
An Industrial Society, 1900–1920

With the collapse of populism in 1896 and the end of the depression in 1897, the
American economy embarked on a remarkable stretch of growth. By 1910, the

United States had secured its status as the world’s greatest industrial power.
Corporations were changing the face of America. Their railroad and telegraph lines

crisscrossed the country. Their factories employed millions. Their production and man-
agement techniques became the envy of the industrialized world. A new kind of building—
the skyscraper—came to symbolize America’s corporate power. These modern towers
were made possible by the use of steel rather than stone framework and by the invention
of electrically powered elevators.

Impelled upward by rising real estate values, they were intended to evoke the same
sense of grandeur as Europe’s medieval cathedrals. But these monuments celebrated man,
not God; material wealth, not spiritual riches; science, not faith; corporations, not the
commonweal. Reaching into the sky, dwarfing Europe’s cathedrals, they were convincing
embodiments of America’s worldly might.

This chapter continues the story begun in the last chapter about how the newly pow-
erful corporations transformed America: how they intensified their search for new forms
of production and management; how the jobs they generated attracted millions of immi-
grants, southern blacks, and young single women to northern cities; and how they trig-
gered an urban cultural revolution that made amusement parks, dance halls, vaudeville
theater, and movies integral features of American life.

The power of the corporations dwarfed that of individual wage earners, but wage
earners sought to limit the power of corporations through labor unions and strikes
and by organizing institutions of collective self-help within their own ethnic or racial
communities. Many found opportunities and liberties they had not known before.
Immigrant entrepreneurs invented ways to make money through legal and illegal
enterprise; young, single, working-class women pioneered a sexual revolution; and
radicals dared to imagine building a new society where no one suffered from poverty,
inequality, and powerlessness. The power of the new corporations, in other words, did
not go unchallenged. Even so, a more egalitarian society would prove difficult to
attain.
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Focus Question
How did corporations respond to the economic opportunities and turmoil of the
late 19th century?

A series of technological innovations in the late 19th century fired up the nation’s eco-
nomic engine, but technological breakthroughs alone do not fully explain the nation’s
spectacular economic boom. New corporate structures and new management techniques—
in combination with the new technology—created the conditions that powered economic
growth.

1897 Depression ends; prosperity returns 

1899 Theodore Roosevelt urges Americans to live the “strenuous life”

1900–14 Immigration averages more than 1 million per year

1901 U.S. Steel is formed from 200 separate companies • Andrew Carnegie devotes himself to philanthropic
pursuits • 1 of every 400 railroad workers dies on the job

1904 20 percent of the North’s urban population lives below poverty line

1905 Lochner v. New York: Supreme Court declares unconstitutional a New York state law limiting the workday
of bakery employees • Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) founded

1907–11 An average of 73 of every 100 Italian immigrants return to Italy

1909 Henry Ford unveils his Model T • Immigrants and their children constitute more than 96 percent of labor
force building and maintaining railroads

1910 Black skilled tradesmen in northern cities reduced to 10 percent of total skilled trades workforce • 20,000
nickelodeons dot northern cities 

1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire kills 146 workers • Frederick Winslow Taylor publishes The Principles of
Scientific Management

1913 Henry Ford introduces the first moving assembly line • 66 men, women, and children killed in “Ludlow
massacre” • John D. Rockefeller establishes Rockefeller Foundation

1914 Henry Ford introduces the $5-per-day wage • Theda Bara, movies’ first sex symbol, debuts • The Masses,
a radical journal, begins publication

1919 Japanese farmers in California sell $67 million in agricultural goods, 10 percent of state’s total

1920 Nation’s urban population outstrips rural population for first time

1921 1,250,000 Model Ts sold, a 16-fold increase over 1912

C H R O N O L O G Y
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Technology

Two of the most important new technologies were the harnessing of electric power and the
invention of the gasoline-powered internal combustion engine. Scientists had long been
fascinated by electricity, but only in the late 19th century did they find ways to make it
practically useful. The work of Thomas Edison, George Westinghouse, and Nikola Tesla
produced the incandescent bulb that brought electric lighting into homes and offices and
the alternating current (AC) that made electric transmission possible over long distances.
From 1890 to 1920, the proportion of American industry powered by electricity rose from
virtually nil to almost one-third. Older industries switched from expensive and cumber-
some steam power to more efficient and cleaner electrical power. New sectors of the met-
alworking and machine-tool industries arose in response to the demand for electric gen-
erators and related equipment. Between 1900 and 1920, virtually every major city built
electric-powered transit systems to replace horse-drawn trolleys and carriages. By 1912,
some 40,000 miles of electric railway and trolley track had been laid. In New York City,
electricity made possible the construction of the first subways. Electric lighting—on city
streets, in department store windows, in brilliantly lit amusement parks such as New
York’s Coney Island—gave cities a new allure. The public also fell in love with the movies,
which depended on electricity to project images onto a screen. Electric power, in short,
stimulated capital investment and accelerated economic growth.

Sources of Economic Growth • 737

Surf Avenue and Luna Park, Coney Island, 1913 With its 1 million lights, Surf Avenue in Brooklyn, New York, advertised
itself as the most brilliantly lit thoroughfare in the world. The avenue included the entrance to Luna Park, one of Coney Island’s
most popular attractions.
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The first gasoline engine was patented in the United States in 1878, and the first “horse-
less carriages” began appearing on European and American roads in the 1890s, but few
thought of them as serious rivals to trains and horses. Rather, they were seen as playthings
for the wealthy, who liked to race them along country roads.

In 1900, Henry Ford was an eccentric 37-year-old mechanic who built race cars in
Michigan. In 1909, Ford unveiled his Model T: an unadorned, even homely car, but reli-
able enough to travel hundreds of miles without servicing and cheap enough to be afford-
able to most working Americans. Ford had dreamed of creating an automobile civilization
with his Model T, and Americans began buying his car by the millions. The stimulus this
insatiable demand gave to the economy can scarcely be exaggerated. Millions of cars
required millions of pounds of steel alloys, glass, rubber, petroleum, and other material.
Millions of jobs in coal and iron-ore mining, oil refining and rubber manufacturing, steel-
making and machine tooling, road construction, and service stations came to depend on
automobile manufacturing.

Corporate Growth

Successful inventions such as the automobile required more than the mechanical ingenu-
ity and social vision of inventors such as Henry Ford. They relied on corporations with
sophisticated organizational and technical know-how to mass-produce and mass-
distribute the newly invented products. Corporations had played an important role in the
nation’s economic life since the 1840s, but in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, they
underwent significant changes. The most obvious change was in their size. Employment
in Chicago’s International Harvester factory, where agricultural implements were built,
nearly quadrupled from 4,000 in 1900 to 15,000 in 1916. Delaware’s DuPont Corpora-
tion, a munitions and chemical manufacturer, employed 1,500 workers in 1902 and
31,000 workers in 1920. Founded with a few hundred employees in 1903, the Ford Motor
Company employed 33,000 at its Detroit Highland Park plant by 1916 and 42,000 by
1924. That same year, the 68,000 workers employed at Ford’s River Rouge plant (just out-
side Detroit) made it the largest factory in the world.

This growth in scale was in part a response to the enormous domestic market. By 1900,
railroads provided the country with an efficient transportation system that allowed corpo-
rations to ship goods virtually anywhere in the United States. A national network of tele-
graph lines allowed constant communication between buyers and sellers separated by
thousands of miles. And the population, which was expanding rapidly, demonstrated an
ever-growing appetite for goods and services.

Mass Production and Distribution

Manufacturers responded to this burgeoning domestic market by developing mass-
production techniques that increased production speed and lowered unit costs. Mass pro-
duction often meant replacing skilled workers with machines that were coordinated to
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permit high-speed, uninterrupted production at every stage of the manufacturing process.
Mass-production techniques had become widespread in basic steel manufacturing and
sugar refining by the 1890s, and they spread to the machine-tool industry and automobile
manufacturing in the first two decades of the 20th century.

Such production techniques were profitable only if large quantities of output could be
sold. Although the domestic market offered a vast potential for sales, manufacturers often
found distribution systems inadequate. This was the case with North Carolina smoking
tobacco manufacturer James Buchanan Duke, who almost single-handedly transformed
the cigarette into one of the best-selling commodities in American history. In 1885, at a
time when relatively few Americans smoked, Duke invested in several Bonsack cigarette
machines, each of which manufactured 120,000 cigarettes per day. To create a market for
the millions of cigarettes he was producing, Duke advertised his product aggressively
throughout the country. He also established regional sales offices so that his sales repre-
sentatives could keep in touch with local jobbers and retailers. As cigarette sales skyrock-
eted, more corporations sought to emulate Duke’s techniques. Over the course of the next
20 years, those corporations that integrated mass production and mass distribution, as
Duke did in the 1880s and 1890s, came to define American “big business.” (See Map 20.1,
Industrial America, 1900–1920, in the color insert following p. 816.)

Corporate Consolidation

Corporate expansion also reflected a desire to avoid market instability. The rapid indus-
trial growth of the late 19th century had unsettled industrialists. As promising economic
opportunities arose, more industrialists sought to take advantage of them, but overexpan-
sion and increasingly furious competition often turned rosy prospects into less-than-rosy
results. Bankrupting busts quickly followed buoyant booms. Soon, corporations began
looking for ways to insulate themselves from harrowing downturns in the business cycle.

The railroads led the way in tackling this problem. Rather than engaging in ruinous rate
wars, railroads began cooperating. They shared information on costs and profits, estab-
lished standardized rates, and allocated discrete portions of the freight business among
themselves. These cooperative arrangements were variously called “pools,” “cartels,” or
“trusts.” The 1890 Sherman Antitrust Act declared such cartel-like practices illegal, but the
law’s enforcement proved to be short-lived (see chapter 19). Still, the railroads’ efforts
rarely succeeded for long because they depended heavily on voluntary compliance. Dur-
ing difficult economic times, the temptation to lower freight rates and exceed one’s mar-
ket share could become too strong to resist.

