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Introduction



Occupy Wall Street, a movement that began as a small encampment of young people in lower Manhattan, became a riveting public spectacle in the fall of 2011. A mere month after the first sleeping bags were unrolled in Zuccotti Park, a stone’s throw away from the New York Stock Exchange on Wall Street, millions of “occupiers” in a thousand cities around the world all on the same day echoed the plaint of those New York rebels that the whole planet had been hijacked and then ruined by a financial elite and its political enablers. “The 99%” who were its victims had had enough. Nothing of this scope and speed had ever happened before, ever. It was testimony not only to the magical powers of the internet, but more important to the profound revulsion inspired by institutions that just a few short years earlier had commanded great authority and respect. Now they seemed illegitimate and disgraced.


Peering back into the past at a largely forgotten terrain of struggle against “the Street” and the domination of empowered economic elites of all sorts, a historian feels compelled to ask a simple question: Why didn’t Occupy Wall Street (OWS) happen much sooner than it did? During those three years after the global financial meltdown and Great Recession, an eerie silence blanketed the country. Stories accumulated of Wall Street greed and arrogance, astonishing tales of incompetence and larceny. People lost their homes and jobs. Poverty reached levels not seen for a generation. The political system proved as bankrupt as the big banks. Bipartisan consensus emerged, but only around the effort to save “too big to fail” goliaths—not the legions left destitute in the wake of their financial wilding. The political class prescribed what people already had enough of: yet another dose of austerity, plus a faith-based belief in a “recovery” that for the 99% of Americans would never be much more than an optical illusion. In those years, the hopes of ordinary people for a chance at a decent future waned and bitterness set in.


Strangely, however, popular resistance was hard to find. Or rather it was invisible where it had always been most conspicuous: on the left. Right-wing populism, the Tea Party especially, flourished, excoriating “limousine liberals” and know-it-all government bureaucrats. Establishments in both parties ran from or tried to curry favor with this upwelling of hot political emotions. But the animus of the Tea Party was mainly aimed at big government and social liberalism. To be sure, it wasn’t fond of financial titans collecting handouts from the Federal Reserve. Still, Tea Party partisans were waging war on behalf of capitalism, not against it. That mission had always belonged to the left.


What left? In the light of American history, its vanishing, or at least its frailty and passivity, was surpassingly odd. From decades before the Gilded Age of the late nineteenth century through the Great Depression, again and again landed gentry, slave owners, industrial robber barons, monopolists, Wall Street, the Establishment, and assorted other oligarchs had found themselves in the crosshairs of an outraged citizenry. After all, from the outset Americans had displayed an easily irritated edginess toward any sign of political, social, or economic pretension. Aristocrats had never been welcome here. No plutocrats or oligarchs need apply either. Hierarchies of bloodlines, entitled wealth, or political preferment were alien and obnoxious—in theory at least, not part of the DNA of the New World. Elitism, wherever and whenever it showed itself, had always been greeted with a truculent contempt, what guardians of the ancien régime in the Old World would have condemned as insufferable insolence.


Is this a misreading of the American past, a kind of consoling fairy tale of the way we never were? If today’s bankers, corporate chiefs, and their political enablers managed to perpetrate wrack and ruin yet emerged pretty much unscathed, at least until OWS erupted—and even then all the sound and fury spent itself quickly—what else is new? Arguably, America is and always has been a business civilization through and through, ready to tolerate high degrees of inequality, exploitation, and lopsided distributions of social and political influence. The famously taciturn president Calvin Coolidge (“Silent Cal” was so mute that when social critic Dorothy Parker got word he had passed away, she waspishly asked, “How could they tell?”) once pointedly and bluntly pronounced that “the business of America is business.” Isn’t that the hard truth? So long as people have believed the country still offered them a credible shot at “the main chance”—an equal right to become unequal—the rest would take care of itself.


One version of the American story has it that the abrasions of class inequities get regularly soothed away in the bathwater of abundance. Rancorous conflicts, which anybody would acknowledge there have been plenty of, are, in this telling, more often about cultural and social animosities than about “class struggle.”


Class warfare, however—something that became virtually unspeakable during the last generation—was a commonplace of everyday life during what might be called the long nineteenth century. It was part of our lingua franca from the days when Jefferson and his democratic followers denounced counterrevolutionary “moneycrats” through the grim decade of the 1930s, when Franklin Roosevelt excoriated “economic royalists,” “Tories of industry,” and pillagers of “other people’s money.”


Presidents once felt entirely comfortable using this vocabulary. Andrew Jackson waged war against “the Monster Bank” (the second Bank of the United States, which he and his Democratic Party supporters drove to extinction, claiming in a fit of demagoguery that it was an aristocratic monopoly of the country’s credit resources run by the politically privileged). Abraham Lincoln, when informed that Wall Street traders in government bonds were bearing the market, hoping for Union Army defeats, suggested these speculators be shot. Theodore Roosevelt interdicted “malefactors of great wealth” in one of his frequent moods of moral high dudgeon, not shy about voicing his disdain for those plutocrats who thought they deserved the deference of their fellow citizens because of the size of their bank accounts. When Woodrow Wilson ran for president in 1912, he campaigned against “the Money Trust,” arguing that small circle of white-shoe investment banking houses headed up by J. P. Morgan not only controlled the capital wherewithal of the nation’s economy, its chief industries, its lines of credit, and its access to technological innovation—in sum, the pathways to economic opportunity—but used that enormous economic throw weight to subvert the democratic institutions of the republic.


Were these men—not to mention FDR, whose enemies insinuated he was a Communist fellow traveler—closet Marxists? To think so would do a disservice to both Karl Marx and these presidents. It is rather their use of the class-inflected, emotionally charged language of a bygone America that is noteworthy. It is hard to imagine any president of the last half century or so having resort to such rhetoric.


Marx once described high finance as “the Vatican of capitalism,” its diktat to be obeyed without question. Several decades have come and gone during which we’ve learned not to mention Marx in polite company. Our vocabulary went through a kind of linguistic cleansing, exiling suspect and nasty phrases like “class warfare” or “the reserve army of labor” or even something as apparently innocuous as “working class.” In times past, however, such language and the ideas they conjured up struck our forebears as useful, even sometimes as accurate depictions of reality. They used them regularly along with words and phrases like “plutocracy,” “robber baron,” and “ruling class” to identify the sources of economic exploitation and inequality that oppressed them, as well as to describe the political disenfranchisement they suffered and the subversion of democracy they experienced. Never before, however, has the Vatican of capitalism captured quite so perfectly the specific nature of the oligarchy that recently ran the country for a long generation and ended up running it into the ground. Even political consultant and pundit James Carville (no Marxist he), confessed as much during the Clinton years, when he said the bond market “intimidates everybody.”1


Occupy Wall Street, even bereft of strategy, program, and specific demands as many lamented when it was a newborn, nonetheless opened up space again for our political imagination by confronting this elemental, determining feature of our society’s predicament. It rediscovered something that, beneath thickets of political verbiage about tax this and cut that, about end-of-the-world deficits and missionary-minded “job creators,” had been hiding in plain sight: namely, what our ancestors once called “the street of torments.” It achieved a giant leap backward, so to speak, summoning up a history of opposition that had mysteriously withered away.


True turning points in American political history are rare. This might seem counterintuitive once we recognize that for so long society was in a constant uproar. Arguably the country was formed and re-formed in serial acts of violent expropriation. Like the market it has been (and remains) infinitely fungible, living in the perpetually changing present, panting after the future, the next big thing. The demographics of American society are and have always been in permanent upheaval, its racial and ethnic complexion mutating from one generation to the next. Its economic hierarchies exist in a fluid state of dissolution and recrystallization. Social classes go in and out of existence.


Nonetheless, in the face of this all-sided liquefaction, American politics have tended to flow within very narrow banks from one generation to the next. The capacious, sometimes stultifying embrace of the two-party system has absorbed most of the heat generated by this or that hot-button issue, leaving the fundamentals intact.


Only under the most trying circumstances has the political system ruptured or come close. Then the prevailing balance of power and wealth between classes and regions has been called into question; then the political geography and demography of the nation have been reconfigured, sometimes for decades to come; only then have axiomatic beliefs about wealth and work, democracy and elitism, equality and individualism, government and the free market been reformulated or at least opened to serious debate, however briefly.


A double mystery then is the subject of this book. Speaking generally, one might ask why people submit for so long to various forms of exploitation, oppression, and domination. And then, equally mysterious, why they ever stop giving in. Why acquiesce? Why resist? Looking backward, the indignities and injustices, the hypocrisies and lies, the corruption and cruelty may seem insupportable. Yet they are tolerated. Looking backward, the dangers to life, limb, and livelihood entailed in rebelling may seem too dire to contemplate. Yet in the teeth of all that, rebellion happens. The world is full of recent and long-ago examples of both.


America’s history is mysterious in just this way. This book is an attempt to explore the enigma of resistance and acquiescence as those experiences unfolded in the late nineteenth and again in the late twentieth century.


We have grown accustomed for some years now to referring to America’s two gilded ages. The first one was baptized by Mark Twain in his novel of that same name and has forever after been used to capture the era’s exhibitionist material excess and political corruption. The second, our own, which began sometime during the Reagan era and lasted though the financial meltdown of 2008, like the original, earned a reputation for extravagant self-indulgence by the rich and famous and for a similar political system of, by, and for the moneyed. So it has been natural to assume that these two gilded ages, however much they have differed in their particulars, were essentially the same. Clearly there is truth in that claim. However, they were fundamentally dissimilar.


Mark Twain’s Gilded Age has always fascinated and continues to fascinate. The American vernacular is full of references to that era: the “Gay Nineties,” “robber barons,” “how the other half lives,” “cross of gold,” “acres of diamonds,” “conspicuous consumption,” “the leisure class,” “the sweatshop,” “other people’s money,” “social Darwinism and the survival of the fittest,” “the nouveau riche,” “the trust.” What a remarkable cluster of metaphors, so redolent with the era’s social tensions they have become permanent deposits in the national memory bank.


We think of the last third of the nineteenth century as a time of great accomplishment, especially of stunning economic growth and technological transformation and the amassing of stupendous wealth. This is the age of the steam engine and transcontinental railroads, of the mechanical reaper and the telephone, of cities of more than a million and steel mills larger than any on earth, of America’s full immersion in the Industrial Revolution. A once underdeveloped, infant nation became a power to be reckoned with.


For people living back then, however much they were aware of and took pride in these marvels, the Gilded Age was also a time of profound social unease and chronic confrontations. Citizens were worried about how the nation seemed to be verging on cataclysmic divisions of wealth and power. The trauma of the Civil War, so recently concluded, was fresh in everyone’s mind. The abiding fear, spoken aloud again and again, was that a second civil war loomed. Bloody encounters on railroads, in coal mines and steel mills, in city streets and out on the Great Plains made this premonition palpable. This time the war to the death would be between the haves and have-nots, a war of class against class. American society was becoming dangerously, ominously unequal, fracturing into what many at the time called “two nations.”


Until OWS came along, all of this would have seemed utterly strange to those living through America’s second Gilded Age. But why? After all, years before the financial meltdown plenty of observers had noted how unequal American society had become. They compared the skewed distribution of income and wealth at the turn of the twenty-first century with the original Gilded Age and found it as stark or even starker than at any time in American history. Stories about penthouse helipads, McMansions roomy enough to house a regiment, and private island getaways kept whole magazines and TV shows buzzing. “Crony capitalism,” which Twain had great fun skewering in his novel, was very much still alive and well in the age of Jack Abramoff. Substitute those Fifth Avenue castles, Newport beachfront behemoths, and Boss Tweed’s infamous courthouse of a century before and nothing much had changed.


Or so it might seem. But in fact times had changed profoundly. Gone missing were the insurrections and all those utopian longings for a world put together differently so as to escape the ravages of industrial capitalism. It was this social chemistry of apocalyptic doom mixed with visionary expectation that had lent the first Gilded Age its distinctive frisson. The absence of all that during the second Gilded Age, despite the obvious similarities it shares with the original, is a reminder that the past is indeed, at least in some respects, a foreign country. Why, until the sudden eruption of OWS—a flare-up that died down rather quickly—was the second Gilded Age one of acquiescence rather than resistance?


