
9: The development of modern nations (1865–1929) 
 

• Causes and consequences of railroad construction; industrial growth, urbanization and economic 
modernization; the development of international and inter-American trade; neocolonialism and 
dependency 

 
I. Causes of industrial growth after 1865  

a. Legacy of the first industrial revolution (starting 1790) 

i. Inspired by Great Britain (steam power, railroads, factories) 

ii. Factory system modeled after British industry 

1. Textile manufacturing – e.g. Lowell, Massachusetts – major mill town  

2. American System  

3. US had factories already, but behind European industrialization. Agriculture more 

profitable- but Civil War and other factors spurred growth 

iii. Set the stage for U.S. economic growth and technological innovation to dominate Second 

Industrial Revolution (1870-1914)  

b. Stimulus of the Civil War 

i. Banking, railroads, and other industrial interests had grown as a result of the war 

1. improved finance system with the introduction of a national currency - greenbacks 

2. government contracts granted to arms and clothing manufacturers 

3. boosted use of the telegraph  

ii. Economic depression from 1873-1879 (the Long Depression) due to banking collapse, then 

another period of economic boom 

c. Availability of natural resources (Geography) 

i. Like coal, oil, grain 

ii. As country expanded westward, new supplies of coal, iron, and oil discovered and exploited  

d. Population boom (demography) 

i. Immigration ½ pop growth 

1. Wave of immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe and Asia 

2. Cheap labor force exploited by capitalists 

e. Government actions  

i. Republican Party platform 

1. Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency – aggressive economic reconstruction.  Also 

corruption or accusations of corruption as industrial interests became political 

interests 

2. high tariffs (for example, on steel) 

3. land grants to RR 

ii. Laissez-faire capitalism – limited regulation of business. Interference only when beneficial to 

business interests, e.g. protective tariffs 

iii. Supreme Court and other courts interpreted laws in a very business friendly way (Law) 

1. E.g. when Sherman Antitrust Act was passed in 1890 to break up monopolies and 

encourage competition, courts interpreted the law in ways that targeted trade unions 

and helped consolidate businesses  

iv. Anti-union - Late 19th century- partial to businesses and against unions 

1. Govt saw their role as protecting private property  

2. Public opinion hostile to unions (thought it would raise prices) 

3. Unions associated with immigrants in the public mind 

4. Businesses contributed to politicians’ campaign funds 

5. Sherman Anti-Trust Act was applied to union activities.  

6. Troops were sent in many cases to break up strikes 

v. pushing Native Americans onto reservations 

f. Foreign investments (Europeans saw U.S. as a developing economy) 



g. Railroads! 

 

II. Causes of railroad construction  

a. To maintain post-war economic growth, government land grants, subsidies, and loans flowed into 

the private sector  

b. Development of new technology 

i. Steel  

ii. New infrastructures to support growth of RRs 

c. Pacific Railway Act 1862 – led to construction of the transcontinental railroad 

d. Completion of the Transcontinental railroad 1869 

i. Addition of more major lines created the most extensive transportation system in the world 

e. By 1887, Interstate Commerce Commission was founded as regulatory agency overseeing railroads 

(trend – government/ federal power growth after the Civil War) 

 

III. Consequences of railroad construction 

a. Good and products no longer regional- now there’s a national market 

i. Mass production and mass retailing possible with greater networks of transportation and 

communication 

b. Mass production and distribution of items created larger corporations and enormous profits 

c. New industries 
i. Gustavus Swift- refrigerated railroad cars = transportation of goods 
ii. Meat-packing monopoly- revolutionized meat transport by using refrigerated cars 

d. Creation of time zones- Operators of the new railroad lines needed a new time plan that would offer 
a uniform train schedule for departures and arrivals. Four standard time zones for the continental 
United States were introduced on November 18, 1883. 

e. Farmers faced predatory pricing from railroad companies – established political organizations such 
as the Granger movement to represent their interests to govt  

f. RR workers faced poor pay – nationwide strikes against RR corporations known as the Great 
Uprising took place in 1877; halted RR traffic and resulted in violence in some places (actually led 
to the creation of the National Guard in fear of further violent protests) 

g. Cattle Boom and Cattle Kingdom  

i. Railroads allowed for regional economic specialization and transport of cattle 

ii. Railroad companies sold land for cheap (to European and American farmers) to develop 

towns along RR lines  

iii. Cattle transported to Midwest slaughterhouse and meat-packers 
iv. Homestead Act 