Corporations’ efforts to restrain competition and inject order into the economic envi-
ronment continued unabated, however. Mergers now emerged as the favored instrument
of control. By the 1890s, investment bankers, such as J. P. Morgan, possessed both the
capital and the financial skills to engineer the complicated stock transfers and ownership
renegotiations that mergers required. James Duke again led the way in 1890 when he and
four competitors merged to form the American Tobacco Company. Over the next eight
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years, the quantity of cigarettes produced by Duke-controlled companies quadrupled,
from 1 billion to almost 4 billion per year. Moreover, American Tobacco used its power-
ful position in cigarette manufacture to achieve dominance in pipe tobacco, chewing
tobacco, and snuff manufacture as well.

The merger movement intensified as the depression of the 1890s lifted. In the years
from 1898 to 1904, many of the corporations that would dominate American business
throughout most of the 20th century acquired their modern form: Armour and Swift in
meatpacking, Standard Oil in petroleum, General Electric and Westinghouse in electrical
manufacture, American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) in communications, Interna-
tional Harvester in the manufacture of agricultural implements, and DuPont in munitions
and chemical processing. The largest merger occurred in steel in 1901, when Andrew
Carnegie and J. P. Morgan together fashioned the U.S. Steel Corporation from 200 sepa-
rate iron and steel companies. U.S. Steel, with its 112 blast furnaces and 170,000
steelworkers, controlled 60 percent of the country’s steelmaking capacity. Moreover,
its 78 iron-ore boats and 1,000 miles of railroad gave it substantial control over procuring
raw materials and distributing finished steel products.

Revolution in Management

The growth in the number and size of corporations revolutionized corporate management.
The ranks of managers mushroomed, as elaborate corporate hierarchies defined both the
status and the duties of individual managers. Increasingly, senior managers took over from
owners the responsibility for long-term planning. Day-to-day operations fell to middle
managers who oversaw particular departments (e.g., purchasing, research, production,
labor) in corporate headquarters or who supervised regional sales offices or directed par-
ticular factories. Middle managers also managed the people—accountants, clerks, fore-
men, engineers, salesmen—in these departments, offices, or factories. The rapid expansion
within corporate managerial ranks created a new middle class, whose members were
intensely loyal to their employers but at odds both with blue-collar workers and with the
older middle class of shopkeepers, small businessmen, and independent craftsmen.

As management techniques grew in importance, companies tried to make them more
scientific. Firms introduced cost-accounting methods into purchasing and other depart-
ments charged with controlling the inflow of materials and the outflow of goods. Many
corporations began requiring college or university training in science, engineering, or
accounting for entry into middle management. Corporations that had built their success
on a profitable invention or discovery sought to maintain their competitive edge by creat-
ing research departments and hiring professional scientists—those with doctorates from
American or European universities—to come up with new technological and scientific
breakthroughs. Such departments were modeled on the industrial research laboratory
set up by the inventor-entrepreneur Thomas Edison in Menlo Park, New Jersey, in 1876
(see chapter 19).
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Scientific Management on the Factory Floor

The most controversial and, in some respects, the most ambitious effort to introduce sci-
entific practices into management occurred in production. Managers understood that
improvements in factory organization as well as technological innovation could enhance
the speed and efficiency of mass production. So, in league with engineers, they sought
optimal arrangements of machines and deployments of workers that would achieve the
highest speed in production with the fewest human or mechanical interruptions. Some of
these managers, such as Frederick Winslow Taylor, the chief engineer at Philadelphia’s
Midvale Steel Company in the 1880s, styled themselves as the architects of scientific
management. They examined every human task and mechanical movement involved in
each production process. In ”time-and-motion studies,” they recorded every distinct
movement a worker made in performing his or her job, how long it took, and how often
it was performed. They hoped thereby to identify and eliminate wasted human energy.
Eliminating waste might mean reorganizing a floor of machinery so as to reduce “down
time” between production steps; it might mean instructing workers to perform their tasks
differently; or it might mean replacing uncooperative skilled workers with machines
tended by unskilled, low-wage laborers. Regardless of the method chosen, the goal was the
same: to make human labor emulate the smooth and apparently effortless operation of an
automatic, perfectly calibrated piece of machinery.

Taylor publicized his vision, first through speeches to fellow engineers and managers,
and then through his writings. By the time he published The Principles of Scientific Man-
agement (1911), his ideas had already captivated countless corporate managers and engi-
neers, many of whom sought to introduce “Taylorism” into their own production systems.

Introducing scientific management practices rarely proceeded easily. Time-and-motion
studies were costly, and Taylor’s formulas for increasing efficiency and reducing waste
often were less scientific than he claimed. Taylor also overestimated workers’ willingness
to play the mechanical role he assigned them. Skilled workers and general foremen whom
Taylor sought to eliminate often resisted his schemes. In the end, managers and engineers
who persisted in their efforts to apply scientific management usually modified Taylor’s
principles.

Henry Ford’s engineers initially adopted Taylorism and with apparent success. By
1910, they had broken down automobile manufacturing into a series of simple, sequen-
tial tasks. Each worker performed only one task: adding a carburetor to an engine,
inserting a windshield, mounting tires onto wheels. Then, in 1913, Ford’s engineers
introduced the first moving assembly line, a continuously moving conveyor belt that
carried cars in production through each workstation. This innovation eliminated pre-
cious time previously wasted in transporting car parts (or partially built cars) by crane
or truck from one work area to another. It also limited the time available to workers to
perform their assigned tasks. Only the foreman, not the workers, could stop the line or
change its speed.
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By 1913, the continuous assembly line made Ford Motor Company’s new Highland
Park plant the most tightly integrated and continuously moving production system in
American industry. The pace of production exceeded all expectations. Between 1910 and
1914, production time on Ford Model Ts dropped by 90 percent, from an average of more
than 12 hours per car to 1.5 hours. A thousand Model Ts began rolling off the assembly
line each day. This striking increase in the rate of production enabled Ford to slash the
price of a Model T from $950 in 1909 to only $295 in 1923, a reduction of 70 percent.
The number of Model Ts purchased by Americans increased 16-fold between 1912 and
1921, from 79,000 to 1,250,000. The assembly line quickly became the most admired—
and most feared—symbol of American mass production.

Problems immediately beset the system, however. Repeating a single motion all day
long induced mental stupor, and managerial efforts to speed up the line produced physical
exhaustion—both of which increased the incidence of error and injury. Some workers tried
to organize a union to gain a voice in production matters, but most Ford workers expressed
their dissatisfaction simply by quitting. By 1913, employee turnover at Highland Park
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The World’s First Automobile Assembly Line Introduced at his Highland Park plant in 1913, this innovation cut
production time on Model Ts by 90 percent, allowing Ford to reduce the price of his cars by more than half and to double the
hourly wages of his employees.
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had reached the astounding rate of 370 percent per year. At that rate, Ford had to hire
51,800 workers every year just to keep his factory fully staffed at 14,000.

A problem of that magnitude demanded a dramatic solution. Ford provided it in 1914
by raising the wage he paid his assembly-line workers to $5 per day, double the average
manufacturing wage then prevalent in American industry. The result: Workers, especially
young and single men, flocked to Detroit. Highland Park’s high productivity rate permit-
ted Ford to absorb the wage increase without cutting substantially into profits.

Taylor had believed that improved efficiency would lead to dramatic wage gains. With his
decision to raise wages, Ford was being true to Taylor’s principles.  Ford went even further,
however, in his innovations. He set up a sociology department, forerunner of the personnel
department, to collect job, family, and other information about his employees. He sent social
workers into workers’ homes to inquire into (and “improve”) their personal lives. For the
foreign-born, he instituted Americanization classes. He offered his employees housing sub-
sidies, medical care, and other benefits. In short, Ford recognized that workers were more
complex than Taylor had allowed and that high wages alone would not transform them into
the perfectly functioning parts of the mass-production system Taylor had envisioned.
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Although Ford’s success impelled others to move in his direction, it would take time
for modern management to come of age. Not until the 1920s did a substantial number of
corporations establish personnel departments, institute welfare and recreational programs
for employees, and hire psychologists to improve human relations in the workplace.

“Robber Barons” No More

744 • C H A P T E R 2 0 • An Industrial Society, 1900–1920

Focus Question
How and why did American elites seek to alter their robber baron image in the late
19th and early 20th centuries?

Innovations in corporate management were part of a broader effort among elite industri-
alists to shed their “robber baron” image. The swashbuckling entrepreneurs of the 19th
century—men such as Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jay Gould, Jay Cooke, and Leland Stanford—
had wielded their economic power brashly and ruthlessly, while lavishing money on
European-style palaces, private yachts, personal art collections, and extravagant entertain-
ments. But the depression of the 1890s—along with the populist political movement and
labor protests such as the Homestead and Pullman strikes—shook the confidence of mem-
bers of this elite. Industrialists were terrified when in 1892 anarchist Alexander Berkman
marched into the office of Henry Clay Frick, Andrew Carnegie’s right-hand man, and
shot him at point-blank range (Frick survived). Although such physical assaults were rare,
anger over ill-gotten and ill-spent wealth was widespread. In the 1890s, popular rage
forced Mrs. Bradley Martin and her husband to flee to England after she spent $370,000
(roughly $3.5 million in 2007 dollars) on one evening of entertainment for her friends in
New York’s high society.

Seeking a more favorable image, some industrialists began to restrain their displays of
wealth and use their private fortunes to advance the public welfare. As early as 1889,
Andrew Carnegie had advocated a “gospel of wealth.” The wealthy, he believed, should con-
sider all income in excess of their needs as a “trust fund” for their communities. In 1901,
the year in which he formed U.S. Steel, Carnegie withdrew from industry and devoted him-
self to philanthropic pursuits, especially in art and education. By the time he died in 1919,
he had given away or entrusted to several Carnegie foundations 90 percent of his fortune.
Among the projects he funded were New York’s Carnegie Hall, Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Insti-
tute (now Carnegie-Mellon University), and 2,500 public libraries throughout the country.