If the first Gilded Age was full of sound and fury, the second seemed to take place in a padded cell. Might that striking contrast originate in the fact that the capitalist society of the Gay Nineties was nothing like the capitalism of our own time? Or to put it another way: Did the utter strangeness of capitalism when it was first taking shape in America—beginning decades before the Gay Nineties—so deeply disturb traditional ways of life that for several generations it seemed intolerable to many of those violently uprooted by its onrush? Did that shattering experience elicit responses, radical yet proportionate to the life-or-death threat to earlier, cherished ways of life and customary beliefs?


And on the contrary, did a society like our own long ago grow accustomed to all the fundamentals of capitalism, not merely as a way of conducting economic affairs, but as a way of being in the world? Did we come to treat those fundamentals as part of the natural order of things, beyond real challenge, like the weather? What were the mechanisms at work in our own distinctive political economy, in the quotidian experiences of work and family life, in the interior of our imaginations, that produced a sensibility of irony and even cynical disengagement rather than a morally charged universe of utopian yearnings and dystopian forebodings?


Gilded ages are, by definition, hiding something; what sparkles like gold is not. But what they’re hiding may differ, fundamentally. Industrial capitalism constituted the understructure of the first Gilded Age. The second rested on finance capitalism. Late-nineteenth-century American capitalism gave birth to the “trust” and other forms of corporate consolidation at the expense of smaller businesses. Late-twentieth-century capitalism, notwithstanding its mania for mergers and acquisitions, is known for its “flexibility,” meaning its penchant for off-loading corporate functions to a world of freelancers, contractors, subcontractors, and numberless petty enterprises. The first Gilded Age, despite its glaring inequities, was accompanied by a gradual rise in the standard of living; the second by a gradual erosion.


During the first Gilded Age millions of farmers, handicraftsmen, shopkeepers, fishermen, and other small property-owners—not to mention millions of ex-slaves and dispossessed peasants from the steppes and parched fields of eastern and southern Europe—became the country’s original working class. They were swept up, often enough against their will or with little other choice, into the process of capital accumulation happening at the forges and foundries and engine houses and packing plants and mills and mines and bridges and tunnels and wharves and the factories in the fields that were transforming the face of America. This reprocessing of human raw material into wage labor extended well beyond the Gay Nineties and was still going on when the whole economy fell to its knees in 1929. By the late twentieth century, however, the descendants of these industrial pioneers were being expelled from that same industrial heartland as it underwent a reverse process of disaccumulation and deindustrialization.


Profitability during the first Gilded Age rested first of all on transforming the resources of preindustrial societies—their lands, minerals, animals, foodstuffs, fisheries, rivers, workshops, stores, tools, muscle, and brainpower—into marketable commodities produced by wage laborers who had lost or were losing their access to alternative means of staying alive. Profitability during the second Gilded Age relied instead on cannibalizing the industrial edifice erected during the first, and on exporting the results of that capital liquidation to the four corners of the earth—everywhere from Nicaragua to Bangladesh—where deep reservoirs of untapped labor, like newly discovered oil reserves, gave industrial capital accumulation a fresh start. Prosperity, once driven by cost-cutting mechanization and technological breakthroughs, came instead to rest uneasily on oceans of consumer and corporate debt. Poverty during the first Gilded Age originated in and indicted exploitation at work. Poverty in the second Gilded Age was more commonly associated in the public mind with exclusion from work.


We can once again, like our Gilded Age forebears, speak of “two nations,” geographically the same, separated by a century, one on the rise, a developing country, one in decay, becoming an underdeveloped country.


Stark contrasts in emotions, behavior, and moral sanctions grew up alongside these two divergent ways of making a living, amassing money, and organizing the economy. During the first Gilded Age the work ethic constituted the nuclear core of American cultural belief and practice. That era’s emphasis on capital accumulation presumed frugality, saving, and delayed gratification as well as disciplined, methodical labor. That ethos frowned on self-indulgence, was wary of debt, denounced wealth not transparently connected to useful, tangible outputs, and feared libidinal excess whether that took the form of gambling, sumptuary display, leisured indolence, or uninhibited sexuality.


How at odds that all is with the moral and psychic economy of our own second Gilded Age. An economy kept aloft by finance and mass consumption has for a long time rested on an ethos of immediate gratification, enjoyed a love affair with debt, speculation, and risk, erased the distinction between productive labor and pursuits once upon a time judged parasitic, and became endlessly inventive about ways to supercharge with libido even the homeliest of household wares.


Can these two diverging political economies—one resting on industry, the other on finance—and these two polarized sensibilities—one fearing God, the other living in an impromptu moment to moment—explain the Great Noise of the first Gilded Age and the Great Silence of the second? So too, is it possible that people still attached by custom and belief to ways of subsisting that had originated outside the orbit of capital accumulation were for that very reason both psychologically and politically more existentially desperate, more capable, and more audacious in envisioning a noncapitalist future than those who had come of age knowing nothing else?


And does the global explosion of OWS mark the end of the Age of Acquiescence? Is it a turning point in our country’s history? Have we reached the limits of auto-cannibalism? Is capitalism any longer compatible with democracy? Was it ever? During the first Gilded Age millions were convinced it was not. During the second Gilded Age, conventional wisdom had it that they went together like love and marriage. Indeed, it became an imperial boast as the United States assumed the burden of tutoring other nations on how they too might confect this perfect union. But then OWS articulated what many had long since concluded: that the 99% have for all practical purposes been banned from any effective say-so when it comes to determining how the resources of the country are to be deployed and distributed. Is there then a future for democracy beyond capitalism? An old question is being asked anew.


To take the measure of how we are now entails first getting a sense of how we once were. Part I will examine the “long nineteenth century,” when capitalism “red in tooth and claw” met fierce enemies from every walk of life. Part II will probe for the sources of our remarkable silence in the modern era.


This book hardly pretends to be a new history of the United States. The American Revolution, the Civil War, presidential elections, wars, and much else show up briefly, indirectly, or not at all. But it is nonetheless an attempt to say something essential about the nature and evolution of American society. How well we manage the grave dilemmas confronting us now and in the future may depend on how well we grasp the buried truths of our past.













PART I



CLASS WARFARE IN AMERICA: THE LONG NINETEENTH CENTURY


Dead bodies hardly in the ground, memories of the Civil War’s carnage still raw, millions of Americans woke up one summer’s day in 1877 to discover the nation verging on fatal division all over again. In July of that year a countrywide railroad strike—soon to become infamous as the “Great Uprising”—left commerce paralyzed, millions of dollars of wrecked and incinerated railroad property, and scores dead and wounded as the uprising spread from West Virginia to Baltimore and Pittsburgh then on to Chicago, St. Louis, and points west. One observer, a St. Louis journalist, summed up the mood of apocalyptic dread that would hover over the country from then on into the next century. The spectacle “made one feel as though it was a tearful witnessing in perspective of the last day, when secrets of life, more loathsome than those of death, shall be laid bare in their hideous deformity and ghastly shame.” He added that “the whole country seemed stricken by a profound dread of impending ruin.” When he later compiled his reportage in a book, its table of contents constituted an inventory of ominous forebodings. Chapter titles suggested a serial nightmare: “A Day of Dread,” “A Night of Terror,” “A Sea of Fire,” “The Spirit of Desolation Lighting the Torch of Destruction,” “Demoniac Satisfaction.” Profoundly shocked, he had to contemplate that “even in America, the proletariat is becoming great in numbers and dangerous in disposition.”1


For people alive during America’s Gilded Age, 1877 was a year to remember, impossible to forget. That was not because the Great Uprising was unique. Rather it was because it was the first in a series of times just like it—1884–85, 1886, 1892, 1896, 1905, 1914—marked by pitiless social confrontations between what some called “the classes and the masses” or the haves and have-nots. Farmers faced off against bankers, workers against robber barons. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s earlier justification for the War Between the States as “the war for the rights of the working classes of mankind as against the usurpations of privileged aristocracies” seemed now like a premonition. Dread of a second civil war became a pervasive journalistic commonplace, echoed by prominent businessmen. In Chicago at the height of the ’77 insurrection, the city’s industrial elders—men like George Pullman, Philip Armour, and Marshall Field—were convinced that “the communists were in their second heaven, the canaille was at the very summit of its glory,” that like Paris a few years earlier during the Commune, Chicago now was in the hands of “the revolutionary element.” They lent horses, wagons, and Gatling guns to the police, formed vigilante groups and the Law and Order League, armed for battle.


Less minatory voices, like that of the preacher Lyman Abbott, noted that “the low growl of thunder is already to be heard in great cities” where the working class harbored “a great discontent in its heart which a great disaster might easily convert into bitter wrath.” In the panic that followed the Chicago Haymarket bombing in 1886, the Chicago Tribune and other metropolitan papers likened the moment to the firing on Fort Sumter, observing that although the Republic seemed on firmer foundations than it had been in 1861, still the specter of anarchy was “menacing law, property, government, the pulpit, the home, and public and private rights.” E. L. Godkin, founder of The Nation magazine, a patrician abolitionist but no friend of the workingman, congratulated the governor of Wisconsin for calling out the troops in Milwaukee to put down the 1886 demonstrations for the eight-hour day: “Unlike Illinois, Wisconsin has a government to be proud of.… A single volley at long-range showed the mob that the troops ‘meant business’ and broke the backbone of the insurrection against authority.” Again and again the mortal threat to the Republic recalled for many, no matter which side they were on, the fratricidal war still so fresh to memory.


If the forces of law and order, the arbiters of public opinion and bourgeois propriety, deployed a vocabulary that belied their own customary composure, their foes perceived the world in just the same way, but inside out. So for working-class militants who sometimes marched through the streets in armed militias or irate farmers prepared to warn off the sheriff from enforcing foreclosures, it was the police who were criminals, the law that was lawless, order actually disorder, “civilization” a form of barbarism. Even middle-class intellectuals could see it like that: Henry Demarest Lloyd, a journalist and spokesman for the antitrust movement, who was appalled by the violent response of the railroad barons in 1877, concluded that “if our civilization is destroyed as [Thomas Babington] Macaulay predicted, it will not be by his barbarians from below. Our barbarians come from above.”


Authorities of the criminal justice system might compare anarchists to “savages” and “hyenas” hovering over “the corpses of the dead,” but were themselves analogized as “police Apaches,” the functionaries of “slave-holders” and “factory lords.” Working-class rebels memorialized John Brown as their hero and they reminded their enemies that they too once honored the abolitionist for doing what they now wanted to hang anarchists for: namely, putting his life on the line to emancipate labor.2


Indeed, alongside these nightmarish premonitions of apocalyptic disaster, exultant visions of emancipation and transcendent social harmony lit up the nation’s dreamscape. Some foresaw a limitless Progress powered by science and technology. Embattled farmers and handicraftsmen imagined a cooperative commonwealth triumphing over the ferocious hatreds and resentments of class against class. Voluble ranks of labor radicals prophesied the imminent end of capitalism and the dawning of a socialist republic. Appalled by the epidemic of greed and callousness that seemed to be poisoning the country’s moral atmosphere, Christian divines proselytized on behalf of the Social Gospel: What would Jesus do, they asked, and began erecting the institutional sinews of the brotherhood of man. The intellectual classes together with enlightened industrialists set to work designing model cities, factories, and great public exhibitions, avatars (they hoped) of a world without acrimony. Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan remembered the 1880s as a period of “deep feelings of unrest. The conviction was universal that the country was in real danger from the aggregation of capital in the hands of a few individuals controlling for their profit and advantage exclusively the entire business of the country.” Even the most privileged—the gilded “400”—spied a retro utopian escape hatch. They hunkered down inside their imported castles and reimagined themselves as some New World feudal aristocracy, rather than the nouveau riche they really were.3


Back when the first Gilded Age was just picking up steam in the late 1870s, a wayfaring journalist named Henry George prophesied that the great American republic was headed to hell, that like Rome, “so powerful in arms, so advanced in the arts,” it might too be done in by the forces of economic and social division and moral decline at loose in the land. Progress and Poverty, George’s famous book, was in part inspired by the astonishing railroad insurrection of 1877. It electrified the country (there were one hundred printings in twenty years and it had sold two million copies by 1905) and became the bible of a reform movement that lasted for decades. “Strong as it may seem,” he warned, “our civilization is evolving destructive forces. Not desert and forest, but city and slum and country roadside are nursing their barbarians who may be to the new what Hun and Vandal were to the old.”


