, of-
fered a range of opportunities for white, middle-class, Christian women.

In addition to working as representatives of American business, women
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could serve as missionaries, teachers, and medical professionals, and as
artists and writers they were inspired by and helped transmit ideas about
imperialism.

Moreover, the rhetoric of civilization that underlay imperialism was
itself a highly gendered concept. According to the racial theory of the
day, humans progressed through hierarchical stages of civilization in an
orderly, linear fashion. Only Europeans and Americans had attained the
highest level of civilization, which was superficially marked by white-
ness but also included an industrial economy and a gender division in
which men and women had diverging but complementary roles. Social
and technological progress had freed women of the burdens of physical
labor and elevated them to a position of moral and spiritual authority.
White women thus potentially had important roles to play in U.S. impe-
rialism, both as symbols of the benefits of American civilization and as
vehicles for the transmission of American values.?

Civilization, while often cloaked in the language of morality and
Christianity, was very much an economic concept. The stages of civiliza-
tion were primarily marked by their economic character (hunter-gatherer,
agricultural, industrial), and the consumption of industrially produced
commodities was seen as a key moment in the progress of “savages”
toward civilized life. Over the course of the nineteenth century, women
in the West, for instance, had become closely associated with consump-
tion, particularly of those commodities used in the domestic sphere. Thus
it must have seemed natural for Alexander MacWillie to hire Margaret
McLeod to “demonstrate” ketchup and chili sauce at the same time as
she “demonstrated” white, middle-class domesticity. By adopting the
use of such progressive products in their homes, consumers could poten-
tially absorb even the virtues of American civilization.?”

In some ways, women’s work in support of imperialism can be seen as
an extension of the kind of activities many of them were already engaged
in among working-class, immigrant, and Native American communi-
ties in the United States. Many white women felt that they had a duty
to spread the benefits of Christian civilization to those less fortunate
than themselves. American overseas ventures, then, merely expanded the
scope of these activities—literally, in that the geographical range of possi-
bilities encompassed practically the entire globe, and figuratively, in that
imperialism significantly raised the stakes of women’s work. No longer
only responsible for shaping the next generation of American citizens,

white women now had a crucial role to play in the maintenance of civili-
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zation itself. They too would help determine whether civilization would
continue to progress.

Of course, not all women were active supporters of U.S. imperialism.
Many actively opposed it. Although the most prominent public voices
against imperialism were male, women made up a large proportion of the
membership of organizations like the Anti-Imperialist League. For white
women like Jane Addams and Josephine Shaw Lowell, anti-imperialist
activism was an outgrowth of their work in opposition to violence and
in support of democracy. Black female activists, meanwhile, generally
viewed imperialism as a form of racial antagonism and drew parallels
between the treatments of African Americans at home and, for example,
Filipinos abroad. Indeed, Ida B. Wells viewed her anti-lynching campaign

as a kind of anti-imperialist activism.

VI. Immigration

For Americans at the turn of the century, imperialism and immigration
were two sides of the same coin. The involvement of American women
with imperialist and anti-imperialist activity demonstrates how foreign
policy concerns were brought home and became, in a sense, domesti-
cated. It is also no coincidence that many of the women involved in
both imperialist and anti-imperialist organizations were also concerned
with the plight of new arrivals to the United States. Industrialization,
imperialism, and immigration were all linked. Imperialism had at its core
a desire for markets for American goods, and those goods were increas-
ingly manufactured by immigrant labor. This sense of growing depen-
dence on “others” as producers and consumers, along with doubts about
their capability of assimilation into the mainstream of white, Protestant
American society, caused a great deal of anxiety among native-born
Americans.

Between 1870 and 1920, over twenty-five million immigrants arrived
in the United States. This migration was largely a continuation of a pro-
cess begun before the Civil War, though by the turn of the twentieth
century, new groups such as Italians, Poles, and Eastern European Jews
made up a larger percentage of the arrivals while Irish and German num-
bers began to dwindle.

Although the growing U.S. economy needed large numbers of im-
migrant workers for its factories and mills, many Americans reacted

negatively to the arrival of so many immigrants. Nativists opposed mass
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Nativist sentiment intensified in the late nineteenth century as immigrants streamed into American cities.
Uncle Sam’s Lodging House, published in 1882, conveys this anti-immigrant attitude, with caricatured
representations of Europeans, Asians, and African Americans creating a chaotic scene. Wikimedia.

immigration for various reasons. Some felt that the new arrivals were
unfit for American democracy, and that Irish or Italian immigrants used
violence or bribery to corrupt municipal governments. Others (often ear-
lier immigrants themselves) worried that the arrival of even more immi-
grants would result in fewer jobs and lower wages. Such fears combined
and resulted in anti-Chinese protests on the West Coast in the 1870s. Still
others worried that immigrants brought with them radical ideas such
as socialism and communism. These fears multiplied after the Chicago
Haymarket affair in 1886, in which immigrants were accused of killing
police officers in a bomb blast.?

In September 1876, Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, a member of the
Massachusetts Board of State Charities, gave an address in support of
the introduction of regulatory federal immigration legislation at an in-
terstate conference of charity officials in Saratoga, New York. Immigra-
tion might bring some benefits, but “it also introduces disease, ignorance,
crime, pauperism and idleness.” Sanborn thus advocated federal action

to stop “indiscriminate and unregulated immigration.”?’
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Sanborn’s address was aimed at restricting only the immigration of
paupers from Europe to the East Coast, but the idea of immigration re-
strictions was common across the United States in the late nineteenth
century, when many variously feared that the influx of foreigners would
undermine the racial, economic, and moral integrity of American soci-
ety. From the 1870s to the 1920s, the federal government passed a series
of laws limiting or discontinuing the immigration of particular groups,
and the United States remained committed to regulating the kind of im-
migrants who would join American society. To critics, regulations legiti-
mized racism, class bias, and ethnic prejudice as formal national policy.

The first move for federal immigration control came from California,
where racial hostility toward Chinese immigrants had mounted since
the midnineteenth century. In addition to accusing Chinese immigrants
of racial inferiority and unfitness for American citizenship, opponents
claimed that they were also economically and morally corrupting Ameri-
can society with cheap labor and immoral practices, such as prostitu-
tion. Immigration restriction was necessary for the “Caucasian race of

)

California,” as one anti-Chinese politician declared, and for European
Americans to “preserve and maintain their homes, their business, and
their high social and moral position.” In 18735, the anti-Chinese crusade
in California moved Congress to pass the Page Act, which banned the
entry of convicted criminals, Asian laborers brought involuntarily, and
women imported “for the purposes of prostitution,” a stricture designed
chiefly to exclude Chinese women. Then, in May 1882, Congress sus-
pended the immigration of all Chinese laborers with the Chinese Ex-
clusion Act, making the Chinese the first immigrant group subject to
admission restrictions on the basis of race. They became the first illegal
immigrants.*

On the other side of the country, Atlantic Seaboard states also fa-
cilitated the formation of federal immigration policy. Since the colonial
period, East Coast states had regulated immigration through their own
passenger laws, which prohibited the landing of destitute foreigners un-
less shipmasters prepaid certain amounts of money in the support of
those passengers. State-level control of pauper immigration developed
into federal policy in the early 1880s. In August 1882, Congress passed
the Immigration Act, denying admission to people who were not able to
support themselves and those, such as paupers, people with mental ill-
nesses, or convicted criminals, who might otherwise threaten the security

of the nation.

101



102

The idea of America as a melting pot, a still-
common metaphor, was a way of arguing for
the ethnic assimilation of all immigrants into
a nebulous “American” identity at the turn
of the twentieth century. A play of the same
name premiered in 1908 to great acclaim.
The former president Theodore Roosevelt
told the playwright, “That’s a great play,
Mr. Zangwill, that’s a great play.” Cover of
theater program for Israel Zangwill’s play
The Melting Pot, 1916. Wikimedia.

CHAPTER 19

The category of excludable people expanded continuously after 1882.
In 1885, in response to American workers’ complaints about cheap im-
migrant labor, Congress added foreign workers migrating under labor
contracts with American employers to the list of excludable people. Six
years later, the federal government included people who seemed likely to
become wards of the state, people with contagious diseases, and polyga-
mists, and made all groups of excludable people deportable. In 1903,
those who would pose ideological threats to American republican de-
mocracy, such as anarchists and socialists, also became the subject of
new immigration restrictions.

Many immigration critics were responding to the shifting demo-
graphics of American immigration. The center of immigrant-sending re-
gions shifted from northern and western Europe to southern and eastern
Europe and Asia. These “new immigrants” were poorer, spoke languages
other than English, and were likely Catholic or Jewish. White Protestant
Americans typically regarded them as inferior, and American immigra-

tion policy began to reflect more explicit prejudice than ever before. One
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restrictionist declared that these immigrants were “races with which the
English-speaking people have never hitherto assimilated, and who are
most alien to the great body of the people of the United States.” The
increased immigration of people from southern and eastern Europe, such
as Italians, Jews, Slavs, and Greeks, led directly to calls for tighter restric-
tive measures. In 1907, the immigration of Japanese laborers was practi-
cally suspended when the American and Japanese governments reached
the so-called Gentlemen’s Agreement, according to which Japan would
stop issuing passports to working-class emigrants. In its forty-two-
volume report of 1911, the U.S. Immigration Commission highlighted
the impossibility of incorporating these new immigrants into American
society. The report highlighted their supposed innate inferiority, assert-
ing that they were the causes of rising social problems in America, such
as poverty, crime, prostitution, and political radicalism.?!

The assault against immigrants’ Catholicism provides an excellent
example of the challenges immigrant groups faced in the United States.
By 1900, Catholicism in the United States had grown dramatically in size
and diversity, from 1 percent of the population a century earlier to the
largest religious denomination in America (though still outnumbered by
Protestants as a whole). As a result, Catholics in America faced two inter-
twined challenges: one external, related to Protestant anti-Catholicism,
and the other internal, having to do with the challenges of assimilation.

Externally, the Church and its members remained an “outsider” reli-
gion in a nation that continued to see itself as culturally and religiously
Protestant. Torrents of anti-Catholic literature and scandalous rumors
maligned Catholics. Many Protestants doubted whether Catholics could
ever make loyal Americans because they supposedly owed primary al-
legiance to the pope.

Internally, Catholics in America faced the question every immigrant
group has had to answer: to what extent should they become more like
native-born Americans? This question was particularly acute, as Catho-
lics encompassed a variety of languages and customs. Beginning in the
1830s, Catholic immigration to the United States had exploded with the
increasing arrival of Irish and German immigrants. Subsequent Catholic
arrivals from Italy, Poland, and other Eastern European countries chafed
at Irish dominance over the Church hierarchy. Mexican and Mexican
American Catholics, whether recent immigrants or incorporated into the
nation after the Mexican-American War, expressed similar frustrations.

Could all these different Catholics remain part of the same Church?
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Catholic clergy approached this situation from a variety of per-
spectives. Some bishops advocated rapid assimilation into the English-
speaking mainstream. These “Americanists” advocated an end to “ethnic
parishes”—the unofficial practice of permitting separate congregations
for Poles, Italians, Germans, and so on—in the belief that such isola-
tion only delayed immigrants’ entry into the American mainstream.
They anticipated that the Catholic Church could thrive in a nation that
espoused religious freedom, if only they assimilated. Meanwhile, how-
ever, more conservative clergy cautioned against assimilation. While they
conceded that the United States had no official religion, they felt that
Protestant notions of the separation of church and state and of licentious
individual liberty posed a threat to the Catholic faith. They further saw
ethnic parishes as an effective strategy protecting immigrant communi-
ties and worried that Protestants would use public schools to attack the
Catholic faith. Eventually, the head of the Catholic Church, Pope Leo
XII, weighed in on the controversy. In 1899, he sent a special letter
(an encyclical) to an archbishop in the United States. Leo reminded the
Americanists that the Catholic Church was a unified global body and
that American liberties did not give Catholics the freedom to alter church
teachings. The Americanists denied any such intention, but the conserva-
tive clergy claimed that the pope had sided with them. Tension between
Catholicism and American life, however, would continue well into the
twentieth century.®

The American encounter with Catholicism—and Catholicism’s en-
counter with America—testified to the tense relationship between native-
born and foreign-born Americans, and to the larger ideas Americans used

to situate themselves in a larger world, a world of empire and immigrants.

VII. Conclusion

While American imperialism flared most brightly for a relatively brief
time at the turn of the century, new imperial patterns repeated old prac-
tices and lived on into the twentieth century. But suddenly the United
States had embraced its cultural, economic, and religious influence in the
world, along with a newfound military power, to exercise varying de-
grees of control over nations and peoples. Whether as formal subjects or
unwilling partners on the receiving end of Roosevelt’s “big stick,” those
who experienced U.S. expansionist policies confronted new American
ambitions. At home, debates over immigration and imperialism drew at-

tention to the interplay of international and domestic policy and the ways
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in which imperial actions, practices, and ideas affected and were affected
by domestic questions. How Americans thought about the conflict in the
Philippines, for example, was affected by how they approached immigra-
tion in their own cities. And at the turn of the century, those thoughts

were very much on the minds of Americans.
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T'he Progressive Era

I. Introduction

“Never in the history of the world was society in so terrific flux as it is
right now,” Jack London wrote in The Iron Heel, his 1908 dystopian
novel in which a corporate oligarchy comes to rule the United States. He
wrote, “The swift changes in our industrial system are causing equally
swift changes in our religious, political, and social structures. An unseen
and fearful revolution is taking place in the fiber and structure of society.
One can only dimly feel these things, but they are in the air, now, today.”!

The many problems associated with the Gilded Age—the rise of
unprecedented fortunes and unprecedented poverty, controversies over
imperialism, urban squalor, a near-war between capital and labor, loos-
ening social mores, unsanitary food production, the onrush of foreign
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immigration, environmental destruction, and the outbreak of political
radicalism—confronted Americans. Terrible forces seemed out of control
and the nation seemed imperiled. Farmers and workers had been waging
political war against capitalists and political conservatives for decades,
but then, slowly, toward the end of the nineteenth century a new genera-
tion of middle-class Americans interjected themselves into public life and
advocated new reforms to tame the runaway world of the Gilded Age.
Widespread dissatisfaction with new trends in American society
spurred the Progressive Era, named for the various progressive movements
that attracted various constituencies around various reforms. Americans
had many different ideas about how the country’s development should be
managed and whose interests required the greatest protection. Reform-
ers sought to clean up politics; black Americans continued their long
struggle for civil rights; women demanded the vote with greater intensity
while also demanding a more equal role in society at large; and work-
ers demanded higher wages, safer workplaces, and the union recognition
that would guarantee these rights. Whatever their goals, reform became
the word of the age, and the sum of their efforts, whatever their ultimate

impact or original intentions, gave the era its name.

1. Mobilizing for Reform

In 1911 the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in Manhattan caught fire. The
doors of the factory had been chained shut to prevent employees from
taking unauthorized breaks (the managers who held the keys saved
themselves, but left over two hundred women behind). A rickety fire lad-
der on the side of the building collapsed immediately. Women lined the
rooftop and windows of the ten-story building and jumped, landing in a
“mangled, bloody pulp.” Life nets held by firemen tore at the impact of
the falling bodies. Among the onlookers, “women were hysterical, scores
fainted; men wept as, in paroxysms of frenzy, they hurled themselves
against the police lines.” By the time the fire burned itself out, 71 workers
were injured and 146 had died.?

A year before, the Triangle workers had gone on strike demanding
union recognition, higher wages, and better safety conditions. Remem-

N3

bering their workers’ “chief value,” the owners of the factory decided
that a viable fire escape and unlocked doors were too expensive and
called in the city police to break up the strike. After the 1911 fire, re-

porter Bill Shepherd reflected, “I looked upon the heap of dead bod-
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Policemen place the bodies of workers who were burned alive in the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist fire into
coffins. Photographs like this made real the atrocities that could result from unsafe working conditions.
March 25, 1911. Library of Congress.

ies and I remembered these girls were shirtwaist makers. I remembered
their great strike last year in which the same girls had demanded more
sanitary conditions and more safety precautions in the shops. These
dead bodies were the answer.”® Former Triangle worker and labor or-
ganizer Rose Schneiderman said, “This is not the first time girls have
been burned alive in this city. Every week I must learn of the untimely
death of one of my sister workers . . . the life of men and women is so
cheap and property is so sacred! There are so many of us for one job, it
matters little if 140-odd are burned to death.”* After the fire, Triangle
owners Max Blanck and Isaac Harris were brought up on manslaughter
charges. They were acquitted after less than two hours of deliberation.
The outcome continued a trend in the industrializing economy that saw
workers’ deaths answered with little punishment of the business own-
ers responsible for such dangerous conditions. But as such tragedies
mounted and working and living conditions worsened and inequality
grew, it became increasingly difficult to develop justifications for this

new modern order.
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Events such as the Triangle Shirtwaist fire convinced many Americans
of the need for reform, but the energies of activists were needed to spread
a new commitment to political activism and government interference in
the economy. Politicians, journalists, novelists, religious leaders, and ac-
tivists all raised their voices to push Americans toward reform.

Reformers turned to books and mass-circulation magazines to publi-
cize the plight of the nation’s poor and the many corruptions endemic to
the new industrial order. Journalists who exposed business practices, pov-
erty, and corruption—labeled by Theodore Roosevelt as “muckrakers”—
aroused public demands for reform. Magazines such as McClure’s de-
tailed political corruption and economic malfeasance. The muckrakers
confirmed Americans’ suspicions about runaway wealth and political
corruption. Ray Stannard Baker, a journalist whose reports on U.S. Steel
exposed the underbelly of the new corporate capitalism, wrote, “I think
I can understand now why these exposure articles took such a hold upon
the American people. It was because the country, for years, had been
swept by the agitation of soap-box orators, prophets crying in the wil-
derness, and political campaigns based upon charges of corruption and
privilege which everyone believed or suspected had some basis of truth,
but which were largely unsubstantiated.”’

Journalists shaped popular perceptions of Gilded Age injustice. In
1890, New York City journalist Jacob Riis published How the Other
Half Lives, a scathing indictment of living and working conditions in the
city’s slums. Riis not only vividly described the squalor he saw, he docu-
mented it with photography, giving readers an unflinching view of urban
poverty. Riis’s book led to housing reform in New York and other cities
and helped instill the idea that society bore at least some responsibility
for alleviating poverty.® In 1906, Upton Sinclair published The Jungle, a
novel dramatizing the experiences of a Lithuanian immigrant family who
moved to Chicago to work in the stockyards. Although Sinclair intended
the novel to reveal the brutal exploitation of labor in the meatpacking
industry, and thus to build support for the socialist movement, its major
impact was to lay bare the entire process of industrialized food produc-
tion. The growing invisibility of slaughterhouses and livestock produc-
tion for urban consumers had enabled unsanitary and unsafe conditions.
“The slaughtering machine ran on, visitors or no visitors,” wrote Sinclair,
“like some horrible crime committed in a dungeon, all unseen and un-
heeded, buried out of sight and of memory.”” Sinclair’s exposé led to the
passage of the Meat Inspection Act and Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906.
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Of course, it was not only journalists who raised questions about
American society. One of the most popular novels of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Edward Bellamy’s 1888 Looking Backward, was a national sensa-
tion. In it, a man falls asleep in Boston in 1887 and awakens in 2000 to
find society radically altered. Poverty and disease and competition gave
way as new industrial armies cooperated to build a utopia of social har-
mony and economic prosperity. Bellamy’s vision of a reformed society
enthralled readers, inspired hundreds of Bellamy clubs, and pushed many
young readers onto the road to reform.® It led countless Americans to

question the realities of American life in the nineteenth century:

I am aware that you called yourselves free in the nineteenth century.
The meaning of the word could not then, however, have been at all
what it is at present, or you certainly would not have applied it to
a society of which nearly every member was in a position of galling
personal dependence upon others as to the very means of life, the poor
upon the rich, or employed upon employer, women upon men, children

upon parents.’
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But Americans were urged to action not only by books and magazines
but by preachers and theologians, too. Confronted by both the benefits
and the ravages of industrialization, many Americans asked themselves,
“What Would Jesus Do?” In 1896, Charles Sheldon, a Congregational
minister in Topeka, Kansas, published In His Steps: What Would Jesus
Do? The novel told the story of Henry Maxwell, a pastor in a small
Midwestern town one day confronted by an unemployed migrant who
criticized his congregation’s lack of concern for the poor and downtrod-
den. Moved by the man’s plight, Maxwell preached a series of sermons
in which he asked his congregation: “Would it not be true, think you,
that if every Christian in America did as Jesus would do, society itself,
the business world, yes, the very political system under which our com-
mercial and government activity is carried on, would be so changed that
human suffering would be reduced to a minimum?”'® Sheldon’s novel
became a best seller, not only because of its story but because the book’s
plot connected with a new movement transforming American religion:
the social gospel.

The social gospel emerged within Protestant Christianity at the end
of the nineteenth century. It emphasized the need for Christians to be
concerned for the salvation of society, and not simply individual souls.
Instead of just caring for family or fellow church members, social gos-
pel advocates encouraged Christians to engage society; challenge social,
political, and economic structures; and help those less fortunate than
themselves. Responding to the developments of the industrial revolution
in America and the increasing concentration of people in urban spaces,
with its attendant social and economic problems, some social gospelers
went so far as to advocate a form of Christian socialism, but all urged
Americans to confront the sins of their society.

One of the most notable advocates of the social gospel was Walter
Rauschenbusch. After graduating from Rochester Theological Seminary,
in 1886 Rauschenbusch accepted the pastorate of a German Baptist
church in the Hell’s Kitchen section of New York City, where he con-
fronted rampant crime and stark poverty, problems not adequately ad-
dressed by the political leaders of the city. Rauschenbusch joined with
fellow reformers to elect a new mayoral candidate, but he also realized
that a new theological framework had to reflect his interest in society and
its problems. He revived Jesus’s phrase, “the Kingdom of God,” claiming
that it encompassed every aspect of life and made every part of society
a purview of the proper Christian. Like Charles Sheldon’s fictional Rev.
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Maxwell, Rauschenbusch believed that every Christian, whether they
were a businessperson, a politician, or a stay-at-home parent, should

ask themselves what they could to enact the kingdom of God on Earth.!!