1. Purpose: to encourage agricultural development and to populate the west  

2. “Free land” – Was it free? What was the real cost? 

h. Cost of homesteading to American Indians – Look at reservations map 

i. Plan for a permanent “Indian Territory” fell apart 

ii. Demand for land and resources in West- reservations to diminish competition for resources, 

make way for white settlement 

iii. Reservations: clearly defined zones of settlement set aside by fed government 

iv. Often far from ancestral homelands 
i. Indian Wars 

i. Battle of Little Bighorn 

1. Native Americans fought the United States for decades. They were ultimately 

overwhelmed by the superior numbers and weapons technology of the United States 

Army. Though on several occasions Native Americans defeated American troops in 

individual battles. One of the most famous of those Native American victories 

occurred at the Battle of Little Bighorn in Montana. On June 25, 1876 Civil War 

veteran George Custer attacked over 2000 Sioux and Cheyenne warriors with a few 



hundred men; Custer and his men were overwhelmed and every one of them were 

killed. 

ii. Ghost Dance movement 

1. Religious/spiritual movement 

2. Lakota were  on verge of starvation b/c of eradication of the buffalo 

3. Turned to Ghost Dance, which frightened federal agents 

4. (Although Protestant spiritual movements like 7th Day Adventism was tolerated) 

iii. Wounded Knee –  

1. Fed. Troops followed a Ghost Dance leader to Wounded Knee  

2. In process of confiscating weapons, gun went off 

3. What happened to fed troops? Medals of Honor awarded 

4. Number of massacred not exact – as few as 200, as many as 350 – thrown in mass 

grave 

 
IV. Urbanization 

a. Population of cities grew at double the rate of the country as a whole 

i. Major source of growth from immigrants and their children 

1. “New immigrants” attracted to industrial cities (from S. and E. Europe) 

2. As opposed to “Old immigrants” who settled in countryside before the Civil War (from 

N. and W. Europe) 

ii. Other source of growth – migration from rural to urban areas 

b. Rapid urbanization created very poor living conditions 

i. Tenement housing – thousands built after Civil War 

ii. New technologies like streetcars and architectural movements like City Beautiful did not 

necessarily improve living conditions 

1. Sewage and pollution a problem 

2. Air pollution from coal 

3. Overcrowding bred contagious diseases 

iii. Neighborhoods often divided along racial or ethnic lines – middle class was almost entirely 

white, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant 

 

V. Economic modernization 

a. New business models accelerated rate of expansion  

i. E.g. vertical and horizontal integration – ways businesses grew 

1. Vertical – business takes control of all of the aspects of production from raw material 

to distribution and marketing 

a. E.g. United Fruit Company 

2. Horizontal – merger of competitors in the same industry  

a. E.g. Standard Oil 

ii. Monopolies, trusts, corporations  

1. Businesses of unforeseen size 

2. Could produce for national and international markets 

b. Exploitation of labor exposed deep class divide 

i. Poor working conditions, long hours, low wages, no job security  

1. Workers began to organize into unions at local and national levels 

a. Brought them into conflict with those that depended on their labor for profits  

b. Strikes, demonstrations, and riots throughout period  

c. New political alternatives such as socialism, Marxism, and anarchism 

surfaced  

 

VI. International and inter-American trade 

a. Expansion of trade  global integration (more closely linked national economic and foreign policies) 



b. By 1900, U.S. manufactured 1/3 of the world’s goods 

c. Republican platform -  favored high protectionist tariff 

 

VII. Neocolonialism and dependency  

a. As United States grew in wealth, it dominated the economies of the Western hemisphere 

b. Expansionist foreign policies would lead to economic hegemony of U.S. in the Americas 

 

• Development and impact of ideological trends, including progressivism, Manifest Destiny, liberalism, 
nationalism, positivism, social Darwinism, “indigenismo” and nativism 