George asked a fundamental question: What exactly was the relationship between progress and poverty? Under the conditions of late-nineteenth-century industrial capitalism, he concluded, the relationship was toxic; progress spawned poverty. All the mammoth factories, miraculous machines, and soaring metropolises, every landmark of Progress with a capital P, incubated poverty, ignorance, morally asphyxiating materialism, and a looming social Armageddon. His peculiar answer to the paradoxical dilemma he worried about—a single tax on landed wealth—went down a political dead end, winding up as little more than a historical curiosity. But it is the question he asked, not his answer, that endures.4


Long before Henry George entered the scene, his question already had. It was there at the creation of the Republic. Ferocious arguments between Hamilton and Jefferson and their legions of followers broke out immediately after the adoption of the Constitution. They didn’t come to blows over industrial capitalism, which in an underdeveloped country like the United States was at most a faint proposition. But Progress and what it might entail were very much at issue.


Alexander Hamilton envisioned a vigorous commercial civilization, urban-centered, absorbing the latest scientific and technological discoveries, resting on an extensive division of labor and expansive international trade, steered by private/public elites of merchant princes and statesmen who were deferred to by ordinary workaday folk. We recognize this world instantly: it has banks and manufactories, delights its inhabitants with a kaleidoscope of novelties and amusements, uproots settled ways of doing things, allures country people to pack up and head for the city, assigns pride of place to the wealthiest, feeds cravings for social status, and is in love with money. England, more than any other place on earth at the end of the eighteenth century, exemplified such a society. It was Hamilton’s model, a rich, fashionable, culturally sophisticated paragon of Progress.


For Thomas Jefferson, England was the example to be avoided at all costs. He imagined instead an agrarian republic of smallholding farmers and handicraftsmen integrated into local economies, engaged in but not dependent on domestic and international trade, and enjoying some measure of economic and therefore political independence thanks to their proprietary self-sufficiency. A world like that, made up of self-possessed individuals of roughly the same social rank, would be the foundation of a stable, egalitarian social order and a democratic one. It cultivated a robust suspicion of money, debt, and speculation, was leery of the city as a sinkhole of vice, and frowned on the race for social preferment. And it had a good chance of lasting for generations, Jefferson believed, thanks to the vast “unsettled” wilderness he went about acquiring as president from Napoleon through the Louisiana Purchase. Thanks to what then seemed an inexhaustible landscape, America enjoyed a unique reprieve from history, a blessed exemption from the English fate Hamilton yearned for.


In Jefferson’s eyes, English-style progress generated, inevitably, an ever-widening chasm between the wealthy and the destitute. Cities spawned luxury and cultural refinement, but also poverty, disease, beggary, and crime. The slavish dependency of people cut off from their own means of self-support, demoralized, prey to the power-hungry designs of their social and economic superiors, would soon enough sour the promise of democracy if Progress were allowed to infect America.


Anxieties about the latent immorality of commercial society articulated by Jefferson were shared even by such paladins of the free market as Adam Smith. He recognized that poverty and inequality were inevitable outcomes of the growth of the market, arguing that the market could not by itself relieve those “who by the products of their labor feed, clothe, and lodge the whole body of the people should have such a share of the product of their own labor as to be themselves tolerably well fed, clothed, and lodged.” Nor, he believed, could one depend on the powers that be because “civil government… so far as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defense of the rich against the poor, or all those who have some property against those who have none at all.”5


Hamilton instead feared the leveling instincts aroused by the Jeffersonians. They might threaten the property holdings of the rich and well-born (Hamilton, although not hailing from those rarefied precincts, nonetheless felt a powerful affinity for what passed for a native aristocracy in the New World). And by frightening those circles who were, he believed, the distinctive bearers of economic and cultural improvement, Progress would come to a dead stop, leaving the new country stagnant and at the mercy of European designs. These were the primordial differences that turned founding fatherhood into political fratricide at the dawn of the country’s history.


Arguably then, all the issues raised to a fever pitch during the first Gilded Age, the same ones that hibernated during our own second Gilded Age and have recently leapt from the shadows to ambush us now, bedeviled the country from the outset.


We should then conceive of a “long nineteenth century” lasting from postrevolutionary days through to the Great Depression of the 1930s. Not every year or decade for that matter was as fraught as 1877, to be sure. But the epoch that encompassed the transformation of a sliver of coastal villages, small farms, slave plantations, and a few port cities into a transcontinental commercial, agricultural, and industrial preeminence was a wrenching one. For those generations that lived through it, it often called forth a cri de coeur, recurring waves of resistance to the inexorable, a stubborn, multifarious insistence that the march of Progress was too spendthrift in human lives, that there were alternatives. That long nineteenth century of class against class climaxed in the labor insurgency that followed in the wake of the system’s Great Crash of 1929. It seemed to resolve itself in the New Deal. But the questions it raised have endured, resurfaced, and grown more pressing of late.


Economic and moral questions were, for our Gilded Age forebears, joined at the hip. In our own day, the antiseptic, mathematical language of risk assessment and probability analysis made that seem overly sentimental. For well more than a century, however, anxious Americans asked if the panting after money and social distinction might corrupt the country’s soul. For our Victorian ancestors, “parasite” was both a moral category and an economic one. Did wealth carry with it a moral dilemma, a confrontation with God? Or was it the royal road to social harmony? Or was it both? Was amassing wealth the touchstone of Progress, but also its fatal flaw?


Aristocracy and democracy, slavery and freedom, equality and individualism, labor and capital, god and mammon, progress and poverty: these are the antinomies that helped define the contours of the long nineteenth century, and especially the decades between the Civil War and the Great Depression. That is why this book begins there.















1



Progress


When the railroad threatened to come to Lancaster, Ohio, back in the mid-1840s, the local school board greeted the prospect as a looming moral disaster. The board refused to make its building available to discuss the coming of the iron horse. Citizens, these officials decided, might use the schoolhouse to debate “all proper questions,” but railroads and telegraphs were beyond the pale, examples of “rank infidelity.” Concluded the board, “If God had designed that his intelligent creatures should travel at the frightful speed of 15 miles per hour, by steam,” he would have said so, or had one of his prophets approve it. Clearly, the railroad was “a device of Satan to lead immortal souls down to Hell.”1


Soon after that, people coming of age around the time of the Civil War felt and saw things differently, still awestruck but not afraid. The 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia celebrating the country’s birth elicited a national love affair with Progress, not just with the iron horse but with all the manifestations of American industrial genius and its promise of unimaginable abundance. (Indeed, the Exposition’s theme was “A Century of Progress.”) Covering 236 acres in the city’s Fairmount Park, the exposition was full of delights. Ten million people came to marvel at the young republic’s accomplishments.


Breathtaking above all was the display of sheer power. The giant Double Walking-Beam Corliss Steam Engine, which supplied the energy for all the other thirteen acres of machines housed at Machinery Hall, captured the most attention. It was 45 feet high, equipped with two 10-foot pistons and a flywheel weighing 56 tons rotating at the astonishing rate of six times a minute. Massive, silent yet emanating an unearthly force, the engine struck the writer William Dean Howells as “an athlete of steel and iron with not a superfluous ounce of metal on it.” A journalist from Wisconsin was there when it sprang to life, manned by only a single attendant:




In obedience to the simple touch of a wheel and a lever, the cross-beam rocked high and low; the crank revolved; the pistons shot in and out of their cylinders, and nearly eight miles of steel shafting gave motive power to 13 acres of machinery simultaneously! A thousand different noises assailed the ear, some in short, staccato notes; others in a dull, draining hum; others still in the brisk rattle of musketry; and many in a spiteful hiss and splutter. Long bands of leather writhed and crackled over fly-wheels.… Man’s power over matter never received so complete an exemplification before. The terrific force adapted by his hand to his will, the fertility of his inventions, the delicacy of his touch, and his inexhaustible muscularity, appeared at once in cohesion and in contrast.





Beside the engine itself, a multitude of other mechanical marvels dazzled the hundreds of thousands who visited the exhibit (numbers that grew especially after a hellish July heat wave cooled). On view were a prototype of the first automatic screw-making machine, power looms, lathes, sewing machines, toolmaking machines, pumps of assorted kinds and purposes, an Otis elevator, Westinghouse air brakes for railroads, Pullman cars, farm machinery of great variety, a typewriter, a precursor of the electric light, a slice of steel cable that not many years later would be used by the Roebling brothers to support the monumental Brooklyn Bridge, and of course locomotives. Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone was on display as well and so shocked the Emperor Dom Pedro of Brazil that, startled, he dropped it exclaiming, “My god! It talks.” New consumer devices and delicacies were also exhibited including refrigerators and the first bottles of Heinz ketchup and Hires root beer.


Howells, who would later go on to become a coruscating critic of American industrial capitalism, was reverential. He noted the Corliss engine’s “vast and almost silent grandeur,” its “unerring intelligence.” Something immaterial, something exalted, lodged deep within the animated mass of energized iron and steel. For many the notion of Progress had become a kind of rapture. Or to put things the other way around, the metaphysical had become physical, spirit had transmogrified into tangible nuts and bolts, pulleys and screws, steam and smoke and fiery furnaces. Taking in the exposition’s whole spectacle, swelling with patriotic pride at this “glorious triumph of skill and invention,” Howells declaimed: “Yes, it is still in these things of iron and steel that the national genius most freely speaks.”2


Once upon a time the meaning of Progress had been less focused, both homelier yet more mind-expanding. The term might have suggested something as simple as moving from one place to another; or might have inflated to embrace the nation’s manifest destiny as the birthplace and haven of liberty and democracy. Indeed, before there was a nation, the New World had beckoned as the last frontier of spiritual progress, a teleological mission or Pilgrim’s Progress at the end of which waited a safe harbor for the saved. It was, even in secular form (and for all social classes, although not in the same way), the defining utopian conceit of an age given over to utopian anticipations. Only during the Gilded Age did Progress first take on its overriding, singular attachment to industry, science, technological innovation, economic development, material abundance, and private capital accumulation.


Progress became earthbound, enmeshed in a network of axles and gears, coal mines and iron rails, steel plows, coke ovens and telegraph wires. But even as it took on this material density, it reached for the infinite. If the country was destined to be a city on a hill, promising a fresh chance for humanity as its Puritan forebears had believed, it was because the hand of Providence was manifest in the “silent grandeur” of creations such as the Corliss engine. The wonders of scientific discovery, the amazing acrobatics of the machine, the calling forth of the stupendous energies locked away in a fossilized underground or somewhere in the invisible ether, the cornucopia pouring out of the factories and fields—all this was evidence of some more profound truth about man’s fate.


Faith in economic growth soon enveloped and embodied all other airborne hopes for freedom and equality. It was not only providential, but inevitable. Gilded Age Americans, a lot of them anyway, fervently believed in economic progress and abundance as the pathway to freedom; indeed its champions conflated the metaphysics of freedom with the mechanics of material abundance, believing that was how the New World would escape the sorry fate of the Old, weighed down as it was by those scarcities and inequities that left it plagued with bitter social jealousies, resentments, and incipient violence.


Ever since the days of the Corliss engine, America has worshipped at the altar of Progress and Abundance. At the height of the Cold War, Vice President Richard Nixon visited Russia, where he faced off against Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev in what thereafter became known as the “kitchen debate.” Standing in the middle of a model kitchen on display at the American National Exhibition in Moscow, Nixon extolled American freedom and the American way of life by pointing to the exhibit’s array of electric ranges, washing machines, and television sets. If a bellicose Khrushchev had once prophesied that communism would inevitably “bury” capitalism, the vice president retorted by promising that an avalanche of American consumables would do the same to the Soviet Union. Even now this amalgam of freedom, free enterprise, and material plenty constitutes the axiomatic hard core of the American credo.