The social gospel is the old message of salvation, but enlarged and in-
tensified. The individualistic gospel has taught us to see the sinfulness of
every human heart and has inspired us with faith in the willingness and
power of God to save every soul that comes to him. But it has not given
us an adequate understanding of the sinfulness of the social order and its
share in the sins of all individuals within it. It has not evoked faith in the
will and power of God to redeem the permanent institutions of human
society from their inherited guilt of oppression and extortion. Both our
sense of sin and our faith in salvation have fallen short of the realities
under its teaching. The social gospel seeks to bring men under repentance
for their collective sins and to create a more sensitive and more modern
conscience. It calls on us for the faith of the old prophets who believed in
the salvation of nations.!?

Glaring blind spots persisted within the proposals of most social gos-
pel advocates. As men, they often ignored the plight of women, and thus
most refused to support women’s suffrage. Many were also silent on the
plight of African Americans, Native Americans, and other oppressed mi-
nority groups. However, the writings of Rauschenbusch and other social
gospel proponents a profound influence on twentieth-century American
life. Most immediately, they fueled progressive reform. But they also in-
spired future activists, including Martin Luther King Jr., who envisioned

a “beloved community” that resembled Rauschenbusch’s “Kingdom of
God.”

III. Women’s Movements

Reform opened new possibilities for women’s activism in American pub-
lic life and gave new impetus to the long campaign for women’s suffrage.

)

Much energy for women’s work came from female “clubs,” social or-
ganizations devoted to various purposes. Some focused on intellectual
development; others emphasized philanthropic activities. Increasingly,
these organizations looked outward, to their communities and to the
place of women in the larger political sphere.

Women’s clubs flourished in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. In the 1890s women formed national women’s club fed-

erations. Particularly significant in campaigns for suffrage and women’s
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Suffragists campaigned tirelessly for the vote during the first two decades of the twentieth century. They
took to the streets in public displays such as this 1915 pre-election parade in New York City. During this
event, twenty thousand women defied the norms that relegated them to the private sphere and denied them

the vote. Wikimedia.

rights were the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (formed in New
York City in 1890) and the National Association of Colored Women (or-
ganized in Washington, D.C., in 1896), both of which were dominated
by upper-middle-class, educated, northern women. Few of these organi-
zations were biracial, a legacy of the sometimes uneasy midnineteenth-
century relationship between socially active African Americans and
white women. Rising American prejudice led many white female activists
to ban inclusion of their African American sisters. The segregation of
black women into distinct clubs nonetheless still produced vibrant orga-
nizations that could promise racial uplift and civil rights for all blacks
as well as equal rights for women.

Other women worked through churches and moral reform organiza-
tions to clean up American life. And still others worked as moral vigilan-
tes. The fearsome Carrie A. Nation, an imposing woman who believed
she worked God’s will, won headlines for destroying saloons. In Wichita,
Kansas, on December 27, 1900, Nation took a hatchet and broke bottles
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and bars at the luxurious Carey Hotel. Arrested and charged with caus-
ing $3,000 in damages, Nation spent a month in jail before the county
dismissed the charges on account of “a delusion to such an extent as to
be practically irresponsible.” But Nation’s “hatchetation” drew national
attention. Describing herself as “a bulldog running along at the feet of
Jesus, barking at what He doesn’t like,” she continued her assaults, and
days later she smashed two more Wichita bars.'

Few women followed in Nation’s footsteps, and many more worked
within more reputable organizations. Nation, for instance, had founded
a chapter of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), but the
organization’s leaders described her as “unwomanly and unchristian.”
The WCTU was founded in 1874 as a modest temperance organization
devoted to combating the evils of drunkenness. But then, from 1879 to
1898, Frances Willard invigorated the organization by transforming
it into a national political organization, embracing a “do everything”
policy that adopted any and all reasonable reforms that would improve
social welfare and advance women’s rights. Temperance, and then the
full prohibition of alcohol, however, always loomed large.

Many American reformers associated alcohol with nearly every so-
cial ill. Alcohol was blamed for domestic abuse, poverty, crime, and
disease. The 1912 Anti-Saloon League Yearbook, for instance, presented
charts indicating comparable increases in alcohol consumption alongside
rising divorce rates. The WCTU called alcohol a “home wrecker.” More
insidiously, perhaps, reformers also associated alcohol with cities and
immigrants, necessarily maligning America’s immigrants, Catholics, and
working classes in their crusade against liquor. Still; reformers believed
that the abolition of “strong drink” would bring about social progress,
obviate the need for prisons and insane asylums, save women and chil-
dren from domestic abuse, and usher in a more just, progressive society.

Powerful female activists emerged out of the club movement and tem-
perance campaigns. Perhaps no American reformer matched Jane Ad-
dams in fame, energy, and innovation. Born in Cedarville, Illinois, in
1860, Addams lost her mother by age two and lived under the attentive
care of her father. At seventeen, she left home to attend Rockford Female
Seminary. An idealist, Addams sought the means to make the world a
better place. She believed that well-educated women of means, such as
herself, lacked practical strategies for engaging everyday reform. After
four years at Rockford, Addams embarked on a multiyear “grand tour”

of Europe. She found herself drawn to English settlement houses, a kind
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of prototype for social work in which philanthropists embedded them-
selves among communities and offered services to disadvantaged popula-
tions. After visiting London’s Toynbee Hall in 1887, Addams returned to
the United States and in 1889 founded Hull House in Chicago with her

longtime confidant and companion Ellen Gates Starr.™

The Settlement . . . is an experimental effort to aid in the solution of
the social and industrial problems which are engendered by the modern
conditions of life in a great city. It insists that these problems are not con-
fined to any one portion of the city. It is an attempt to relieve, at the same
time, the overaccumulation at one end of society and the destitution at
the other. . . . It must be grounded in a philosophy whose foundation is on
the solidarity of the human race, a philosophy which will not waver when

the race happens to be represented by a drunken woman or an idiot boy."

Hull House workers provided for their neighbors by running a nurs-
ery and a kindergarten, administering classes for parents and clubs for
children, and organizing social and cultural events for the community.
Reformer Florence Kelley, who stayed at Hull House from 1891 to
1899, convinced Addams to move into the realm of social reform.'® Hull
House began exposing conditions in local sweatshops and advocating for
the organization of workers. She called the conditions caused by urban
poverty and industrialization a “social crime.” Hull House workers sur-
veyed their community and produced statistics on poverty, disease, and
living conditions. Addams began pressuring politicians. Together Kel-
ley and Addams petitioned legislators to pass antisweatshop legislation
that limited the hours of work for women and children to eight per day.
Yet Addams was an upper-class white Protestant woman who, like many
reformers, refused to embrace more radical policies. While Addams
called labor organizing a “social obligation,” she also warned the labor
movement against the “constant temptation towards class warfare.” Ad-
dams, like many reformers, favored cooperation between rich and poor
and bosses and workers, whether cooperation was a realistic possibility
or not."”

Addams became a kind of celebrity. In 1912, she became the first
woman to give a nominating speech at a major party convention when
she seconded the nomination of Theodore Roosevelt as the Progressive
Party’s candidate for president. Her campaigns for social reform and
women’s rights won headlines and her voice became ubiquitous in pro-

gressive politics.'®
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Addams’s advocacy grew beyond domestic concerns. Beginning with
her work in the Anti-Imperialist League during the Spanish-American
War, Addams increasingly began to see militarism as a drain on resources
better spent on social reform. In 1907 she wrote Newer Ideals of Peace,
a book that would become for many a philosophical foundation of paci-
fism. Addams emerged as a prominent opponent of America’s entry into
World War 1. She received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931.%

It would be suffrage, ultimately, that would mark the full emergence
of women in American public life. Generations of women—and, occa-
sionally, men—had pushed for women’s suffrage. Suffragists’ hard work
resulted in slow but encouraging steps forward during the last decades
of the nineteenth century. Notable victories were won in the West, where
suffragists mobilized large numbers of women and male politicians were
open to experimental forms of governance. By 1911, six western states
had passed suffrage amendments to their constitutions.

Women’s suffrage was typically entwined with a wide range of reform
efforts. Many suffragists argued that women’s votes were necessary to
clean up politics and combat social evils. By the 1890s, for example, the
WCTU, then the largest women’s organization in America, endorsed suf-
frage. An alliance of working-class and middle- and upper-class women
organized the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) in 1903 and cam-
paigned for the vote alongside the National American Suffrage Associa-

tion, a leading suffrage organization composed largely of middle- and
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upper-class women. WTUL members viewed the vote as a way to further
their economic interests and to foster a new sense of respect for working-
class women. “What the woman who labors wants is the right to live, not
simply exist,” said Ruth Schneiderman, a WTUL leader, during a 1912
speech. “The worker must have bread, but she must have roses, too.”%

Many suffragists adopted a much crueler message. Some, even outside
the South, argued that white women’s votes were necessary to maintain
white supremacy. Many white American women argued that enfranchis-
ing white upper- and middle-class women would counteract black voters.
These arguments even stretched into international politics. But whether
the message advocated gender equality, class politics, or white suprem-
acy, the suffrage campaign was winning.

The final push for women’s suffrage came on the eve of World War I.
Determined to win the vote; the National American Suffrage Association
developed a dual strategy that focused on the passage of state voting
rights laws and on the ratification of an amendment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion. Meanwhile, a new, more militant, suffrage organization emerged
on the scene. Led by Alice Paul, the National Woman’s Party took to the
streets to demand voting rights, organizing marches and protests that
mobilized thousands of women. Beginning in January 1917, National
Woman’s Party members also began to picket the White House, an action
that led to the arrest and imprisonment of over 150 women.?!

In January 1918, President Woodrow Wilson declared his support for
the women’s suffrage amendment, and two years later women’s suffrage
became a reality. After the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment,
women from all walks of life mobilized to vote. They were driven by the
promise of change but also in some cases by their anxieties about the
future. Much had changed since their campaign began; the United States
was now more industrial than not, increasingly more urban than rural.
The activism and activities of these new urban denizens also gave rise to

a new American culture.

IV. Targeting the Trusts

In one of the defining books of the Progressive Era, The Promise of
American Life, Herbert Croly argued that because “the corrupt politi-
cian has usurped too much of the power which should be exercised by
the people,” the “millionaire and the trust have appropriated too many

of the economic opportunities formerly enjoyed by the people.” Croly
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and other reformers believed that wealth inequality eroded democracy
and reformers had to win back for the people the power usurped by the
moneyed trusts. But what exactly were these “trusts,” and why did it
suddenly seem so important to reform them??

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a trust was a mo-
nopoly or cartel associated with the large corporations of the Gilded and
Progressive Eras who entered into agreements—legal or otherwise—or
consolidations to exercise exclusive control over a specific product or
industry under the control of a single entity. Certain types of monopolies,
specifically for intellectual property like copyrights, patents, trademarks,
and trade secrets, are protected under the Constitution “to promote the
progress of science and useful arts,” but for powerful entities to con-
trol entire national markets was something wholly new, and, for many
Americans, wholly unsettling.

The rapid industrialization, technological advancement, and urban
growth of the 1870s and 1880s triggered major changes in the way
businesses structured themselves. The Second Industrial Revolution,
made possible by available natural resources, growth in the labor sup-

ply through immigration, increasing capital, new legal economic entities,

This illustration shows a Standard Oil storage tank as an octopus with tentacles wrapped around the steel,
copper, and shipping industries, as well as a state house and the U.S. Capitol. The only building not yet
within reach of the octopus is the White House—President Teddy Roosevelt had won a reputation as a trust
buster. Udo Keppler, Next!, 1904. Library of Congress.
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novel production strategies, and a growing national market, was com-
monly asserted to be the natural product of the federal government’s
laissez faire, or “hands off,” economic policy. An unregulated business
climate, the argument went, allowed for the growth of major trusts, most
notably Andrew Carnegie’s Carnegie Steel (later consolidated with other
producers as U.S. Steel) and John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Com-
pany. Each displayed the vertical and horizontal integration strategies
common to the new trusts: Carnegie first used vertical integration by con-
trolling every phase of business (raw materials, transportation, manufac-
turing, distribution), and Rockefeller adhered to horizontal integration
by buying out competing refineries. Once dominant in a market, critics
alleged, the trusts could artificially inflate prices, bully rivals, and bribe
politicians.

Between 1897 and 1904, over four thousand companies were consoli-
dated down into 257 corporate firms. As one historian wrote, “By 1904
a total of 318 trusts held 40% of US manufacturing assets and boasted
a capitalization of $7 billion, seven times bigger than the US national
debt.”?? With the twentieth century came the age of monopoly. Mergers
and the aggressive business policies of wealthy men such as Carnegie and
Rockefeller earned them the epithet robber barons. Their cutthroat sti-
fling of economic competition, mistreatment of workers, and corruption
of politics sparked an opposition that pushed for regulations to rein in
the power of monopolies. The great corporations became a major target
of reformers.

Big business, whether in meatpacking, railroads, telegraph lines, oil, or
steel, posed new problems for the American legal system. Before the Civil
War, most businesses operated in a single state. They might ship goods
across state lines or to other countries, but they typically had offices and
factories in just one state. Individual states naturally regulated industry
and commerce. But extensive railroad routes crossed several state lines
and new mass-producing corporations operated across the nation, rais-
ing questions about where the authority to regulate such practices rested.
During the 1870s, many states passed laws to check the growing power of
vast new corporations. In the Midwest, farmers formed a network of or-
ganizations that were part political pressure group, part social club, and
part mutual aid society. Together they pushed for so-called Granger laws
that regulated railroads and other new companies. Railroads and others
opposed these regulations because they restrained profits and because of

the difficulty of meeting the standards of each state’s separate regulatory
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laws. In 1877, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld these laws in a series of
rulings, finding in cases such as Munn v. Illinois and Stone v. Wisconsin
that railroads and other companies of such size necessarily affected the
public interest and could thus be regulated by individual states. In Munn,
the court declared, “Property does become clothed with a public interest
when used in a manner to make it of public consequence, and affect the
community at large. When, therefore, one devoted his property to a use
in which the public has an interest, he, in effect, grants to the public an
interest in that use, and must submit to be controlled by the public for the
common good, to the extent of the interest he has thus created.”**

Later rulings, however, conceded that only the federal government
could constitutionally regulate interstate commerce and the new national
businesses operating it. And as more and more power and capital and
market share flowed to the great corporations, the onus of regulation
passed to the federal government. In 1887, Congress passed the Interstate
Commerce Act, which established the Interstate Commerce Commission
to stop discriminatory and predatory pricing practices. The Sherman
Anti-Trust Act of 1890 aimed to limit anticompetitive practices, such as
those institutionalized in cartels and monopolistic corporations. It stated
that a “trust . . . or conspiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce . . . is
declared to be illegal” and that those who “monopolize . . . any part of
the trade or commerce . . . shall be deemed guilty.”* The Sherman Anti-
Trust Act declared that not all monopolies were illegal, only those that

2

“unreasonably” stifled free trade. The courts seized on the law’s vague
language, however, and the act was turned against itself, manipulated
and used, for instance, to limit the growing power of labor unions. Only
in 1914, with the Clayton Anti-Trust Act, did Congress attempt to close
loopholes in previous legislation.

Aggression against the trusts—and the progressive vogue for “trust
busting”—took on new meaning under the presidency of Theodore Roo-
sevelt, a reform-minded Republican who ascended to the presidency after
the death of William McKinley in 1901. Roosevelt’s youthful energy and
confrontational politics captivated the nation.?* Roosevelt was by no
means antibusiness. Instead, he envisioned his presidency as a mediator
between opposing forces, such as between labor unions and corporate
executives. Despite his own wealthy background, Roosevelt pushed for
antitrust legislation and regulations, arguing that the courts could not
be relied on to break up the trusts. Roosevelt also used his own moral

judgment to determine which monopolies he would pursue. Roosevelt

123



124

CHAPTER 20

believed that there were good and bad trusts, necessary monopolies and
corrupt ones. Although his reputation as a trust buster was wildly exag-
gerated, he was the first major national politician to go after the trusts.
“The great corporations which we have grown to speak of rather loosely
as trusts,” he said, “are the creatures of the State, and the State not only
has the right to control them, but it is in duty bound to control them
wherever the need of such control is shown.”?’

His first target was the Northern Securities Company, a “holding”
trust in which several wealthy bankers, most famously J. P. Morgan,
used to hold controlling shares in all the major railroad companies in the
American Northwest. Holding trusts had emerged as a way to circum-
vent the Sherman Anti-Trust Act: by controlling the majority of shares,
rather than the principal, Morgan and his collaborators tried to claim
that it was not a monopoly. Roosevelt’s administration sued and won
in court, and in 1904 the Northern Securities Company was ordered to
disband into separate competitive companies. Two years later, in 1906,
Roosevelt signed the Hepburn Act, allowing the Interstate Commerce
Commission to regulate best practices and set reasonable rates for the
railroads.

Roosevelt was more interested in regulating corporations than break-
ing them apart. Besides, the courts were slow and unpredictable. How-
ever, his successor after 1908, William Howard Taft, firmly believed in
court-oriented trust busting and during his four years in office more than
doubled the number of monopoly breakups that occurred during Roos-
evelt’s seven years in office. Taft notably went after Carnegie’s U.S. Steel,
the world’s first billion-dollar corporation formed from the consolidation
of nearly every major American steel producer.

Trust busting and the handling of monopolies dominated the elec-
tion of 1912. When the Republican Party spurned Roosevelt’s return to
politics and renominated the incumbent Taft, Roosevelt left and formed
his own coalition, the Progressive or “Bull Moose” Party. Whereas Taft
took an all-encompassing view on the illegality of monopolies, Roosevelt
adopted a New Nationalism program, which once again emphasized the
regulation of already existing corporations or the expansion of federal
power over the economy. In contrast, Woodrow Wilson, the Democratic
Party nominee, emphasized in his New Freedom agenda neither trust
busting nor federal regulation but rather small-business incentives so that
individual companies could increase their competitive chances. Yet once

he won the election, Wilson edged nearer to Roosevelt’s position, signin
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the Clayton Anti-Trust Act of 1914. The Clayton Anti-Trust Act sub-
stantially enhanced the Sherman Act, specifically regulating mergers and
price discrimination and protecting labor’s access to collective bargaining
and related strategies of picketing, boycotting, and protesting. Congress
further created the Federal Trade Commission to enforce the Clayton
Act, ensuring at least some measure of implementation.?

While the three presidents—Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson—pushed
the development and enforcement of antitrust law, their commitments
were uneven, and trust busting itself manifested the political pressure
put on politicians by the workers, farmers, and progressive writers who
so strongly drew attention to the ramifications of trusts and corporate

capital on the lives of everyday Americans.

V. Progressive Environmentalism

The potential scope of environmental destruction wrought by industrial
capitalism was unparalleled in human history. Professional bison hunt-
ing expeditions nearly eradicated an entire species, industrialized logging
companies denuded whole forests, and chemical plants polluted an entire
region’s water supply. As American development and industrialization
marched westward, reformers embraced environmental protections.

Historians often cite preservation and conservation as two compet-
ing strategies that dueled for supremacy among environmental reformers
during the Progressive Era. The tensions between these two approaches
crystalized in the debate over a proposed dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley
in California. The fight revolved around the provision of water for San
Francisco. Engineers identified the location where the Tuolumne River
ran through Hetch Hetchy as an ideal site for a reservoir. The project
had been suggested in the 1880s but picked up momentum in the early
twentieth century. But the valley was located inside Yosemite National
Park. (Yosemite was designated a national park in 1890, though the land
had been set aside earlier in a grant approved by President Lincoln in
1864.) The debate over Hetch Hetchy revealed two distinct positions on
the value of the valley and on the purpose of public lands.

John Muir, a naturalist, a writer, and founder of the Sierra Club, in-
voked the “God of the Mountains” in his defense of the valley in its
supposedly pristine condition. Gifford Pinchot, arguably the father of
American forestry and a key player in the federal management of national

forests, meanwhile emphasized what he understood to be the purpose of
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conservation: “to take every part of the land and its resources and put
it to that use in which it will serve the most people.” Muir took a wider
view of what the people needed, writing that “everybody needs beauty
as well as bread.”?’ These dueling arguments revealed the key differences
in environmental thought: Muir, on the side of the preservationists, ad-
vocated setting aside pristine lands for their aesthetic and spiritual value,
for those who could take his advice to “[get| in touch with the nerves of
Mother Earth.”3 Pinchot, on the other hand, led the charge for conserva-
tion, a kind of environmental utilitarianism that emphasized the efficient
use of available resources, through planning and control and “the pre-
vention of waste.”?! In Hetch Hetchy, conservation won out. Congress
approved the project in 1913. The dam was built and the valley flooded
for the benefit of San Francisco residents.

While preservation was often articulated as an escape from an in-
creasingly urbanized and industrialized way of life and as a welcome
respite from the challenges of modernity (at least, for those who had the
means to escape), the conservationists were more closely aligned with
broader trends in American society. Although the “greatest good for the

greatest number” was very nearly the catchphrase of conservation, con-



THE PROGRESSIVE ERA

servationist policies most often benefited the nation’s financial interests.
For example, many states instituted game laws to regulate hunting and
protect wildlife, but laws could be entirely unbalanced. In Pennsylva-
nia, local game laws included requiring firearm permits for noncitizens,
barred hunting on Sundays, and banned the shooting of songbirds. These
laws disproportionately affected Italian immigrants, critics said, as Ital-
ians often hunted songbirds for subsistence, worked in mines for low
wages every day but Sunday, and were too poor to purchase permits or
to pay the fines levied against them when game wardens caught them
breaking these new laws. Other laws, for example, offered up resources
to businesses at costs prohibitive to all but the wealthiest companies and
individuals, or with regulatory requirements that could be met only by
companies with extensive resources.