Other industrialists, including John D. Rockefeller, soon followed Carnegie’s lead. A
devout Baptist with an ascetic bent, Rockefeller had never flaunted his wealth (unlike the
Vanderbilts and others), but his ruthless business methods in assembling the Standard Oil
Company and in crushing his competition made him one of the most reviled of the rob-
ber barons. In the wake of journalist Ida Tarbell’s stinging 1904 exposé of Standard Oil’s
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business practices, and of the federal government’s subsequent prosecution of Standard
Oil for monopolistic practices in 1906, Rockefeller transformed himself into a public-
spirited philanthropist. Between 1913 and 1919, his Rockefeller Foundation dispersed
an estimated $500 million. His most significant gifts included money to establish the
University of Chicago and the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research (later renamed
Rockefeller University). His charitable efforts did not escape criticism, however; many
Americans interpreted them as an attempt to establish control over American universi-
ties, scientific research, and public policy. Still, Rockefeller’s largesse helped build for
the Rockefeller family a reputation for public-spiritedness and good works, one that
grew even stronger in the 1920s and 1930s. Many other business leaders, such as Julius
Rosenwald of Sears Roebuck and Daniel and Simon Guggenheim of the American
Smelting and Refining Company, also dedicated themselves to philanthropy during this
time.

Obsession with Physical and Racial Fitness
The fractious events of the 1890s also induced many wealthy Americans to engage in what
Theodore Roosevelt dubbed “the strenuous life.” In an 1899 essay with that title, Roosevelt
exhorted Americans to live vigorously, to test their physical strength and endurance in
competitive athletics, and to experience nature through hiking, hunting, and mountain
climbing. He articulated a way of life that influenced countless Americans from a variety
of classes and cultures.

The 1890s were a time of heightened enthusiasm for competitive sports, physical fit-
ness, and outdoor recreation. Millions of Americans began riding bicycles and eating
healthier foods. A passion for athletic competition gripped American universities. The
power and violence of football helped make it the sport of choice at the nation’s elite cam-
puses, and, for 20 years, Ivy League schools were the nation’s football powerhouses. In
athletic competition, as in nature, one could discover and recapture one’s manhood, one’s
virility. The words “sissy” and “pussyfoot” entered common usage in the 1890s as insults
hurled at men whose masculinity was found wanting.

In the vigorous new climate of the 1890s, young women began to engage in sports and
other activities. They put away their corsets and long dresses and began wearing simple
skirts, shirtwaists, and other clothing that gave them more comfort and freedom of move-
ment. By the standards of the 1920s, these changes would seem mild, but in the 1890s,
they were radical.

In the country at large, the new enthusiasm for athletics and the outdoor life reflected
a widespread dissatisfaction with the growing regimentation of industrial society. Among
wealthy Americans, the quest for physical superiority reflected a deeper and more ambigu-
ous anxiety: their racial fitness. Most of them were native-born Americans whose families
had lived in the United States for several generations and whose ancestors had come from
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the British Isles, the Netherlands, or some other region of northwestern Europe. Having
embraced the principles of Social Darwinism (see chapter 19), they liked to attribute their
success and good fortune to their “racial superiority.” They saw themselves as “natural”
leaders, members of a noble Anglo-Saxon race endowed with uncommon intelligence,
imagination, and discipline. But events of the 1890s had challenged the legitimacy of the
elite’s wealth and authority, and the ensuing depression mocked their ability to exert eco-
nomic leadership. The immigrant masses laboring in factories, despite their poverty and
alleged racial inferiority, seemed to possess a vitality that the “superior” Anglo-Saxons
lacked. Immigrant families were overflowing with children. The city neighborhoods where
these families lived exhibited social and cultural energy (especially apparent in popular
entertainments—vaudeville, amusement parks, nickelodeons, and dance halls) that were
missing in the sedate environs of the wealthy.

Some rich Americans, such as Henry Adams, Henry Cabot Lodge, and other members
of Boston’s declining political elite, reacted to the immigrants’ vigor and industry by call-
ing for a halt to further immigration, but not the ebullient Roosevelt; he argued instead for
American men to live the strenuous life and to test themselves unceasingly at work and at
play. Through such struggles, the dominance of the ”English-speaking peoples” would
reassert itself and allow them to enjoy the rewards that racial superiority and racial fitness
had put within their grasp: power, prosperity, civilization, and liberty. Roosevelt called on
each married American woman, meanwhile, to have at least four children—an absolute
necessity, he declared, in order to reproduce the “race” in numbers sufficient to maintain
its vigor and dominance.

Immigration

746 • C H A P T E R 2 0 • An Industrial Society, 1900–1920

Focus Question
What hardships and successes did immigrants experience in the United States?

A key factor causing this racial consternation among American elites was the extraordi-
narily large numbers of immigrants in America. The United States had always been a
nation of immigrants, but never had so many come in so short a time. Between 1880 and
1920, some 23 million immigrants came to a country that numbered only 76 million in
1900. From 1900 to 1914, an average of 1 million immigrants arrived each year. In many
cities of the Northeast and Midwest, immigrants and their children constituted a majority
of the population. In 1920s Boston, New York City, Chicago, and Milwaukee, immigrants
accounted for more than 70 percent of the total population; in Buffalo, Detroit, and Min-
neapolis, more than 60 percent; and in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Seattle, more than 50
percent. Everywhere in the country, except in the South, the working class was over-
whelmingly ethnic.
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European immigration accounted for approximately three-fourths of the total. Some
states received significant numbers of non-European immigrants—Chinese, Japanese, and
Filipinos in California; Mexicans in California and the Southwest; and French Canadians
in New England. Although their presence profoundly affected regional economies, poli-
tics, and culture, their numbers, relative to the number of European immigrants, were
small. Immigrants from Latin America were free to enter the United States throughout this
period, but few did until 1910, when the social disorder caused by the Mexican Revolu-
tion propelled a stream of refugees to southwestern parts of the United States. One-half
million French Canadians had migrated to New England and the upper Midwest between
1867 and 1901. After that, the rate slowed as the pace of industrialization in their Quebec
homeland quickened.

European Immigration

Most of the European immigrants who arrived between 1880 and 1914 came from East-
ern and Southern Europe. Among them were 3 to 4 million Italians, 2 million Russian and
Polish Jews, 2 million Hungarians, and an estimated 5 million Slavs and other peoples
from eastern and southeastern Europe (Poles, Bohemians, Slovaks, Russians, Ukrainians,
Lithuanians, Serbians, Croatians, Slovenians, Montenegrins, Bulgarians, Macedonians, and
Greeks). Hundreds of thousands came as well from Turkey, Armenia, Lebanon, Syria, and
other Near Eastern lands abutting the European continent.

These post-1880 arrivals were called “new immigrants” to underscore the cultural gap
separating them from the “old immigrants,” who had come from northwestern Europe—
Great Britain, Scandinavia, and Germany. Old immigrants were regarded as racially fit,
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culturally sophisticated, and politically mature. The new immigrants, by contrast, were
often regarded as racially inferior, culturally impoverished, and incapable of assimilating
American values and traditions. This negative view of the new immigrants reflected in part
a fear of their alien languages, religions, and economic backgrounds. Few spoke English,
and most adhered to Catholicism, Orthodoxy, or Judaism rather than Protestantism. Most,
with the exception of  Jewish immigrants, were peasants, unaccustomed to urban indus-
trial life, but they were not as different from the old immigrants as the label implied. For
example, many of the earlier-arriving Catholic peasants from Ireland and Germany had
had no more familiarity with American values and traditions than did the Italians and Slavs
who arrived later.

In fact, the old and new European immigrants were more similar than different. Both
came to America for the same reasons: either to flee religious or political persecution or to
escape economic hardship. The United States attracted a small but steady stream of polit-
ical refugees throughout the 19th century: labor militants from England; nationalists from
Ireland; socialists and anarchists from Germany, Russia, Finland, and Italy. Many of these
people possessed talents as skilled workers, labor organizers, political agitators, and news-
paper editors and thus exercised influence in their ethnic communities. However, only the
anti-Semitic policies of Russia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries triggered a mass
emigration (in this case Jewish) of political refugees.

Most mass immigration was propelled instead by economic hardship. Europe’s rural
population was growing faster than the land could support. European factories absorbed
some, but not all, of the rural surplus. Industrialization and urbanization were affecting
the European countryside in ways that disrupted rural ways of life. As railroads penetrated
rural areas, village artisans found themselves unable to compete with the cheap manufac-
tured goods that arrived from city factories. These handicraftsmen were among the first to
emigrate. Meanwhile, rising demand for food in the cities accelerated the growth of com-
mercial agriculture in the hinterland. Some peasant families lost their land. Others turned
to producing crops for the market, only to discover that they could not compete with
larger, more efficient producers. In addition, by the last third of the 19th century, peas-
ants faced competition from North American farmers. Prices for agricultural commodities
plummeted everywhere. The economic squeeze that spread distress among American
farmers in the 1880s and 1890s caused even more hardship among Europe’s peasantry,
and many of them decided to try their luck in the New World.

An individual’s or family’s decision to emigrate often depended on having a con-
tact—a family member, relative, or fellow villager—already established in an Ameri-
can city. These people provided immigrants with a destination, inspiration (they were
examples of success in America), advice about jobs, and financial aid. Sometimes
whole villages in southern Italy or western Russia—or at least all of the young men—
seemed to disappear, only to reappear in a certain section of Chicago, Pittsburgh, or
New York. Villages without contacts in the United States were relatively unaffected by
the emigration mania.
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Most immigrants viewed their trip to the United States as a temporary sojourn. They
came not in search of permanent settlement but in search of high wages that would enable
them to improve their economic standing in their homeland. For them, America was a
land of economic opportunity, not a land to call home. This attitude explains why men
vastly outnumbered women and children in the migration stream. From 1899 to 1910,
three-fourths of the immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe were adult men. Some
had left wives and children behind; more were single. Most wanted merely to make
enough money to buy a farm in their native land. True to their dream, many did return
home. For every 100 Italian immigrants who arrived in the United States between 1907
and 1911, for example, 73 returned to Italy. Before the First World War, an estimated
60 percent to 80 percent of all Slavic immigrants eventually returned to the land of their birth.