Yet discontent so profound it would shake the foundations of American life rose up alongside this miracle of Progress, like a countermiracle. To grasp how astonishing that was we must first reckon with just how stupendous were the accomplishments of the American triumph.



There at the Creation


All this first took shape during the Gilded Age. No nation in history (now with the possible exception of China) industrialized as rapidly as the United States. In a historical eye-blink America went from being an underdeveloped country to an industrial goliath mightier than the chief economies of Europe combined. Measured in carloads of wheat, tons of coal, ingots of steel, kilowatts of electricity, locomotive and machine engine horsepower, miles of railroad and trolley track and telegraph wire, acreage under cultivation, patents per capita, numbers of new cities, bridges, tunnels, dockyards, and sewage and water treatment plants, evidence of Progress in post–Civil War America mounted up year by year at a dizzying pace. People born in 1860 when Abraham Lincoln was elected would have felt more at home in late-twentieth-century America—at least with respect to their material surroundings—than the world their parents grew up in, Lincoln’s world.


Every era has had its signature industry: big box retailing, information technology, and finance today, cars in the mid-twentieth century, steel before the Great Depression. Railroads first assumed that position in post–Civil War America. They were the engine house of the economy, knitting together from ocean to ocean the first national marketplace, thereby spurring the growth of factory-based mass production, speeding up communications and the transfer of information between far-flung regions, midwifing new towns, populating the wilderness, and opening up its natural resources to economic exploitation. No terrain—no matter how mountainous, arid, or remote—and no weather—no matter how hot, freezing, windswept, or snowy—could stop the iron horse.


Already in the decades before the Civil War, the transportation revolution had cut a trip from the East Coast to the Ohio valley from fifty days by wagon to twenty-five days by steamboat. Thirty years later it took a week by train. By the turn of the century a trip from New York to San Francisco, which before the Civil War took months, could be done in three and a half days. Moreover, the railroad fueled a nearly insatiable demand for the output of basic industries like coal, iron, and steel, as well as machine making of various sorts. Shipping costs plummeted first, thanks to canals and then the iron horse, from thirty to seventy cents a ton/mile to seven cents or much less. And this is not to mention the way this transformation inspired ancillary technological innovations and the growth and complexity of trade and finance. One observer from the 1860s described the iron horse as “the most tremendous and far-reaching engine of social revolution which has ever either blessed or cursed the earth.”3


By 1891, the Pennsylvania Railroad (the U.S. Steel or General Motors or WalMart of its day) employed 110,000 people, more than the combined armed services of the United States. Although America accounted for a mere 6 percent of the earth’s land mass (and an even tinier percentage of its population), by the end of the century its rail network accounted for 42 percent of the world’s total trackage, or nearly 200,000 miles. The railroads employed nearly a million people and spent more than all governments—local, state, and federal—put together. Between 1880 and 1900, freight and passenger traffic nearly quadrupled.


Thanks in part to the impetus provided by the railways, steel production expanded exponentially. By 1880 three-fourths of all steel manufactured in the United States was consumed by the railroads. A good portion of the remainder found its way into the I beam skyscraper, steel ships, steel cable and piping, and all varieties of machinery and armaments.4


Everywhere one might look the iron horse had left its imprint. Along with the telegraph whose wires paralleled the tracks, it became the information superhighway of the nineteenth century. It accelerated transactions and communications—first commercial and then private ones—so rapidly as to constitute a triumph over time and space at least as dramatic as the one we now associate with computers, the internet, and the telecommunications industry. Moreover, the relationship between new ways of traveling and communicating was symbiotic: the telegraph facilitated the railroad revolution by making instantaneously available information about train times, expediting the safe shipment of products and people. As a consequence the costs of production and transportation for all kinds of goods and services fell dramatically.


Rural America would never be the same. The railroad commercialized Jefferson’s “empire for liberty” to an extent that would have unnerved the Virginia visionary. It swept the farthest reaches of frontier settlement into the orbit of global commodity production and trade, and once and for all put an end to the world of yeoman self-sufficiency.


Industrialization often implies rural depopulation; certainly the proportions of the labor force living on the land did shrink in comparison with town and city dwellers. But the expansion of American agriculture during the Gilded Age was so outsized that the number of farmers and farms, sheep, and cattle ranches also grew considerably. More land was settled or occupied by farmers, cattle herders, and speculators after the Civil War than in the three centuries preceding it. In the 1880s alone grain plantings of all kinds (wheat, corn, oats, rye, etc.) covered the Great Plains as the federal government sold off public lands twice the size of California, three times the area of Missouri. And this vast domestication of the landscape became itself the country’s core primary production and at the same time a market for the richly diversified output of national industry.5


During the 1870s an area the size of France was put to the plow. Over the next two decades planted acreage exceeded the size of France, Germany, and Wales combined. Southern cotton production also doubled during the same period. “Bonanza farms” encompassing thousands of acres of the flat, fertile land of Minnesota and the Red River valley of the Dakotas, usually owned by capitalist investors from back east, were run like highly mechanized food factories. The Cass-Cheney farm founded near Fargo, North Dakota, in 1874 was the prototype; by 1880 it cultivated 30,000 acres, employed 2000 people, and every day loaded 30,000 bushels of wheat onto waiting freight cars. Longhorn cattle ranchers (in Texas the XIT Ranch, organized in the mid-1870s and spread over 3 million acres surrounded by 600 miles of barbed wire, was the largest) and sheepherders joined grain farmers in turning the “Middle Border”—all that newly opened land west of the Mississippi and north of Missouri—into a food machine.


Miraculous is a fair way to characterize this makeover of the American landmass. Total acreage under cultivation more than doubled from 408 million acres to 841 million between 1870 and 1900. And indeed, without all the new machinery that transformed farming—threshers, binders, reapers, harvesters, the steel plow, corn huskers, sugar mills, cotton presses, and more—and without the railroad which connected the agricultural backcountry to domestic and worldwide urban markets, that agrarian miracle was inconceivable. So, for example, one man using a machine to harvest wheat in 1900 could do the work that not long before required twenty. An acre of wheat that in antebellum America took sixty hours to cultivate required only four by the end of the century. The Scott and Chisolm pea sheller could remove as many peas from a pod as it once took 600 workers to do by hand. In 1881 a new machine turned out 70,000 cigarettes every day, compared with the 3000 a skilled worker could manage. The telegraph (or “lightening wire”) trimmed the time to transmit information from weeks or months to days or hours. “What has become of space?” an astonished New York Herald asked.6


Summoning powers once undreamed of made all this happen. From time immemorial human and animal muscle, wind, the tides, waterfalls, and wood provided the energy making settled society possible. New godlike sources of energy suddenly changed all that. Steam, coal, oil, gas, and electricity revolutionized everyday life and vastly expanded productive capacity. Coal, for example, was the principal energy source for the steam engine. No steam engine would mean no mechanized factories, no steamboats plying the rivers and oceans, no locomotives, smelters, or agricultural machinery like those harvesters, threshers, binders, and tractors, and so on.


An official in the U.S. Patent Office put the case for the steam engine as the summa of industrial life: “It speeds the locomotive across the continent… [and] the mighty steamship on the seas; it grinds our grain; it weaves our cloth; it prints our books; it forges our steel, and in every department of life it is the ubiquitous, tireless, potent agency of our civilization.” In 1882 most city streetcars were pulled by horses; by 1900, thanks to the advent of electrical power generation, 99 percent were racing down boulevards as if driven by hundreds and hundreds of horses, whipped along by the conversion of coal to steam and steam into the galvanic magic of an electric current. While wood accounted for 73 percent of energy consumption in 1870, by 1920 it had fallen below 8 percent; meanwhile the coal that had supplied 17 percent of the nation’s energy sources accounted for 73 percent by the end of World War I.7


And then there were those great urban conurbations that seemed to spring out of nowhere and which made the rapid transit of masses of people essential. No fossil fuels, no high-rising elevators, no skyscrapers would mean no Chicago or New York, those exemplars of the new city. Powers so extraordinary, whether embodied in the first incandescent lightbulbs, telephones, refrigerators, sewing machines, or streetcars, conveyed an awe-inspiring sense of power in general, of limitless human capacities. Progress indeed.8


Gadgets like the telephone or even items like the modern bicycle or ready-made clothes or packaged cereals, meats and ready-to-eat canned foods, central heating, indoor plumbing, and the electrified home full of new appliances and utensils (not to mention the first prototypes of the horseless carriage and, soon to emerge, the phonograph and first motion pictures) testified to the inventive genius that seemed to inspire this unparalleled Progress. More than that, they became the desired paraphernalia of a new consumer economy and culture: brand names, national advertising, chain stores, the whole spectacle that began redefining people by what they consumed, not by what they did. Soon enough consumer delectables would supplant the machine as the quintessence of Progress and the Abundant Society. At first this shift was largely confined to an upwardly mobile middle class, but its growth was spectacular. The director of the 1890 Census estimated private consumer debt at $11 trillion, three hundred times more than any economist or social observer had predicted.9


Whether or not you were among the fortunate able to afford a phone or some other modern gizmo, there could be little doubt that the more basic measures of national economic growth and the standard of living were tracking upward. Between 1860 and 1890 national wealth increased almost sixfold, from $16 billion to $90 billion. Per capita income rose from $514 to $1165—a greater and faster increase than in any other nation in the world. Output per capita in 1899 was 250 percent greater than a half century earlier. Extraordinary productivity and intense competition lowered prices for all goods, agricultural and industrial, so that real wages improved and average hours of work declined from eleven a day to nine and a half.


Together with the agricultural revolution, this made city life possible for millions; the country’s urban population tripled between 1870 and 1900. Public education became widely accessible. Thanks to improved nutrition, modern medicine’s assault on bacterial disease, and innovations in public sanitation—especially as piped water began to replace cisterns, and incinerators, sewers, and paved roads became more common features of urban living—life expectancy rose by six years as the Gilded Age drew to a close.10


Soon enough this cornucopia became the envy of the world and a favorite American boast. Why not? Triumphalism like this was abetted by the remarkable and growing differential between the pace of industrial progress in the United States as compared with Europe’s. Already by 1886 America turned out more steel than Britain; by the end of the century its steel output exceeded that of the United Kingdom and Germany combined. Broader comparisons were even more striking. The value of what American manufacturers produced was twice that of the United Kingdom and half as great as that of the whole European continent. Between 1850 and 1880 factory output in Britain rose by 100 percent; in America by 600 percent. There were more miles of railroads and telegraph lines than in all of Europe. The United States led the world in the production of virtually every strategic industrial commodity, including steel, coal, gold, timber, silver, oil, telephone, telegraph, electric lighting, machine tools, hardware, and locomotives. One historian sums up this extraordinary ascent: “American industrialization created the infrastructure for what became the richest and most influential material civilization in history.”11


Providence and Property


How did this happen? Conventional explanations have long emphasized the New World’s perfect combination of the factors of production—land, labor, and capital—that together created the skeletal structure of the modern world. A nation stretching from ocean to ocean offered up inexhaustible natural resources (at least they seemed inexhaustible back then). Portions of the labor force were remarkably literate and skilled. To the degree that workers were in short supply, their numbers were periodically refreshed from abroad by immigrants who either were equally adept or, if less so, bore the burden of brute manual labor that factory production, digging up coal, laying the tracks, chopping down the forests, and harvesting the crops demanded in ever-increasing quantities. If relative shortages of labor could sometimes be a problem, they were also a blessing in disguise that encouraged technological innovation so machines could substitute for humans.


Critical too, the country’s political and legal environment was emphatically supportive of private property and private capital accumulation, which further encouraged this audacious entrepreneurial ingenuity. True since the days of Benjamin Franklin, it became truer still during the Gilded Age. First of all, the pervasive atmosphere of liberty, democracy, and individualism acted as a tonic exciting the imagination of those enterprising adventurers and inventors. Local, state, and federal governments provided all sorts of incentives to private businesses, including tax exemptions, subsidies, land grants, mineral rights, franchises, scientific research, and, when necessary, force of arms to assure the sanctity of private property. Meanwhile, the federal judiciary warded off efforts by local authorities to encumber business with rules and regulations regarding their pricing, labor, and competitive practices. Nothing was allowed to dull the appetite for private capital accumulation; the rate of personal savings and reinvestment of company profits was higher in the United States than anywhere else, behavior encouraged by the government’s rigid adherence to the gold standard that helped stabilize the currency and attract foreign capital.