But Progressive Era environmentalism addressed more than the man-
agement of American public lands. After all, reformers addressing issues
facing the urban poor were also doing environmental work. Settlement
house workers like Jane Addams and Florence Kelley focused on ques-
tions of health and sanitation, while activists concerned with working
conditions, most notably Dr. Alice Hamilton, investigated both worksite
hazards and occupational and bodily harm. The progressives’ commit-
ment to the provision of public services at the municipal level meant
more coordination and oversight in matters of public health, waste man-
agement, and even playgrounds and city parks. Their work focused on
the intersection of communities and their material environments, high-
lighting the urgency of urban environmental concerns.

While reform movements focused their attention on the urban poor,
other efforts targeted rural communities. The Country Life movement,
spearheaded by Liberty Hyde Bailey, sought to support agrarian fami-
lies and encourage young people to stay in their communities and run

family farms. Early-twentieth-century educational reforms included a
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commitment to environmentalism at the elementary level. Led by Bailey
and Anna Botsford Comstock, the nature study movement took students
outside to experience natural processes and to help them develop obser-
vational skills and an appreciation for the natural world.

Other examples highlight the interconnectedness of urban and rural
communities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
extinction of the North American passenger pigeon reveals the complex-
ity of Progressive Era relationships between people and nature. Passenger
pigeons were actively hunted, prepared at New York’s finest restaurants
and in the humblest of farm kitchens. Some hunted them for pay; others
shot them in competitions at sporting clubs. And then they were gone,
their ubiquity giving way only to nostalgia. Many Americans took notice
at the great extinction of a species that had perhaps numbered in the
billions and then was eradicated. Women in Audubon Society chapters
organized against the fashion of wearing feathers—even whole birds—on
ladies’ hats. Upper- and middle-class women made up the lion’s share of
the membership of these societies. They used their social standing to
fight for birds. Pressure created national wildlife refuges and key laws
and regulations that included the Lacey Act of 1900, banning the ship-
ment of species killed illegally across state lines. Examining how women
mobilized contemporary notions of womanhood in the service of pro-
tecting birds reveals a tangle of cultural and economic processes. Such
examples also reveal the range of ideas, policies, and practices wrapped

up in figuring out what—and who—American nature should be for.

VI. Jim Crow and African American Life

America’s tragic racial history was not erased by the Progressive Era. In
fact, in all too many ways, reform removed African Americans ever far-
ther from American public life. In the South, electoral politics remained
a parade of electoral fraud, voter intimidation, and race-baiting. Demo-
cratic Party candidates stirred southern whites into frenzies with warnings
of “negro domination” and of black men violating white women. The
region’s culture of racial violence and the rise of lynching as a mass pub-
lic spectacle accelerated. And as the remaining African American voters
threatened the dominance of Democratic leadership in the South, south-
ern Democrats turned to what many white southerners understood as
a series of progressive electoral and social reforms—disenfranchisement

and segregation. Just as reformers would clean up politics by taming city
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political machines, white southerners would “purify” the ballot box by
restricting black voting, and they would prevent racial strife by legislat-
ing the social separation of the races. The strongest supporters of such
measures in the South were progressive Democrats and former Populists,
both of whom saw in these reforms a way to eliminate the racial dema-
goguery that conservative Democratic party leaders had so effectively
wielded. Leaders in both the North and South embraced and proclaimed
the reunion of the sections on the basis of white supremacy. As the na-
tion took up the “white man’s burden” to uplift the world’s racially in-
ferior peoples, the North looked to the South as an example of how to
manage nonwhite populations. The South had become the nation’s racial
vanguard.®

The question was how to accomplish disfranchisement. The Fifteenth
Amendment clearly prohibited states from denying any citizen the right
to vote on the basis of race. In 1890, a Mississippi state newspaper called
on politicians to devise “some legal defensible substitute for the abhor-
rent and evil methods on which white supremacy lies.”33 The state’s
Democratic Party responded with a new state constitution designed to
purge corruption at the ballot box through disenfranchisement. African
Americans hoping to vote in Mississippi would have to jump through a
series of hurdles designed with the explicit purpose of excluding them
from political power. The state first established a poll tax, which required
voters to pay for the privilege of voting. Second, it stripped suffrage from
those convicted of petty crimes most common among the state’s African
Americans. Next, the state required voters to pass a literacy test. Local
voting officials, who were themselves part of the local party machine,
were responsible for judging whether voters were able to read and under-
stand a section of the Constitution. In order to protect illiterate whites
from exclusion, the so-called “understanding clause” allowed a voter to
qualify if they could adequately explain the meaning of a section that
was read to them. In practice these rules were systematically abused to
the point where local election officials effectively wielded the power to
permit and deny suffrage at will. The disenfranchisement laws effectively
moved electoral conflict from the ballot box, where public attention was
greatest, to the voting registrar, where supposedly color-blind laws al-
lowed local party officials to deny the ballot without the appearance of
fraud.>*

Between 1895 and 1908, the rest of the states in the South approved

new constitutions including these disenfranchisement tools. Six southern
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states also added a grandfather clause, which bestowed suffrage on any-
one whose grandfather was eligible to vote in 1867. This ensured that
whites who would have been otherwise excluded through mechanisms
such as poll taxes or literacy tests would still be eligible, at least until
grandfather clauses were struck down by the Supreme Court in 1915.
Finally, each southern state adopted an all-white primary and excluded
blacks from the Democratic primary, the only political contests that mat-
tered across much of the South.?

For all the legal double-talk, the purpose of these laws was plain.
James Kimble Vardaman, later governor of Mississippi, boasted that
“there is no use to equivocate or lie about the matter. Mississippi’s con-
stitutional convention was held for no other purpose than to eliminate
the nigger from politics; not the ignorant—but the nigger.”3¢ These
technically color-blind tools did their work well. In 1900 Alabama had
121,159 literate black men of voting age. Only 3,742 were registered to
vote. Louisiana had 130,000 black voters in the contentious election of
1896. Only 5,320 voted in 1900. Blacks were clearly the target of these
laws, but that did not prevent some whites from being disenfranchised as
well. Louisiana dropped 80,000 white voters over the same period. Most
politically engaged southern whites considered this a price worth paying
to prevent the alleged fraud that plagued the region’s elections.’”

At the same time that the South’s Democratic leaders were adopting
the tools to disenfranchise the region’s black voters, these same legisla-
tures were constructing a system of racial segregation even more per-
nicious. While it built on earlier practice, segregation was primarily a
modern and urban system of enforcing racial subordination and defer-
ence. In rural areas, white and black southerners negotiated the mean-
ing of racial difference within the context of personal relationships of
kinship and patronage. An African American who broke the local com-
munity’s racial norms could expect swift personal sanction that often
included violence. The crop lien and convict lease systems were the most
important legal tools of racial control in the rural South. Maintaining
white supremacy there did not require segregation. Maintaining white
supremacy within the city, however, was a different matter altogether.
As the region’s railroad networks and cities expanded, so too did the
anonymity and therefore freedom of southern blacks. Southern cities
were becoming a center of black middle-class life that was an implicit
threat to racial hierarchies. White southerners created the system of seg-

regation as a way to maintain white supremacy in restaurants, theaters,
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public restrooms, schools, water fountains, train cars, and hospitals. Seg-
regation inscribed the superiority of whites and the deference of blacks
into the very geography of public spaces.

As with disenfranchisement, segregation violated a plain reading of the
Constitution—in this case the Fourteenth Amendment. Here the Supreme
Court intervened, ruling in the Civil Rights Cases (1883) that the Four-
teenth Amendment only prevented discrimination directly by states. It did
not prevent discrimination by individuals, businesses, or other entities.
Southern states exploited this interpretation with the first legal segregation
of railroad cars in 1888. In a case that reached the Supreme Court in 1896,
New Orleans resident Homer Plessy challenged the constitutionality of
Louisiana’s segregation of streetcars. The court ruled against Plessy and, in
the process, established the legal principle of separate but equal. Racially
segregated facilities were legal provided they were equivalent. In practice
this was almost never the case. The court’s majority defended its position
with logic that reflected the racial assumptions of the day. “If one race
be inferior to the other socially,” the court explained, “the Constitution
of the United States cannot put them upon the same plane.” Justice John
Harlan, the lone dissenter, countered, “Our Constitution is color-blind,
and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil
rights, all citizens are equal before the law.” Harlan went on to warn that
the court’s decision would “permit the seeds of race hatred to be planted
under the sanction of law.”3® In their rush to fulfill Harlan’s prophecy,
southern whites codified and enforced the segregation of public spaces.

Segregation was built on a fiction—that there could be a white South
socially and culturally distinct from African Americans. Its legal basis
rested on the constitutional fallacy of “separate but equal.” Southern
whites erected a bulwark of white supremacy that would last for nearly
sixty years. Segregation and disenfranchisement in the South rejected
black citizenship and relegated black social and cultural life to segre-
gated spaces. African Americans lived divided lives, acting the part whites
demanded of them in public, while maintaining their own world apart
from whites. This segregated world provided a measure of independence
for the region’s growing black middle class, yet at the cost of poisoning
the relationship between black and white. Segregation and disenfran-
chisement created entrenched structures of racism that completed the
total rejection of the promises of Reconstruction.

And yet many black Americans of the Progressive Era fought back.

Just as activists such as Ida Wells worked against southern lynching,
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Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois vied for leadership among
African American activists, resulting in years of intense rivalry and de-
bated strategies for the uplifting of black Americans.

Born into the world of bondage in Virginia in 1856, Booker Taliaferro
Washington was subjected to the degradation and exploitation of slavery
early in life. But Washington also developed an insatiable thirst to learn.
Working against tremendous odds, Washington matriculated into Hamp-
ton University in Virginia and thereafter established a southern institu-
tion that would educate many black Americans, the Tuskegee Institute,
located in Alabama. Washington envisioned that Tuskegee’s contribution
to black life would come through industrial education and vocational
training. He believed that such skills would help African Americans ac-
complish economic independence while developing a sense of self-worth
and pride of accomplishment, even while living within the putrid con-
fines of Jim Crow. Washington poured his life into Tuskegee, and thereby
connected with leading white philanthropic interests. Individuals such as
Andrew Carnegie, for instance, financially assisted Washington and his

educational ventures.

The strategies of Booker T. Washing-
ton and W. E. B. Du Bois differed, but
their desire was the same: better lives
for African Americans. Photograph of
Booker T. Washington taken between
1905 and 1915. Library of Congress.
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Washington became a leading spokesperson for black Americans at
the turn of the twentieth century, particularly after Frederick Douglass’s
death in early 1895. Washington’s famous “Atlanta Compromise” speech
from that same year encouraged black Americans to “cast your bucket
down” to improve life’s lot under segregation. In the same speech, de-
livered one year before the Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision
that legalized segregation under the “separate but equal” doctrine, Wash-
ington said to white Americans, “In all things that are purely social we
can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential
to mutual progress.” Washington was both praised as a race leader and
pilloried as an accommodationist to America’s unjust racial hierarchy;
his public advocacy of a conciliatory posture toward white supremacy
concealed the efforts to which he went to assist African Americans in
the legal and economic quest for racial justice. In addition to founding
Tuskegee, Washington also published a handful of influential books, in-
cluding the autobiography Up from Slavery (1901). Like Du Bois, Wash-
ington was also active in black journalism, working to fund and support
black newspaper publications, most of which sought to counter Du Bois’s
growing influence. Washington died in 1915, during World War I, of ill
health in Tuskegee, Alabama.

Speaking decades later, Du Bois said Washington had, in his 1895
“Compromise” speech, “implicitly abandoned all political and social
rights. . . . I never thought Washington was a bad man . . . I believed him
to be sincere, though wrong.” Du Bois would directly attack Washington
in his classic 1903 The Souls of Black Folk, but at the turn of the century
he could never escape the shadow of his longtime rival. “I admired much
about him,” Du Bois admitted. “Washington . . . died in 1915. A lot of
people think I died at the same time.”*°

Du Bois’s criticism reveals the politicized context of the black free-
dom struggle and exposes the many positions available to black activists.
Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, in 1868, Du Bois entered the
world as a free person of color three years after the Civil War ended. He
was raised by a hardworking and independent mother; his New England
childhood alerted him to the reality of race even as it invested the emerg-
ing thinker with an abiding faith in the power of education. Du Bois grad-
uated at the top of his high school class and attended Fisk University. Du
Bois’s sojourn to the South in 1880s left a distinct impression that would
guide his life’s work to study what he called the “Negro problem,” the

systemic racial and economic discrimination that Du Bois prophetically
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Photograph of W. E. B. Du Bois taken
in 1919. Library of Congress.

pronounced would be the problem of the twentieth century. After Fisk,
Du Bois’s educational path trended back North. He attended Harvard,
earned his second degree, crossed the Atlantic for graduate work in Ger-
many, and circulated back to Harvard, and in 1895, he became the first
black American to receive a PhD there.

Du Bois became one of America’s foremost intellectual leaders on
questions of social justice by producing scholarship that underscored
the humanity of African Americans. Du Bois’s work as an intellectual,
scholar, and college professor began during the Progressive Era, a time in
American history marked by rapid social and cultural change as well as
complex global political conflicts and developments. Du Bois addressed
these domestic and international concerns not only in his classrooms at
Wilberforce University in Ohio and Atlanta University in Georgia but
also in a number of his early publications on the history of the transat-
lantic slave trade and black life in urban Philadelphia. The most well-
known of these early works included The Souls of Black Folk (1903) and
Darkwater (1920). In these books, Du Bois combined incisive historical
analysis with engaging literary drama to validate black personhood and

attack the inhumanity of white supremacy, particularly in the lead-up to
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and during World War 1. In addition to publications and teaching, Du
Bois set his sights on political organizing for civil rights, first with the
Niagara Movement and later with its offspring, the NAACP. Du Bois’s
main work with the NAACP lasted from 1909 to 1934 as editor of The
Crisis, one of America’s leading black publications. Du Bois attacked
Washington and urged black Americans to concede to nothing, to make
no compromises and advocate for equal rights under the law. Through-
out his early career, he pushed for civil rights legislation, launched legal
challenges against discrimination, organized protests against injustice,
and applied his capacity for clear research and sharp prose to expose the

racial sins of Progressive Era America.

We refuse to allow the impression to remain that the Negro-American as-
sents to inferiority, is submissive under oppression and apologetic before
insults. . . . Any discrimination based simply on race or color is barbarous,
we care not how hallowed it be by custom, expediency or prejudice . . .
discriminations based simply and solely on physical peculiarities, place
of birth, color of skin, are relics of that unreasoning human savagery of
which the world is and ought to be thoroughly ashamed. . . . Persistent
manly agitation is the way to liberty.*

W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington made a tremendous
historical impact and left a notable historical legacy. They were reared
under markedly different circumstances, and thus their early life experi-
ences and even personal temperaments oriented both leaders’ lives and
outlooks in decidedly different ways. Du Bois’s confrontational voice
boldly targeted white supremacy. He believed in the power of social
science to arrest the reach of white supremacy. Washington advocated
incremental change for longer-term gain. He contended that economic
self-sufficiency would pay off at a future date. Four years after Du Bois
directly spoke out against Washington in the chapter “Of Mr. Booker T.
Washington” in Souls of Black Folk, the two men shared the same lec-
tern at Philadelphia Divinity School to address matters of race, history,
and culture in the American South. Although their philosophies often
differed, both men inspired others to demand that America live up to its
democratic creed.

VII. Conclusion

Industrial capitalism unleashed powerful forces in American life. Along

with wealth, technological innovation, and rising standards of living, a
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host of social problems unsettled many who turned to reform politics
to set the world right again. The Progressive Era signaled that a turning
point had been reached for many Americans who were suddenly willing
to confront the age’s problems with national political solutions. Reform-
ers sought to bring order to chaos, to bring efficiency to inefficiency,
and to bring justice to injustice. Causes varied, constituencies shifted,
and the tangible effects of so much energy was difficult to measure, but
the Progressive Era signaled a bursting of long-simmering tensions and
introduced new patterns in the relationship between American society,

American culture, and American politics.
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World War I and Its
Aftermath

I. Introduction

World War I (“The Great War”) toppled empires, created new nations,
and sparked tensions that would explode across future years. On the
battlefield, gruesome modern weaponry wrecked an entire generation of
young men. The United States entered the conflict in 1917 and was never
again the same. The war heralded to the world the United States’ potential
as a global military power, and, domestically, it advanced but then beat
back American progressivism by unleashing vicious waves of repression.
The war simultaneously stoked national pride and fueled disenchant-
ments that burst Progressive Era hopes for the modern world. And it laid
the groundwork for a global depression, a second world war, and an en-

tire history of national, religious, and cultural conflict around the globe.

Striking steel

mill workers
holding bulle-
tins in Chicago,
Illinois, on Sep-
tember 22, 1919.
ExplorePAhistory
.com.



WORLD WAR I AND ITS AFTERMATH

II. Prelude to War

As the German empire rose in power and influence at the end of the
nineteenth century, skilled diplomats maneuvered this disruption of tra-
ditional powers and influences into several decades of European peace. In
Germany, however, a new ambitious monarch would overshadow years
of tactful diplomacy. Wilhelm II rose to the German throne in 1888. He
admired the British Empire of his grandmother, Queen Victoria, and en-
vied the Royal Navy of Great Britain so much that he attempted to build
a rival German navy and plant colonies around the globe. The British
viewed the prospect of a German navy as a strategic threat, but, jealous
of what he perceived as a lack of prestige in the world, Wilhelm IT pressed
Germany’s case for access to colonies and symbols of status suitable for
a world power. Wilhelm’s maneuvers and Germany’s rise spawned a new
system of alliances as rival nations warily watched Germany’s expansion.

In 1892, German posturing worried the leaders of Russia and France
and prompted a defensive alliance to counter the existing triple threat
between Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. Britain’s Queen Victoria
remained unassociated with the alliances until a series of diplomatic cri-
ses and an emerging German naval threat led to British agreements with
Tsar Nicholas IT and French President Emile Loubet in the early twentieth
century. (The alliance between Great Britain, France, and Russia became
known as the Triple Entente.)

The other great threat to European peace was the Ottoman Empire,
in Turkey. While the leaders of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire showed
little interest in colonies elsewhere, Turkish lands on its southern border
appealed to their strategic goals. However, Austrian-Hungarian expan-
sion in Europe worried Tsar Nicholas II, who saw Russia as both the
historic guarantor of the Slavic nations in the Balkans and the competitor
for territories governed by the Ottoman Empire.

By 1914, the Austrian-Hungarian Empire had control of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and viewed Slavic Serbia, a nation protected by Russia, as
its next challenge. On June 28, 1914, after Serbian Gavrilo Princip assas-
sinated the Austrian-Hungarian heirs to the throne, Archduke Franz Fer-
dinand and his wife, Grand Duchess Sophie, vengeful nationalist leaders
believed the time had arrived to eliminate the rebellious ethnic Serbian
threat.!

On the other side of the Atlantic, the United States played an insignifi-
cant role in global diplomacy—it rarely forayed into internal European

politics. The federal government did not participate in international
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diplomatic alliances but nevertheless championed and assisted with the
expansion of the transatlantic economy. American businesses and con-
sumers benefited from the trade generated as the result of the extended
period of European peace.

Stated American attitudes toward international affairs followed
the advice given by President George Washington in his 1796 Farewell
Address, 120 years before America’s entry into World War 1. He had
recommended that his fellow countrymen avoid “foreign alliances, at-
tachments, and intrigues” and “those overgrown military establishments
which, under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and
which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to republican liberty.”?

A foreign policy of neutrality reflected America’s inward-looking
focus on the construction and management of its new powerful in-
dustrial economy (built in large part with foreign capital). The federal
government possessed limited diplomatic tools with which to engage in
international struggles for world power. America’s small and increasingly
antiquated military precluded forceful coercion and left American dip-
lomats to persuade by reason, appeals to justice, or economic coercion.
But in the 1880s, as Americans embarked upon empire, Congress autho-
rized the construction of a modern navy. The army nevertheless remained
small and underfunded compared to the armies of many industrializing
nations.

After the turn of the century, the army and navy faced a great deal
of organizational uncertainty. New technologies—airplanes, motor ve-
hicles, submarines, modern artillery—stressed the capability of army and
navy personnel to effectively procure and use them. The nation’s army
could police Native Americans in the West and garrison recent overseas
acquisitions, but it could not sustain a full-blown conflict of any size. The
Davis Act of 1908 and the National Defense Act of 1916 inaugurated the
rise of the modern versions of the National Guard and military reserves.
A system of state-administered units available for local emergencies that
received conditional federal funding for training could be activated for
use in international wars. The National Guard program encompassed in-
dividual units separated by state borders. The program supplied summer
training for college students as a reserve officer corps. Federal and state
governments now had a long-term strategic reserve of trained soldiers
and sailors.’

Border troubles in Mexico served as an important field test for mod-

ern American military forces. Revolution and chaos threatened American
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business interests in Mexico. Mexican reformer Francisco Madero chal-
lenged Porfirio Diaz’s corrupt and unpopular conservative regime. He
was jailed, fled to San Antonio, and penned the Plan of San Luis Potosi,
paving the way for the Mexican Revolution and the rise of armed revo-
lutionaries across the country.