The rate of return was negligible among certain groups, however. Jews had little desire
to return to the religious persecution they had fled, and only 5 percent returned to Europe.
The rate of return was also low among the Irish, who saw few opportunities in their long-
suffering (although much-loved) Emerald Isle. In the early 20th century, however, such
groups were exceptional. Most immigrants looked forward to returning to Europe. Not
until the First World War shut down transatlantic travel did most immigrants begin to
regard their presence in the United States as permanent.

Immigration tended to move in rhythm with the U.S. business cycle. It rose in boom
years and fell off during depressions. It remained high during the first 14 years of the new
century when the U.S. economy experienced sustained growth, broken only briefly by the
Panic of 1907–08.

Chinese and Japanese Immigration

The relatively small numbers of Chinese and Japanese immigrants who came to the United
States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries reflected the efforts of native-born Americans
and their allies to keep them out. As many as 300,000 Chinese immigrants arrived in the
United States between 1851 and 1882, and more than 200,000 Japanese immigrants jour-
neyed to Hawaii and the western continental United States between 1891 and 1907. They
contributed in major ways to the development of two of the West’s major industries: rail-
road building and commercial agriculture. These two immigrant groups might have
formed two of America’s largest, each numbering in the millions, but the U.S. government
began to exclude Chinese immigrant laborers in 1882 (The Chinese Exclusion Act) and
Japanese immigrant laborers in 1907 (see chapter 22). The government also interpreted a
1790 law to mean that Chinese, Japanese, and other East Asian immigrants were ineligi-
ble for citizenship. These exclusions remained in force until the 1940s and 1950s. They
expressed the racial prejudice felt by most native-born white Americans toward nonwhite
Asian immigrants, and they also revealed how determined America was to remain a nation
of European immigrants and their descendants.

The factors propelling Chinese and Japanese immigrants were similar to those motivat-
ing their European counterparts. The rural population in those countries was increasing at
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a rate faster than the rural economies could support. Chinese and Japanese rural peas-
ants were being integrated into an international market for agriculture, contributing to
the global oversupply of agricultural goods and depressing prices. Many Chinese and
Japanese immigrants, like their European counterparts, conceived of their movement
beyond their countries’ borders as temporary. They intended to move abroad just long
enough to make enough money to establish themselves economically in their home-
lands. Thus the early streams of Chinese and Japanese migration to the United States
were overwhelmingly composed of men looking for work. Similar to the European
immigrants, the Chinese and Japanese sojourners tended to follow precise migratory
paths—from one region or village in China or Japan to one city or region in the United
States.

Conditions in China were more desperate than those in Japan, where industrializa-
tion had begun to generate new wealth and absorb some of the rural population. Chi-
nese immigrants, as a result, often suffered greater hardship than did their Japanese
counterparts. In the 19th century, many were forced to sign contracts with suppliers of
overseas laborers that subjected them to slave-like conditions: They were herded onto
boats for the transpacific voyage, bound to particular employers for years on end, thrust
into dangerous working conditions, and paid paltry wages. The conditions of their labor
in the western states where they tended to settle inflamed the sentiments of white work-
ing men, who saw the Asian migration as a threat to their own wages and livelihoods.
These white workers might have made common cause with Asian immigrant workers,
but the racial prejudice they harbored toward the “yellow hordes” was simply too great.
White workers became leaders of the movements in the western states to keep these
immigrants out.

Significant numbers of Chinese and Japanese immigrants continued to try to enter the
United States during the period of Asian immigrant exclusion—after 1882 in the case of
the Chinese and 1907 in the case of the Japanese. Some were desperate to reunite them-
selves with family members already living in the United States, while others were driven
by deteriorating economic circumstances in their homeland. Many attempted to enter the
United States with forged papers declaring them to be merchants (a permitted class of Chinese
and Japanese immigrants) when they were not, or to have been resident in the United
States before the exclusion laws had gone into effect (and thus entitled to return). San
Francisco was their principal port of entry, and Angel Island, in San Francisco harbor,
became the counterpart of Ellis Island in New York harbor: the place where inspectors for
the U.S. Bureau of Immigration interrogated them and scrutinized their documents and,
more often than not, sent them back to Asia.

Other East Asian immigrants attempted to enter the United States through Canada or
Mexico, hoping to find an unpatrolled part of the land border and to cross into the United
States undetected. They became, in effect, America’s first illegal aliens. That a certain per-
centage of East Asian immigrants were illegals subject to deportation generated considerable
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fear among the Asian immigrant populations resident in the United States, deepening
tendencies within these communities to secrecy and to separation from mainstream
American culture and society. Despite these considerable hardships, Asian immigrants
would prove to be resourceful and to find ways to build homes and livelihoods in
America.

Immigrant Labor

In the first decade of the 20th century, immigrant men and their male children constituted
70 percent of the workforce in 15 of the 19 leading U.S. industries. They concentrated in
industries where work was the most backbreaking. Immigrants built the nation’s railroads
and tunnels; mined its coal, iron ore, and other minerals; stoked its hot and sometimes
deadly steel furnaces; and slaughtered and packed its meat in Chicago’s putrid packing-
houses. In 1909, first- and second-generation immigrants—especially Greeks, Italians,
Japanese, and Mexicans—constituted more than 96 percent of the labor force that built and
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maintained the nation’s railroads. Of the 750,000 Slovaks who arrived in America before
1913, at least 600,000 headed for the coal mines and steel mills of western Pennsylvania.
The steel mills of Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Cleveland, and Chicago also attracted dispropor-
tionately large numbers of Poles and other Slavs.

Immigrants also performed “lighter” but no less arduous work. Jews and Italians pre-
dominated in the garment manufacturing shops of New York City, Chicago, Philadelphia,
Baltimore, and Boston. In 1900, French-Canadian immigrants and their children held
one of every two jobs in New England’s cotton textile industry. By 1920, the prosperity
of California’s rapidly growing agricultural industry depended primarily on Mexican and
Filipino labor. In these industries, immigrant women and children, who worked for lower
wages than men, formed a large part of the labor force. Few states restricted child labor.
More than 25 percent of boys and 10 percent of girls aged 10 to 15 were “gainfully
employed.”

Immigrants were as essential as fossil fuels to the smooth operation of the American eco-
nomic machine. Sometimes, however, the machine consumed workers as well as coal and
oil. Those who worked in heavy industry, mining, or railroading were especially vulnera-
ble to accident and injury. In 1901, for instance, 1 in every 400 railroad workers died on
the job and 1 in every 26 suffered injury. Between the years 1906 and 1911, almost one-
quarter of the recent immigrants employed at the U.S. Steel Corporation’s South Works
(Pittsburgh) were injured or killed on the job. Lax attention to safety rendered even light
industry hazardous and sometimes fatal. In 1911, a fire broke out on an upper floor of the
Triangle Shirtwaist Company, a New York City garment factory. The building had no fire
escapes. The owners of the factory, moreover, had locked the entrances to each floor as a
way of keeping their employees at work. A total of 146 workers, mostly young Jewish and
Italian women, perished in the fire or from desperate nine-story leaps to the pavement
below.

Chronic fatigue and inadequate nourishment increased the risk of accident and injury.
Workweeks averaged 60 hours—10 hours every day except Sunday. Workers who were
granted Saturday afternoons off, thus reducing their workweek to a mere 55 hours, con-
sidered themselves fortunate. Steelworkers were not so lucky. They labored from 72 to
89 hours per week and were required to work one 24-hour shift every two weeks.

Most workers had to labor long hours simply to eke out a meager living. In 1900, the
annual earnings of American manufacturing workers averaged only $400 to $500 per
year. Skilled jobs offered immigrants far more (as much as $1,500 to $2,000 per year),
but most of them were held by Yankees and by the Germans, Irish, Welsh, and other
Europeans who had come as part of the old immigration. Through their unions, workers
of Northern European extraction also controlled access to new jobs that opened up and
usually managed to fill them with a son, relative, or fellow countryman. Consequently,
relatively few of the new immigrants rose into the prosperous ranks of skilled labor. In
any case, employers were replacing many skilled workers with machines operated by
cheaply paid operatives.
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From the 1870s to 1910, real wages paid to factory workers and common laborers did
rise, but not steadily. Wages fell sharply during depressions, and the hope for increases
during periods of recovery often collapsed under the weight of renewed mass immigration,
which brought hundreds of thousands of new job seekers into the labor market. One of
every five industrial workers was unemployed, even during the boom years of the early
20th century.

Most working families required two or three wage earners to survive. If a mother
could not go out to work because she had small children at home, she might rent rooms
to some of the many single men who had recently immigrated. But economic security
was difficult to attain. In his 1904 book, Poverty, social investigator Robert Hunter con-
servatively estimated that 20 percent of the industrial population of the North lived in
poverty.

Living Conditions

Strained economic circumstances confined many working-class families to cramped and
dilapidated living quarters. Many of them lived in two- or three-room apartments, with
several people sleeping in each room. To make ends meet, one immigrant New York City
family of eight living in a two-room apartment took in six boarders. Some boarders con-
sidered themselves lucky to have their own bed. That luxury was denied the 14 Slovaks
who shared eight beds in a small Pittsburgh apartment and the New York City printer
who slept on a door he unhinged every night and balanced across two chairs. The lack
of windows in city tenements allowed little light or air into these apartments, and few
had their own toilets or running water. Crowding was endemic. The population den-
sity of New York City’s Lower East Side—where most of the city’s Jewish immigrants
settled—reached 700 per acre in 1900, a density greater than that of the poorest sec-
tions of Mumbai (formerly Bombay), India. Overcrowding and poor sanitation
resulted in high rates of infectious diseases, especially diphtheria, typhoid fever, and
pneumonia.