 
I. Progressivism  

a. “Gilded Age” – 1870-1900. Coined by Mark Twain. Used to refer to period of industrialization.  
i. “Gilded” or gold exterior – massive wealth, economic growth, conspicuous consumption 
ii. Base metal inside – political corruption, polluted and overcrowded cities, labor unrest, etc.  
iii. Muckraking journalism – investigative journalists exposed these underlying problems 

through essays, novels, photographs, magazine articles, etc.  
1. E.g. How the Other Half Lives by Jacob Riis – exposed living conditions in tenements 
2. E.g. 2 The Jungle by Upton Sinclair – exposed filthy sanitation in Chicago 

meatpacking industry – led to creation of the Food and Drug Administration 
b. Progressives – aimed to address the problems of the Gilded Age and modernization through 

political and social reforms  
i. Progressive Era – roughly between 1890 and World War I  
ii. Diverse group representing many different interests, all classes, regions, races.  

1. Shared belief that America needed new social consciousness to deal with the 
enormous changes brought on by industrialization and urbanization since the Civil 
War 

2. Not a unified movement 
iii. Reformers – optimistic about ability of citizens to improve social and economic conditions 

1. Pushed for stronger government role in regulation 
2. Opposed Social Darwinism 

iv. Sources of inspiration:  
1. Evangelical Protestantism (think back to Second Great Awakening and antebellum 

reform)  
a. “Social gospel” – emphasized role of Christians in eradicating poverty, 

inequality, and economic greed 
2. Social sciences – believed an understanding of sociology, economics, engineering, 

statistics, etc. would help create rational solutions 
c. Examples of areas of reform:  

i. Child labor reform 
ii. Political reform to prevent corruption in elections at local and state levels 
iii. City management (waste management, sewage, zoning plans, clean water supply) 
iv. Voting reform to strengthen democracy – initiative, referendum, and recall 
v. “Trustbusting” and business regulation  

d. Progressive presidents:  
i. Theodore Roosevelt (Republican, 1901-1909) – regulation of railroads, Food and Drug 

Admin, conservation of natural environment 
ii. Woodrow Wilson (Democrat, 1913-1921) – reforms for workers, farmers and consumers, but 

favored scaling back role of federal government in regulation  
 

II. Social Darwinism 
a. Robber barons vs. captains of industry 

i. Examples: 
1. Jay Gould – accumulated wealth through shady deals by speculating in railroads, 

tricking stockholders – Robber baron 



2. Andrew Carnegie – Steel empire. Published essay called Gospel of Wealth, said 
wealthy must be honest, give back to society. Scottish immigrant, rags-to-riches, 
philanthropist. – Captain of industry (from another point of view, he underpaid 
employees, ruthlessly managed steel workers) 

b. Business community fashioned conservative ideology of social Darwinism to explain and justify why 
some Americans grew rich while others remained poor 

i. Portrayed wealthy people as entirely deserving of their wealth and said poor were too lazy to 
rise above their misery, which they also deserved 

c. Charles Darwin’s scientific theories on the theory of evolution published in On the Origin of Species 
(1859)  

i. Social Darwinists applied evolutionary theory to human society and emphasized “survival of 
the fittest” (coined by Herbert Spencer, never said by Darwin, in order to draw parallels to 
his economic theory)  

d. Characterized wealth gap as “natural order”  
i. Used to promote laissez-faire capitalism 
ii. Opposed any sort of social welfare or efforts to help the poor  
iii. Believed efforts to improve social conditions would not work – opposed Progressivism  

e. Social Darwinism has also been used to justify imperialism, racism, and eugenics 
i. Fueled belief that white, Anglo-Saxon Americans were superior to European immigrants of 

other ethnic backgrounds – Nativism  
ii. Justified imperialism – the subjugation of other nations, said it was the duty of white 

Americans to “civilize” the rest of the world 
(Social Darwinism fell out of favor by World War II because social Darwinist theory and the American 
eugenics movement had served as inspiration for Nazi propaganda)  
 

III. Manifest Destiny  
a. Phrase originated from John O’Sullivan essay urging the U.S. to annex Texas  

i. Based on idea that: God favored American expansion; expansion was justified and 
inevitable; it was for the benefit of white, Anglo-Saxon Americans 

b. Mid-19th century expansionism linked to the expansion of slavery 
i. Some expansionists looking toward Latin American after success of Mexican War 