America emerged like some exquisitely designed (some thought divinely inspired) hothouse of Progress in sync with universal laws of nature, including especially the law of evolution. But it might have remained barren, or so standard interpretations suggest, had this American scene not nurtured, above all, the country’s fearless embrace of change. Alexis de Tocqueville had already captured this unique zeitgeist decades before the Civil War: “America is a land of wonders in which everything is in constant motion and every change seems an improvement.… [They] all consider… humanity as a changing scene in which nothing is, or ought to be permanent; and they admit that what appears to them today to be good, may be superseded by something better tomorrow.” From this hot-blooded zest for the new a lot followed. Above all, it invited the emergence of the restless, driven, far-seeing hero of the story of Progress: the American Entrepreneur.12


Railroad, coal, steel, iron, meatpacking, and oil barons like Cornelius Vanderbilt, E. H. Harriman, Henry Clay Frick, Andrew Carnegie, Philip Armour, and John D. Rockefeller (and numerous others less famous than they) made their mark not as inventors or managers but as inspired organizers and risk takers. First of all, they extended and deepened the division of labor and specialization of tasks without which the miracle of mass production was inconceivable. Then they erected complex administrative structures to supervise and coordinate this vast, highly integrated labor process. More than that, these managerial dynamos mastered those intricate connections between production on the one hand and transportation, distribution, marketing, and finance on the other, an ensemble of functions that together created the national marketplace. And they did this in the teeth of a mercilessly competitive economy that drove many of their commercial rivals under.


The modern corporation, which emerged as the economy’s dominant institution by the end of the Gilded Age, was born out of this fierce struggle to survive killing panics and depressions. Such economic disruptions occurred every fifteen years or so, beginning in 1837 and continuing through to the end of the century. For example, Frick (he of the often noted riveting “grey-eyed gaze”) fished in troubled waters, like others of his ruthless disposition. In a pitiless pattern characteristic of this age of hypercapitalism, the Lilliputian titan (he was five feet tall) fashioned an empire by buying up coke lands and ovens and railroads bankrupted by the brutal depression of 1873.


One historian has described the dynamic at work:




The competitive market, left to itself, yielded not the harmonies… not the equilibrium… not the steady investment and accumulation of capital, not the balancing of supply and demand at high levels of employment of labor and resources, but market disorganization, “wastes of competition,” business failures, recurrent depressions, strikes and lockouts, social distemper and political upheaval.… By the mid-1890s, in the midst of the third long depression in three successive decades, a revulsion against the unregulated market spread among the bourgeoisie of all sectors of the economy.13





By the time this economy of marvels imploded in the Great Depression, what had begun as the handiwork of entrepreneurial patriarchs had morphed into the impersonal domain of the “men in suits.” Corporate America as we have come to know it had arrived.


Out of these rites of passage, demanding nerve, gamesmanship, moral amnesia, and the will to power, dynastic capitalists transformed entrepreneurial into corporate capitalism of a peculiarly dynastic kind. Bourgeois society is by its very nature matter-of-fact, sober and businesslike, peaceable and modest, methodical, calculating, and prudential—in a word, unromantic to the bone. Its true and only hero is the acquisitive individual writ large: the businessman as warrior. The larger-than-life financial titans, coal and steel barons, and railroad Napoleons who lit up the stage of Gilded Age industrialism were the heroes of middle-class society. As the architects of Progress, they absorbed into their otherwise unprepossessing lives all the honorariums that once attached to the soldier, the aristocrat, the knight errant, the conquistador, the adventurer, the explorer—the doers who turned a society’s most cherished dream, its most valued value, into reality, a reality so grand and transformative it takes the breath away.


Yet a question remains. If Progress was, as this account would have it, a benign outcome of indigenous talents and natural endowments, a perfect union of temperament, institutional genius, and felicitous political invention, then why all the deep misgivings and uproar it incited? Where was the devil hiding in the weeds that would dim for millions the infatuation with Progress everlasting?
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Progress, Poverty, and Primitive Accumulation




“The ‘tramp’ comes with the locomotive, and almshouses and prisons are as surely the marks of ‘material progress’ as are costly dwellings, rich warehouses, and magnificent churches.”1


—Henry George




No one better embodied the romance of bourgeois heroism than Andrew Carnegie. So it is sobering to hear the famous steelmaker say this: “As I know them, there are few millionaires, very few indeed, who are clear of the sin of having made beggars.” Carnegie’s verb sense is strikingly apt: it is not merely the unfortunate fact that poverty coexisted alongside plenty, but that progress actually produced beggars where there had been none before. So while it is true that life expectancy rose by six years during the Gilded Age, it is also the fact that the life expectancy of white males born during or after the Civil War was ten years less than it had been a century earlier. What can explain this paradox?2


Our Gilded Age ancestors were well aware—sometimes painfully aware—that Progress begat poverty. Since then, the triumphant story of the American Industrial Revolution has always acknowledged that Progress was not cost-free. Abuses occurred. The New World’s natural endowment was drawn down without regard to the future and the environment bore the scars. Farmers lost their homesteads. Handicraft workers lost their trades. Industrial workers lost some of their humanity. Cities developed slums, as well as sweatshops that were staffed by children. Businesses went belly-up in the competitive maelstrom. Social unrest boiled over now and then.


However lamentable this dark side of Progress may be, it does not alter the underlying assumption: Gilded Age industrialism was the irresistible and empyrean story of the orchestration of the forces of production at the hands of great men. Joseph Schumpeter, the renowned Harvard economist, would later call this period one of “creative destruction.”


Dispossession, however, should not be treated as an ancillary subplot to the principal drama. Instead the whole industrializing enterprise may be seen to rest on the systematic cannibalizing of various forms of precapitalist economies and the societies they supported. Capital accumulation at the expense of these “others”—a process that has been characterized as “primitive accumulation”—constitutes the underground history of Gilded Age Progress. It is what accounts for the gross inequalities of income and wealth that emerged alongside a rise in the standard of living for some. It is why it is possible to speak of those days as the best of times and the worst of times. More profoundly than that, primitive accumulation fostered an abiding sense of loss felt by all sorts of ordinary people. It inspired them to resist their own social extinction, to form counterdreams to the official romance of Progress. Indeed, resisting what some chose to call, both at the time and in hindsight, the inevitable did not seem that way to those living through the agonies of primitive accumulation back then.


Capitalism did not emerge de novo out of the ether. Native pastoralists and buffalo hunters, slaves and ex-slaves, artisans, homesteaders, European peasants and peddlers, small-town shopkeepers, Southern hillbillies, New England fishermen, prairie sodbusters, and subsistence agrarians were the raw material of the miracle of Progress. Wealth once embedded in these societies was absorbed by fair means and foul into the musculature of the new economy. The mechanisms included conquest, legerdemain, and theft. Slavery depended on all that and more, transforming the flesh and blood of whole African civilizations into the liquid capital of Atlantic commerce. Funds accumulated that way later became the foundation of industrial investment.


More peaceable, orderly, everyday means were also at work. Trade, for example, could function less innocuously than mere trucking and bartering might suggest. Export of factory-made goods swamped local, self-contained economies not involved in accumulating capital but rather in the reproduction of ancient ways of life. Here and abroad cheaper goods drove under peasants, husbandmen, and handicraftsmen, detaching men and women from traditional occupations, “freeing” them to join the founding generations of wage labor. Banks built up their resources by similarly digesting alien life forms silently and most of the time lawfully. Farmers who might have been content to maintain the family homestead were inexorably caught up in the web of international commerce, making them ever more dependent on lines of credit to survive. Depending on creditors until they couldn’t bear the load anymore also afflicted handicraftsmen and local merchants, corroding away their independence until they too joined the new ranks of the proletariat. Something as homely as taxes could function as a kind of forced savings, extracted from people involved in small-scale farming or artisanal pursuits, the revenue then used to subsidize capitalist enterprises like railroads.


Nor did primitive accumulation entail strictly an economic uprooting, which ended once the ex-peasant, homesteader, artisan, slave, or shopkeeper walked through a factory gate or descended down some mine shaft or found herself picking strawberries on someone else’s plantation. Slavic or Italian immigrants stoking furnaces in Pittsburgh or threading a needle in a New York City sweatshop had not all of a sudden become acclimated to capitalism’s brave new world simply by virtue of pocketing a weekly paycheck. It would take decades, more than a single generation, before primitive accumulation as a social undertaking had extinguished the last vestiges of older ways of life.


From Aboriginal to Hip


Take Native Americans. They were subject to the whole repertoire of primitive accumulation. In a generation millions of bison that had supported communities for centuries—providing their food, clothing, shelter, and tools—were reduced to hundreds, their hides filling up the arteries of domestic and international trade. Buffalo skins morphed into leather belts for millions of industrial machines so that the nomadic way of life became insupportable. Cross-country trains traveled the Great Plains, stopping to allow armed passengers to slaughter whole herds as part of a deliberate policy to coerce tribal resettlement on reservations. Even the Dawes Act of 1887, ostensibly designed to convert Native American communalists into private farmers and tradesmen, ended finishing off the bloodier story of mass Indian removal: under the act’s allotment system, most tribes suffered catastrophic losses of land and resources that reduced their members to a state of woeful dependency.3


Collateral damage up to and including social extinction had been the market price paid by native cultures even before the advent of industrialism, beginning with the first New England settlers. The Montauketts of eastern Long Island, for example, did not think of their lands as privately owned and alienable but rather as, like them, part of the natural order of things, to be used, not possessed in perpetuity. Europeans thought otherwise. They treated parcels as if they were commodities like any other, to be bought and sold whether or not the “owner” maintained any other active connection to that land.


For some generations during and after the colonial era, Dutch and British settlers negotiated deeds of “sale.” The Montauketts might get manufactured goods in return—hatchets, pots, knives, coats. The deeds included clauses allowing Montauketts to continue to live and hunt, fish, and collect shells for wampum on portions of the land. They could as well salvage the fins and tails of beached whales, which—before the Europeans drove them far offshore—had supplied a regular part of the Montauketts’ livelihood, had been hunted from oceangoing coastal canoes, and had been featured as items in ceremonial rituals. Meanwhile, the colonists could use the same territory to graze their cattle and hunt and trap animals for the marketplaces of New York and New England. They regularly renewed the deeds, anticipating that eventually the Indian population would die out or get killed in some war among indigenous tribes or by getting inveigled in intracolonial conflicts or both.


That was a sound speculation. And it was hurried along by the inexorable ecological rhythms of the market economy. As they grew more accustomed to using English finished goods, the Montauketts became less able to make their own. Meanwhile, livestock owned by colonists flourished so well that the animals put enormous pressure on lands still in some sense possessed and used by the native population. So, for example, the Montauketts normally hunted wild hogs for immediate consumption. But the British planned on fattening the quarry for slaughter and sale later on. And for that they increasingly wanted access to those common lands, feeding their animals on cornfields in areas the Indians were presumably entitled to live on. As for the English hogs, “The poor brutes were drove without any respect or mercy, driving off the sows that had young pigs leaving the pigs to starve in the swamp.”


Conflict erupted inevitably. In 1657, for instance, several members of the Shinnecock tribe and a group of African American women conspired to burn down buildings in Southampton. But it was the demographic and economic drift of events that was most fatal. During the last four decades of the seventeenth century the Montaukett population drastically declined and its cultural cohesion withered away, due to European-borne disease, military defeats, and the relentless dwindling and expropriation of their material wherewithal. One after another customary right—for example, sovereignty over grazing meadows or wood rights for fuel—was ignored. Modern technologies like scythes and axes felled trees and cut grasses so that deer, an Indian staple, disappeared. Commercial herds of foraging horses, goats, and hogs devoured what grass was left and hogs particularly spoiled vital clam banks.