By 1900, this crisis in urban living had begun to yield to the insistence of urban reform-
ers that cities adopt housing codes and improve sanitation. Between 1880 and 1900, hous-
ing inspectors condemned the worst of the tenements and ordered landlords to make
improvements. City governments built reservoirs, pipes, and sewers to carry clean water
to the tenements and to carry away human waste. Newly paved roads lessened the dirt,
mud, and stagnant pools of water and thus further curtailed the spread of disease. As a
result, urban mortality rates fell in the 1880s and 1890s.

Nevertheless, improvements came far more slowly to the urban poor than they did
to the middle and upper classes. Cities such as Pittsburgh built extensive systems of
paved roads in wealthy districts but not in working-class areas. Water supplies and
pressures were far better in prosperous than in poor neighborhoods. At the outbreak of
the First World War, many working-class families still lacked running water in their
homes.
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Building Ethnic Communities
The immigrants may have been poor, but they were not helpless. Migration had required
a good deal of resourcefulness, self-help, and mutual aid—assets that survived in the new
surroundings of American cities.

A Network of Institutions

Each ethnic group quickly established a network of institutions that supplied a sense of
community and multiplied sources of communal assistance. Some immigrants simply
reproduced those institutions that had been important to them in the Old Country. The
devout established churches and synagogues. Lithuanian, Jewish, and Italian radicals
reestablished Old World socialist and anarchist organizations. Irish nationalists set up
clandestine chapters of the Clan Na Gael to keep alive the struggle to free Ireland from the
English. Germans felt at home in their traditional Turnevereins (athletic clubs) and musi-
cal societies.

Immigrants developed new institutions as well. In the larger cities, foreign-language
newspapers disseminated news, advice, and culture. Each ethnic group created fraternal
societies to bring together immigrants who had known each other in the Old Country, or
who shared the same craft, or who had come from the same town or region. Most of these
societies provided members with a death benefit (ranging from a few hundred to a thou-
sand dollars) that guaranteed the deceased a decent burial and the family a bit of cash.
Some fraternal societies made small loans as well. Among those ethnic groups that prized
home ownership, especially the Slavic groups, the fraternal societies also provided mort-
gage money. And all of them served as centers of sociability—places to have a drink, play
cards, or simply relax with fellow countrymen. The joy, solace, and solidarity these groups
generated helped countless immigrants adjust to American life.

The Emergence of an Ethnic Middle Class

Within each ethnic group, a sizable minority directed their talents and ambitions toward
economic gain. Some of these entrepreneurs first addressed their communities’ needs for
basic goods and services. Immigrants preferred to buy from fellow countrymen with
whom they shared a language, a history, and presumably a bond of trust. Enterprising
individuals responded by opening dry-goods stores, food shops, butcher shops, and
saloons in their ethnic neighborhoods. Those who could not afford to rent a store hawked
their fruit, clothing, or dry goods from portable stands, wagons, or sacks carried on their
backs. The work was endless and the competition tough. Men often enlisted the entire
family—wife, older children, younger children—in their undertakings. Few family mem-
bers were ever paid for their labor, no matter how long or hard they worked. Although
many of these small businesses failed, enough survived to give some immigrants and their
children a toehold in the middle class.
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Other immigrants turned to small industry, particularly garment manufacture, truck
farming, and construction. A clothing manufacturer needed only a few sewing machines
to become competitive. Many Jewish immigrants, having been tailors in Russia and
Poland, opened such facilities. If a rented space proved beyond their means, they set up
shop in their own apartments. Competition among these small manufacturers was fierce,
and work environments were condemned by critics as “sweatshops.” Workers suffered
from inadequate lighting, heat, and ventilation; 12-hour workdays and 70-hour work-
weeks during peak seasons, with every hour spent bent over a sewing machine; and poor
pay and no employment security, especially for the women and children who made up a
large part of this labor force. Even at this level of exploitation, many small manufacturers
failed, but over time, significant numbers of them managed to firm up their position as
manufacturers and to evolve into stable, responsible employers. Their success contributed
to the emergence of a Jewish middle class.

The story was much the same in urban construction, where Italians who had estab-
lished themselves as labor contractors, or padroni, went into business for themselves to
take advantage of the rapid expansion of American cities. Although few became general
contractors on major downtown projects, many of them did well building family resi-
dences or serving as subcontractors on larger buildings.

One who did make the leap from small to big business was Amadeo P. Giannini, the
son of Italian immigrants, who used his savings from a San Francisco fruit and vegetable
stand to launch a career in banking. Determined to make bank loans available and afford-
able to people of ordinary means, Giannini generated a huge business in small loans.
Expanding on his ethnic base of small depositors, he eventually made his bank—the Bank
of America—into the country’s largest financial institution.

In southern California, Japanese immigrants chose agriculture as their route to the mid-
dle class. Working as agricultural laborers in the 1890s, they began to acquire their own land
in the early years of the 20th century. Altogether, they owned only 1 percent of California’s
total farm acreage. Their specialization in fresh vegetables and fruits (particularly
strawberries), combined with their family-labor-intensive agricultural methods, was yielding
$67 million in annual revenues by 1919—one-tenth of the total California agriculture rev-
enue that year. Japanese farmers sold their produce to Japanese fruit and vegetable whole-
salers in Los Angeles, who had chosen a mercantile route to middle-class status. The suc-
cess of Japanese farmers was all the more impressive given that the state of California had
passed the Alien Land Law in 1913, prohibiting Japanese and other Asian aliens from own-
ing property in the state. Japanese immigrant farmers thus depended on their native-born
children or friendly whites to acquire land for them, arrangements that made them more
vulnerable to losing the land—or control of it—than if they had been able to own it out-
right themselves.

Each ethnic group created its own history of economic success and social mobility.
From the emerging middle classes came leaders who would provide their ethnic groups
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with identity, legitimacy, and power and would lead the way toward Americanization and
assimilation. Their children tended to do better in school than the children of working-class
ethnics, and academic success served as a ticket to upward social mobility in a society that
increasingly depended on university-trained engineers, managers, lawyers, doctors, and
other professionals.

Political Machines and Organized Crime

The underside of this success story was the rise of government corruption and organized
crime. Many ethnic entrepreneurs operated on the margins of economic failure and bank-
ruptcy, and some accepted the help of those who promised financial assistance. Some-
times the help came from honest unions and upright government officials, but other
times it did not. Unions were generally weak, and some government officials, lacking
experience and economic security, were susceptible to bribery. Economic necessity
became a breeding ground for government corruption and greed. A contractor who was
eager to win a city contract—to build a trolley system, a sewer line, or a new city hall, for
example—would find it necessary to pay off government officials who could throw the
contract his way. By 1900, such payments, referred to as “graft,” had become essential to
the day-to-day operation of government in most large cities. Graft, in turn, made local
officeholding a source of economic gain. Politicians began building political organizations
called machines to guarantee their success in municipal elections. The machine “bosses”
used a variety of legal and illegal means to bring victory on election day. They won the
loyalty of urban voters—especially immigrants—by providing poor neighborhoods with
paved roads and sewer systems. They helped newly arrived immigrants find jobs (often
on city payrolls) and occasionally provided food, fuel, or clothing to families in dire need.
Many of their clients were grateful for these services in an age when government provided
little public assistance.

The bosses who ran the political machines—including “King Richard” Croker in New
York, James Michael Curley in Boston, Tom Pendergast in Kansas City, Martin Behrman
in New Orleans, and Abe Ruef in San Francisco—served their own needs first. They saw
to it that construction contracts went to those who offered the most graft, not to those who
were likely to do the best job. They protected gamblers, pimps, and other purveyors of
urban vice who contributed large amounts to their machine coffers. They often required
city employees to contribute to their campaign chests, to solicit political contributions, and
to get out the vote on election day. And they engaged in widespread election fraud by
rounding up truckloads of newly arrived immigrants and paying them to vote a certain
way; having their supporters vote two or three times; and stuffing ballot boxes with the
votes of phantom citizens who had died, moved away, or never been born.

Big-city machines, then, were both positive and negative forces in urban life. Reform-
ers despised them for disregarding election laws and encouraging vice, but many immi-
grants valued them for providing social welfare services and for creating opportunities for
upward mobility.
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The history of President John F. Kennedy’s family offers one example of the economic
and political opportunities opened up by machine politics. Both of Kennedy’s grandfa-
thers, John Francis Fitzgerald (“Honey Fitz”) and Patrick Joseph Kennedy, were the chil-
dren of penniless Irish immigrants who arrived in Boston in the 1840s. Fitzgerald excelled
at academics and won a coveted place in Harvard’s Medical School, but left Harvard that
same year, choosing a career in politics instead. Between 1891 and 1905, Fitzgerald served
as a Boston city councilor, Massachusetts state congressman and senator, U.S. congress-
man, and mayor of Boston. For much of this period, he derived considerable income and
power from his position as the North End ward boss, where he supervised the trading of
jobs for votes and favors for cash in his section of Boston’s Democratic and Irish-
dominated political machine.

Patrick Kennedy, an East Boston tavern owner and liquor merchant, became an
equally important figure in Boston city politics. In addition to running the Democratic
Party’s affairs in Ward Two, he served on the Strategy Board, a secret council of
Boston’s machine politicians that met regularly to devise policies, settle disputes, and
divide up  graft. Both Fitzgerald and Kennedy derived a substantial income from their
political work and used it to lift their families into middle-class prosperity. Kennedy’s
son (and the future president’s father), Joseph P. Kennedy, would go on to make a for-
tune as a Wall Street speculator and liquor distributor and to groom his sons for Har-
vard and the highest political offices in the land. But his rapid economic and social
ascent had been made possible by his father’s and father-in-law’s earlier success in
Boston machine politics.