In April 1914, President Woodrow Wilson ordered Marines to ac-
company a naval escort to Veracruz on the lower eastern coast of Mex-
ico. After a brief battle, the Marines supervised the city government and
prevented shipments of German arms to Mexican leader Victor Huerta
until they departed in November 1914. The raid emphasized the contin-
ued reliance on naval forces and the difficulty in modernizing the military
during a period of European imperial influence in the Caribbean and else-
where. The threat of war in Europe enabled passage of the Naval Act of
1916. President Wilson declared that the national goal was to build the
Navy as “incomparably, the greatest . . . in the world.” And yet Mexico
still beckoned. The Wilson administration had withdrawn its support of
Diaz but watched warily as the revolution devolved into assassinations
and deceit. In 1916, Pancho Villa, a popular revolutionary in northern
Mexico, raided Columbus, New Mexico, after being provoked by Ameri-
can support for his rivals. His raiders killed seventeen Americans and
and burned down the town center before American soldiers forced their
retreat. In response, President Wilson commissioned Army general John
“Black Jack” Pershing to capture Villa and disperse his rebels. Motor-
ized vehicles, reconnaissance aircraft, and the wireless telegraph aided
in the pursuit of Villa. Motorized vehicles in particular allowed General
Pershing to obtain supplies without relying on railroads controlled by the
Mexican government. The aircraft assigned to the campaign crashed or
were grounded by mechanical malfunctions, but they provided invalu-
able lessons in their worth and use in war. Wilson used the powers of
the new National Defense Act to mobilize over one hundred thousand
National Guard units across the country as a show of force in northern
Mexico.*

The conflict between the United States and Mexico might have es-
calated into full-scale war if the international crisis in Europe had not
overwhelmed the public’s attention. After the outbreak of war in Europe
in 1914, President Wilson declared American neutrality. He insisted from
the start that the United States be neutral “in fact as well as in name,” a
policy the majority of American people enthusiastically endorsed. It was

unclear, however, what “neutrality” meant in a world of close economic
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connections. Ties to the British and French proved strong, and those na-
tions obtained far more loans and supplies than the Germans. In Oc-
tober 1914, President Wilson approved commercial credit loans to the
combatants, which made it increasingly difficult for the nation to claim
impartiality as war spread through Europe. Trade and financial rela-
tions with the Allied nations ultimately drew the United States further
into the conflict. In spite of mutually declared blockades between Ger-
many, Great Britain, and France, munitions and other war suppliers in
the United States witnessed a brisk and booming increase in business.
The British naval blockades that often stopped or seized ships proved an-
noying and costly, but the unrestricted and surprise torpedo attacks from
German submarines were deadly. In May 1915, Germans sank the RMS
Lusitania. Over a hundred American lives were lost. The attack, coupled
with other German attacks on American and British shipping, raised the
ire of the public and stoked the desire for war.’

American diplomatic tradition avoided formal alliances, and the
Army seemed inadequate for sustained overseas fighting. However, the
United States outdistanced the nations of Europe in one important mea-
sure of world power: by 1914, the nation held the top position in the
global industrial economy. The United States was producing slightly
more than one third of the world’s manufactured goods, roughly equal to

the outputs of France, Great Britain, and Germany combined.

III. War Spreads Through Europe

After the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand and Grand Duchess So-
phie, Austria secured the promise of aid from its German ally and issued
a list of ten ultimatums to Serbia. On July 28, 1914, Austria declared war
on Serbia for failure to meet all of the demands. Russia, determined to
protect Serbia, began to mobilize its armed forces. On August 1, 1914,
Germany declared war on Russia to protect Austria after warnings di-
rected at Tsar Nicholas II failed to stop Russian preparations for war.

In spite of the central European focus of the initial crises, the first blow
was struck against neutral Belgium in northwestern Europe. Germany
planned to take advantage of sluggish Russian mobilization by focusing
the German army on France. German military leaders recycled tactics
developed earlier and activated the Schlieffen Plan, which moved German
armies rapidly by rail to march through Belgium and into France. How-

ever, this violation of Belgian neutrality also ensured that Great Britain
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entered the war against Germany. On August 4, 1914, Great Britain de-
clared war on Germany for failing to respect Belgium as a neutral nation.

In 1915, the European war had developed into a series of bloody
trench stalemates that continued through the following year. Offensives,
largely carried out by British and French armies, achieved nothing but
huge numbers of casualties. Peripheral campaigns against the Ottoman
Empire in Turkey at Gallipoli, throughout the Middle East, and in various
parts of Africa either were unsuccessful or had little bearing on the Eu-
ropean contest for victory. The third year of the war, however, witnessed
a coup for German military prospects: the regime of Tsar Nicholas II
collapsed in Russia in March 1917. At about the same time, the Germans
again pursued unrestricted submarine warfare to deprive the Allies of
replenishment supplies from the United States.®

The Germans, realizing that submarine warfare could spark an
American intervention, hoped the European war would be over before
American soldiers could arrive in sufficient numbers to alter the bal-
ance of power. A German diplomat, Arthur Zimmermann, planned to
complicate the potential American intervention. He offered support to
the Mexican government via a desperate bid to regain Texas, New Mex-
ico, and Arizona. Mexican national leaders declined the offer, but the
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revelation of the Zimmermann Telegram helped usher the United States

into the war.

IV. America Enters the War

By the fall of 1916 and spring of 1917, President Wilson believed an immi-
nent German victory would drastically and dangerously alter the balance
of power in Europe. Submarine warfare and the Zimmerman Telegram,
meanwhile, inflamed public opinion. Congress declared war on Germany
on April 4, 1917. The nation entered a war three thousand miles away
with a small and unprepared military. The United States was unprepared
in nearly every respect for modern war. Considerable time elapsed before
an effective army and navy could be assembled, trained, equipped, and
deployed to the Western Front in Europe. The process of building the
army and navy for the war proved to be different from previous conflicts.
Unlike the largest European military powers of Germany, France, and
Austria-Hungary, no tradition existed in the United States to maintain
large standing armed forces or trained military reserves during peacetime.
Moreover, there was no American counterpart to the European practice

of rapidly equipping, training, and mobilizing reservists and conscripts.

The Boy Scouts of America charge up Fifth Avenue in New York City in a Wake Up, America parade in
1917 to support recruitment efforts. Nearly sixty thousand people attended the single parade. Wikimedia.
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The United States historically relied solely on traditional volunteerism
to fill the ranks of the armed forces. Notions of patriotic duty and adven-
ture appealed to many young men who not only volunteered for wartime
service but sought and paid for their own training at army camps before
the war. American labor organizations favored voluntary service over
conscription. Labor leader Samuel Gompers argued for volunteerism in
letters to the congressional committees considering the question. “The
organized labor movement,” he wrote, “has always been fundamentally
opposed to compulsion.” Referring to American values as a role model
for others, he continued, “It is the hope of organized labor to demon-
strate that under voluntary conditions and institutions the Republic of the
United States can mobilize its greatest strength, resources and efficiency.”’

Despite fears of popular resistance, Congress quickly instituted a rea-
sonably equitable and locally administered system to draft men for the
military. On May 18, 1917, Congress approved the Selective Service Act,
and President Wilson signed it a week later. The new legislation avoided
the unpopular system of bonuses and substitutes used during the Civil
War and was generally received without major objection by the American
people.?

The conscription act initially required men from ages twenty-one to
thirty to register for compulsory military service. Basic physical fitness
was the primary requirement for service. The resulting tests offered the
emerging fields of social science a range of data collection tools and new
screening methods. The Army Medical Department examined the general
condition of young American men selected for service from the popula-
tion. The Surgeon General compiled his findings from draft records in
the 1919 report, “Defects Found in Drafted Men,” a snapshot of the
2.5 million men examined for military service. Of that group, 1,533,937
physical defects were recorded (often more than one per individual).
More than 34 percent of those examined were rejected for service or
later discharged for neurological, psychiatric, or mental deficiencies.’

To provide a basis for the neurological, psychiatric, and mental
evaluations, the army used cognitive skills tests to determine intelligence.
About 1.9 million men were tested on intelligence. Soldiers who could
read took the Army Alpha test. Illiterates and non-English-speaking im-
migrants took the nonverbal equivalent, the Army Beta test, which relied
on visual testing procedures. Robert M. Yerkes, president of the Ameri-
can Psychological Association and chairman of the Committee on the
Psychological Examination of Recruits, developed and analyzed the tests.

His data argued that the actual mental age of recruits was only about
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thirteen years. Among recent immigrants, he said, it was even lower. As a
eugenicist, he interpreted the results as roughly equivalent to a mild level
of retardation and as an indication of racial deterioration. Years later,
experts agreed that the results misrepresented the levels of education for
the recruits and revealed defects in the design of the tests.

The experience of service in the army expanded many individual so-
cial horizons as native-born and foreign-born soldiers served together.
Immigrants had been welcomed into Union ranks during the Civil War,
including large numbers of Irish and Germans who had joined and fought
alongside native-born men. Some Germans in the Civil War fought in
units where German was the main language. Between 1917 and 1918,
the army accepted immigrants with some hesitancy because of the wide-
spread public agitation against “hyphenated Americans.” Others were
segregated.

Prevailing racial attitudes among white Americans mandated the as-
signment of white and black soldiers to different units. Despite racial
discrimination, many black American leaders, such as W. E. B. Du Bois,
supported the war effort and sought a place at the front for black sol-
diers. Black leaders viewed military service as an opportunity to demon-
strate to white society the willingness and ability of black men to assume
all duties and responsibilities of citizens, including wartime sacrifice. If
black soldiers were drafted and fought and died on equal footing with
white soldiers, then white Americans would see that they deserved full

citizenship. The War Department, however, barred black troops from
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combat and relegated black soldiers to segregated service units where
they worked as general laborers.

In France, the experiences of black soldiers during training and peri-
ods of leave proved transformative. The army often restricted the privi-
leges of black soldiers to ensure that the conditions they encountered in
Europe did not lead them to question their place in American society.
However, black soldiers were not the only ones tempted by European
vices. To ensure that American “doughboys” did not compromise their
special identity as men of the new world who arrived to save the old,
several religious and progressive organizations created an extensive pro-
gram designed to keep the men pure of heart, mind, and body. With
assistance from the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and
other temperance organizations, the War Department put together a pro-
gram of schools, sightseeing tours, and recreational facilities to provide
wholesome and educational outlets. The soldiers welcomed most of the
activities from these groups, but many still managed to find and enjoy the
traditional recreations of soldiers at war.*

Women reacted to the war preparations by joining several military
and civilian organizations. Their enrollment and actions in these orga-
nizations proved to be a pioneering effort for American women in war.
Military leaders authorized the permanent gender transition of several
occupations that gave women opportunities to don uniforms where none
had existed before in history. Civilian wartime organizations, although
chaired by male members of the business elite, boasted all-female volun-
teer workforces. Women performed the bulk of volunteer work during
the war.!

The admittance of women brought considerable upheaval. The War
and Navy Departments authorized the enlistment of women to fill po-
sitions in several established administrative occupations. The gendered
transition of these jobs freed more men to join combat units. Army
women served as telephone operators (Hello Girls) for the Signal Corps,
navy women enlisted as yeomen (clerical workers), and the first groups
of women joined the Marine Corps in July 1918. Approximately twenty-
five thousand nurses served in the Army and Navy Nurse Corps for duty
stateside and overseas, and about a hundred female physicians were con-
tracted by the army. Neither the female nurses nor the doctors served as
commissioned officers in the military. The army and navy chose to ap-
point them instead, which left the status of professional medical women

hovering somewhere between the enlisted and officer ranks. As a result,
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many female nurses and doctors suffered various physical and mental
abuses at the hands of their male coworkers with no system of redress in
place.'?

Millions of women also volunteered in civilian organizations such
as the American Red Cross, the Young Men’s and Women’s Christian
Associations (YMCA/YWCA), and the Salvation Army. Most women
performed their volunteer duties in communal spaces owned by the lead-
ers of the municipal chapters of these organizations. Women met at
designated times to roll bandages, prepare and serve meals and snacks,
package and ship supplies, and organize community fund-raisers. The
variety of volunteer opportunities gave women the ability to appear in
public spaces and promote charitable activities for the war effort. Female
volunteers encouraged entire communities, including children, to get in-
volved in war work. While most of these efforts focused on support for
the home front, a small percentage of female volunteers served with the
American Expeditionary Force in France.'

Jim Crow segregation in both the military and the civilian sector
stood as a barrier for black women who wanted to give their time to the
war effort. The military prohibited black women from serving as enlisted
or appointed medical personnel. The only avenue for black women to
wear a military uniform existed with the armies of the allied nations. A
few black female doctors and nurses joined the French Foreign Legion to
escape the racism in the American army. Black female volunteers faced
the same discrimination in civilian wartime organizations. White leaders
of the American Red Cross, YMCA/YWCA, and Salvation Army munic-
ipal chapters refused to admit black women as equal participants. Black
women were forced to charter auxiliary units as subsidiary divisions and
were given little guidance on organizing volunteers. They turned instead
to the community for support and recruited millions of women for aux-
iliaries that supported the nearly two hundred thousand black soldiers
and sailors serving in the military. While most female volunteers labored
to care for black families on the home front, three YMCA secretaries

worked with the black troops in France.™

V. On the Homefront

In the early years of the war, Americans were generally detached from the
events in Europe. Progressive Era reform politics dominated the political
landscape, and Americans remained most concerned with the shifting

role of government at home. However, the facts of the war could not be
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A membership card for the American Protective League, issued May 28, 1918. German immigrants in the
United States aroused popular suspicions during World War I and the American Protective League (APL), a
group of private citizens, worked directly with the U.S. government to identify suspected German sympa-
thizers and to eradicate all antiwar and politically radical activities through surveillance, public shaming,
and government raids. J. Edgar Hoover, the head of the Bureau of Investigation (later the Federal Bureau of

Investigation, or FBI), used the APL to gather intelligence. Wikimedia.

ignored by the public. The destruction taking place on European battle-
fields and the ensuing casualty rates exposed the unprecedented brutality
of modern warfare. Increasingly, a sense that the fate of the Western
world lay in the victory or defeat of the Allies took hold in the United
States.

President Wilson, a committed progressive, articulated a global vision
of democracy even as he embraced neutrality. As war engulfed Europe,
it seemed apparent that the United States’ economic power would shape
the outcome of the conflict regardless of any American military interven-
tion. By 1916, American trade with the Allies tripled, while trade with
the Central Powers shrank to less than 1 percent of previous levels.

The progression of the war in Europe generated fierce national de-
bates about military preparedness. The Allies and the Central Powers had
quickly raised and mobilized vast armies and navies. The United States
still had a small military. When America entered the war, the mobilization
of military resources and the cultivation of popular support consumed

the country, generating enormous publicity and propaganda campaigns.
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President Wilson created the Committee on Public Information, known
as the Creel Committee, headed by Progressive George Creel, to inspire
patriotism and generate support for military adventures. Creel enlisted
the help of Hollywood studios and other budding media outlets to cul-
tivate a view of the war that pitted democracy against imperialism and
framed America as a crusading nation rescuing Western civilization from
medievalism and militarism. As war passions flared, challenges to the on-
rushing patriotic sentiment that America was making the world “safe for
democracy” were considered disloyal. Wilson signed the Espionage Act
in 1917 and the Sedition Act in 1918, stripping dissenters and protesters
of their rights to publicly resist the war. Critics and protesters were im-
prisoned. Immigrants, labor unions, and political radicals became targets
of government investigations and an ever more hostile public culture.
Meanwhile, the government insisted that individual financial contribu-
tions made a discernible difference for the men on the Western Front.
Americans lent their financial support to the war effort by purchasing
war bonds or supporting the Liberty Loan Drive. Many Americans, how-

ever, sacrificed much more than money."

VI. Before the Armistice

European powers struggled to adapt to the brutality of modern war.
Until the spring of 1917, the Allies possessed few effective defensive mea-
sures against submarine attacks. German submarines sank more than a
thousand ships by the time the United States entered the war. The rapid
addition of American naval escorts to the British surface fleet and the
establishment of a convoy system countered much of the effect of Ger-
man submarines. Shipping and military losses declined rapidly, just as the
American army arrived in Europe in large numbers. Although much of
the equipment still needed to make the transatlantic passage, the physical
presence of the army proved to a fatal blow to German war plans.'¢

In July 1917, after one last disastrous offensive against the Germans,
the Russian army disintegrated. The tsarist regime collapsed and in No-
vember 1917 Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik party came to power. Russia
soon surrendered to German demands and exited the war, freeing Ger-
many to finally fight the one-front war it had desired since 1914. The
German military quickly shifted hundreds of thousands of soldiers from
the eastern theater in preparation for a new series of offensives planned

for the following year in France.'”
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In March 1918, Germany launched the Kaiserschlacht (Spring Of-
fensive), a series of five major attacks. By the middle of July 1918, each
and every one had failed to break through the Western Front. On August
8, 1918, two million men of the American Expeditionary Forces joined
British and French armies in a series of successful counteroffensives that
pushed the disintegrating German lines back across France. German gen-
eral Erich Ludendorff referred to the launch of the counteroffensive as
the “black day of the German army.” The German offensive gamble ex-
hausted Germany’s faltering military effort. Defeat was inevitable. Kaiser
Wilhelm IT abdicated at the request of the German military leaders and
the new democratic government agreed to an armistice (cease-fire) on
November 11, 1918. German military forces withdrew from France and
Belgium and returned to a Germany teetering on the brink of chaos.!®

By the end of the war, more than 4.7 million American men had
served in all branches of the military: four million in the army, six hun-
dred thousand in the navy, and about eighty thousand in the Marine
Corps. The United States lost over one hundred thousand men (fifty-
three thousand died in battle, and even more from disease). Their terrible
sacrifice, however, paled before the Europeans’. After four years of brutal
stalemate, France had suffered almost a million and a half military dead
and Germany even more. Both nations lost about 4 percent of their popu-

lation to the war. And death was not done."”

VII. The War and the Influenza Pandemic

Even as war raged on the Western Front, a new deadly threat loomed:
influenza. In the spring of 1918, a strain of the flu virus appeared in the
farm country of Haskell County, Kansas, and hit nearby Camp Funston,
one of the largest army training camps in the nation. The virus spread like
wildfire. The camp had brought disparate populations together, shuffled
them between bases, sent them back to their homes across the nation, and,
in consecutive waves, deployed them around the world. Between March
and May 1918, fourteen of the largest American military training camps
reported outbreaks of influenza. Some of the infected soldiers carried the
virus on troop transports to France. By September 1918, influenza spread
to all training camps in the United States. And then it mutated.*

The second wave of the virus, a mutated strain, was even deadlier
than the first. It struck down those in the prime of their lives: a dispro-

portionate amount of influenza victims were between ages eighteen and
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thirty-five. In Europe, influenza hit both sides of the Western Front. The
“Spanish Influenza,” or the “Spanish Lady,” misnamed due to accounts
of the disease that first appeared in the uncensored newspapers of neutral
Spain, resulted in the deaths of an estimated fifty million people world-
wide. Reports from the surgeon general of the army revealed that while
227,000 soldiers were hospitalized from wounds received in battle, al-
most half a million suffered from influenza. The worst part of the epi-
demic struck during the height of the Meuse-Argonne Offensive in the
fall of 1918 and weakened the combat capabilities of the American and
German armies. During the war, more soldiers died from influenza than
combat. The pandemic continued to spread after the armistice before

finally fading in the early 1920s. No cure was ever found.?!

VIII. The Fourteen Points and the League of Nations

As the flu virus wracked the world, Europe and America rejoiced at the
end of hostilities. On December 4, 1918, President Wilson became the
first American president to travel overseas during his term. He intended
to shape the peace. The war brought an abrupt end to four great Euro-
pean imperial powers. The German, Russian, Austrian-Hungarian, and
Ottoman Empires evaporated, and the map of Europe was redrawn to
accommodate new independent nations. As part of the the armistice,
Allied forces followed the retreating Germans and occupied territories
in the Rhineland to prevent Germany from reigniting war. As Germany
disarmed, Wilson and the other Allied leaders gathered in France at Ver-
sailles for the Paris Peace Conference to dictate the terms of a settlement
to the war. After months of deliberation, the Treaty of Versailles offi-
cially ended the war.

Earlier that year, on January 8, 1918, before a joint session of Con-
gress, President Wilson offered an ambitious statement of war aims and
peace terms known as the Fourteen Points. The plan not only dealt with
territorial issues but offered principles on which a long-term peace could
be built. But in January 1918, Germany still anticipated a favorable ver-
dict on the battlefield and did not seriously consider accepting the terms
of the Fourteen Points. The Allies were even more dismissive. French
prime minister Georges Clemenceau remarked, “The good Lord only had
ten [points].”?

President Wilson labored to realize his vision of the postwar world.
The United States had entered the fray, Wilson proclaimed, “to make the
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world safe for democracy.” At the center of the plan was a novel inter-
national organization—the League of Nations—charged with keeping a
worldwide peace by preventing the kind of destruction that tore across
Europe and “affording mutual guarantees of political independence and
territorial integrity to great and small states alike.” This promise of col-
lective security, that an attack on one sovereign member would be viewed
as an attack on all, was a key component of the Fourteen Points.?

But the fight for peace was daunting. While President Wilson was
celebrated in Europe and welcomed as the “God of Peace,” his fellow
statesmen were less enthusiastic about his plans for postwar Europe.
America’s closest allies had little interest in the League of Nations. Allied
leaders sought to guarantee the future safety of their own nations. Unlike
the United States, the Allies endured the horrors of the war firsthand.
They refused to sacrifice further. The negotiations made clear that Brit-
ish prime minister David Lloyd-George was more interested in preserv-
ing Britain’s imperial domain, while French prime minister Clemenceau
sought a peace that recognized the Allies’ victory and the Central Powers’
culpability: he wanted reparations—severe financial penalties—and lim-
its on Germany’s future ability to wage war. The fight for the League of
Nations was therefore largely on the shoulders of President Wilson. By
June 1919, the final version of the treaty was signed and President Wilson
was able to return home. The treaty was a compromise that included
demands for German reparations, provisions for the League of Nations,
and the promise of collective security. For President Wilson, it was an
imperfect peace, but an imperfect peace was better than none at all.

The real fight for the League of Nations was on the American home
front. Republican senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts stood
as the most prominent opponent of the League of Nations. As chair of
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and an influential Republican
Party leader, he could block ratification of the treaty. Lodge attacked
the treaty for potentially robbing the United States of its sovereignty.
Never an isolationist, Lodge demanded instead that the country deal with
its own problems in its own way, free from the collective security—and
oversight—offered by the League of Nations. Unable to match Lodge’s
influence in the Senate, President Wilson took his case to the American
people in the hopes that ordinary voters might be convinced that the only
guarantee of future world peace was the League of Nations. During his
grueling cross-country trip, however, President Wilson suffered an inca-

pacitating stroke. His opponents had the upper hand.*
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President Wilson’s dream for the League of Nations died on the floor
of the Senate. Lodge’s opponents successfully blocked America’s entry
into the League of Nations, an organization conceived and championed
by the American president. The League of Nations operated with fifty-
eight sovereign members, but the United States refused to join, refused to
lend it American power, and refused to provide it with the power needed

to fulfill its purpose.?’

