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Understanding the Second Industrial Revolution in America:  
a Student’s Introduction

Steven	L.	Rosen

Introduction

Throughout	human	history,	 there	have	been	periods	of	a	radical	 shifts.	By	radical	 shift,	
we	mean	a	total	reorientation	of	a	society	on	every	dimension	and	level,	including	such	things	as	
culture	 (new	cosmologies,	new	mythic	systems),	 social	structure	 (new	family	arrangements,	new	
patterns	of	population	settlement,	new	styles	of	 interaction	and	role	behavior),	 and	economics	
(new	patterns	of	subsistence	and	distribution	of	resources),	as	well	as	new	political	structures	of	
political	power.	The	so-called	agricultural	revolution	which	occurred	in	the	Levant	around	10,000	
B.C.	was	one	such	revolution.	Other	paradigm	shifts	occurred	in	history,	though	not	as	radical:	the	
Romanization	of	Europe,	the	development	of	global	capitalism	and	colonialism	in	the	16th	century,	
and	 the	Protestant	Reformation,	 to	mention	 just	a	 few	 (from	Western	history).	The	 industrial	
revolution	represents	something	deeper	and	more	permanent,	on	the	same	scale	as	the	shift	from	
a	Paleolithic	hunter-gather	way	of	 life	to	an	agrarian	mode	of	existence,	which	 led	to	the	rise	of	
city-states,	professional	armies,	writing	systems,	and	mono-theistic	religious	cosmologies.	

The	industrial	revolution	is,	arguably,	on	the	same	scale	as	the	shift	to	agriculture	starting	
around	10,000	year	ago.	To	be	precise,	 there	are	 said	 to	be	3	 industrial	 revolutions:	 the	 first	
industrial	revolution	centered	in	England	in	the	18th	century,	the	second	industrial	revolution	which	
occurred	mainly	in	America	in	late	19th	century,	and	the	digital	revolution	which	arose	mainly	in	
Silicon	Valley,	California,	staring	in	the	1980’s	and	into	the	1990’s.	Although	all	three	can	be	said	to	
be	contiguous;	 there	are	 important	distinctions	between	the	three	which	will	be	examined	 later.	
Indeed,	modern	people	need	to	appreciate	the	historical	roots	of	the	current	industrial	age	we	find	
ourselves	in	today.	This	history	begins	with	the	so-called	Age	of	Enlightenment,	the	time	when	the	
modern	era	properly	begins.

The	modern	age	begins	with	the	Age	of	Enlightenment,	if	we	wish	to	identify	a	beginning
－that	is	a	radical	break	with	the	past	age	which	was	an	age	dominated	by	religious	world	view,	
and,	 less	kindly,	religious	superstition.	By	religious	world	view	we	are	specifically	referring	to	a	
cosmological	conception	in	which	the	world	is	seen	as	fundamentally	a	manifestation	of	the	divine.	
By	superstition,	we	mean	magical	 thinking,	which	 is	a	methodology	 for	 trying	 to	control	 the	
world/cosmos	by	various	rituals	connected	to	a	divine	cosmology.	

The	Age	of	Enlightenment	 thus	 refers	 to	a	paradigmatic	 shift,	 to	use	Thomas	Kuhn’s	
expression--	 	 a	 total	 shift	 in	 cosmological	 thinking,	 one	 in	which	 the	world	 is	 seen	as	being	
subservient	to	the	laws	of	nature,	though	such	laws	may	be	held	as	coming	from	a	Divine	source.	

107



Steven	L.	Rosen　　　Understanding	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	in	America:	a	Student’s	Introduction

This	 is	 the	world	of	Newtonian	mechanics,	of	classical	physics.	Even	though	Isaac	Newton	was	
himself	obsessed	with	astrology,	his	cosmology	is	thoroughly	mechanical	and	linear	in	nature.	The	
laws	of	gravity,	the	laws	about	light	and	the	interaction	of	objects	of	various	sizes	and	weights	all	
follow	immutable	laws,	and	humans	are	no	less	subject	to	the	inexorability	of	these	laws	of	cause	
and	effect.	Though	20th	century	relativity	and	quantum	physics	would	present	the	world	with	an	
alternative	cosmology	 in	which	time	and	space	are	not	fixed	nor	 linear	at	all,	and	one	 in	which	
matter	 is	 found	to	not	really	exist	 in	any	stable	 form,	 the	socio-cultural	world	has	arguably	not	
yet	caught	up	to	and	integrated	this	new	cosmology.	Rather	most	human	being	operate	within	a	
cultural-conceptual	worldview	of	Newtonian	mechanics.