1. E.g., Ostend Manifesto – 1854 document expressing desire of Southern 
expansionists to acquire Cuba (profitable plantation economy dependent on slave 
labor) from Spain, with war if necessary 

c. Fulfillment – Homestead Act of 1862, encouraged migration of families to settle the West, virtually 
for free 

i. Consequences for American Indians – occupation and annexation of Indian lands 
ii. Forced assimilation supported by widespread acceptance of “Manifest Destiny” 

d. Application beyond borders of the U.S. – spirit of “Manifest Destiny” also drove imperialist goals, 
was often cited to promote overseas expansion 

i. “We need Hawaii just as much and a good deal more than we did California. It is manifest 
destiny.” – President William McKinley 

ii. Colonial acquisitions after Spanish-American War mark shift from traditional intention of 
“Manifest Destiny” – colonies, rather than territories intended to rise to status of statehood 

e. Legacy of this ideology – lives on in the 20th century as a belief that it is the American mission to 
spread democracy throughout the world (Continued by, for example, Wilson during WWI, U.S. 
motivations in the Cold War, Bush Doctrine) 
 

IV. Nativism 
a. Definition - The belief that native-born Americans were superior to others, and that immigrants and 

their diverse cultural influences were undesirable 
i. The huge flood of immigrants at the end of the 19th century led to a rise in nativism. 

Nativists believed that only “true” Americans were native-born, white, English-speaking and 
Protestant. They looked at other races, religions, and nationalities as inferior. They feared 
that the “New Immigrants” would lower the standard of living, spread disease, and bring 



down wages, and further blamed them for spreading corruption by selling votes to political 
machines. 

b. Reactions against waves of immigration in the 19th century 
i. Antebellum example – “Know-Nothing” Party, anti-Irish, anti-Catholic political group 

1. Irish were particularly discriminated against, but this began to abate after Civil War 
when Irish American communities became more established  

ii. Post-Civil War “New Immigrants” - Mainly from Southern and Eastern Europe, including 
Italians, Poles, Russian Jews, and Greeks 

1. Religions: Orthodox, Jewish or Catholic rather than Protestant 
2. Push factors: poverty and religious persecution 
3. Faced harsher treatment, more discrimination than “Old Immigrants” 

c. Challenges to immigration 
i. Late 19th c. - Pseudoscientific theories that regarded immigrants as “inferior” – “scientific 

racism” 
1. E.g. culturally biased IQ testing applied at Ellis Island, and results used to justify 

immigration restriction of 1920s 
2. Social Darwinism 

ii. Stereotypes associated immigrants with European ideologies of the time (like communism, 
anarchism, and socialism) 

iii. Violence against immigrant communities (e.g. riots and attacks on Chinese communities led 
Congress to pass Chinese Exclusion Act) 

iv. Some Progressive reform movements like the Prohibition movement blamed immigrants for 
the vice and crime of cities – made them scapegoats  

d. Example: Chinese workers recruited mid-19th century to work in mines and railroad construction, but 
by 1870s faced exclusionary and discriminatory practices from white workers and small businesses  

i. Transcontinental railroad construction – About 90% of Central Pacific line’s employees were 
Chinese 

1. Paid half of what European workers earned and were required to do the most 
dangerous jobs of blasting and laying rail ties over the treacherous terrain of the 
Sierra Mountains 

2. Once railroad complete, the hostility toward Chinese immigrants escalated 
ii. Anti-Chinese racism – whites called for end to Chinese immigration and “cheap Chinese 

labor” and protested by rioting and destroying Chinese neighborhoods  
iii. Congress responded to violence by passing Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) 

1. Suspended Chinese immigration for 10 years, forbade naturalization, and limited civil 
rights of resident Chinese 

2. Afterwards, the Act was periodically renewed.  Chinese already living in the U.S. had 
to obtain a special certificate before leaving for a visit to China. Six years later, the 
law was amended so that any Chinese who left could never return, separated many 
Chinese residents in America from their families 

3. Repealed in 1943 
 