IX. Aftermath of World War [

The war transformed the world. The Middle East, for instance, was dras-
tically changed. For centuries the Ottoman Empire had shaped life in
the region. Before the war, the Middle East had three main centers of
power: the Ottoman Empire, Egypt, and Iran. President Wilson’s call for
self-determination appealed to many under the Ottoman Empire’s rule.
In the aftermath of the war, Wilson sent a commission to investigate the
region to determine the conditions and aspirations of the populace. The
King-Crane Commission found that most of the inhabitants favored an
independent state free of European control. However, these wishes were
largely ignored, and the lands of the former Ottoman Empire were di-
vided into mandates through the Treaty of Sévres at the San Remo Con-
ference in 1920. The Ottoman Empire disintegrated into several nations,
many created by European powers with little regard to ethnic realities.
These Arab provinces were ruled by Britain and France, and the new
nation of Turkey emerged from the former heartland of Anatolia. Ac-
cording to the League of Nations, mandates “were inhabited by peoples
not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of
the modern world.” Though allegedly for the benefit of the people of
the Middle East, the mandate system was essentially a reimagined form
of nineteenth-century imperialism. France received Syria; Britain took
control of Iraq, Palestine, and Transjordan (Jordan). The United States
was asked to become a mandate power but declined. The geographical
realignment of the Middle East also included the formation of two new
nations: the Kingdom of Hejaz and Yemen. (The Kingdom of Hejaz was
ruled by Sharif Hussein and only lasted until the 1920s, when it became
part of Saudi Arabia.)?

The 1917 Russian Revolution, meanwhile enflamed American fears
of communism. The fates of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, two

Italian-born anarchists who were convicted of robbery and murder in
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1920 epitomized a sudden American Red Scare. Their arrest, trial, and
execution, meanwhile, inspired many leftists and dissenting artists to ex-
press their sympathy with the accused, such as in Maxwell Anderson’s
Gods of the Lightning or Upton Sinclair’s Boston. The Sacco-Vanzetti
case demonstrated an exacerbated nervousness about immigrants and the
potential spread of radical ideas, especially those related to international
communism.?’

When in March 1918 the Bolsheviks signed a separate peace treaty
with Germany, the Allies planned to send troops to northern Russia and
Siberia to prevent German influence and fight the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. Wilson agreed, and, in a little-known foreign intervention, Ameri-
can troops remained in Russia as late as 1920. Although the Bolshevik
rhetoric of self-determination followed many of the ideals of Wilson’s
Fourteen Points—Vladimir Lenin supported revolutions against imperial
rule across the world—the American commitment to self-rule was hardly
strong enough to overcome powerful strains of anticommunism.

At home, the United States grappled with harsh postwar realities.

Racial tensions culminated in the Red Summer of 1919 when violence

With America still at war in World War I, President Wilson sent American troops to Siberia during the
Russian civil war to oppose the Bolsheviks. This August 1918 photograph shows American soldiers in
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Vladivostok parading before the building occupied by the staff of the Czecho-Slovaks. To the left, Japanese

marines stand to attention as the American troops march. Wikimedia.
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broke out in at least twenty-five cities, including Chicago and Washing-
ton, D.C. The riots originated from wartime racial tensions. Industrial
war production and massive wartime service created vast labor short-
ages, and thousands of black southerners traveled to the North and Mid-
west to escape the traps of southern poverty. But the so-called Great
Migration sparked significant racial conflict as white northerners and
returning veterans fought to reclaim their jobs and their neighborhoods
from new black migrants.?®

Many black Americans, who had fled the Jim Crow South and trav-
eled halfway around the world to fight for the United States, would not
so easily accept postwar racism. The overseas experience of black Amer-
icans and their return triggered a dramatic change in black communities.
W. E. B. Du Bois wrote boldly of returning soldiers: “We return. We
return from fighting. We return fighting. Make way for Democracy!”?’
But white Americans desired a return to the status quo, a world that did
not include social, political, or economic equality for black people.

In 1919, America suffered through the “Red Summer.” Riots erupted
across the country from April until October. The massive bloodshed in-
cluded thousands of injuries, hundreds of deaths, and vast destruction of
private and public property across the nation. The Chicago Riot, from
July 27 to August 3, 1919, considered the summer’s worst, sparked a
week of mob violence, murder, and arson. Race riots had rocked the na-
tion before, but the Red Summer was something new. Recently empow-
ered black Americans actively defended their families and homes from
hostile white rioters, often with militant force. This behavior galvanized
many in black communities, but it also shocked white Americans who
alternatively interpreted black resistance as a desire for total revolution
or as a new positive step in the path toward black civil rights. In the
riots’ aftermath, James Weldon Johnson wrote, “Can’t they understand
that the more Negroes they outrage, the more determined the whole race
becomes to secure the full rights and privileges of freemen?” Those six
hot months in 1919 forever altered American society and roused and
terrified those that experienced the sudden and devastating outbreaks of

violence.?°

X. Conclusion

World War I decimated millions and profoundly altered the course of
world history. Postwar instabilities led directly toward a global depres-

sion and a second world war. The war sparked the Bolshevik Revolu-



WORLD WAR I AND ITS AFTERMATH

tion, which led to the Soviet Union and later the Cold War. It created
Middle Eastern nations and aggravated ethnic tensions that the United
States could never overcome. And the United States had fought on the
European mainland as a major power. America’s place in the world was
never the same. By whipping up nationalist passions, American attitudes
toward radicalism, dissent, and immigration were poisoned. Postwar dis-
illusionment shattered Americans’ hopes for the progress of the modern
world. The war came and went, leaving in its place the bloody wreckage
of an old world through which the United States traveled to a new and

uncertain future.
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The New Era

I. Introduction

On a sunny day in early March 1921, Warren G. Harding took the oath
to become the twenty-ninth president of the United States. He had won
a landslide election by promising a “return to normalcy.” “Our supreme
task is the resumption of our onward, normal way,” he declared in his
inaugural address. Two months later, he said, “America’s present need
is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not revolution,
but restoration.” The nation still reeled from the shock of World War 1,
the explosion of racial violence and political repression in 1919, and, a
lingering “Red Scare” sparked by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.
More than 115,000 American soldiers had lost their lives in barely a
year of fighting in Europe. Then, between 1918 and 1920, nearly seven
hundred thousand Americans died in a flu epidemic that hit nearly 20

percent of the American population. Waves of labor strikes, meanwhile,

‘Women compete
in a low hurdle
race in Wash-
ington, D.C.,
sometime during
the 1920s. Library
of Congress.
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hit soon after the war. Radicals bellowed. Anarchists and others sent
more than thirty bombs through the mail on May 1, 1919. After wartime
controls fell, the economy tanked and national unemployment hit 20
percent. Farmers’ bankruptcy rates, already egregious, now skyrocketed.
Harding could hardly deliver the peace that he promised, but his message
nevertheless resonated among a populace wracked by instability.

The 1920s, of course, would be anything but “normal.” The decade
so reshaped American life that it came to be called by many names: the
New Era, the Jazz Age, the Age of the Flapper, the Prosperity Decade,
and, most commonly, the Roaring Twenties. The mass production and
consumption of automobiles, household appliances, film, and radio
fueled a new economy and new standards of living. New mass enter-
tainment introduced talking films and jazz while sexual and social re-
straints loosened. But at the same time, many Americans turned their
back on political and economic reform, denounced America’s shifting
demographics, stifled immigration, retreated toward “old-time religion,”
and revived the Ku Klux Klan with millions of new members. On the
other hand, many Americans fought harder than ever for equal rights
and cultural observers noted the appearance of “the New Woman” and
“the New Negro.” Old immigrant communities that had predated new
immigration quotas, meanwhile, clung to their cultures and their native
faiths. The 1920s were a decade of conflict and tension. But whatever it

was, it was not “normalcy.”

II. Republican White House, 1921-1933

To deliver on his promises of stability and prosperity, Harding signed leg-
islation to restore a high protective tariff and dismantled the last wartime
controls over industry. Meanwhile, the vestiges of America’s involvement
in World War I and its propaganda and suspicions of anything less than
“100 percent American” pushed Congress to address fears of immigra-
tion and foreign populations. A sour postwar economy led elites to raise
the specter of the Russian Revolution and sideline not just the various
American socialist and anarchist organizations but nearly all union ac-
tivism. During the 1920s, the labor movement suffered a sharp decline in
memberships. Workers lost not only bargaining power but also the sup-
port of courts, politicians, and, in large measure, the American public.!
Harding’s presidency would go down in history as among the most

corrupt. Many of Harding’s cabinet appointees, however, were individu-
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als of true stature that answered to various American constituencies.
For instance, Henry C. Wallace, the vocal editor of Wallace’s Farmer
and a well-known proponent of scientific farming, was made secretary
of agriculture. Herbert Hoover, the popular head and administrator of
the wartime Food Administration and a self-made millionaire, was made
secretary of commerce. To satisfy business interests, the conservative
businessman Andrew Mellon became secretary of the treasury. Mostly,
however, it was the appointing of friends and close supporters, dubbed
“the Ohio gang,” that led to trouble.?

Harding’s administration suffered a tremendous setback when several
officials conspired to lease government land in Wyoming to oil companies
in exchange for cash. Known as the Teapot Dome scandal (named after
the nearby rock formation that resembled a teapot), interior secretary
Albert Fall and navy secretary Edwin Denby were eventually convicted
and sent to jail. Harding took vacation in the summer of 1923 so that he
could think deeply on how to deal “with my God-damned friends”—it
was his friends, and not his enemies, that kept him up walking the halls
at nights. But then, in August 1923, Harding died suddenly of a heart
attack and Vice President Calvin Coolidge ascended to the highest office
in the land.?

The son of a shopkeeper, Coolidge climbed the Republican ranks from
city councilman to governor of Massachusetts. As president, Coolidge
sought to remove the stain of scandal but otherwise continued Harding’s
economic approach, refusing to take actions in defense of workers or
consumers against American business. “The chief business of the Ameri-
can people,” the new president stated, “is business.” One observer called
Coolidge’s policy “active inactivity,” but Coolidge was not afraid of sup-
porting business interests and wealthy Americans by lowering taxes or
maintaining high tariff rates. Congress, for instance, had already begun
to reduce taxes on the wealthy from wartime levels of 66 percent to 20
percent, which Coolidge championed.*

While Coolidge supported business, other Americans continued their
activism. The 1920s, for instance, represented a time of great activism
among American women, who had won the vote with the passage of the
Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Female voters, like their male counter-
parts, pursued many interests. Concerned about squalor, poverty, and
domestic violence, women had already lent their efforts to prohibition,
which went into effect under the Eighteenth Amendment in January

1920. After that point, alcohol could no longer be manufactured or sold.
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During the 1920s, the National Women’s Party fought for the expansion of women’s rights after women’s
suffrage had been secured by the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. They organized private events, like the
tea party pictured here in 1923, and waged public campaigns, such as the introduction of the Equal Rights
Amendment to Congress, as they continued the struggle for equality. Library of Congress.

Other reformers urged government action to ameliorate high mortal-
ity rates among infants and children, provide federal aid for education,
and ensure peace and disarmament. Some activists advocated protective
legislation for women and children, while Alice Paul and the National
Woman’s Party called for the elimination of all legal distinctions “on
account of sex” through the proposed Equal Rights Amendment (ERA),
which was introduced but defeated in Congress.’

National politics in the 1920s were dominated by the Republican
Party, which held not only the presidency but both houses of Congress
as well. In a note passed to American reporters, Coolidge announced
his decision not to run in the presidential election of 1928. Republi-
cans nominated Herbert Hoover, an orphan from Iowa who graduated
from Stanford, became wealthy as a mining engineer, and won a deserved
reputation as a humanitarian for his relief efforts in famine-struck, war-
torn Europe. Running against Hoover was Democrat Alfred E. Smith,
the four-time governor of New York and the son of Irish immigrants.
Smith was a part of the New York machine and favored workers’ pro-
tections while also opposing prohibition and immigration restrictions.

Hoover focused on economic growth and prosperity. He had served as
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secretary of commerce under Harding and Coolidge and claimed credit
for the sustained growth seen during the 1920s; Hoover claimed in 1928
that America had never been closer to eliminating poverty. Much of the
election, however, centered on Smith’s religion: he was a Catholic. And
not only was he a Catholic, he opposed Protestant America’s greatest po-
litical triumph: Prohibition. Many Protestant ministers preached against
Smith and warned that he would be enthralled to the pope. Hoover won
in a landslide. While Smith won handily in the nation’s largest cities,
portending future political trends, he lost most of the rest of the country.
Even several solidly Democratic southern states pulled the lever for a

Republican for the first time since Reconstruction.®

I1I. Culture of Consumption

“Change is in the very air Americans breathe, and consumer changes
are the very bricks out of which we are building our new kind of civi-
lization,” announced marketing expert and home economist Christine
Frederick in her influential 1929 monograph, Selling Mrs. Consumer.
The book, which was based on one of the earliest surveys of American
buying habits, advised manufacturers and advertisers how to capture the
purchasing power of women, who, according to Frederick, accounted for
90 percent of household expenditures. Aside from granting advertisers
insight into the psychology of the “average” consumer, Frederick’s text
captured the tremendous social and economic transformations that had
been wrought over the course of her lifetime.”

Indeed, the America of Frederick’s birth looked very different from the
one she confronted in 1929. The consumer change she studied had resulted
from the industrial expansion of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. With the discovery of new energy sources and manufacturing tech-
nologies, industrial output flooded the market with a range of consumer
products such as ready-to-wear clothing, convenience foods, and home ap-
pliances. By the end of the nineteenth century, output had risen so dramati-
cally that many contemporaries feared supply had outpaced demand and
that the nation would soon face the devastating financial consequences of
overproduction. American businessmen attempted to avoid this catastro-
phe by developing new merchandising and marketing strategies that trans-
formed distribution and stimulated a new culture of consumer desire.®

The department store stood at the center of this early consumer rev-

olution. By the 1880s, several large dry-goods houses blossomed into
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modern retail department stores. These emporiums concentrated a broad
array of goods under a single roof, allowing customers to purchase shirt-
waists and gloves alongside toy trains and washbasins. To attract custom-
ers, department stores relied on more than variety. They also employed
innovations in service (such as access to restaurants, writing rooms, and
babysitting) and spectacle (such as elaborately decorated store windows,
fashion shows, and interior merchandise displays). Marshall Field & Co.
was among the most successful of these ventures. Located on State Street
in Chicago, the company pioneered many of these strategies, including
establishing a tearoom that provided refreshment to the well-heeled fe-
male shoppers who composed the store’s clientele. Reflecting on the suc-
cess of Field’s marketing techniques, Thomas W. Goodspeed, an early
trustee of the University of Chicago, wrote, “Perhaps the most notable
of Mr. Field’s innovations was that he made a store in which it was a joy
to buy.”’

The joy of buying infected a growing number of Americans in the
early twentieth century as the rise of mail-order catalogs, mass-circulation
magazines, and national branding further stoked consumer desire. The
automobile industry also fostered the new culture of consumption by
promoting the use of credit. By 1927, more than 60 percent of American
automobiles were sold on credit, and installment purchasing was made

available for nearly every other large consumer purchase. Spurred by
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access to easy credit, consumer expenditures for household appliances,
for example, grew by more than 120 percent between 1919 and 1929.
Henry Ford’s assembly line, which advanced production strategies prac-
ticed within countless industries, brought automobiles within the reach
of middle-income Americans and further drove the spirit of consumer-
ism. By 1925, Ford’s factories were turning out a Model-T every ten
seconds. The number of registered cars ballooned from just over nine
million in 1920 to nearly twenty-seven million by the decade’s end.
Americans owned more cars than Great Britain, Germany, France, and
Italy combined. In the late 1920s, 80 percent of the world’s cars drove

on American roads.

IV. Culture of Escape

As transformative as steam and iron had been in the previous century,
gasoline and electricity—embodied most dramatically for many Ameri-
cans in automobiles, film, and radio—propelled not only consumption
but also the famed popular culture in the 1920s. “We wish to escape,”
wrote Edgar Burroughs, author of the Tarzan series, . . . the restrictions
of manmade laws, and the inhibitions that society has placed upon us.”
Burroughs authored a new Tarzan story nearly every year from 1914
until 1939. “We would each like to be Tarzan,” he said. “At least I
would; I admit it.” Like many Americans in the 1920s, Burroughs sought
to challenge and escape the constraints of a society that seemed more
industrialized with each passing day."’

Just like Burroughs, Americans escaped with great speed. Whether
through the automobile, Hollywood’s latest films, jazz records produced
on Tin Pan Alley, or the hours spent listening to radio broadcasts of Jack
Dempsey’s prizefights, the public wrapped itself in popular culture. One
observer estimated that Americans belted out the silly musical hit “Yes,
We Have No Bananas” more than “The Star Spangled Banner” and all
the hymns in all the hymnals combined.!!

As the automobile became more popular and more reliable, more
people traveled more frequently and attempted greater distances. Women
increasingly drove themselves to their own activities as well as those of
their children. Vacationing Americans sped to Florida to escape north-
ern winters. Young men and women fled the supervision of courtship,
exchanging the staid parlor couch for sexual exploration in the backseat

of a sedan. In order to serve and capture the growing number of drivers,
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Americans erected gas stations, diners, motels, and billboards along the
roadside. Automobiles themselves became objects of entertainment:
nearly one hundred thousand people gathered to watch drivers compete
for the $50,000 prize of the Indianapolis 500.

Meanwhile, the United States dominated the global film industry.
By 1930, as moviemaking became more expensive, a handful of film
companies took control of the industry. Immigrants, mostly of Jewish
heritage from central and Eastern Europe, originally “invented Holly-
wood” because most turn-of-the-century middle- and upper-class Ameri-
cans viewed cinema as lower-class entertainment. After their parents
emigrated from Poland in 1876, Harry, Albert, Sam, and Jack Warner
(who were, according to family lore, given the name when an Ellis Is-
land official could not understand their surname) founded Warner Bros.
In 1918, Universal, Paramount, Columbia, and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer
(MGM) were all founded by or led by Jewish executives. Aware of their
social status as outsiders, these immigrants (or sons of immigrants) pur-
posefully produced films that portrayed American values of opportunity,
democracy, and freedom.

Not content with distributing thirty-minute films in nickelodeons,
film moguls produced longer, higher-quality films and showed them in
palatial theaters that attracted those who had previously shunned the
film industry. But as filmmakers captured the middle and upper classes,
they maintained working-class moviegoers by blending traditional and

modern values. Cecil B. DeMille’s 1923 epic The Ten Commandments
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depicted orgiastic revelry, for instance, while still managing to celebrate
a biblical story. But what good was a silver screen in a dingy theater?
Moguls and entrepreneurs soon constructed picture palaces. Samuel Ro-
thafel’s Roxy Theater in New York held more than six thousand patrons
who could be escorted by a uniformed usher past gardens and statues
to their cushioned seat. In order to show The Jazz Singer (1927), the
first movie with synchronized words and pictures, the Warners spent
half a million to equip two theaters. “Sound is a passing fancy,” one
MGM producer told his wife, but Warner Bros.” assets, which increased
from just $5,000,000 in 1925 to $230,000,000 in 1930, tell a different
story.!?

Americans fell in love with the movies. Whether it was the surround-
ings, the sound, or the production budgets, weekly movie attendance sky-
rocketed from sixteen million in 1912 to forty million in the early 1920s.
Hungarian immigrant William Fox, founder of Fox Film Corporation,
declared that “the motion picture is a distinctly American institution”
because “the rich rub elbows with the poor” in movie theaters. With no

seating restriction, the one-price admission was accessible for nearly all
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Americans (African Americans, however, were either excluded or segre-
gated). Women represented more than 60 percent of moviegoers, packing
theaters to see Mary Pickford, nicknamed “America’s Sweetheart,” who
was earning one million dollars a year by 1920 through a combination of
film and endorsements contracts. Pickford and other female stars popu-
larized the “flapper,” a woman who favored short skirts, makeup, and
cigarettes.

As Americans went to the movies more and more, at home they had
the radio. Italian scientist Guglielmo Marconi transmitted the first trans-
atlantic wireless (radio) message in 1901, but radios in the home did not
become available until around 1920, when they boomed across the coun-
try. Around half of American homes contained a radio by 1930. Radio
stations brought entertainment directly into the living room through the
sale of advertisements and sponsorships, from The Maxwell House Hour
to the Lucky Strike Orchestra. Soap companies sponsored daytime dra-
mas so frequently that an entire genre—“soap operas”—was born, pro-
viding housewives with audio adventures that stood in stark contrast to
common chores. Though radio stations were often under the control of
corporations like the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) or the Co-
lumbia Broadcasting System (CBS), radio programs were less constrained
by traditional boundaries in order to capture as wide an audience as pos-
sible, spreading popular culture on a national level.

Radio exposed Americans to a broad array of music. Jazz, a uniquely
American musical style popularized by the African-American community
in New Orleans, spread primarily through radio stations and records.
The New York Times had ridiculed jazz as “savage” because of its racial
heritage, but the music represented cultural independence to others. As
Harlem-based musician William Dixon put it, “It did seem, to a little
boy, that . . . white people really owned everything. But that wasn’t en-
tirely true. They didn’t own the music that I played.” The fast-paced
and spontaneity-laced tunes invited the listener to dance along. “When

99

a good orchestra plays a ‘rag,”” dance instructor Vernon Castle recalled,
“one has simply got to move.” Jazz became a national sensation, played
and heard by whites and blacks both. Jewish Lithuanian-born singer Al
Jolson—whose biography inspired The Jazz Singer and who played the
film’s titular character—became the most popular singer in America.'®
The 1920s also witnessed the maturation of professional sports. Play-
by-play radio broadcasts of major collegiate and professional sporting

events marked a new era for sports, despite the institutionalization of



THE NEW ERA

racial segregation in most. Suddenly, Jack Dempsey’s left crosses and
right uppercuts could almost be felt in homes across the United States.
Dempsey, who held the heavyweight championship for most of the de-
cade, drew million-dollar gates and inaugurated “Dempseymania” in
newspapers across the country. Red Grange, who carried the football
with a similar recklessness, helped popularize professional football, which
was then in the shadow of the college game. Grange left the University of
Illinois before graduating to join the Chicago Bears in 1925. “There had
never been such evidence of public interest since our professional league
began,” recalled Bears owner George Halas of Grange’s arrival.™

Perhaps no sports figure left a bigger mark than did Babe Ruth. Born
George Herman Ruth, the “Sultan of Swat” grew up in an orphanage in
Baltimore’s slums. Ruth’s emergence onto the national scene was much
needed, as the baseball world had been rocked by the so-called Black Sox
Scandal in which eight players allegedly agreed to throw the 1919 World
Series. Ruth hit fifty-four home runs in 1920, which was more than any
other team combined. Baseball writers called Ruth a superman, and more
Americans could recognize Ruth than they could then-president Warren
G. Harding.