The	Enlightenment,	the	Age	of	Science,	with	its	modus	operendi	of	trying	to	discover	the	
laws	of	nature	(biological	and	physical)	was	also	concerned	with	control	of	said	nature,	and	along	
with	this,	an	optimistic	belief	in	the	notion	of	progress.	In	other	words,	science	is	not	only	a	way	of	
understanding	the	physical	world,	but	also	a	way	to	harness	and	apply	the	laws	of	nature	in	order	
to	control	it－presumably	for	the	benefit	of	society.	

Capitalism

Capitalism,	as	a	 system	of	 free	market	 trade	distinct	 from	 the	earlier	 feudalism,	arose	
around	the	same	time	as	modern	science.	Capitalism	 is	 the	 label	given	to	a	particular	mode	of	
economic	activity.	 It	began	 in	the	 late	Middle-Ages	with	the	emergence	of	a	powerful	merchant	
class	who	were	gaining	wealth,	not	through	the	typical	means	of	feudal	societies	(land)	but	through	
trade.	Then,	in	the	early	17th	century,	comma	concurrent	with	the	rise	of	colonialism,	a	new	type	of	
business	organization	arose	which	enabled	the	amassing	of	great	wealth:	the	modern	corporation	
based	on	stock	holding.	This	 is	 the	real	beginning	of	capitalism	 (though	not	yet	 industrial).	We	
could	more	accurately	call	this	period	the	age	of	“colonial	capitalism”.		Why	not	just	colonialism?	
What	makes	 it	 capitalist?	The	key	word	which	characterizes	 capitalism	as	a	mode	of	wealth	
production	is	the	word	“risk.”		Capitalism	is	fundamentally	a	system	where	individuals	risk	their	
own	capital,	or	 in	the	case	of	stockholding	companies,	other	people’s	capital	to	make	that	capital	
grow.	 (This	may	be	why	one	of	 the	most	 important	courses	at	business	school	 today	 is	 in	“risk	
management.”)	Not	only	does	it	take	money	to	make	money,	but	it	requires	taking	risks	in	order	
to	make	money	 in	the	finance	economy	of	capitalism.	Through	careful	risk	taking	 (investment),	
there	is	the	possibility	to	generate	great	wealth,	many	times	over	the	initial	investment.	Of	course	
the	flip	side	is	that	there	is	the	possibility	to	lose	one’s	precious	capital	as	well.	

What	does	all	this	have	to	do	with	the	industrial	revolution?		This	is	a	question	which	hasn’t	
been	so	well	explored,	but	needs	some	future	analysis.	
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The First Industrial Revolution

“The	 Industrial	Revolution	was	manifested	 in	 every	aspect	 of	English	Society.”	 (Acemoglue	
2013:196)

Thus,	as	a	logical	consequence	of	the	age	of	science	and	mathematics,	the	mechanical	age	
was	born,	which	became	the	industrial	age.	The	First	Industrial	Revolution	occurred	in	England,	
the	birthplace	of	the	Enlightenment	and	classical	physics,	in	the	18th	century.	Just	before	the	18th	
century	began,	in	1698,	Thomas	Savery	developed	a	device	to	create	a	vacuum	pump,	which	was	
patented	 in	England.	 (Landes	1993:187).	Then,	as	we	enter	the	18th	century,	Thomas	Newcomen	
invented	his	famous	steam	engine	(in	1705).	It	became	useful	for	pumping	water	out	of	coal	mines	
where	fuel	was	plentiful.	Even	though	this	engine	tended	to	waste	a	lot	of	energy,	it	nevertheless	
marks	the	beginning	of	the	mechanical	age---	a	new	time	in	which	machines	would	replace	human	
and	animal	labor	thus	making	possible	a	level	of	productivity	never	before	seen.

Thus	in	the	beginning,	the	industrial	revolution	was	not	based	on	new	communication	and	
transportation	 technology	as	was	the	case	with	the	second	 industrial	revolution---	 rather	 it	was	
based	on	the	steam	engine	which	was	eventually	refined	and	perfected	so	that	it	could	be	useful	
in	factory	production.	Thus	the	basis	of	the	industrial	revolution	can	be	said	to	be	manufacturing.	
(Cross:	2008:173)	Indeed,	British	society	changed	in	the	18th	century	from	a	purely	agrarian	society	
to	one	with	new	population	centers	based	on	manufacturing;	England	became	the	first	industrial	
nation.	By	1850,	England	was	the	world	economic	giant;	2/3	of	the	world’s	cotton	wear	production	
was	based	 there.	The	 textile	 industry	may	seem	somewhat	unimpressive	compared	with	 later	
heavy	industry	(chemicals,	iron,	ship	building),	but	in	the	19th	century,	the	comfort	and	durability	
of	cotton	clothing	made	it	one	of	the	world’s	most	important	industry.	It	is	worth	noting	that	the	
British	cotton	industry	helped	to	make	southern	plantation	owners	in	the	U.S.	wealthy.	Thus,	due	
to	 the	growth	of	British	manufacturing,	not	only	did	Britain	see	the	rise	of	a	new	middle-class,	
but	America	saw	the	growth	of	the	southern	cotton	economy	using	slave	labor,	a	situation	which	
drove	the	U.S.	inexorably	towards	civil	war.	(Henry	Ford’s	assembly	line	production	which	could	
produce	1,000	cars	a	day	was	simply	the	 logical	end	product	of	 this	orientation	of	human	 labor	
using	machines).	The	first	industrial	revolution,	mainly	centered	in	England	reflected	this	passion	
for	using	science	for	the	betterment	of	society.		(Caston	1998:214)