Underworld figures, too, influenced urban life. In the early years of the 20th century,
gangsterism was a scourge of Italian neighborhoods, where Sicilian immigrants had
established outposts of the notorious Mafia, and in Irish, Jewish, Chinese, and other eth-
nic communities as well. Favorite targets of these gangsters were small-scale manufac-
turers and contractors, who were threatened with violence and economic ruin if they did
not pay a gang for “protection.” Gangsters enforced their demands with physical force,
beating up or killing those who failed to abide by the “rules.” In Chinese communities,
secret societies originating in China, or tongs, and initially set up in America to
strengthen communal life among the immigrants, occasionally crossed the line into
crime. Sometimes this transition resulted from good intentions—for example, tong
members might smuggle into the United States the wife and children of an immigrant
Chinese man who had no legal way of reuniting his family—but other times, tongs
enmeshed themselves in far more damaging criminal activities such as the opium trade,
prostitution, and gambling.

Greedy for money, power, and fame, and willing to use any means necessary, many
immigrant and ethnic criminals considered themselves authentic entrepreneurs cut from
the American mold. By the 1920s, petty extortion had escalated in urban areas, and under-
world crime had become big business. Al Capone, the ruthless Chicago mobster who made
a fortune from gambling, prostitution, and bootleg liquor during Prohibition, once
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claimed: “Prohibition is a business. All I do is to supply a public demand. I do it in the
best and least harmful way I can.” New York City’s Arnold Rothstein, whose financial
sophistication won him a gambling empire and the power to fix the 1919 World Series,
nurtured his reputation as “the J. P. Morgan of the underworld.” Mobsters like Roth-
stein and Capone were charismatic figures, both in their ethnic communities and in the
nation at large. Few immigrants, however, followed their criminal path to economic
success.

African American Labor and Community
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Focus Question
What were the similarities and differences between the immigrant and African
American experiences in the early 20th century?

Unlike immigrants, African Americans remained a predominantly rural and southern
people in the early 20th century. Most blacks were sharecroppers and tenant farmers.
The markets for cotton and other southern crops had stabilized in the early 20th cen-
tury, but black farmers remained vulnerable to exploitation. Landowners, most of
whom were white, often forced sharecroppers to accept artificially low prices for their
crops. At the same time, they charged high prices for seed, tools, and groceries at the
local stores they controlled. Few rural areas generated enough business to support
more than one store or to create a competitive climate that might force prices down.
Those sharecroppers who traveled elsewhere to sell their crops or purchase their
necessities risked retaliation— either physical assaults by white vigilantes or eviction
from their land. Thus most remained beholden to their landowners, mired in poverty
and debt.

Some African Americans sought a better life by migrating to industrial areas of the
South and the North. In the South, they worked in iron and coal mines, in furniture
and cigarette manufacture, as railroad track layers and longshoremen, and as laborers
in the steel mills of Birmingham, Alabama. By the early 20th century, their presence
was growing in the urban North as well, where they worked on the fringes of industry
as janitors, elevator operators, teamsters, longshoremen, and servants of various kinds.
Altogether, about 200,000 blacks left the South for the North and West between 1890
and 1910.

In southern industries, blacks were subjected to hardships and indignities that even the
newest immigrants were not expected to endure. Railroad contractors in the South, for
example, treated their black track layers like prisoners. Armed guards marched them to
work in the morning and back at night. Track layers were paid only once a month and
forced to purchase food at the company commissary, where the high prices claimed most
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of what they earned. Their belongings were locked up to discourage them from run-
ning away. Although other southern employers of black workers did not engage in
labor practices as harsh as those of the railroad contractors, they still confined blacks
to the dirtiest and most grueling jobs. The “Jim Crow” laws passed by every southern
state legislature in the 1890s legalized this rigid separation of the black and white races
(see chapter 18).

The nation’s worsening racial climate adversely affected southern blacks who came
north, even though these migrants had moved to states that generally did not have Jim
Crow laws. Northern industrialists generally refused to hire black migrants for manufac-
turing jobs, preferring the labor of European immigrants. Only when those immigrants
went on strike did employers turn to African Americans. Black workers first gained a
foothold in the Chicago meatpacking industry in 1904, when 28,000 immigrant packing-
house workers walked off their jobs. Employers hoped that the use of black strike-breakers
would inflame racial tensions between white and black workers and thus undermine labor
unity and strength.

African Americans who had long resided in northern urban areas also experienced
intensifying discrimination in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In 1870, about one-
third of the black men in many northern cities had been skilled tradesmen: blacksmiths,
painters, shoemakers, and carpenters. Serving both black and white clients, these men
enjoyed steady work and good pay, but by 1910 only 10 percent of black men made a liv-
ing in this way. In many cities, the number of barber shops and food catering businesses
owned by blacks also went into sharp decline, as did black representation in the ranks of
restaurant and hotel waiters. These barbers, food caterers, and waiters had formed a black
middle class whose livelihood depended on the patronage of white clients. By the early
20th century, this middle class was in decline, the victim of growing racism. Whites were
no longer willing to engage the services of blacks, preferring to have their hair cut, beards
shaved, and food prepared and served by European immigrants. The residential segrega-
tion of northern blacks also rose in these years, as whites excluded them from growing
numbers of urban neighborhoods.

African Americans did not lack for resourcefulness. In urban areas of settlement, they
laced their communities with the same array of institutions—churches, fraternal insurance
societies, political organizations—that solidified ethnic neighborhoods. A new black mid-
dle class arose, consisting of ministers, professionals, and businesspeople who serviced the
needs of their racial group. Black-owned real estate agencies, funeral homes, doctors’
offices, newspapers, groceries, restaurants, and bars opened for business on the commer-
cial thoroughfares of African American neighborhoods. Many businessmen had been
inspired by the words of black educator Booker T. Washington, and specifically by his
argument that blacks should devote themselves to self-help and self-sufficiency. Madame
C. J. Walker offers one example of a black woman who built a lucrative business from the
hair and skin lotions she devised and sold to black customers throughout the country. In
many cities, African American real estate agents achieved significant wealth and power.

African American Labor and Community • 759

11019_20_ch20_p0735-0770.qxd  6/4/07  11:44 AM  Page 759



Nevertheless, entrepreneurial success remained a tougher task among African Amer-
icans than among immigrants. Black communities were often smaller and poorer than
their white ethnic ones; economic opportunities were fewer, and black businessmen
found it more difficult than their white ethnic counterparts to cultivate customers out-
side of their core community. Racial prejudice stood as an obstacle to black business

The Jazz Singer was a sensation when it opened
because it was the first movie to use sound

(although relatively few words of dialogue were actu-
ally spoken). It also starred Al Jolson, the era’s most
popular Broadway entertainer, and bravely explored an
issue that the film industry usually avoided—the reli-
gious culture and generational dynamics of a “new
immigrant” family.

The movie focuses on Jake Rabinowitz and his
immigrant parents, who are Jewish and devout. Jake’s
father is a fifth-generation cantor whose job it is to fill
his New York City synagogue with ancient and uplifting
melodies on the Sabbath and Jewish holidays. Cantor
Rabinowitz looks upon his work as sacred, and he
expects Jake to take his place one day. But Jake has
other ideas. He loves music but is drawn to the new
rhythmic ragtime and sensual jazz melodies emerging
from his American surroundings. In an early scene, we
encounter Jake at a dance hall, absorbed in playing and
singing ragtime tunes and forgetting that he should be
at home preparing for Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the
Jewish calendar. His distraught father finds him and
whips him, and Jake, in anger and pain, runs away.
These early scenes allow us to glimpse important

themes in the immigrant experience of the early 20th
century: the deep attraction among the children of
immigrants to the energy and vitality of American pop-
ular culture and the strains that this attraction often
caused between these children and parents desperate
to maintain the traditions they had brought with them
from Europe.

Jake’s estrangement from his family and commu-
nity gives him the space to reinvent himself as Jack
Robin, the jazz singer. His love relationship with a
prominent (and non-Jewish) stage actress, Mary Dale,
brings him the big break he needs, a starring role in a
Broadway show. Jack hopes to use his return to New
York to reconcile with his father. This eventually hap-
pens when Jake, on the eve of Yom Kippur once again,
agrees to skip his show’s premiere in order to take his
ailing father’s place as cantor in the synagogue. Jake’s
melodies soar and reach his bedridden father who,
thinking that his son has succeeded him as cantor and
thus fulfilled his (the father’s) deepest wish, peacefully
dies.

His father is deceived, for Jake returns to his Broad-
way show as soon as Yom Kippur ends to deliver an
outstanding performance as the “Jazz Singer.” His

THE JAZZ SINGER (1927)

Directed by Alan Crosland. Starring Al Jolson (Jake Rabinowitz/Jack Robin), May McAvoy 
(Mary Dale), and Warner Oland (Cantor Rabinowitz).
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success. Meanwhile, blacks were so marginalized in politics that they had little opportu-
nity to gain power or wealth through holding political office or controlling a political
machine. Thus the African American middle class remained smaller and more precarious
than did its counterpart in ethnic communities, less able to lead the way toward afflu-
ence and assimilation.

Americans by participating in tradition popular among
white American entertainers. Ironically, “blacking up”
may have been a way for an entertainer to embrace
not black but white America, and for someone like
Jake to be accepted by non-Jewish white Americans as
one of their own.

future lies with Broadway rather than with
a synagogue, and with the gentile Mary.
The movie, however, makes it seem as
though everything will work out: Jake’s
mother is in the audience for the Broadway
show, enjoying her son’s success and, in
effect, blessing him for the career and
woman he has chosen. That this resolution
requires misleading the father reminds us,
however, that the strains between immi-
grant parents and their American-born chil-
dren could be deep and sometimes not
resolvable. 