After an era of destruction and doubt brought about by World
War I, Americans craved heroes who seemed to defy convention and
break boundaries. Dempsey, Grange, and Ruth dominated their respec-
tive sports, but only Charles Lindbergh conquered the sky. On May 21,
1927, Lindbergh concluded the first ever nonstop solo flight from New
York to Paris. Armed with only a few sandwiches, some bottles of water,
paper maps, and a flashlight, Lindbergh successfully navigated over the
Atlantic Ocean in thirty-three hours. Some historians have dubbed Lind-
bergh the “hero of the decade,” not only for his transatlantic journey but
because he helped to restore the faith of many Americans in individual
effort and technological advancement. In a world so recently devastated
by machine guns, submarines, and chemical weapons, Lindbergh’s flight
demonstrated that technology could inspire and accomplish great things.
Outlook Magazine called Lindbergh “the heir of all that we like to think
is best in America.”"®

The decade’s popular culture seemed to revolve around escape.
Coney Island in New York marked new amusements for young and old.
Americans drove their sedans to massive theaters to enjoy major mo-
tion pictures. Radio towers broadcasted the bold new sound of jazz, the

adventures of soap operas, and the feats of amazing athletes. Dempsey
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Babe Ruth’s incredible talent accelerated

the popularity of baseball, cementing it as
America’s pastime. Ruth’s propensity to shat-
ter records made him a national hero. Library

of Congress.

and Grange seemed bigger, stronger, and faster than any who dared to
challenge them. Babe Ruth smashed home runs out of ball parks across
the country. And Lindbergh escaped the earth’s gravity and crossed an
entire ocean. Neither Dempsey nor Ruth nor Lindbergh made Americans
forget the horrors of World War I and the chaos that followed, but they
made it seem as if the future would be that much brighter.

V. “The New Woman”

The rising emphasis on spending and accumulation nurtured a national
ethos of materialism and individual pleasure. These impulses were
embodied in the figure of the flapper, whose bobbed hair, short skirts,
makeup, cigarettes, and carefree spirit captured the attention of Ameri-
can novelists such as F. Scott Fitzgerald and Sinclair Lewis. Rejecting the
old Victorian values of desexualized modesty and self-restraint, young
“flappers” seized opportunities for the public coed pleasures offered
by new commercial leisure institutions, such as dance halls, cabarets,
and nickelodeons, not to mention the illicit blind tigers and speakeasies

spawned by Prohibition. So doing, young American women had helped
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usher in a new morality that permitted women greater independence,
freedom of movement, and access to the delights of urban living. In the
words of psychologist G. Stanley Hall, “She was out to see the world
and, incidentally, be seen of it.”

Such sentiments were repeated in an oft-cited advertisement in a
1930 edition of the Chicago Tribune: “Today’s woman gets what she
wants. The vote. Slim sheaths of silk to replace voluminous petticoats.
Glassware in sapphire blue or glowing amber. The right to a career. Soap
to match her bathroom’s color scheme.” As with so much else in the
1920s, however, sex and gender were in many ways a study in contradic-
tions. It was the decade of the “New Woman,” and one in which only 10
percent of married women—although nearly half of unmarried women—
worked outside the home.' It was a decade in which new technologies
decreased time requirements for household chores, and one in which
standards of cleanliness and order in the home rose to often impossible
standards. It was a decade in which women finally could exercise their

right to vote, and one in which the often thinly bound women’s coalitions
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that had won that victory splintered into various causes. Finally, it was
a decade in which images such as the “flapper” gave women new modes
of representing femininity, and one in which such representations were
often inaccessible to women of certain races, ages, and socioeconomic
classes.

Women undoubtedly gained much in the 1920s. There was a profound
and keenly felt cultural shift that, for many women, meant increased op-
portunity to work outside the home. The number of professional women,
for example, significantly rose in the decade. But limits still existed,
even for professional women. Occupations such as law and medicine
remained overwhelmingly male: most female professionals were in femi-
nized professions such as teaching and nursing. And even within these
fields, it was difficult for women to rise to leadership positions.

Further, it is crucial not to overgeneralize the experience of all women
based on the experiences of a much-commented-upon subset of the popu-
lation. A woman’s race, class, ethnicity, and marital status all had an
impact on both the likelihood that she worked outside the home and
the types of opportunities that were available to her. While there were
exceptions, for many minority women, work outside the home was not a
cultural statement but rather a financial necessity (or both), and physi-
cally demanding, low-paying domestic service work continued to be the
most common job type. Young, working-class white women were joining
the workforce more frequently, too, but often in order to help support
their struggling mothers and fathers.

For young, middle-class, white women—those most likely to fit the
image of the carefree flapper—the most common workplace was the of-
fice. These predominantly single women increasingly became clerks, jobs
that had been primarily male earlier in the century. But here, too, there
was a clear ceiling. While entry-level clerk jobs became increasingly femi-
nized, jobs at a higher, more lucrative level remained dominated by men.
Further, rather than changing the culture of the workplace, the entrance
of women into lower-level jobs primarily changed the coding of the jobs
themselves. Such positions simply became “women’s work.”

Finally, as these same women grew older and married, social changes
became even subtler. Married women were, for the most part, expected to
remain in the domestic sphere. And while new patterns of consumption
gave them more power and, arguably, more autonomy, new household
technologies and philosophies of marriage and child-rearing increased

expectations, further tying these women to the home—a paradox that
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becomes clear in advertisements such as the one in the Chicago Tribune.
Of course, the number of women in the workplace cannot exclusively
measure changes in sex and gender norms. Attitudes towards sex, for
example, continued to change in the 1920s as well, a process that had
begun decades before. This, too, had significantly different impacts
on different social groups. But for many women—particularly young,
college-educated white women—an attempt to rebel against what they
saw as a repressive Victorian notion of sexuality led to an increase in
premarital sexual activity strong enough that it became, in the words of
one historian, “almost a matter of conformity.”!”

In the homosexual community, meanwhile, a vibrant gay culture
grew, especially in urban centers such as New York. While gay males had
to contend with increased policing of the gay lifestyle (especially later in
the decade), in general they lived more openly in New York in the 1920s
than they would be able to for many decades following World War II.'$
At the same time, for many lesbians in the decade, the increased sexual-
ization of women brought new scrutiny to same-sex female relationships

previously dismissed as harmless.'’
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Ultimately, the most enduring symbol of the changing notions of gen-
der in the 1920s remains the flapper. And indeed, that image was a “new”
available representation of womanhood in the 1920s. But it is just that:
a representation of womanhood of the 1920s. There were many women
in the decade of differing races, classes, ethnicities, and experiences, just
as there were many men with different experiences. For some women, the
1920s were a time of reorganization, new representations, and new op-
portunities. For others, it was a decade of confusion, contradiction, new

pressures, and struggles new and old.

VI. “The New Negro”

Just as cultural limits loosened across the nation, the 1920s represented
a period of serious self-reflection among African Americans, most espe-
cially those in northern ghettos. New York City was a popular destina-
tion of American blacks during the Great Migration. The city’s black
population grew 257 percent, from 91,709 in 1910 to 327,706 by 1930
(the white population grew only 20 percent).?* Moreover, by 1930, some
98,620 foreign-born blacks had migrated to the United States. Nearly
half made their home in Manhattan’s Harlem district.?!

Harlem originally lay between Fifth Avenue and Eighth Avenue and
130th Street to 145th Street. By 1930, the district had expanded to 155th
Street and was home to 164,000 people, mostly African Americans. Con-
tinuous relocation to “the greatest Negro City in the world” exacerbated
problems with crime, health, housing, and unemployment.?> Neverthe-
less, it brought together a mass of black people energized by race pride,
military service in World War I, the urban environment, and, for many,
ideas of Pan-Africanism or Garveyism (discussed shortly). James Wel-
don Johnson called Harlem “the Culture Capital.”?* The area’s cultural
ferment produced the Harlem Renaissance and fostered what was then
termed the New Negro Movement.

Alain Locke did not coin the term New Negro, but he did much to
popularize it. In the 1925 book The New Negro, Locke proclaimed that
the generation of subservience was no more—“we are achieving some-
thing like a spiritual emancipation.” Bringing together writings by men
and women, young and old, black and white, Locke produced an anthol-
ogy that was of African Americans, rather than only about them. The
book joined many others. Popular Harlem Renaissance writers published

some twenty-six novels, ten volumes of poetry, and countless short stories
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between 1922 and 1935.>* Alongside the well-known Langston Hughes
and Claude McKay, female writers like Jessie Redmon Fauset and Zora
Neale Hurston published nearly one third of these novels. While themes
varied, the literature frequently explored and countered pervading ste-
reotypes and forms of American racial prejudice.

The Harlem Renaissance was manifested in theater, art, and music.
For the first time, Broadway presented black actors in serious roles. The
1924 production Dixie to Broadway was the first all-black show with
mainstream showings.? In art, Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, Aaron Doug-
las, and Palmer Hayden showcased black cultural heritage and captured
the population’s current experience. In music, jazz rocketed in popular-
ity. Eager to hear “real jazz,” whites journeyed to Harlem’s Cotton Club
and Smalls. Next to Greenwich Village, Harlem’s nightclubs and speak-
easies (venues where alcohol was publicly consumed) presented a place
where sexual freedom and gay life thrived. Unfortunately, while head-

liners like Duke Ellington were hired to entertain at Harlem’s venues,
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the surrounding black community was usually excluded. Furthermore,
black performers were often restricted from restroom use and relegated
to service door entry. As the Renaissance faded to a close, several Harlem
Renaissance artists went on to produce important works indicating that
this movement was but one component in African American’s long his-
tory of cultural and intellectual achievements.?

The explosion of African American self-expression found multiple
outlets in politics. In the 1910s and 1920s, perhaps no one so attracted
disaffected black activists as Marcus Garvey. Garvey was a Jamaican
publisher and labor organizer who arrived in New York City in 1916.
Within just a few years of his arrival, he built the largest black nationalist
organization in the world, the Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion (UNTA).? Inspired by Pan-Africanism and Booker T. Washington’s
model of industrial education, and critical of what he saw as Du Bois’s
elitist strategies in service of black elites, Garvey sought to promote ra-
cial pride, encourage black economic independence, and root out racial
oppression in Africa and the Diaspora.?®

Headquartered in Harlem, the UNIA published a newspaper, Negro
World, and organized elaborate parades in which members, known as
Garveyites, dressed in ornate, militaristic regalia and marched down city
streets. The organization criticized the slow pace of the judicial focus
of the NAACP as well as its acceptance of memberships and funds from
whites. “For the Negro to depend on the ballot and his industrial prog-
ress alone,” Garvey opined, “will be hopeless as it does not help him
when he is lynched, burned, jim-crowed, and segregated.” In 1919, the
UNIA announced plans to develop a shipping company called the Black
Star Line as part of a plan that pushed for blacks to reject the political
system and to “return to Africa” instead.” Most of the investments came
in the form of shares purchased by UNIA members, many of whom heard
Garvey give rousing speeches across the country about the importance
of establishing commercial ventures between African Americans, Afro-
Caribbeans, and Africans.”

Garvey’s detractors disparaged these public displays and poorly man-
aged business ventures, and they criticized Garvey for peddling empty
gestures in place of measures that addressed the material concerns of
African Americans. NAACP leaders depicted Garvey’s plan as one that
simply said, “Give up! Surrender! The struggle is useless.” Enflamed by
his aggressive attacks on other black activists and his radical ideas of

racial independence, many African American and Afro-Caribbean lead-
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ers worked with government officials and launched the “Garvey Must
Go” campaign, which culminated in his 1922 indictment and 1925 im-
prisonment and subsequent deportation for “using the mails for fraudu-
lent purposes.” The UNIA never recovered its popularity or financial
support, even after Garvey’s pardon in 1927, but his movement made a
lasting impact on black consciousness in the United States and abroad.
He inspired the likes of Malcolm X, whose parents were Garveyites, and
Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of Ghana. Garvey’s message, per-
haps best captured by his rallying cry, “Up, you mighty race,” resonated
with African Americans who found in Garveyism a dignity not granted
them in their everyday lives. In that sense, it was all too typical of the

Harlem Renaissance.?”

VII. Culture War

For all of its cultural ferment, however, the 1920s were also a difficult
time for radicals and immigrants and anything “modern.” Fear of foreign
radicals led to the executions of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti,
two Italian anarchists, in 1927. In May 1920, the two had been arrested
for robbery and murder connected with an incident at a Massachusetts
factory. Their guilty verdicts were appealed for years as the evidence sur-
rounding their convictions was slim. For instance, while one eyewitness
claimed that Vanzetti drove the getaway car, accounts of others described
a different person altogether. Nevertheless, despite worldwide lobbying
by radicals and a respectable movement among middle-class Italian or-
ganizations in the United States, the two men were executed on August
23, 1927. Vanzetti conceivably provided the most succinct reason for
his death, saying, “This is what I say . . . . I am suffering because I am a
radical and indeed I am a radical; I have suffered because I was an Italian,
and indeed I am an Italian.”3!

Many Americans expressed anxieties about the changes that had
remade the United States and, seeking scapegoats, many middle-class
white Americans pointed to Eastern European and Latin American im-
migrants (Asian immigration had already been almost completely pro-
hibited), African Americans who now pushed harder for civil rights,
and, after migrating out of the American South to northern cities as a
part of the Great Migration, the mass exodus that carried nearly half a
million blacks out of the South between 1910 and 1920. Protestants,

meanwhile, continued to denounce the Roman Catholic Church and
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charged that American Catholics gave their allegiance to the pope and
not to their country.

In 1921, Congress passed the Emergency Immigration Act as a stop-
gap immigration measure and then, three years later, permanently estab-
lished country-of-origin quotas through the National Origins Act. The
number of immigrants annually admitted to the United States from each
nation was restricted to 2 percent of the population who had come from
that country and resided in the United States in 1890. (By pushing back
three decades, past the recent waves of “new” immigrants from south-
ern and Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Asia, the law made it ex-
tremely difficult for immigrants outside northern Europe to legally enter
the United States.) The act also explicitly excluded all Asians, although,
to satisfy southern and western growers, it temporarily omitted restric-
tions on Mexican immigrants. The Sacco and Vanzetti trial and sweeping
immigration restrictions pointed to a rampant nativism. A great number
of Americans worried about a burgeoning America that did not resemble

the one of times past. Many wrote of an American riven by a cultural war.

VIII. Fundamentalist Christianity

In addition to alarms over immigration and the growing presence of Ca-
tholicism and Judaism, a new core of Christian fundamentalists were
very much concerned about relaxed sexual mores and increased social
freedoms, especially as found in city centers. Although never a central-
ized group, most fundamentalists lashed out against what they saw as a
sagging public morality, a world in which Protestantism seemed chal-
lenged by Catholicism, women exercised ever greater sexual freedoms,
public amusements encouraged selfish and empty pleasures, and critics
mocked Prohibition through bootlegging and speakeasies.

Christian Fundamentalism arose most directly from a doctrinal dis-
pute among Protestant leaders. Liberal theologians sought to intertwine
religion with science and secular culture. These Modernists, influenced
by the biblical scholarship of nineteenth-century German academics, ar-
gued that Christian doctrines about the miraculous might be best un-
derstood metaphorically. The Church, they said, needed to adapt itself
to the world. According to the Baptist pastor Harry Emerson Fosdick,
the “coming of Christ” might occur “slowly . . . but surely, [as] His
will and principles [are] worked out by God’s grace in human life and

institutions.”??* The social gospel, which encouraged Christians to build
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the Kingdom of God on earth by working against social and economic
inequality, was very much tied to liberal theology.

During the 1910s, funding from oil barons Lyman and Milton Stewart
enabled the evangelist A. C. Dixon to commission some ninety essays to
combat religious liberalism. The collection, known as The Fundamentals,
became the foundational documents of Christian fundamentalism, from
which the movement’s name is drawn. Contributors agreed that Chris-
tian faith rested on literal truths, that Jesus, for instance, would physi-
cally return to earth at the end of time to redeem the righteous and damn
the wicked. Some of the essays put forth that human endeavor would
not build the Kingdom of God, while others covered such subjects as the
virgin birth and biblical inerrancy. American fundamentalists spanned
Protestant denominations and borrowed from diverse philosophies and
theologies, most notably the holiness movement, the larger revivalism of
the nineteenth century, and new dispensationalist theology (in which his-
tory proceeded, and would end, through “dispensations” by God). They
did, however, all agree that modernism was the enemy and the Bible was
the inerrant word of God. It was a fluid movement often without clear
boundaries, but it featured many prominent clergymen, including the
well-established and extremely vocal John Roach Straton (New York),
J. Frank Norris (Texas), and William Bell Riley (Minnesota).

On March 21, 1925, in a tiny courtroom in Dayton, Tennessee, fun-
damentalists gathered to tackle the issues of creation and evolution. A
young biology teacher, John T. Scopes, was being tried for teaching his
students evolutionary theory in violation of the Butler Act, a state law
preventing evolutionary theory or any theory that denied “the Divine
Creation of man as taught in the Bible” from being taught in publicly
funded Tennessee classrooms. Seeing the act as a threat to personal lib-
erty, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) immediately sought a
volunteer for a “test” case, hoping that the conviction and subsequent ap-
peals would lead to a day in the Supreme Court, testing the constitution-
ality of the law. It was then that Scopes, a part-time teacher and coach,
stepped up and voluntarily admitted to teaching evolution (Scopes’s vio-
lation of the law was never in question). Thus the stage was set for the
pivotal courtroom showdown—*“the trial of the century”—between the
champions and opponents of evolution that marked a key moment in an
enduring American “culture war.”3*

The case became a public spectacle. Clarence Darrow, an agnostic

attorney and a keen liberal mind from Chicago, volunteered to aid the
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defense and came up against William Jennings Bryan. Bryan, the “Great
Commoner,” was the three-time presidential candidate who in his
younger days had led the political crusade against corporate greed. He
had done so then with a firm belief in the righteousness of his cause, and
now he defended biblical literalism in similar terms. The theory of evolu-
tion, Bryan said, with its emphasis on the survival of the fittest, “would
eliminate love and carry man back to a struggle of tooth and claw.”**

Newspapermen and spectators flooded the small town of Dayton.
Across the nation, Americans tuned their radios to the national broad-
casts of a trial that dealt with questions of religious liberty, academic
freedom, parental rights, and the moral responsibility of education. For
six days in July, the men and women of America were captivated as Bryan
presented his argument on the morally corrupting influence of evolution-
ary theory (and pointed out that Darrow made a similar argument about
the corruptive potential of education during his defense of the famed kill-
ers Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb a year before). Darrow eloquently
fought for academic freedom.3

At the request of the defense, Bryan took the stand as an “expert wit-
ness” on the Bible. At his age, he was no match for Darrow’s famous skills
as a trial lawyer and his answers came across as blundering and incoherent,
particularly as he was not in fact a literal believer in all of the Genesis ac-
count (believing—as many anti-evolutionists did—that the meaning of the
word day in the book of Genesis could be taken as allegory) and only hesi-
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tantly admitted as much, not wishing to alienate his fundamentalist follow-
ers. Additionally, Darrow posed a series of unanswerable questions: Was
the “great fish” that swallowed the prophet Jonah created for that specific
purpose? What precisely happened astronomically when God made the
sun stand still? Bryan, of course, could cite only his faith in miracles. Tied
into logical contradictions, Bryan’s testimony was a public relations disas-
ter, although his statements were expunged from the record the next day
and no further experts were allowed—Scopes’s guilt being established, the
jury delivered a guilty verdict in minutes. The case was later thrown out
on a technicality. But few cared about the verdict. Darrow had, in many
ways, at least to his defenders, already won: the fundamentalists seemed
to have taken a beating in the national limelight. Journalist and satirist
H. L. Mencken characterized the “circus in Tennessee” as an embarrass-
ment for fundamentalism, and modernists remembered the “Monkey
Trial” as a smashing victory. If fundamentalists retreated from the public
sphere, they did not disappear entirely. Instead, they went local, built a

vibrant subculture, and emerged many decades later stronger than ever.?”

IX. Rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK)

Suspicions of immigrants, Catholics, and modernists contributed to a
string of reactionary organizations. None so captured the imaginations
of the country as the reborn Ku Klux Klan (KKK), a white supremacist
organization that expanded beyond its Reconstruction Era antiblack
politics to now claim to protect American values and the American way
of life from blacks, feminists (and other radicals), immigrants, Catholics,
Jews, atheists, bootleggers, and a host of other imagined moral enemies.

Two events in 1915 are widely credited with inspiring the rebirth of
the Klan: the lynching of Leo Frank and the release of The Birth of a Na-
tion, a popular and groundbreaking film that valorized the Reconstruc-
tion Era Klan as a protector of feminine virtue and white racial purity.
Taking advantage of this sudden surge of popularity, Colonel William
Joseph Simmons organized what is often called the “second” Ku Klux
Klan in Georgia in late 1915. This new Klan, modeled after other frater-
nal organizations with elaborate rituals and a hierarchy, remained largely
confined to Georgia and Alabama until 1920, when Simmons began a
professional recruiting effort that resulted in individual chapters being
formed across the country and membership rising to an estimated five

million.3
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This photo taken by popular news photographers Underwood and Underwood shows a gathering of a
reported three hundred Ku Klux Klansmen just outside Washington, D.C., to initiate a new group of men
into their order. The proximity of the photographer to his subjects for one of the Klan’s notorious nighttime
rituals suggests that this was a conscious publicity effort by the Klan. Library of Congress.