Soon enough dispossessed Montauketts were absorbed into East Hampton households as domestics, day laborers, and indentured servants… or were not absorbed at all, but instead became “vagabonds upon the face of the earth,” as one Montaukett put it. By the eighteenth century they were tenant farmers or proletarians working as cattle keepers, whalers, fence menders, and casual migratory laborers. Most of their land was gone: “They take our land away every day, a little and a little,” mourned a local sachem.


Moreover, the English had managed as well to undermine what had once been a thriving local coastal economy hunting right whales as they migrated south in the fall. By taking over Montaukett skills and organizational savvy, and reducing the native population to the status of deeply indebted aquatic sharecroppers, colonial enterprises moved large volumes of whale oil to the ports of New York, Boston, and London. By the mid-eighteenth century, onshore whaling was practically over with. So too was the world of the Montaukett people—by the twentieth century the remnants of that tribe no longer even had the legal right to call themselves by that name.4


Before letting the Montauketts vanish into the maw of the market, one other landmark on their road to extinction is worth noting because of its implications for the larger story. In Captains Courageous, his tale of rough and tough adventuring, Rudyard Kipling featured a railroad baron and his wastrel son. Kipling selected Austin Corbin as his real-life model for the railroad king. Corbin had made his fortune during the Gilded Age, first out in the Midwest buying up the land of homesteaders who couldn’t meet their mortgages. He founded a bank in Iowa and ran a plantation in Arkansas that used convict labor. Then he headed east, founded another bank, and started investing in railroads. He became president of the Reading line.


By the 1890s he had hooked up with Arthur Benson, another fabulously wealthy New York tycoon. Benson was busy buying up large chunks of Montauk. This entailed closing off or simply ignoring what remained of the Montauketts’ customary and legal access to their common lands. It was done. After all, Benson and Corbin had big plans, which included extending Corbin’s Long Island Rail Road from Bridgehampton to Montauk so as to turn the whole region into a resort for the rich, including the leisure classes from Europe who could disembark, so Corbin hoped, at the new deepwater port he also had in mind to build at Montauk. It was done. Today Montauk is the capital of summertime hip. So it was that an obscure tribal society was finally swallowed up by the inexorable mechanisms of global capitalism.5


“Redskin” Nation


Lost in the mists of history (if it ever got into the textbooks at all), this general dynamic was once well-known and commented on, first of all by Karl Marx: “The expropriation of the direct producers was accomplished by means of the most merciless barbarianism, and under the stimulus of the most infamous, the most sordid, the most petty, and the most odious of passions.” Certainly the Montauketts could testify to that. But so too might John Locke, who called for children to be put to work at the age of three, or Jeremy Bentham, who preferred four-year-olds. About that and bearing on the miracle of American Progress, Marx noted that “a great deal of capital, which appears today in the U.S. without any birth certificate, was yesterday in England, the capitalized blood of children.”6


Although he didn’t call it primitive accumulation, that specter haunted Jefferson’s mind (an irony to be sure for someone whose on-again, off-again fortunes rested on slavery) when offering up what he saw as the best available alternative: “… A manufacturer [by which Jefferson meant an industrial worker] from Europe will turn to labour of other kinds if he finds more can be got by it, and he finds some employment [sic] so profitable that he can lay up enough money to buy fifty acres of land to the culture of which he is irresistibly tempted by the independence in which it places him.” Some were fortunate enough to gain or retrieve that way of life. Many more were not.7


If Indians ended up on reservations or scattered to the winds, all those other refugees from preindustrial capitalist ways of life and of making a living ended up as proletarians of factory and field. Or sometimes worse, driven into lives of semipeonage, toiling away as convict laborers, indebted tenant farmers and sharecroppers, and contract workers, making up a whole menagerie of unfree or semifree labor.


The miracle of capital accumulation in the Gilded Age depended on a second miracle of disaccumulation taking place beyond the borders of capitalism proper. The new order depended on creating proletarians where there had been none or too few. By expanding the market for capitalist-produced goods, the process of primitive accumulation also worked its magic by absorbing and eliminating all those preexisting forms of household and craft production that until then had supplied those markets.


Appetite in this instance is insatiable, inexorable, and systemic, not a function of personal greed. As the revolutionary and political theorist Rosa Luxemburg noted, “Capital must begin by planning for the systematic destruction and annihilation of the non-capitalist social units which obstruct its development…” so that it “ransacks the whole world… all corners of the earth, seizing them, if necessary by force, from all levels of civilization and all forms of society.”8


Industrial capitalism did not invent cruelty and exploitation. But its advent set in motion wholesale social transfigurations never seen before. Once there had been many slave, subsistence, and petty forms of production and social reproduction: plantation monocultures, smallholder agriculture in America and seigniorial village cultivation across southeastern and central Europe, handicraft production on both sides of the Atlantic, mercantile activities serving local markets, and an enormous variety of small businesses filling up the arteries of production and distribution. It isn’t the advent of the market that placed them in jeopardy. Most were quite accustomed to engaging in exchange and regularly made use of credit and carried on private production alongside and in harmony with common holdings. They were even used to price fluctuations as long as they didn’t go so far as to threaten honest livelihoods, the “just prices” that protected them, and the ways of life that depended on them. Capital did precisely that to all of these customary societies.


Most of this was disappeared—that is, was caused to vanish, in one way or another. Early on in colonial Virginia, for example, people clung to traditional forms of subsistence farming, even enduring bouts of periodic hunger, preferring it to working for others. The harshest measures had to be taken by colonial authorities to force the change, including various forms of corporal punishment.


Later, war ended the slave system. Yet in the course of a single generation ex-slaves—freedmen—were reduced to various forms of agricultural peonage, thanks to the failure of the Republican Party to provide them the landed wherewithal to become freeholders. If slaves were abandoned, so too were those millions who took Horace Greeley seriously and thought they would reinvent themselves out west.


Particularly galling was the way the Homestead Act was abused. Passed during the Civil War, it was supposed to make a reality out of Lincoln’s version of the free labor, free soil dream. But fewer than half a million people actually set up viable farms over nearly half a century. Most public lands were taken over by the railroads, thanks to the government’s beneficent land-grant policy (another form of primitive accumulation); by land speculators backed by eastern bankers, who sometimes hired pretend “homesteaders” in acts of outright fraud; or by giant cattle ranches and timber companies and the like who worked hand in glove with government land agents. As early as 1862 two-thirds of Iowa (or ten million acres) was owned by speculators. Railroads closed off one-third of Kansas to homesteading and that was the best land available. Mushrooming cities back east became, in a kind of historical inversion, the safety valve for overpopulated areas in the west. At least the city held out the prospect of remunerative wage labor if no longer a life of propertied independence. Few city workers had the capital to migrate west anyway; when one Pennsylvania legislator suggested that the state subsidize such moves, he was denounced as “the Pennsylvania Communist” for his trouble.


During the last land boom of the nineteenth century (from about 1883 to 1887), 16 million acres underwent that conversion every year. Railroads doubled down by selling off or mortgaging portions of the public domain they had just been gifted to finance construction or to speculate with. But land-grant roads were built at costs 100 percent greater than warranted and badly built at that, needing to be rebuilt just fifteen years later.


Cattle companies, often financed from abroad, used newly invented barbed wire to fence in millions of acres of land once depended on by small farmers and ranchers to water and graze their animals in common. This American version of the British enclosure acts of the seventeenth century (which turned British landlords into commercialized land barons and British yeomen into wayfaring, itinerant laborers) left in its wake dead cattle and bankrupted homesteads.9


Nature conspired with global commodity capitalism to ramp up the rate of dispossession from the land. A punishing drought in the mid-1880s was by itself enough to drive thousands of farmers under. Then, as the Russian and Canadian steppes, the Australian outback, and the Argentine pampas added to the tidal wave of grain and meat flooding world markets, prices collapsed: corn that cost $8.60 an acre to grow could be sold for only $6.60; $9-an-acre wheat for $5.53. Prices for staples declined by two-thirds after 1870 and by two-fifths for all products coming off the farm: barley was worth 20 percent less in 1900, wool 30 percent less, and wheat 29 percent less than it had been in 1860. As the mechanization of American and worldwide agriculture overwhelmed the markets, prices tended to fall off a cliff. In 1889 corn fell to 10 cents a bushel in Kansas (it had been 46 cents in 1870). Between 1889 and 1893, eleven thousand farms were foreclosed on in Kansas alone. A mass exodus of farmers from western Kansas and elsewhere followed.10


Impoverished Southern tenants and sharecroppers turned to large planters or local “furnishing agents” to borrow what they needed for essentials; collateral consisted of a pledged portion of their next year’s crop. Their creditors charged usurious rates of interest, ranging from 25 to 80 percent; such creditors in Louisiana were charging 60 percent in the late 1880s. Usury laws, which once existed in most states, were systematically attacked and often modified or eliminated entirely as “barbaric relics” to please investment institutions back east. Nor were eastern farms exempt. In a surpassing irony, bankrupted farmers there sold off small pieces of land to industrial workers who were themselves trying to produce enough to subsist through the merciless uncertainties of the market.11


To survive this mercantile cyclone, farmers hooked themselves up to long lines of credit that stretched circuitously back to the financial centers of the east. These lifelines provided the wherewithal to buy the seeds and fertilizers and machines, to pay for storage and freight charges, to keep house and home together while the plants ripened and hogs fattened. When market day finally arrived, the farmer found out what all his backbreaking work was really worth. If the news was bad, then those life-support systems of credit were turned off and became the means of his own dispossession.


In the South, hard-pressed growers found themselves embroiled in a crop-lien system, dependent on the local furnishing agent to supply everything needed, from seed to clothing to machinery, to get through the growing season. In such situations, no money changed hands, just a note scribbled in the agent’s ledger, with payment due at “settling up” time. This granted the lender a lien, or title, to the crop, a lien that never went away.


In this fashion, the South became “a great pawn shop,” with farmers perpetually in debt. In Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi, 90 percent of farmers lived on credit. The first lien you signed was essentially a life sentence. Either that or you became a tenant farmer or you simply left your land.12


This was primitive accumulation with a vengeance. In the South the furnishing agent was often enough himself in debt to financiers up north. Frequently what sharecroppers or tenants owed exceeded the value of the crops just harvested; an endless cycle of debt dependency ensued.


And because cotton was the most liquid of all commodities, planters and merchants and northern banks insisted on its exclusive cultivation, inhibiting any diversification, leaving Southern farmers, black and white, singularly vulnerable to the world cotton market. The emergence of Egypt and India as major cotton producers only exacerbated the plight of Dixie agriculturalists by exerting further downward pressure on prices.


Just as barbed wire out west had fenced in what was once common grazing land, so too in the South the planter oligarchy passed laws excluding self-sufficient, up-country hog farmers from pastures and water sources once available to all. Nearly one-half of all Southern farms were run by various species of non-owners. The human runoff from this systematic undermining of small-scale producers, cut off from any other legitimate means of support and compelled to survive one way or another, even outside the law, became itself a crop to be harvested by enterprising capital.


The convict lease system—the renting of prisoners (overwhelmingly African American) to planters and private industry—boomed and was symptomatic of a regional system of primitive accumulation that blanketed the post–Civil War South. In fact, prison labor as a lucrative form of capital accumulation was ubiquitous in the north and among white prisoners in the antebellum years. Convicts were worked either inside prisons by outside contractors or in all sorts of manufacturing facilities outside prison walls, ranging from small-scale carpentry shops to very large textile and shoe factories. New York State led the way, but there was virtually no state in the union that didn’t provide this kind of coerced and very cheap labor.13


In the South, convict leases provided workers for cotton plantations, mining, lumbering, and turpentine camps as well as for quarries, dockyards, and road-building projects; Alabama derived 73 percent of its state revenue from leasing convicts. Nor was this flow of unfree labor restricted to regional industries and agribusinesses. Large, northern-headquartered banks and corporations were complicit. So, for example, the Tennessee Coal and Iron and Railway Company, the leading coal, iron, and steel producer in the rich fields surrounding Birmingham, Alabama, was a heavy user of prison labor; by the early twentieth century it had become an affiliate of the J. P. Morgan–run U.S. Steel, and by 1907 it had become the largest user and profiteer of this slave-labor system.