The movie also allows us to ask ques-
tions about the relationship between
immigrants and African Americans. As part
of his Broadway performance, Jake does a
blackface routine, using burnt cork to turn
his face and neck black and thus to appear
to audiences as a “black” entertainer. From
the early 19th to the early 20th centuries,
“blacking up” was a performance style
popular among white entertainers who
wanted both to appropriate and ridicule
expressive aspects of black culture. What
did it mean for a child of Jewish immigrants, himself
vulnerable to being stigmatized as an outsider in
America, to “black up”? Jake may have been express-
ing in part his desire to draw closer to rich elements in
black musical culture. But Jake may also have been
signaling his desire to distance himself from African

A billboard in New York City advertising The Jazz Singer. Al Jolson is
shown in blackface.

©
 B

et
tm

an
n/

CO
RB

IS
 

11019_20_ch20_p0735-0770.qxd  6/4/07  11:45 AM  Page 761



Workers and Unions
Middle-class success eluded most immigrants and blacks in the years before the First
World War. Even among Jews, whose rate of social mobility was rapid, most immigrants
were working class. For most workers, the path toward a better life lay in improving their
working conditions, not in escape from the working class. Henry Ford’s $5-per-day wage,
double the average manufacturing wage, raised the hopes of many. Young immigrant men,
in particular, flocked to Detroit to work for Ford. But in the early decades of the 20th century,
few other manufacturers were prepared to follow Ford’s lead, and most factory workers
remained in a fragile economic state.

Samuel F. Gompers and the AFL

For those workers, the only hope for economic improvement lay in organizing unions
powerful enough to wrest wage concessions from reluctant employers. This was not an
easy task. The charged, often violent, labor protests of the Gilded Age had been put down.
Labor organizations, such as the Knights of Labor, that had unified workers had been
defeated. Federal and state governments had shown themselves ready to use military force
to break strikes. The courts, following the lead of the U.S. Supreme Court, repeatedly found
unions in violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act, even though that act had been intended
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Madame C. J. Walker This prominent African American entrepreneur, pictured here behind the wheel of her car, built
a successful business selling hair and skin lotions to black customers throughout the country.
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to control corporations, not unions. Judges in most states usually granted employer
requests for injunctions—court orders that barred striking workers from picketing their
place of employment (and thus from obstructing employer efforts to hire replacement
workers). Before 1916, no federal laws protected workers’ right to organize or required
employers to bargain with the unions to which their workers belonged.

This hostile legal environment retarded the growth of unions from the 1890s through
the 1920s. It also made the major labor organization of those years, the American Feder-
ation of Labor (AFL), more timid and conservative than it had been before the depression
of the 1890s. In the aftermath of that depression, the AFL focused on organizing craft, or
skilled, workers such as carpenters, typographers, plumbers, painters, and machinists.
Because of their skills, these workers commanded more respect from employers than did
the unskilled laborers. Employers negotiated contracts, or trade agreements, with craft
unions that stipulated the wages workers were to be paid, the hours they were to work,
and the rules under which new workers would be accepted into the trade. These agree-
ments were accorded the same legal protection that American law bestowed on other com-
mercial contracts.

As the AFL emphasized these bread-and-butter issues, it withdrew from the political
activism that had once occupied its attention. It no longer agitated for governmental reg-
ulation of the economy and the workplace. The AFL had concluded that labor’s power-
ful opponents in the legislatures and the courts would find ways to undermine whatever
governmental gains organized labor managed to achieve. That conclusion was reinforced
by a 1905 ruling, Lochner v. New York, in which the U.S. Supreme Court declared
unconstitutional a seemingly innocent New York state law limiting bakery employees to
a 10-hour day.

The AFL’s “business” unionism took its most forceful expression from its president,
Samuel F. Gompers. A onetime Marxist and cigarmaker who had helped found the AFL
in 1886, Gompers was reelected to the AFL presidency every year from 1896 until his
death in 1924. The AFL showed considerable vitality under his leadership, especially in
the early years when its membership quadrupled from less than a half million in 1897 to
more than 2 million in 1904. Aware of the AFL’s growing significance and conservatism,
the National Civic Federation, a newly formed council of corporate executives, agreed to
meet periodically with the organization’s leaders to discuss the nation’s industrial and
labor problems.

Nevertheless, the AFL had limited success. Its 2 million members represented only a
small portion of the industrial workforce. Its concentration among craft workers, more-
over, distanced it from most workers, who were not skilled. Unskilled and semiskilled
workers could only be organized into an industrial union that offered membership to all
workers in a particular industry. Gompers understood the importance of such unions and
allowed several of them, including the United Mine Workers (UMW) and the International
Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), to participate in the AFL. But AFL ranks
remained dominated by skilled workers who looked down upon the unskilled. Ethnic
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background intensified these craftsmen’s sense of superiority over the unskilled. Most
skilled workers were from old immigrant stock—particularly English, Scottish, German,
and Irish—and they shared the common prejudice against immigrants from Southern and
Eastern Europe.

AFL members demonstrated even worse prejudice toward black workers. In the early
20th century, more than 10 AFL unions excluded African Americans from membership.
The AFL’s racist policies partially account for the shrinking numbers of black tradesmen
between 1870 and 1910. White and black workers sometimes managed to set aside their
suspicions of each other and cooperate. The UMW allowed black workers to join and to
rise to positions of leadership. In New Orleans, black and white dockworkers constructed
a remarkable experiment in biracial unionism that flourished from the 1890s through the
early 1920s. But these moments of cooperation were rare.

Although blacks made up too small a percentage of the working class to build alterna-
tive labor organizations that would counteract the influence of the AFL, the new immi-
grants from Eastern and Southern Europe were too numerous to be ignored. Their partic-
ipation in the UMW enabled that union to grow from only 14,000 in 1897 to more than
300,000 in 1914. In 1909, a strike of 20,000 women workers against the owners of New
York City’s garment factories inspired tens of thousands of workers, male and female, to
join the ILGWU.

“Big Bill” Haywood and the IWW

When the AFL failed to help them organize, immigrants turned to other unions. The most
important was the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), founded by western miners in
1905 and led by William “Big Bill” Haywood. The IWW rejected the AFL principle of craft
organization, hoping instead to organize all workers into “one big union.” It scorned the
notion that only a conservative union could survive in American society, declaring its com-
mitment to revolution instead.

The IWW refused to sign collective bargaining agreements with employers, arguing
that such agreements only trapped workers in capitalist property relations. Capitalism
had to be overthrown through struggles between workers and their employers at the
point of production. Although hundreds of thousands of workers passed through its
ranks or participated in its strikes, the IWW’s membership rarely exceeded 20,000. Nev-
ertheless, few labor organizations inspired as much fear. The IWW organized the poor-
est and most isolated workers—lumbermen, miners, and trackmen in the West, textile
workers and longshoremen in the East. Emboldened by IWW leaders, these workers
waged strikes against employers who were unaccustomed to having their authority chal-
lenged. Violence lurked beneath the surface of these strikes and occasionally erupted in
bloody skirmishes between strikers and police, National Guardsmen, or the private secu-
rity forces hired by employers. Some blamed the IWW for the violence, seeing it as a
direct outgrowth of calls for a “class war.” Others understood that the IWW was not
solely responsible. Employers had shown themselves quite willing to resort to violence to
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enforce their will on employees. In 1913, for example, at Ludlow, Colorado, the Col-
orado Fuel and Iron Company, a subsidiary of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company,
brought in a private security force and the local militia (which it controlled) to break up
a UMW strike. When the company evicted strikers and their families from their homes,
the union set up 13 tent colonies to obstruct the entrances to the mines. The standoff
came to a bloody conclusion in April 1914 when company police, firing into one colony
of tents, killed 66 men, women, and children.

The “Ludlow massacre” outraged the nation. At hearings held by the U.S. Commis-
sion on Industrial Relations, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., was humiliated by Commissioner
Frank Walsh’s disclosure that the industrialist had been complicit in the events leading up
to the violence. The massacre revealed yet again what the IWW strikes had already demon-
strated: that many American workers resented their low wages and poor working condi-
tions; that neither the government nor employers offered workers a mechanism for airing
and peacefully resolving their grievances; and that workers, as a result, felt compelled to
protest through joining unions and waging strikes, even if it meant risking their lives. On
the eve of the First World War, almost 40 years after the Great Railroad Strike of 1877
(chapter 19), industrial conflict still plagued the nation.
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Men at Work This photo of male workers stoking a boiler conveys some of the grime and heat associated with much early-
1900s blue-collar work as well as the strength and concentration required of workmen.
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The Joys of the City
Industrial workers might be missing their fair share of the nation’s prosperity, but they
were crowding the dance halls, vaudeville theaters, amusement parks, and ballparks
offered by the new world of commercial entertainment. Above all, they were embracing a
new technological marvel, the movies.

Movies were well suited to poor city dwellers with little money, little free time, and lit-
tle command of the English language. Initially, the movies cost only a nickel. The “nick-
elodeons” where they were shown were usually converted storefronts in working-class
neighborhoods. Movies required little leisure time because at first they lasted only 15 min-
utes on average. Viewers with more time on their hands could stay for a cycle of two or
three films (or for several cycles). And even non-English-speakers could understand what
was happening on the “silent screen.” By 1910, at least 20,000 nickelodeons dotted north-
ern cities.

These early “moving pictures” were primitive by today’s standards, but they were thrilling
just the same. The figures appearing on the screen were “larger than life.” Moviegoers could
transport themselves to parts of the world they would otherwise never see, encounter peo-
ple they would otherwise never meet, and watch boxing matches they could otherwise not
afford to attend. The darkened theater provided a setting in which secret desires, especially
sexual ones, could be explored. As one newspaper innocently commented in 1899: “For the
first time in the history of the world it is possible to see what a kiss looks like.”