Partly in response to the migration of southern blacks to north-
ern cities during World War I, the KKK expanded above the Mason-
Dixon Line. Membership soared in Philadelphia, Detroit, Chicago, and
Portland, while Klan-endorsed mayoral candidates won in Indianapo-
lis, Denver, and Atlanta.’® The Klan often recruited through fraternal
organizations such as the Freemasons and through various Protestant
churches. In many areas, local Klansmen visited churches of which they
approved and bestowed a gift of money on the presiding minister, often
during services. The Klan also enticed people to join through large pic-
nics, parades, rallies, and ceremonies. The Klan established a women’s
auxiliary in 1923 headquartered in Little Rock, Arkansas. The Women
of the Ku Klux Klan mirrored the KKK in practice and ideology and soon
had chapters in all forty-eight states, often attracting women who were
already part of the Prohibition movement, the defense of which was a
centerpiece of Klan activism.*

Contrary to its perception of as a primarily southern and lower-class
phenomenon, the second Klan had a national reach composed largely of
middle-class people. Sociologist Rory McVeigh surveyed the KKK news-
paper Imperial Night-Hawk for the years 1923 and 1924, at the organi-
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zation’s peak, and found the largest number of Klan-related activities to
have occurred in Texas, Pennsylvania, Indiana, Illinois, and Georgia. The
Klan was even present in Canada, where it was a powerful force within
Saskatchewan’s Conservative Party. In many states and localities, the
Klan dominated politics to such a level that one could not be elected with-
out the support of the KKK. For example, in 1924, the Klan supported
William Lee Cazort for governor of Arkansas, leading his opponent in the
Democratic Party primary, Thomas Terral, to seek honorary membership
through a Louisiana klavern so as not to be tagged as the anti-Klan can-
didate. In 1922, Texans elected Earle B. Mayfield, an avowed Klansman
who ran openly as that year’s “klandidate,” to the U.S. Senate. At its peak
the Klan claimed between four and five million members.*!

Despite the breadth of its political activism, the Klan is today re-
membered largely as a violent vigilante group—and not without reason.
Members of the Klan and affiliated organizations often carried out acts of
lynching and “nightriding”—the physical harassment of bootleggers, union
activists, civil rights workers, or any others deemed “immoral” (such as
suspected adulterers) under the cover of darkness or while wearing their
hoods and robes. In fact, Klan violence was extensive enough in Oklahoma
that Governor John C. Walton placed the entire state under martial law
in 1923. Witnesses testifying before the military court disclosed accounts
of Klan violence ranging from the flogging of clandestine brewers to the
disfiguring of a prominent black Tulsan for registering African Americans
to vote. In Houston, Texas, the Klan maintained an extensive system of
surveillance that included tapping telephone lines and putting spies in the
local post office in order to root out “undesirables.” A mob organized and
led by Klan members in Aiken, South Carolina, lynched Bertha Lowman
and her two brothers in 1926, but no one was ever prosecuted: the sheriff,
deputies, city attorney, and state representative all belonged to the Klan.*

The Klan dwindled in the face of scandal and diminished energy over
the last years of the 1920s. By 1930, the Klan only had about thirty thou-
sand members and it was largely spent as a national force, only to appear
again as a much diminished force during the civil rights movement in the
1950s and 1960s.

X. Conclusion

In his inauguration speech in 1929, Herbert Hoover told Americans that

the Republican Party had brought prosperity. Even ignoring stubbornly
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large rates of poverty and unparalleled levels of inequality, he could
not see the weaknesses behind the decade’s economy. Even as the new
culture of consumption promoted new freedoms, it also promoted new
insecurities. An economy built on credit exposed the nation to tremen-
dous risk. Flailing European economies, high tariffs, wealth inequality, a
construction bubble, and an ever-more flooded consumer market loomed
dangerously until the Roaring Twenties ground to a halt. In a moment
the nation’s glitz and glamour seemed to give way to decay and despair.
For farmers, racial minorities, unionized workers, and other populations
that did not share in 1920s prosperity, the veneer of a Jazz Age and a
booming economy had always been a fiction. But for them, as for mil-
lions of Americans, the end of an era was close. The Great Depression

loomed.
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The Great Depression

I. Introduction

The wonder of the stock market permeated popular culture in the 1920s.
Although it was released during the first year of the Great Depression, the
1930 film High Society Blues captured the speculative hope and prosper-
ity of the previous decade. “I’'m in the Market for You,” a popular musi-
cal number from the film, even used the stock market as a metaphor for
love: You’re going up, up, up in my estimation / I want a thousand shares
of your caresses, too | We’ll count the bugs and kisses /| When dividends
are due / ’Cause I'm in the market for you. But just as the song was being
recorded in 1929, the stock market reached the apex of its swift climb,
crashed, and brought an abrupt end to the seeming prosperity of the

Roaring Twenties. The Great Depression had arrived.

In this famous
1936 photograph
by Dorothea
Lange, a destitute,
thirty-two-year-
old mother of
seven captures
the agonies of the
Great Depres-
sion. Library of
Congress.
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II. The Origins of the Great Depression

On Thursday, October 24, 1929, stock market prices suddenly plum-
meted. Ten billion dollars in investments (roughly equivalent to about
$100 billion today) disappeared in a matter of hours. Panicked selling
set in, stock values sank to sudden lows, and stunned investors crowded
the New York Stock Exchange demanding answers. Leading bankers met
privately at the offices of J. P. Morgan and raised millions in personal
and institutional contributions to halt the slide. They marched across
the street and ceremoniously bought stocks at inflated prices. The mar-
ket temporarily stabilized but fears spread over the weekend and the
following week frightened investors dumped their portfolios to avoid
further losses. On October 29, Black Tuesday, the stock market began
its long precipitous fall. Stock values evaporated. Shares of U.S. Steel
dropped from $262 to $22. General Motors stock fell from $73 a share
to $8. Four fifths of J. D. Rockefeller’s fortune—the greatest in American

history—vanished.
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Although the crash stunned the nation, it exposed the deeper, un-
derlying problems with the American economy in the 1920s. The stock
market’s popularity grew throughout the decade, but only 2.5 percent
of Americans had brokerage accounts; the overwhelming majority of
Americans had no direct personal stake in Wall Street. The stock market’s
collapse, no matter how dramatic, did not by itself depress the American
economy. Instead, the crash exposed a great number of factors that, when
combined with the financial panic, sank the American economy into the
greatest of all economic crises. Rising inequality, declining demand, rural
collapse, overextended investors, and the bursting of speculative bubbles
all conspired to plunge the nation into the Great Depression.

Despite resistance by Progressives, the vast gap between rich and
poor accelerated throughout the early twentieth century. In the aggre-
gate, Americans were better off in 1929 than in 1920. Per capita income
had risen 10 percent for all Americans, but 75 percent for the nation’s
wealthiest citizens.! The return of conservative politics in the 1920s re-
inforced federal fiscal policies that exacerbated the divide: low corporate
and personal taxes, easy credit, and depressed interest rates overwhelm-
ingly favored wealthy investors who, flush with cash, spent their money
on luxury goods and speculative investments in the rapidly rising stock
market.

The pro-business policies of the 1920s were designed for an Ameri-
can economy built on the production and consumption of durable goods.
Yet by the late 1920s, much of the market was saturated. The boom of
automobile manufacturing, the great driver of the American economy
in the 1920s, slowed as fewer and fewer Americans with the means to
purchase a car had not already done so. More and more, the well-to-do
had no need for the new automobiles, radios, and other consumer goods
that fueled gross domestic product (GDP) growth in the 1920s. When
products failed to sell, inventories piled up, manufacturers scaled back
production, and companies fired workers, stripping potential consum-
ers of cash, blunting demand for consumer goods, and replicating the
downward economic cycle. The situation was only compounded by in-
creased automation and rising efficiency in American factories. Despite
impressive overall growth throughout the 1920s, unemployment hovered
around 7 percent throughout the decade, suppressing purchasing power
for a great swath of potential consumers.?

For American farmers, meanwhile, hard times began long before the

markets crashed. In 1920 and 1921, after several years of larger-than-
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average profits, farm prices in the South and West continued their long
decline, plummeting as production climbed and domestic and interna-
tional demand for cotton, foodstuffs, and other agricultural products
stalled. Widespread soil exhaustion on western farms only compounded
the problem. Farmers found themselves unable to make payments on
loans taken out during the good years, and banks in agricultural areas
tightened credit in response. By 1929, farm families were overextended,
in no shape to make up for declining consumption, and in a precari-
ous economic position even before the Depression wrecked the global
economy.3

Despite serious foundational problems in the industrial and agricul-
tural economy, most Americans in 1929 and 1930 still believed the econ-
omy would bounce back. In 1930, amid one of the Depression’s many
false hopes, President Herbert Hoover reassured an audience that “the
depression is over.”* But the president was not simply guilty of false opti-
mism. Hoover made many mistakes. During his 1928 election campaign,
Hoover promoted higher tariffs as a means for encouraging domestic
consumption and protecting American farmers from foreign competition.
Spurred by the ongoing agricultural depression, Hoover signed into law
the highest tariff in American history, the Smoot-Hawley Tariff of 1930,
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just as global markets began to crumble. Other countries responded in
kind, tariff walls rose across the globe, and international trade ground to
a halt. Between 1929 and 1932, international trade dropped from $36
billion to only $12 billion. American exports fell by 78 percent. Com-
bined with overproduction and declining domestic consumption, the tar-
iff exacerbated the world’s economic collapse.’

But beyond structural flaws, speculative bubbles, and destructive pro-
tectionism, the final contributing element of the Great Depression was
a quintessentially human one: panic. The frantic reaction to the mar-
ket’s fall aggravated the economy’s other many failings. More economic
policies backfired. The Federal Reserve overcorrected in their response
to speculation by raising interest rates and tightening credit. Across the
country, banks denied loans and called in debts. Their patrons, afraid
that reactionary policies meant further financial trouble, rushed to with-
draw money before institutions could close their doors, ensuring their
fate. Such bank runs were not uncommon in the 1920s, but in 1930, with
the economy worsening and panic from the crash accelerating, 1,352
banks failed. In 1932, nearly 2,300 banks collapsed, taking personal de-
posits, savings, and credit with them.®

The Great Depression was the confluence of many problems, most
of which had begun during a time of unprecedented economic growth.
Fiscal policies of the Republican “business presidents” undoubtedly
widened the gap between rich and poor and fostered a standoff over
international trade, but such policies were widely popular and, for much
of the decade, widely seen as a source of the decade’s explosive growth.
With fortunes to be won and standards of living to maintain, few Ameri-
cans had the foresight or wherewithal to repudiate an age of easy credit,
rampant consumerism, and wild speculation. Instead, as the Depression
worked its way across the United States, Americans hoped to weather the
economic storm as best they could, waiting for some form of relief, any
answer to the ever-mounting economic collapse that strangled so many

Americans’ lives.

II. Herbert Hoover and the Politics of the Depression

As the Depression spread, public blame settled on President Herbert
Hoover and the conservative politics of the Republican Party. But Hoover
was as much victim as perpetrator, a man who had the misfortune of be-

coming a visible symbol for large invisible forces. In 1928 Hoover had
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no reason to believe that his presidency would be any different than that
of his predecessor, Calvin Coolidge, whose time in office was marked by
relative government inaction, seemingly rampant prosperity, and high
approval ratings.

Coolidge had decided not to seek a second term in 1928. A man of
few words, “Silent Cal” publicized this decision by handing a scrap of
paper to a reporter that simply read: “I do not choose to run for president
in 1928.” The race therefore became a contest between the Democratic
governor of New York, Al Smith, whose Catholic faith and immigrant
background aroused nativist suspicions and whose connections to Tam-
many Hall and anti-Prohibition politics offended reformers, and the Re-
publican candidate, Herbert Hoover, whose all-American, Midwestern,
Protestant background and managerial prowess during World War I en-
deared him to American voters.”

Hoover epitomized the “self-made man.” Orphaned at age nine, he

was raised by a strict Quaker uncle on the West Coast. He graduated from
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Stanford University in 1895 and worked as an engineer for several multi-
national mining companies. He became a household name during World
War I when he oversaw voluntary rationing as the head of the U.S. Food
Administration and, after the armistice, served as the director-general of
the American Relief Association in Europe. Hoover’s reputation for hu-
manitarian service and problem solving translated into popular support,
even as the public soured on Wilson’s Progressive activism. Hoover was
one of the few politicians whose career benefited from wartime public
service. After the war both the Democratic and Republican parties tried
to draft him to run for president in 1920.%

Hoover declined to run in 1920 and 1924. He served instead as sec-
retary of commerce under both Harding and Coolidge, taking an active
role in all aspects of government. In 1928, he seemed the natural suc-
cessor to Coolidge. Politically, aside from the issue of Prohibition (he
was a “dry,” Smith a “wet”), Hoover’s platform differed very little from
Smith’s, leaving little to discuss during the campaign except personality
and religion. Both benefited Hoover. Smith’s background engendered op-
position from otherwise solid Democratic states, especially in the South,
where his Catholic, ethnic, urban, and anti-Prohibition background were
anathema. His popularity among urban ethnic voters counted for little.
Several southern states, in part owing to the work of itinerant evangeli-
cal politicking, voted Republican for the first time since Reconstruction.
Hoover won in a landslide, taking nearly 60 percent of the popular vote.’

Although Hoover is sometimes categorized as a “business president”
in line with his Republican predecessors, he also embraced an inherent
business progressivism, a system of voluntary action called association-
alism that assumed Americans could maintain a web of voluntary co-
operative organizations dedicated to providing economic assistance and
services to those in need. Businesses, the thinking went, would willingly
limit harmful practice for the greater economic good. To Hoover, direct
government aid would discourage a healthy work ethic while associa-
tionalism would encourage the self-control and self-initiative that fueled
economic growth. But when the Depression exposed the incapacity of
such strategies to produce an economic recovery, Hoover proved insuf-
ficiently flexible to recognize the limits of his ideology. And when the
ideology failed, so too did his presidency.'’

Hoover entered office on a wave of popular support, but by Octo-
ber 1929 the economic collapse had overwhelmed his presidency. Like

all too many Americans, Hoover and his advisors assumed—or perhaps
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simply hoped—that the sharp financial and economic decline was a
temporary downturn, another “bust” of the inevitable boom-bust cycles
that stretched back through America’s commercial history. Many econo-
mists argued that periodic busts culled weak firms and paved the way for
future growth. And so when suffering Americans looked to Hoover for
help, Hoover could only answer with volunteerism. He asked business
leaders to promise to maintain investments and employment and encour-
aged state and local charities to assist those in need. Hoover established
the President’s Organization for Unemployment Relief, or POUR, to
help organize the efforts of private agencies. While POUR urged chari-
table giving, charitable relief organizations were overwhelmed by the
growing needs of the many multiplying unemployed, underfed, and un-
housed Americans. By mid-1932, for instance, a quarter of all of New
York’s private charities closed: they had simply run out of money. In
Atlanta, solvent relief charities could only provide $1.30 per week to
needy families. The size and scope of the Depression overpowered the
radically insufficient capacity of private volunteer organizations to me-
diate the crisis."

By 1932, with the economy long since stagnant and a reelection cam-
paign looming, Hoover, hoping to stimulate American industry, created
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to provide emergency
loans to banks, building-and-loan societies, railroads, and other pri-
vate industries. It was radical in its use of direct government aid and out
of character for the normally laissez-faire Hoover, but it also bypassed
needy Americans to bolster industrial and financial interests. New York
congressman Fiorello LaGuardia, who later served as mayor of New
York City, captured public sentiment when he denounced the RFC as a

“millionaire’s dole.”!?

IV. The Bonus Army

Hoover’s reaction to a major public protest sealed his legacy. In the sum-
mer of 1932, Congress debated a bill authorizing immediate payment
of long-promised cash bonuses to veterans of World War 1, originally
scheduled to be paid out in 1945. Given the economic hardships facing
the country, the bonus came to symbolize government relief for the most
deserving recipients, and from across the country more than fifteen thou-
sand unemployed veterans and their families converged on Washington,

D.C. They erected a tent city across the Potomac River in Anacostia
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Flats, a “Hooverville” in the spirit of the camps of homeless and unem-
ployed Americans then appearing in American cities.

Concerned with what immediate payment would do to the federal
budget, Hoover opposed the bill, which was eventually voted down by
the Senate. While most of the “Bonus Army” left Washington in defeat,
many stayed to press their case. Hoover called the remaining veterans
“insurrectionists” and ordered them to leave. When thousands failed
to heed the vacation order, General Douglas MacArthur, accompanied
by local police, infantry, cavalry, tanks, and a machine gun squadron,
stormed the tent city and routed the Bonus Army. National media cov-
ered the disaster as troops chased down men and women, tear-gassed
children, and torched the shantytown.!

Hoover’s insensitivity toward suffering Americans, his unwillingness
to address widespread economic problems, and his repeated platitudes
about returning prosperity condemned his presidency. Hoover of course
was not responsible for the Depression, not personally. But neither he

nor his advisors conceived of the enormity of the crisis, a crisis his con-
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servative ideology could neither accommodate nor address. As a result,

Americans found little relief from Washington. They were on their own.

V. The Lived Experience of the Great Depression

In 1934 a woman from Humboldt County, California, wrote to First
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt seeking a job for her husband, a surveyor, who
had been out of work for nearly two years. The pair had survived on
the meager income she received from working at the county courthouse.
“My salary could keep us going,” she explained, “but—I am to have a
baby.” The family needed temporary help, and, she explained, “after that
I can go back to work and we can work out our own salvation. But to

have this baby come to a home full of worry and despair, with no money
A Hooverville in

Seattle, Wash-
life.” ington, between
1932 and 1937.

: . . . . L Washington State
tragic scenes played out time and time again. Individuals, families, and  Archives.

for the things it needs, is not fair. It needs and deserves a happy start in

As the United States slid ever deeper into the Great Depression, such
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communities faced the painful, frightening, and often bewildering col-
lapse of the economic institutions on which they depended. The more
fortunate were spared the worst effects, and a few even profited from it,
but by the end of 1932, the crisis had become so deep and so widespread
that most Americans had suffered directly. Markets crashed through no
fault of their own. Workers were plunged into poverty because of imper-
sonal forces for which they shared no responsibility. With no safety net,
they were thrown into economic chaos.

With rampant unemployment and declining wages, Americans slashed
expenses. The fortunate could survive by simply deferring vacations and
regular consumer purchases. Middle- and working-class Americans
might rely on disappearing credit at neighborhood stores, default on util-
ity bills, or skip meals. Those who could borrowed from relatives or took
in boarders in homes or “doubled up” in tenements. The most desperate,
the chronically unemployed, encamped on public or marginal lands in
“Hoovervilles,” spontaneous shantytowns that dotted America’s cities,
depending on bread lines and street-corner peddling. Poor women and
young children entered the labor force, as they always had. The ideal of
the “male breadwinner” was always a fiction for poor Americans, but the
Depression decimated millions of new workers. The emotional and psy-
chological shocks of unemployment and underemployment only added
to the shocking material depravities of the Depression. Social workers
and charity officials, for instance, often found the unemployed suffering
from feelings of futility, anger, bitterness, confusion, and loss of pride.

Such feelings affected the rural poor no less than the urban.'

VI. Migration and the Great Depression

On the Great Plains, environmental catastrophe deepened America’s
longstanding agricultural crisis and magnified the tragedy of the Depres-
sion. Beginning in 1932, severe droughts hit from Texas to the Dakotas
and lasted until at least 1936. The droughts compounded years of agri-
cultural mismanagement. To grow their crops, Plains farmers had plowed
up natural ground cover that had taken ages to form over the surface of
the dry Plains states. Relatively wet decades had protected them, but,
during the early 1930s, without rain, the exposed fertile topsoil turned to
dust, and without sod or windbreaks such as trees, rolling winds churned
the dust into massive storms that blotted out the sky, choked settlers and

livestock, and rained dirt not only across the region but as far east as
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This iconic 1936 photograph by Dorothea
Lange of a destitute, thirty-two-year-old
mother of seven made real the suffering
of millions during the Great Depression.

Library of Congress.

Washington, D.C., New England, and ships on the Atlantic Ocean. The
Dust Bowl, as the region became known, exposed all-too-late the need
for conservation. The region’s farmers, already hit by years of foreclo-
sures and declining commodity prices, were decimated.'® For many in
Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Arkansas who were “baked out, blown
out, and broke,” their only hope was to travel west to California, whose
rains still brought bountiful harvests and—potentially—jobs for farm-
workers. It was an exodus. Oklahoma lost 440,000 people, or a full 18.4
percent of its 1930 population, to outmigration.'”

Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother became one of the most endur-
ing images of the Dust Bowl and the ensuing westward exodus. Lange, a
photographer for the Farm Security Administration, captured the image
at a migrant farmworker camp in Nipomo, California, in 1936. In the
photograph a young mother stares out with a worried, weary expres-
sion. She was a migrant, having left her home in Oklahoma to follow the
crops to the Golden State. She took part in what many in the mid-1930s

were beginning to recognize as a vast migration of families out of the
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southwestern Plains states. In the image she cradles an infant and supports
two older children, who cling to her. Lange’s photo encapsulated the na-
tion’s struggle. The subject of the photograph seemed used to hard work
but down on her luck, and uncertain about what the future might hold.

The Okies, as such westward migrants were disparagingly called by
their new neighbors, were the most visible group who were on the move
during the Depression, lured by news and rumors of jobs in far-flung re-
gions of the country. By 1932, sociologists were estimating that millions
of men were on the roads and rails traveling the country. Economists
sought to quantify the movement of families from the Plains. Popular
magazines and newspapers were filled with stories of homeless boys and
the veterans-turned-migrants of the Bonus Army commandeering box-
cars. Popular culture, such as William Wellman’s 1933 film, Wild Boys
of the Road, and, most famously, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath,
published in 1939 and turned into a hit movie a year later, captured the
Depression’s dislocated populations.