Making sure the supply of coerced workers was ample became a function of the region’s policing and judicial systems. Wholesale arrests among black men in Georgia and throughout the South for disobeying a boss, being impudent, gambling, partying, talking to white women, having lascivious sex, riding freight cars without a ticket, vagrancy, or even for just being out of work produced a robust supply of convict labor at harvesttime or when railroad track needed to be laid or phosphate mined. Some didn’t survive the ordeal, having been worked to death: 44 percent of the 285 convicts building the South Carolina Greenwood and Augusta Railroad died. The mortality rate among convict laborers in Alabama was 45 percent. At the Pratt mines in the Appalachian foothills of northern Alabama, among the largest in the South, the mortality rate was 18 percent. At Tennessee Coal and Iron, workers were shackled together in underground pits, lived in fetid, disease-ridden barracks, worked to exhaustion from sunup to sundown, were regularly whipped and sometimes tortured (water torture was commonly resorted to) for every imagined infraction, and were hunted down by dogs if daring enough to attempt escape. If they didn’t die of whipping, disease, near starvation, or a bullet in the brain, they committed suicide at alarming rates, their bodies tossed into nameless roadside graves. A rare government investigation in Alabama in 1882 concluded these prisons “were totally unfit for use, without ventilation, without water supplies, crowded to excess, filthy beyond description,” where the prisoners were “excessively and sometimes cruelly punished.” An equally rare ex-Confederate plantation owner appalled by what was going on described these prison mining operations as “nurseries of death.”


Unlike slave masters of old, those overseeing the process in this way had no stake in, nor did they offer any paternal pretense about caring for, the health, well-being, or reproductive potential of their unfree workers. Those more candid among them admitted they thought of these peons as mere “clever mules.” Moreover, the whole judicial system of the South, from the lowliest country sheriff and justice of the peace to the highest reaches of state capitals, conspired to replenish the supply of convict labor as a lucrative source of self-enrichment and government revenue. In effect the legal apparatus became a mechanism of primitive accumulation by monetizing criminal behavior (if it could even be called that) of the most trivial or contrived nature through a web of debt. Labor in this arrangement became a kind of currency used to pay off judicial fines and accumulate capital in the private sector.


A regional economy rooted in the production of foodstuffs and primary raw materials rested to some considerable degree on these related forms of unfree labor. And soon enough a regional market in convict labor emerged in which agents scoured the countryside to fill positions in coal mines, lumber and turpentine camps, and numerous other enterprises. In this venture into primitive modernism there was even ample opportunity for speculators to buy up discounted scrip for prisoner debt only redeemable when the convict had worked off his fine (a day that for the least fortunate never came, in which case the speculator lost his shirt).


Three generations after the Civil War the system was still ensnaring hundreds of thousands. Extreme in its flagrant disregard of the 13th Amendment abolishing involuntary servitude and laws against peonage, this fixing of the human body so it could be milked until dry was, after all, part of the broader scheme implemented in the South after the war to restrict the mobility of the newly emancipated so that they would remain an ever-ready labor force.14


Most Dixie labor contracts—when they existed at all—contained all sorts of obligations coercing workers to stay put for a year or more (even sometimes including lifetime contracts). In Mississippi if you hadn’t entered into a contract by January 1, you were subject to arrest. In Alabama, North Carolina, and Florida, it was a crime to change employers without permission. Together with all the other disabling features of post-Reconstruction life and labor, the network of debt peonage functioned to forestall or destroy independent farming and other forms of economic self-reliance, reducing a whole population to a state of abject dependency. At the turn of the twentieth century, a young black man in the South (and some poor whites as well) faced three options: “free labor camps that functioned like prisons, cotton tenancy that equated to serfdom, or prison mines filled with slaves.” Resistance when it miraculously surfaced was met with violence and, not infrequently, consignment to forced labor. And while young African American males languished in industrial and agricultural prison camps, black women (if they weren’t also working in prisons, sometimes as unpaid prostitutes), once the helpmates of their husbands on small family plots, found work instead as wage earners in canning and tobacco factories, as domestics, in mechanized laundries and textile mills, and in the fields.


Inundated by debt, Jefferson’s independent farmer was becoming an endangered species. By the turn of the century, two-thirds of all agricultural work, north and south, was performed by tenants, sharecroppers, or wage laborers. In South Carolina plow hands earned as little as twenty cents a day, paid partly in cornmeal and tobacco.15


Debt-based capital formation, which may or may not be reinvested in industry, has been a classic mode of primitive accumulation around the world. Here in the United States, it was enforced by adherence to the gold standard, which offered debtors no relief, safeguarded creditors, and kept foreign investment capital—British funds especially—flowing into what was after all still a developing country and a risky one. Creditors and investors were reassured by the gold standard that they could always redeem their paper assets in a fixed amount of gold. For debtors, however, this meant their obligations became ever more onerous as prices for agricultural commodities and other goods declined. It was because so many independent proprietors, especially on the land, but also in small towns and cities, found themselves entangled in webs of credit and debt which threatened their social existence that Gilded Age politics often seemed obsessed with the money question, with greenbacks and the gold standard, with cries for the free coinage of silver and fiat money.


The Disinherited


Globalized capitalist agriculture also wiped out or imperiled peasant proprietors and other small producers in Sicily and southern Italy and all across the Balkans, Germany, Austro-Hungary, Poland, and Scandinavia. As miraculous as the rapidity and scope of American industrialization (and as enmeshed in its triumph) was the overnight uprooting of millions of people from their ancestral villages and from traditional ways of life that could no longer be sustained. If local populations managed to hang on, they did so only by a process of social amputation, exporting their young (and not so young) men, and eventually whole kin networks, to work in the New World, there to remit back what they could to those left behind. A century before industrial ghost towns haunted the American Midwest, ghost villages made their spectral appearances across the underbelly of Europe.


Nearly seven million migrated to America from Europe between 1881 and 1894, increasing numbers of them from the continent’s rural hinterland. In 1907 five thousand immigrants arrived at Ellis Island each day. By 1910, immigrant working-class women from the old country constituted the core of the workforce in textiles and garment manufacturing, and in mechanical laundries and domestic service. Human chains of sojourning labor migrated back and forth across the Atlantic in rhythm with the business cycle, returning home when the economy went south. Once in the United States they joined their efforts with home-grown superannuated farmers along with native handicraftsmen displaced by the machine and the factory’s exquisitely refined division and specialization of labor. These legions of displaced immigrants became charter members of an American proletariat. By 1870 the foreign-born accounted for one-third of the industrial workforce; soon enough in some cities, like Chicago, they would constitute the majority.16


Expatriated peasants were not the only river flowing into the sea of wage labor. Mass-production, factory-based, machine-driven industry grew robust at the expense of home-grown handicraft economies and the knowledge, skills, and traditions embedded in those ways of life. They weakened, were debased in a futile effort to compete with the factory, and then vanished. Craftsmen—woodworkers and printers, barrel makers and bakers, butchers and iron molders, tailors and shoemakers, glassblowers and brass workers, masons and smithies, weavers and bookbinders—were swept up into the process of industrial capital accumulation. Once they had been small-shop proprietors in their own right. Or, even after losing that independence, they had clustered together inside factory gates as groups of invaluable industrial craftsmen, enjoying a functional quasi-independence thanks to their secret knowledge, experience, and self-directed control of what went on in their specialized precincts; iron puddlers, rollers, boilers, and heaters, for example, for a time exercised decisive control over production in the iron and steel mills; skilled butchers did the same in the new meatpacking plants of Chicago.


Soon enough, however, these industrial artisans became “nothing more than parts of the machinery that they work.” Capital accumulated at the expense of their social existence; they took up new lives, became part of that larger waged labor force which modern capitalism produces and depends on—its chief commodity and natural resource. Indeed, the stupendous rate of mechanization in America was in part driven by the need to reduce the high costs associated with those forms of handicraft, skilled, and highly valued labor that for a while continued on into the factory age. They not only were expensive but, given their leverage over vital aspects of the manufacturing process, slowed the pace of production on the shop floor. New machines promised to wipe out those remnants that resisted. After a while the machines, aided by the efforts of determined managements, won.17


Victory, however, emerged only gradually. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, farmers, handicraftsmen, and various tradespeople swept into the new textile or shoe factories or the farm women set to work out in the countryside spinning and weaving for merchant-capitalists still held on to some semblance of their old ways of life. They maintained vegetable gardens, continued to hunt and fish, and perhaps kept a few domestic animals. When the first commercial panics erupted and business came to a standstill, many could fall back on precapitalist ways of making a living, even if a bare one. When industrial capitalism exploded after the Civil War, unemployment suddenly became a chronic and frightening aspect of modern life affecting millions. Crushing helplessness in the face of unemployment was also a devastating new experience for those great waves of immigrants landing on American shores, many of them peasants accustomed to falling back on their own meager resources in fields and forests when times were bad.


Inexorably, or so it seemed, capital prevailed, and its triumph could assume a somber shape. During this formative phase of industrialization, 35,000 workers died each year in industrial accidents, many of them key skilled mechanics. In 1910, one-quarter of all workers in the iron and steel industries were injured at least once, partly because of management’s failure to install safety devices or shorten the hours of work. Two thousand coal miners died each year on the job. Every day, around that same time, there were one hundred industrial accidents somewhere in the country.


Especially for various skilled occupations, the railroads, for example, became a killing ground. Between 1890 and 1917, 158,000 mechanics and laborers were killed in railroad repair shops and roundhouses. In 1888–89 alone, of 704,000 railroad employees, 20,000 were injured and nearly 2000 killed. On the Illinois Central between 1874 and 1884, one of every twenty trainmen died or was disabled; among brakemen—railroaders who did the most dangerous work—the ratio was one in seven (and among railroad switchmen, another skilled position, the number was almost as alarming). Part of the reason for this appalling record of disfigurement and death was management’s relentless drive to increase the workload; brakemen, for example, were required to brake four or five cars rather than the two or three that had been the custom earlier. The bones of thousands of workmen were encased in the concrete of dams and bridges, bodies interred by the thousands in underground caverns, limbs shattered and sheared off by gears, wheels, lathes, chains, pulleys, spindles, cables, and flywheels; mountains of fingers, forearms, legs, ears, and even heads made up the human geography of industrial Progress.18


High death, injury, and unemployment rates; precipitous deterioration in diet as well as in the size and comforts of home; abandoned backyard vegetable gardens; common hunting grounds and fisheries privatized; urban squalor; obsolescent skills and forsaken traditions; exhausting, high-speed work routines lasting twelve hours or more unlike anything experienced before; a daily life cycle consisting of work, punctuated by shorts bouts of eating and sleeping; chained to the inorganic respiration of machines and the befouled climate of “dark Satanic mills”; chronic insecurity and dread, of work, of no work, of the foreman, of the poorhouse; periodic or permanent excommunication as vagabonds and tramps; social disgrace, demoralization, dependency.


Loss. A typical coal mining family in Pennsylvania during the 1870s lived like this: in a two-room “black coated shack,” dining on potatoes, soda crackers, and water, forced to buy their paltry groceries with company scrip exchangeable only at a “truck store” (also known as “pluck me” stores) run by the colliery. When one of their two daughters got sick, there was no way to pay a doctor. Nor was there any money to bury her when she died.


Childhood itself became a resource for capital accumulation. In Pennsylvania late in the nineteenth century, children contributed 25 percent of family earnings, 40 percent among the unskilled. These kids ranged in age from ten to fifteen. Already by 1880, 69 percent of boys and 20 percent of girls aged fifteen to nineteen were working, and 18 percent of children between the ages of ten and fourteen were working at nonagricultural pursuits in 1890. At the turn of the century, one-fifth of all children in the country under the age of fifteen worked for wages, and this doesn’t count the millions who worked on farms. In the Carolinas toddlers picked strawberries.