No easy generalizations are possible about the content of these early films, more than
half of which came from France, Germany, and Italy. American-made films tended toward
slapstick comedies, adventure stories, and romances. Producers did not yet shy away, as
they soon would, from the lustier or seedier sides of American life. The Hollywood for-
mula of happy endings had yet to be worked out. In fact, the industry, centered in New
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Nickelodeons in Major American Cities, 1910

Nickelodeons Seating Population 
Cities Population (estimate) Capacity per Seat

New York 4,338,322 450 150,000 29

Chicago 2,000,000 310 93,000 22

Philadelphia 1,491,082 160 57,000 26

St. Louis 824,000 142 50,410 16

Cleveland 600,000 75 22,500 27

Baltimore 600,000 83 24,900 24

San Francisco 400,000 68 32,400 12

Cincinnati 350,000 75 22,500 16

New Orleans 325,000 28 5,600 58

Source: Garth Jowett, Film: The Democratic Art (Boston: Little, Brown, 1976), p. 46.
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York City and Fort Lee, New Jersey, had yet to locate itself in cheery southern California.
In 1914, the movies’ first sex symbol, Theda Bara, debuted in a movie that showed her
tempting an upstanding American ambassador into infidelity and ruin. She would be the
first of the big screen’s vamps, so-called because the characters they portrayed, like vam-
pires, thrived on the blood (and death) of men.

The New Sexuality and the Rise of Feminism
The appearance of the vamp was one sign that popular culture had become an arena in
which Americans were beginning to experiment with more open expressions of sexuality.
Another sign was the growing numbers of women who began insisting that they be
accorded the same sexual freedom long enjoyed by men. This impulse was strongest
among young, single, working-class women who were entering the workforce in large
numbers and mixing at workplaces, in loosely supervised ways, with men their own age.
The associations between young men and women that sprang up at work carried over into
their leisure. Young people of both sexes flocked to the dance halls that were opening in
every major city. They rejected the stiff formality of earlier ballroom dances such as the
cotillion or the waltz for the freedom and intimacy of newer forms, such as the fox trot,
tango, and bunny-hug. They went to movies and to amusement parks together, and they
engaged, far more than their parents had, in premarital sex. It is estimated that the pro-
portion of women having sex before marriage rose from 10 percent to 25 percent in the
generation that was coming of age between 1910 and 1920.

Feminism

This movement toward sexual freedom was one expression of women’s dissatisfaction with
the restrictions that had been imposed on them by earlier generations. By the second decade
of the 20th century, eloquent spokeswomen had emerged to make the case for full female
freedom and equality. The author Charlotte Perkins Gilman called for the release of women
from domestic chores through the collectivization of housekeeping. Social activist Margaret
Sanger insisted, in her lectures on birth control, that women should be free to enjoy sexual
relations without having to worry about unwanted motherhood. The anarchist Emma Gold-
man denounced marriage as a kind of prostitution and embraced the ideal of “free love”—
love unburdened by contractual commitment. Alice Paul, founder of the National Women’s
Party, brought a new militancy to the campaign for woman suffrage (see chapter 21).

These women were among the first to use the term feminism to describe their desire
for complete equality with men. Some of them came together in Greenwich Village, a
community of radical artists and writers in lower Manhattan, where they found a sup-
portive environment in which to express and live by their feminist ideals. Crystal Eastman,
a leader of the feminist Greenwich Village group called Heterodoxy, defined the feminist
challenge as “how to arrange the world so that women can be human beings, with a chance
to exercise their infinitely varied gifts in infinitely varied ways, instead of being destined
by the accident of their sex to one field of activity.”
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The movement for sexual and gender equality aroused considerable anxiety. Parents
worried about the promiscuity of their children. Conservatives were certain that sexual
assertiveness among women would transform American cities into dens of iniquity. Vice
commissions sprang up in every major city to clamp down on prostitution, drunkenness,
and pornography. The campaign for prohibition—a ban on the sale of alcoholic beverages—
gathered steam. Movie theater owners were pressured into excluding “indecent” films from
their screens. Many believed the lurid tales of international vice lords scouring foreign
lands for innocent girls who could be delivered to American brothel owners. This “white
slave trade” inspired passage of the 1910 Mann Act, which made the transportation of
women across state lines for immoral purposes a federal crime.

Nor did it escape the attention of conservatives that Greenwich Village was home not only
to the dangerous exponents of “free love” but also to equally dangerous advocates of class
warfare. Prominent IWW organizer Elizabeth Gurley Flynn was a member of Heterodoxy; her
lover, Carlo Tresca, was an IWW theoretician. “Big Bill” Haywood also frequented Greenwich
Village, where he was lionized as a working-class hero. When Greenwich Village radicals
began publishing an avant-garde artistic journal in 1914, they called it The Masses; its editor
was Max Eastman, the brother of Crystal. This convergence of labor and feminist militancy
intensified conservative feeling that the nation had strayed too far from its roots.
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Margaret Sanger on Trial, 1916 Feminist Margaret Sanger, left, was put on trial for using
the U.S. mail service to circulate her book  The Woman Rebel, which advocated birth control. A
federal law barred the use of the mails to spread birth control advice or techniques.
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Cultural conservatism was strongest in those areas of the country that were least
involved in the ongoing industrial and sexual revolutions: in farming communities and
small towns; in the South, where industrialization and urbanization were proceeding at a
slower rate than elsewhere; and among old social elites, who felt pushed aside by the new
corporate men of power.

Conservatives and radicals alike shared a conviction that the country could not afford to
ignore its social problems—the power of the corporations; the poverty and powerlessness of
wage earners; the role of women and African Americans. Conservatives were as determined to
restore 19th-century moral standards as radicals were determined to achieve working-class
emancipation and women’s equality. But in politics, neither would become the dominant
force. That role would fall to the so-called progressives, a diverse group of reformers who con-
fidently and optimistically believed they could bring order and justice to the new society.

Conclusion
Between 1900 and 1920, corporate power, innovation, and demands had stimulated the
growth of cities, attracted millions of immigrants, enhanced commercial opportunities,
and created the conditions for a vibrant urban culture. Many Americans thrived in this
new environment, taking advantage of business opportunities or, as in the case of women,
discovering liberties in dress, employment, dating, and sex that they had not known. Mil-
lions of Americans, however, remained impoverished, unable to rise in the social order or
to earn enough in wages to support their families. African Americans who had migrated to
the North in search of economic opportunity suffered more than any other single group,
as they found themselves shut out of most industrial and commercial employment.

Henry Ford, whose generous $5-per-day wage drew tens of thousands to his Detroit
factories, was an exceptional employer. Although other employers had learned to restrain
their crass displays of wealth and had turned toward philanthropy in search of a better
public image, they remained reluctant to follow Ford’s lead in improving the conditions in
which their employees labored.

Working-class Americans proved resourceful in creating self-help institutions to serve
their own and each other’s needs. In some cities, they gained a measure of power through
the establishment of political machines. Labor unions arose and fought for a variety of
reforms, but their success was limited. How to inject greater equality and opportunity into
an industrial society in which the gap between rich and poor had reached alarming pro-
portions remained a daunting challenge.

S U G G E S T E D  R E A D I N G S

For a general overview of the period, see Alan Dawley, Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibil-
ity and the Liberal State (1991) and Nell Irvin Painter, Standing at Armageddon: The United
States, 1877–1919 (1987). On economic growth and corporate development, see Harold G. Vatter,

Conclusion • 769

11019_20_ch20_p0735-0770.qxd  6/4/07  11:45 AM  Page 769



The Drive to Industrial Maturity: The United States Economy, 1860–1914 (1975); Glenn Porter,
The Rise of Big Business, 1860–1910 (1973); and Robert Kanigel, The One Best Way: Frederick
Winslow Taylor and the Enigma of Efficiency (1997). For a discussion of Ford’s labor policies and
their impact on immigrant workers, see Stephen Meyer III, The Five Dollar Day: Labor Man-
agement and Social Control in the Ford Motor Company, 1908–1921 (1981).

On the changing character of American elites, see Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, eds., Rul-
ing America: Wealth and Power in a Democracy (2005). For an excellent overview concerning
immigration, consult Roger Daniels, Coming to America: A History of Immigration and Ethnicity
in American Life (2002). The best single-volume history of eastern and southern European immi-
grants during this period is John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigration (1985).
For an innovative account of European immigrants’ encounters with racial patterns in the United
States, see Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Americans and the
Alchemy of Race (1998).

The experience of Chinese immigrants during the period of American exclusion is discussed
in Erika Lee, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration During the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943
(2003), while Steven P. Erie, Rainbow’s End: Irish Americans and the Dilemmas of Urban
Machine Politics, 1840–1945 (1988), insightfully examines the benefits and costs of big-city
machines. David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor, 1865–1925 (1987) and Herbert
Gutman, Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America (1976) are essential sources on
both immigrant and nonimmigrant labor during this period.

John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss Jr., From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro
Americans, 8th ed. (2000) offers a comprehensive account of African American life, while an
important account of black female workers can be found in Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love,
Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and the Family from Slavery to the Present (1985). On the
rise of mass culture, see David Nasaw, Going Out: The Rise and Fall of Public Amusements
(1993) and Warren I. Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in
the Twentieth Century (1984). On the new woman and feminism, consult Nancy F. Cott, The
Grounding of Modern Feminism (1987) and Christine Stansell, American Moderns: Bohemian
New York and the Creation of a New Century (2000).

770 • C H A P T E R 2 0 • An Industrial Society, 1900–1920

Visit the Liberty Equality Power Companion Web site for resources specific to
this textbook: http://www.thomsonedu.com/history/murrin

Also find self-tests and additional resources at ThomsonNOW. ThomsonNOW is
an integrated online suite of services and resources with proven ease of use and
efficient paths to success, delivering the results you want—NOW!

www.thomsonedu.com/login/

11019_20_ch20_p0735-0770.qxd  6/4/07  11:45 AM  Page 770