These years witnessed the first significant reversal in the flow of peo-
ple between rural and urban areas. Thousands of city dwellers fled the

jobless cities and moved to the country looking for work. As relief efforts

During her assignment as a photographer for the Works Progress Administration (WPA), Dorothea Lange
documented the movement of migrant families forced from their homes by drought and economic depres-
sion. This family, captured by Lange in 1938, was in the process of traveling 124 miles by foot, across
Oklahoma, because the father was ill and therefore unable to receive relief or WPA work. Library of
Congress.
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floundered, many state and local officials threw up barriers to migration,
making it difficult for newcomers to receive relief or find work. Some
state legislatures made it a crime to bring poor migrants into the state
and allowed local officials to deport migrants to neighboring states. In
the winter of 1935-1936, California, Florida, and Colorado established
“border blockades” to block poor migrants from their states and reduce
competition with local residents for jobs. A billboard outside Tulsa,
Oklahoma, informed potential migrants that there were “NO JOBS in
California” and warned them to “KEEP OUT.”!#

Sympathy for migrants, however, accelerated late in the Depression
with the publication of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. The Joad
family’s struggles drew attention to the plight of Depression-era migrants
and, just a month after the nationwide release of the film version, Con-
gress created the Select Committee to Investigate the Interstate Migra-
tion of Destitute Citizens. Starting in 1940, the committee held widely
publicized hearings. But it was too late. Within a year of its founding,
defense industries were already gearing up in the wake of the outbreak of
World War II, and the “problem” of migration suddenly became a lack
of migrants needed to fill war industries. Such relief was nowhere to be
found in the 1930s.

Americans meanwhile feared foreign workers willing to work for
even lower wages. The Saturday Evening Post warned that foreign im-
migrants, who were “compelled to accept employment on any terms
and conditions offered,” would exacerbate the economic crisis.’” On
September 8, 1930, the Hoover administration issued a press release on
the administration of immigration laws “under existing conditions of
unemployment.” Hoover instructed consular officers to scrutinize care-
fully the visa applications of those “likely to become public charges” and
suggested that this might include denying visas to most, if not all, alien
laborers and artisans. The crisis itself had stifled foreign immigration,
but such restrictive and exclusionary actions in the first years of the De-
pression intensified its effects. The number of European visas issued fell
roughly 60 percent while deportations dramatically increased. Between
1930 and 1932, fifty-four thousand people were deported. An additional
forty-four thousand deportable aliens left “voluntarily.”2°

Exclusionary measures hit Mexican immigrants particularly hard.
The State Department made a concerted effort to reduce immigration
from Mexico as early as 1929, and Hoover’s executive actions arrived
the following year. Officials in the Southwest led a coordinated effort to
push out Mexican immigrants. In Los Angeles, the Citizens Committee
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on Coordination of Unemployment Relief began working closely with
federal officials in early 1931 to conduct deportation raids, while the
Los Angeles County Department of Charities began a simultaneous drive
to repatriate Mexicans and Mexican Americans on relief, negotiating a
charity rate with the railroads to return Mexicans “voluntarily” to their
mother country. According to the federal census, from 1930 to 1940 the
Mexican-born population living in Arizona, California, New Mexico,
and Texas fell from 616,998 to 377,433. Franklin Roosevelt did not in-
dulge anti-immigrant sentiment as willingly as Hoover had. Under the
New Deal, the Immigration and Naturalization Service halted some of the
Hoover administration’s most divisive practices, but with jobs suddenly
scarce, hostile attitudes intensified, and official policies less than wel-
coming, immigration plummeted and deportations rose. Over the course

of the Depression, more people left the United States than entered it.!

VII. Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the “First” New Deal

The early years of the Depression were catastrophic. The crisis, far from
relenting, deepened each year. Unemployment peaked at 25 percent in
1932. With no end in sight, and with private firms crippled and charities
overwhelmed by the crisis, Americans looked to their government as the
last barrier against starvation, hopelessness, and perpetual poverty.

Few presidential elections in modern American history have been
more consequential than that of 1932. The United States was strug-
gling through the third year of the Depression, and exasperated voters
overthrew Hoover in a landslide to elect the Democratic governor of
New York, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Roosevelt came from a privileged
background in New York’s Hudson River Valley (his distant cousin,
Theodore Roosevelt, became president while Franklin was at Harvard).
Franklin Roosevelt embarked on a slow but steady ascent through state
and national politics. In 1913, he was appointed assistant secretary of the
navy, a position he held during the defense emergency of World War I. In
the course of his rise, in the summer of 1921, Roosevelt suffered a sudden
bout of lower-body pain and paralysis. He was diagnosed with polio. The
disease left him a paraplegic, but, encouraged and assisted by his wife,
Eleanor, Roosevelt sought therapeutic treatment and maintained suffi-
cient political connections to reenter politics. In 1928, Roosevelt won
election as governor of New York. He oversaw the rise of the Depression

and drew from progressivism to address the economic crisis. During his
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Posters like this 1936 production showing
the extent of the Federal Art Project were
used to prove the value of the WPA—and,
by extension, the entire New Deal—to the

American people. Wikimedia.

gubernatorial tenure, Roosevelt introduced the first comprehensive un-
employment relief program and helped pioneer efforts to expand public
utilities. He also relied on like-minded advisors. For example, Frances
Perkins, then commissioner of the state’s labor department, successfully
advocated pioneering legislation that enhanced workplace safety and
reduced the use of child labor in factories. Perkins later accompanied
Roosevelt to Washington and served as the nation’s first female secretary
of labor.?2

On July 1, 1932, Roosevelt, the newly designated presidential nom-
inee of the Democratic Party, delivered the first and one of the most
famous on-site acceptance speeches in American presidential history.
Building to a conclusion, he promised, “I pledge you, I pledge myself,
to a new deal for the American people.” Newspaper editors seized on
the phrase “new deal,” and it entered the American political lexicon as
shorthand for Roosevelt’s program to address the Great Depression.?
There were, however, few hints in his political campaign that suggested
the size and scope of the “New Deal.” Regardless, Roosevelt crushed

Hoover. He won more counties than any previous candidate in American
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history. He spent the months between his election and inauguration trav-
eling, planning, and assembling a team of advisors, the famous Brain
Trust of academics and experts, to help him formulate a plan of attack.
On March 4, 1933, in his first inaugural address, Roosevelt famously
declared, “This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive
and will prosper. So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only
thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified
terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”*

Roosevelt’s reassuring words would have rung hollow if he had not
taken swift action against the economic crisis. In his first days in office,
Roosevelt and his advisors prepared, submitted, and secured congressio-
nal enactment of numerous laws designed to arrest the worst of the Great
Depression. His administration threw the federal government headlong
into the fight against the Depression.

Roosevelt immediately looked to stabilize the collapsing banking
system. He declared a national “bank holiday” closing American banks
and set to work pushing the Emergency Banking Act swiftly through
Congress. On March 12, the night before select banks reopened under
stricter federal guidelines, Roosevelt appeared on the radio in the first of
his Fireside Chats. The addresses, which the president continued deliver-
ing through four terms, were informal, even personal. Roosevelt used
his airtime to explain New Deal legislation, to encourage confidence in
government action, and to mobilize the American people’s support. In
the first chat, Roosevelt described the new banking safeguards and asked
the public to place their trust and their savings in banks. Americans re-
sponded and across the country, deposits outpaced withdrawals. The act
was a major success. In June, Congress passed the Glass-Steagall Banking
Act, which instituted federal deposit insurance and barred the mixing of
commercial and investment banking.?

Stabilizing the banks was only a first step. In the remainder of his
First Hundred Days, Roosevelt and his congressional allies focused es-
pecially on relief for suffering Americans.?® Congress debated, amended,
and passed what Roosevelt proposed. As one historian noted, the presi-
dent “directed the entire operation like a seasoned field general.”*” And
despite some questions over the constitutionality of many of his actions,
Americans and their congressional representatives conceded that the
crisis demanded swift and immediate action. The Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC) employed young men on conservation and reforestation
projects; the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) provided
direct cash assistance to state relief agencies struggling to care for the
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unemployed;?® the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) built a series of hy-
droelectric dams along the Tennessee River as part of a comprehensive
program to economically develop a chronically depressed region;?’ and
several agencies helped home and farm owners refinance their mort-
gages. And Roosevelt wasn’t done.

The heart of Roosevelt’s early recovery program consisted of two mas-
sive efforts to stabilize and coordinate the American economy: the Agri-
cultural Adjustment Administration (AAA) and the National Recovery
Administration (NRA). The AAA, created in May 1933, aimed to raise
the prices of agricultural commodities (and hence farmers’ income) by
offering cash incentives to voluntarily limit farm production (decreasing
supply, thereby raising prices).® The National Industrial Recovery Act
(NIRA), which created the NRA in June 1933, suspended antitrust laws
to allow businesses to establish “codes” that would coordinate prices,
regulate production levels, and establish conditions of employment to
curtail “cutthroat competition.” In exchange for these exemptions, busi-
nesses agreed to provide reasonable wages and hours, end child labor,
and allow workers the right to unionize. Participating businesses earned
the right to display a placard with the NRA’s Blue Eagle, showing their
cooperation in the effort to combat the Great Depression.?!

The programs of the First Hundred Days stabilized the American
economy and ushered in a robust though imperfect recovery. GDP
climbed once more, but even as output increased, unemployment re-
mained stubbornly high. Though the unemployment rate dipped from its
high in 1933, when Roosevelt was inaugurated, vast numbers remained
out of work. If the economy could not put people back to work, the New
Deal would try. The Civil Works Administration (CWA) and, later, the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) put unemployed men and women
to work on projects designed and proposed by local governments. The
Public Works Administration (PWA) provided grants-in-aid to local
governments for large infrastructure projects, such as bridges, tunnels,
schoolhouses, libraries, and America’s first federal public housing proj-
ects. Together, they provided not only tangible projects of immense public
good but employment for millions. The New Deal was reshaping much

of the nation.3?

VIII. The New Deal in the South

The impact of initial New Deal legislation was readily apparent in the

South, a region of perpetual poverty especially plagued by the Depression.
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The accusation of rape brought against the so-

called Scottsboro Boys, pictured here with their
attorney in 1932, generated controversy across
the country. Wikipedia.

In 1929 the average per capita income in the American Southeast was
$3635, the lowest in the nation. Southern farmers averaged $183 per year
at a time when farmers on the West Coast made more than four times
that.>*> Moreover, they were trapped into the production of cotton and
corn, crops that depleted the soil and returned ever-diminishing prof-
its. Despite the ceaseless efforts of civic boosters, what little industry
the South had remained low-wage, low-skilled, and primarily extrac-
tive. Southern workers made significantly less than their national coun-
terparts: 75 percent of nonsouthern textile workers, 60 percent of iron
and steel workers, and a paltry 45 percent of lumber workers. At the
time of the crash, southerners were already underpaid, underfed, and
undereducated.’*

Major New Deal programs were designed with the South in mind.
FDR hoped that by drastically decreasing the amount of land devoted to
cotton, the AAA would arrest its long-plummeting price decline. Farmers

plowed up existing crops and left fields fallow, and the market price did
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rise. But in an agricultural world of landowners and landless farmwork-
ers (such as tenants and sharecroppers), the benefits of the AAA bypassed
the southerners who needed them most. The government relied on land-
owners and local organizations to distribute money fairly to those most
affected by production limits, but many owners simply kicked tenants
and croppers off their land, kept the subsidy checks for keeping those
acres fallow, and reinvested the profits in mechanical farming equipment
that further suppressed the demand for labor. Instead of making farm-
ing profitable again, the AAA pushed landless southern farmworkers off
the land.*

But Roosevelt’s assault on southern poverty took many forms. South-
ern industrial practices attracted much attention. The NRA encouraged
higher wages and better conditions. It began to suppress the rampant use
of child labor in southern mills and, for the first time, provided federal
protection for unionized workers all across the country. Those gains were
eventually solidified in the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, which set a
national minimum wage of $0.25/hour (eventually rising to $0.40/hour).
The minimum wage disproportionately affected low-paid southern work-
ers and brought southern wages within the reach of northern wages.?

The president’s support for unionization further impacted the South.
Southern industrialists had proven themselves ardent foes of unioniza-
tion, particularly in the infamous southern textile mills. In 1934, when
workers at textile mills across the southern Piedmont struck over low
wages and long hours, owners turned to local and state authorities to
quash workers’ groups, even as they recruited thousands of strikebreak-
ers from the many displaced farmers swelling industrial centers looking
for work. But in 1935 the National Labor Relations Act, also known as
the Wagner Act, guaranteed the rights of most workers to unionize and
bargain collectively. And so unionized workers, backed by the support
of the federal government and determined to enforce the reforms of the
New Deal, pushed for higher wages, shorter hours, and better condi-
tions. With growing success, union members came to see Roosevelt as
a protector of workers’ rights. Or, as one union leader put it, an “agent
of God.”%

Perhaps the most successful New Deal program in the South was the
TVA, an ambitious program to use hydroelectric power, agricultural and
industrial reform, flood control, economic development, education, and
healthcare to radically remake the impoverished watershed region of the

Tennessee River. Though the area of focus was limited, Roosevelt’s TVA
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sought to “make a different type of citizen” out of the area’s penni-
less residents.>® The TVA built a series of hydroelectric dams to control
flooding and distribute electricity to the otherwise nonelectrified areas
at government-subsidized rates. Agents of the TVA met with residents
and offered training and general education classes to improve agricul-
tural practices and exploit new job opportunities. The TVA encapsulates
Roosevelt’s vision for uplifting the South and integrating it into the larger
national economy.?

Roosevelt initially courted conservative southern Democrats to en-
sure the legislative success of the New Deal, all but guaranteeing that the
racial and economic inequalities of the region remained intact, but by the
end of his second term, he had won the support of enough non-southern
voters that he felt confident confronting some of the region’s most glar-
ing inequalities. Nowhere was this more apparent than in his endorse-
ment of a report, formulated by a group of progressive southern New
Dealers, titled “A Report on Economic Conditions in the South.” The
pamphlet denounced the hardships wrought by the southern economy—
in his introductory letter to the report, Roosevelt called the region “the
Nation’s No. 1 economic problem”—and blasted reactionary southern
anti-New Dealers. He suggested that the New Deal could save the South
and thereby spur a nationwide recovery. The report was among the first
broadsides in Roosevelt’s coming reelection campaign that addressed the

inequalities that continued to mark southern and national life.*

IX. The New Deal in Appalachia

The New Deal also addressed another poverty-stricken region, Appala-
chia, the mountain-and-valley communities that roughly follow the Ap-
palachian Mountain Range from southern New York to the foothills of
northern Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. Appalachia’s abundant nat-
ural resources, including timber and coal, were in high demand during the
country’s post—Civil War industrial expansion, but Appalachian industry
simply extracted these resources for profit in far-off industries, depress-
ing the coal-producing areas even earlier than the rest of the country.
By the mid-1930s, with the Depression suppressing demand, many resi-
dents were stranded in small, isolated communities whose few employers
stood on the verge of collapse. Relief workers from FERA reported seri-
ous shortages of medical care, adequate shelter, clothing, and food. Ram-
pant illnesses, including typhus, tuberculosis, pneumonia, and venereal

disease, as well as childhood malnutrition, further crippled Appalachia.
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Several New Deal programs targeted the region. Under the auspices of
the NIRA, Roosevelt established the Division of Subsistence Homesteads
(DSH) within the Department of the Interior to give impoverished fami-
lies an opportunity to relocate “back to the land”; the DSH established
thirty-four homestead communities nationwide, including the Appala-
chian regions of Alabama, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and West Virginia.
The CCC contributed to projects throughout Appalachia, including the
Blue Ridge Parkway in North Carolina and Virginia, reforestation of the
Chattahoochee National Forest in Georgia, and state parks such as Pine
Mountain Resort State Park in Kentucky. The TVA’s efforts aided com-
munities in Tennessee and North Carolina, and the Rural Electric Admin-
istration (REA) brought electricity to 288,000 rural households.

X. Voices of Protest

Despite the unprecedented actions taken in his first year in office, Roo-
sevelt’s initial relief programs could often be quite conservative. He had
usually been careful to work within the bounds of presidential author-
ity and congressional cooperation. And, unlike Europe, where several
nations had turned toward state-run economies, and even fascism
and socialism, Roosevelt’s New Deal demonstrated a clear reluctance

to radically tinker with the nation’s foundational economic and social
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structures. Many high-profile critics attacked Roosevelt for not going far
enough, and, beginning in 1934, Roosevelt and his advisors were forced
to respond.

Senator Huey Long, a flamboyant Democrat from Louisiana, was
perhaps the most important “voice of protest.” Long’s populist rhetoric
appealed to those who saw deeply rooted but easily addressed injustice
in the nation’s economic system. Long proposed a Share Our Wealth
program in which the federal government would confiscate the assets of
the extremely wealthy and redistribute them to the less well-off through
guaranteed minimum incomes. “How many men ever went to a barbecue
and would let one man take off the table what’s intended for nine-tenths
of the people to eat?” he asked. Over twenty-seven thousand Share the
Wealth clubs sprang up across the nation as Long traveled the coun-
try explaining his program to crowds of impoverished and unemployed
Americans. Long envisioned the movement as a stepping-stone to the
presidency, but his crusade ended in late 1935 when he was assassinated
on the floor of the Louisiana state capitol. Even in death, however, Long
convinced Roosevelt to more stridently attack the Depression and Ameri-
can inequality.

But Huey Long was not alone in his critique of Roosevelt. Francis
Townsend, a former doctor and public health official from California,
promoted a plan for old-age pensions which, he argued, would provide
economic security for the elderly (who disproportionately suffered pov-
erty) and encourage recovery by allowing older workers to retire from
the workforce. Reverend Charles Coughlin, meanwhile, a priest and
radio personality from the suburbs of Detroit, Michigan, gained a fol-
lowing by making vitriolic, anti-Semitic attacks on Roosevelt for cooper-
ating with banks and financiers and proposing a new system of “social
justice” through a more state-driven economy instead. Like Long, both
Townsend and Coughlin built substantial public followings.

If many Americans urged Roosevelt to go further in addressing the
economic crisis, the president faced even greater opposition from con-
servative politicians and business leaders. By late 1934, complaints
increased from business-friendly Republicans about Roosevelt’s willing-
ness to regulate industry and use federal spending for public works and
employment programs. In the South, Democrats who had originally sup-
ported the president grew more hostile toward programs that challenged
the region’s political, economic, and social status quo. Yet the greatest
opposition came from the Supreme Court, filled with conservative ap-

pointments made during the long years of Republican presidents.
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By early 1935 the Court was reviewing programs of the New Deal.
On May 27, a day Roosevelt’s supporters called Black Monday, the jus-
tices struck down one of the president’s signature reforms: in a case re-
volving around poultry processing, the Court unanimously declared the
NRA unconstitutional. In early 1936, the AAA fell.*!

XI. The Second New Deal (1935-1936)

Facing reelection and rising opposition from both the left and the right,
Roosevelt decided to act. The New Deal adopted a more radical, ag-
gressive approach to poverty, the Second New Deal. In 1935, hoping to
reconstitute some of the protections afforded workers in the now-defunct
NRA, Roosevelt worked with Congress to pass the National Labor Re-
lations Act (known as the Wagner Act for its chief sponsor, New York
senator Robert Wagner), offering federal legal protection, for the first
time, for workers to organize unions. Three years later, Congress passed
the Fair Labor Standards Act, creating the modern minimum wage. The
Second New Deal also oversaw the restoration of a highly progressive
federal income tax, mandated new reporting requirements for publicly
traded companies, refinanced long-term home mortgages for struggling
homeowners, and attempted rural reconstruction projects to bring farm
incomes in line with urban ones.*

The labor protections extended by Roosevelt’s New Deal were revo-
lutionary. In northern industrial cities, workers responded to worsen-
ing conditions by banding together and demanding support for workers’
rights. In 1935, the head of the United Mine Workers, John L. Lewis,
took the lead in forming a new national workers’ organization, the Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), breaking with the more conser-
vative, craft-oriented AFL. The CIO won a major victory in 1937 when
affiliated members in the United Automobile Workers (UAW) struck for
recognition and better pay and hours at a General Motors (GM) plant
in Flint, Michigan. In the first instance of a “sit-down” strike, the work-
ers remained in the building until management agreed to negotiate. GM
recognized the UAW and the “sit-down” strike became a new weapon
in the fight for workers’ rights. Across the country, unions and workers
took advantage of the New Deal’s protections to organize and win major
concessions from employers.

The signature piece of Roosevelt’s Second New Deal came the same
year, in 1935. The Social Security Act provided for old-age pensions, un-

employment insurance, and economic aid, based on means, to assist both
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Unionization was met with fierce opposition by owners and managers, particularly in the manufacturing
belt of the Midwest. In this 1937 image, strikers guard the entrance to a Flint, Michigan, manufacturing
plant. Library of Congress.

the elderly and dependent children. The president was careful to mitigate
some of the criticism from what was, at the time, in the American con-
text, a revolutionary concept. He specifically insisted that social security
be financed from payroll, not the federal government; “No dole,” Roos-
evelt said repeatedly, “mustn’t have a dole.”* He thereby helped separate
social security from the stigma of being an undeserved “welfare” entitle-
ment. While such a strategy saved the program from suspicions, social
security became the centerpiece of the modern American social welfare
state. It was the culmination of a long progressive push for government-
sponsored social welfare, an answer to the calls of Roosevelt’s oppo-
nents on the Left for reform, a response to the intractable poverty among
America’s neediest groups, and a recognition that the government would
now assume some responsibility for the economic well-being of its citi-
zens. But for all of its groundbreaking provisions, the act, and the larger

New Deal as well, excluded large swaths of the American population.*
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XII. Equal Rights and the New Deal

The Great Depression was particularly tough for nonwhite Americans.
As an African American pensioner told interviewer Studs Terkel, “The
Negro was born in depression. It d