These children toiled especially down in the mines, in the meatpacking plants, in textile mills north and south, and in the tenement warrens of garment and cigar-making shops. One-third of those between ten and fifteen worked twelve-hour days in the Carolina and Georgia textile mills, in Virginia tobacco sheds, and all over the country in toy and candy factories, in coal mines and glass and food-packing plants. There were four-year-old button sewers and basting pullers in the garment industry. There were pea shellers not much more than infants. When the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory went up in smoke in 1911, many of those killed were not really women yet, but young teenage girls. And then there was that sizable population of abandoned children, cast off and barely surviving in urban underground economies.19


Falling and Failing


Downward mobility—more precisely, the descent into social oblivion—is the arc inscribed by primitive accumulation. It is the underground, invisible story of industrial Progress, the counterpoint to that widely celebrated tale of upward mobility at the heart of the American mythos. And it left its mark not only among the “lower orders”—struggling farmers, peasant immigrants, dispossessed, déclassé handicraftsmen—but also among middling merchants, storekeepers, and petty producers in towns and small cities across the nation. They succumbed to the relentless pressures of the giant corporation. Often enough, that corporation was erected on their remains, sometimes absorbing their facilities, their equipment, their personnel, or else leaving all that bankrupt and inert by the side of the road. Or just as frequently those small businessmen devoured one another or effectively committed suicide, driven to compete close to and then past the point of economic survival. Their death cleared the market, opened up the way for enormous industrial combines, raw materials producers, mass market distributors, nationwide transportation and communications corporations, the champions of consolidated capital accumulation and the integrated national marketplace—all the purveyors of Progress.


Winning was definitely better than losing in this Darwinian war to the death. However, one central irony of this era is that the same competitive strains that produced a relentless downward pressure on prices and that helped account for the rising standard of living enjoyed by many, also generated a pervasive unease among even the biggest capitalists. Their profit margins were under constant assault, their mood oscillating between surly and gloomy, always anxious, often lacking in confidence except when periodic but short-lived booms temporarily restored their good spirits. Matters improved dramatically around the turn of the century, when the publicly traded corporation began to occupy vast stretches of the economic landscape and brought with it oligopolistic powers to restrain competition and raise prices and profits. But for decades during the long nineteenth century, even the new bourgeois elite harbored doubts about the course of Progress. Still, those who survived did thrive, often at the expense of what was once an ocean of petty entrepreneurs.


Stepping beyond the boundaries of the Gilded Age for a moment, it is worth noting that 80 percent of Americans were self-employed in 1820; by 1940 that number had shrunk to 20 percent. Was it all a matter of the inexorable, impersonal workings of the free market? Sometimes it was, but sometimes not.20


The most famous conspiracy to bring about that kind of social extinction was authored by John D. Rockefeller and Tom Scott, who ran the Pennsylvania Railroad (the nation’s largest). Together they cobbled together a cartel of oil refiners and oil transporters (including William Vanderbilt’s New York Central and Jay Gould’s Erie). Calling their new enterprise the South Improvement Company (SIC), they divided up the market among themselves, fixed the rates, provided SIC members a 40 to 50 percent discount, and drove a host of independent refiners out of business. SIC’s basic mechanisms for digesting or obliterating once freestanding enterprises were duplicated many times across broad stretches of the economy, from raw materials to retailing, and from the beginning to the end of the Gilded Age and beyond.


A menagerie of comparable trusts loomed over the economic landscape. There was a jute or bagging trust, a cottonseed oil trust, a fertilizer trust, a binding twine trust, a tobacco trust, a beef trust, trusts in leather, salt, rope, sugar, lead, lumber, and so on, all of which represented mortal threats to free enterprisers. All sorts of small-scale businesses, from local merchants to neighborhood butchers, were placed in harm’s way.


Insofar as Progress was strongly associated, as it was perceived to be back in the Gilded Age, with gigantic concentrations of both dynastic and corporate capitalism, this was the metabolism responsible, petty businesses its waste material. Entrepreneurs and would-be entrepreneurs struggled and often failed to get off the ground, thanks to the choke hold on entering the market exercised by trusts or monopolies. Nor were they the only unwilling contributors to capital accumulation. Towns were tithed for tax subventions and rural and urban consumers of industrial goods, foodstuffs, transit services, and other necessities were gouged at the cash register by those predatory oligopolies no longer subject to the rival competitive pressures.


Yet it is also undeniable that even without the conscious connivance by trust builders and their political enablers, the ground-level remorseless logic of the free market worked to destroy the free market.


Some economic historians have described the whole last third of the century as one long depression, worldwide in scope, characterized by price deflation, mass bankruptcies, and declining rates of profit, interrupted by spasms of meteoric growth. Occurring with increasing frequency and ferocity, depressions—there were major ones beginning in 1837 and recurring in 1857, 1873, 1882, 1893, and 1907—became the killing fields for legions of small and medium-sized enterprises. The Darwinian struggle to survive was succinctly described by one nineteenth-century economist: “No sooner has the capitalist fairly adopted an improved machine, than it must be thrown away for a still later and better invention which must be purchased at dear cost if the manufacturer would not see himself eclipsed by his rival.” The process elicited merciless cost-cutting (labor costs especially), overproduction, saturated markets, devaluing of existing means of production by newer, more productive ones, and overall commercial chaos, a war of all against all. Depressions were the free market’s solution to its own dilemmas. But their consequences were often worse than the disease they were meant to cure. Even the victors, not to mention the vanquished, were disturbed.21


Corporate consolidation emerged as a way out of this maelstrom, suspending (permanently some hoped) the laws of the free market, replacing them instead with conscious centralized control—of pricing, output, and technological innovation, as well as of costs of raw materials, marketing, transportation, and distribution—by a singularly powerful corporation or by secret alliances of a tiny handful of such goliaths. Rockefeller, for one, had nothing but contempt for free market competition, scorning “academic Know-Nothings about business” who prated on about its virtues. “What a blessing it was that the idea of cooperation, with railroads, with telegraph lines, with steel companies, with oil companies, came in and prevailed.” He was a believer in the genius of monopoly and managerial control, not shy about pronouncing that “the individual has gone, never to return.” Rockefeller’s oil combine, Armour’s meatpacking supremacy, Carnegie’s steel dominion, Frick’s coke and coal mine empire, among others, all emerged first out of the ruins of the catastrophic depression that lasted through the heart of the 1870s.22


Six thousand firms went under in 1874 alone. Similarly, business activity plummeted by 25 percent in the downturn of the early 1880s, dragging down railroad revenues, pig iron and coal production, domestic cotton consumption, imports, and multitudes of petty businesses that depended on their patronage. During the depression that began in 1893—the worst of them all until 1929—the nation’s output imploded, dropping by 64 percent. The rate of business failures nearly tripled over the previous bust. In just a few years, farm income dropped by 18 percent. Freight cars stood empty, factory chimneys remained smokeless, steel furnaces were banked. The economy as a whole operated at 25 percent below capacity.23


Calamity for many, however, was a boon for a fortunate few. During the collapse of the 1870s, for example, the Mellon family banking and real estate empire swallowed up liquidated businesses auctioned off at sheriff sales and evictions. A decade later the Mellons used the capital accumulated in this way to fund investments in natural gas, plate glass, western land development, and more.24


The Reserve Army of the Unemployed


Pain from a spasmodic economy like this one penetrated deep into the tissues of American society, way below the level of the family business. Casualties accumulated among the country’s growing population of invisibles. When Jay Cooke, the country’s most famous financier, went under in 1873 along with his recklessly overextended and highly speculative Northern Pacific Railroad, the bottom also fell out for millions of working people. Between then and 1877, when the Great Uprising shocked the nation, wages fell by as much as 60 percent and 3 million out of a total population of 45 million were without work of any kind (this was nearly one-fifth of the workforce).


We have long since grown accustomed to treating unemployment as a normal and natural part of the economic order of things. But during a good part of the long nineteenth century, unemployment struck people as shocking, unnatural, and traumatic. This strange new calamity had already surfaced in the colonial era. The first manufactories were public enterprises created in the 1760s and ’70s to relieve the larger eastern cities of what had been unthinkable before—namely, a growing population of unemployed, idling laborers no longer able to find work in settled areas of the coastal colonies. People feared they would breed crime, dissipation, and disorder, transplanting to the New World vices already rife in the Old one.25


Unemployment as a recurring feature of social life really caught American attention, however, only with the rise of capitalism, first in the pre–Civil War era. Before that, even if the rhythms of agricultural and village life included seasonal oscillations between periods of intense labor and downtime, farmers and handicraftsmen generally retained the ability to sustain their families. Hard times were common enough, but except in extremis most people retained land and tools, not to speak of common rights to woodlands and grazing areas, and the ability to hunt and fish. They were—we would say today—“self-employed.” Only when such means of subsistence and production became concentrated in the hands of merchant-capitalists, manufacturers, and large landowners did the situation change fundamentally. “Unemployment” was not even invented as a census category until the 1870s. Then a proletariat—those without property of any kind except their own labor power—began to appear, dependent on the propertied for employment. If, for whatever reason, the market for their labor power dried up, they were set adrift.


What soon came to be called “the reserve army of labor”—able-bodied but destitute workers—stunned onlookers. The “tramp” became a ubiquitous figure, traveling the roads and rails, sometimes carrying his tools with him, desperate for employment. For villagers and city people alike, he was a foreboding specter. “Tramp acts” were passed to “check or exterminate” the tramp. In 1877 one million vagrants were arrested, double the number of the year before. Their punishment often enough was forced work. Missouri, for instance, auctioned such prisoners off to the highest bidders.


Whether working or not, fifteen million people lived in poverty; the cost of food took up three-fifths of a worker’s pay. And legions of the homeless also tramped the roads. During the “milder” downturn of the mid-1880s, unemployment exceeded 13 percent and wages fell by more than one-quarter. “Soup houses” and “societies for the Improvement of the Conditions of the Poor” provided some food and sponsored laundries, woodyards, workrooms, and wayfarer lodges for the homeless, but couldn’t keep up with the need. The Johns Hopkins economist Richard Ely noted that “never before had there been seen in America such contrasts between fabulous wealth and absolute penury.” Fetid slums that were often dark, airless, and wintry cold; filthy streets and alleys; people scouring in ash cans for rotten vegetables; epidemic disease—all of this social ugliness and more shocked observers like Ely.26


Matters only became grimmer during the great depression of the 1890s. Real earnings declined by 18 percent during the first two years of the collapse as wages were slashed. The consumption of items like clothing, canned corn, coffee, shoes, and dry goods of all kinds shriveled. In Boston more than a third of the city’s craftsmen were out of work. Millions more across the nation were fired (only during the 1930s would unemployment levels exceed those of the 1890s), the homeless took shelter in empty school classrooms, and “armies” of tramps (sometimes known as “industrials”) demanding work or relief converged on Washington, D.C., from all over the country—Boston, St. Louis, Seattle, Spokane, Chicago, San Francisco, Portland, as well as Massillon, Ohio, and the hinterlands of Colorado, Montana, and Utah.


Twenty thousand vagrants huddled in the streets of New York, where for two months Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World handed out 5000 loaves of bread. Desperate, some hurled stones through store windows hoping to be arrested and so sheltered in a jail cell for the night. At least 100,000—some estimated close to 200,000—were workless in Chicago during the bitter winter of 1893–94. Accounts appeared of people “living from the ash barrels where they found half rotten vegetables and from offal they were given by local butchers.” From Buffalo came reports of 5000 Polish immigrants in “imminent danger of starvation”; the city’s postmaster, who moonlighted as a baker, distributed free bread. In Washington, D.C., a scene of “greater destitution than before known,” especially among the city’s always hard-pressed African Americans, included “a vast army of unemployed and men pleading for food who have never before been compelled to seek aid.” Trainloads of out-of-work silver miners in Colorado were shipped eastward for free to get them out of the state. Zones of rural devastation in Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas were depopulated virtually overnight. Kansas governor Lorenzo Lewelling declared the state’s vagrancy law unconstitutional, ordered police not to harass the state’s swelling population of the homeless, and made a personal observation: “It is no crime to be without visible means of support. I was in that condition once, in 1865, in Chicago. I was no thief, but I was a tramp.”27
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