James	Watt	 improved	on	the	steam	engine	 (1768)	such	that	 it	could	be	used	for	a	variety	
of	other	applications;	 it	was	adapted	 later	with	rotary	motions	so	 that	 it	 could	power	 factory	
machines,	 creating	a	whole	new	 level	of	manufacturing.	 (Bernstein	2004:171)	The	engine	 (first	
power	by	coal	and	 later	by	electricity)	was	 the	core	 technology	which	 launched	the	 industrial	
revolution.	 	By	the	1850’s,	engines	became	so	efficient	that	they	could	be	put	 into	ships,	 freeing	
shipping	from	the	vagaries	of	the	winds,	and	leading	to	a	lowering	of	costs	in	oceanic	trade.	

Water	power	was	also	harnessed	and	contributed	to	the	development	of	the	industrial	age.	
Of	course,	water	had	been	used	since	 the	Middle-Ages	 (and	wind	power	 in	Holland	to	process	
grains	into	flour	as	well	as	pump	water)	but	the	improved	turbine	engine	in	1827	by	Fourneyron	
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helped	to	make	it	a	reliable	source	for	manufacturing.	(189).	
Of	course	 the	smelting	of	metals	was	and	 is	an	essential	part	of	 industrial	growth,	and	

from	the	18th	century	on,	 the	 technology	 in	 this	area	made	great	strides.	 Iron	 is	of	 limited	use	
for	much	 industrial	 technology	because	 it	 is	 rigid	and	rusts	easily,	but	coke-smelted	pig	 iron	
works	much	better,	and	the	Bessemer	process	(1856)	lead	to	the	development	of	steel,	which	had	
the	advantages	of	being	strong	yet	flexible	enough	to	build	not	only	engines	and	machines	but	
buildings	and	bridges.	In	1910	titanium	was	developed	as	a	functional	metal	which	is	stronger	the	
steel	but	45%	lighter.	(Los	Alamos	National	Laboratory;	http://periodic.lanl.gov/22.shtml)	“All	these	
gains,	plus	the	invention	of	machines	to	build	machines,	came	together	in	the	last	third	of	the	18th	
century－a	period	of	contagious	novelty…….	Innovation	was	catching	because	the	principles	that	
underlay	a	given	technique	could	take	many	forms,	find	many	uses.”	(Landes	191)

The Second Industrial Revolution:
America’s Industrial Revolution

The	answer	to	the	question	of	why	England	was	the	locale	for	the	origins	of	the	industrial	
revolution	 lies	 in	 its	political	 and	economic	 institutions	as	much	as	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	Age	of	
Enlightenment	and	the	Age	of	Science	(and	invention).	These	institutions	were,	especially	since	the	
time	of	the	Glorious	Revolution	of	the	late	17th	century,	“inclusive”	in	the	words	of	one	economist	
(Acemoglu	2013:208)	The	Glorious	Revolution	left	England	with	a	system	of	constitutional	rule	and	
political	pluralism,	and	if	he	is	right,	then	this	might	also	explain	American	economic	phenomenal	
success,	since	the	U.S.	was	arguably	more	even	more	pluralistic	and	respective	of	constitutional	
protections	than	was	imperialistic	Britain.

Furthermore,	America	had	two	things	which	Britain	didn’t	have	which	arguably	contributed	
to	a	climate	where	an	even	more	extensive	industrial	revolution	could	take	place:	vast	stretches	
of	free	or	cheap	land	and	an	open	door	policy	with	regard	to	immigration	which	would	attract	a	
massive	labor	force	of	willing	and	eager	workers	from	around	the	world.	

However,	the	question	may	be	asked,	if	America	was	so	inclusive,	pluralistic	and	democratic,	
how	was	 it	 that	monopoly	capitalism	took	control	of	not	only	 individual	markets	 (steel,	banking,	
railroads,	food),	but	of	the	political	economy	as	a	whole?		The	beginnings	of	the	second	industrial	
revolution	 in	America	was	based	on	free	market	capitalism,	with	 little	government	regulation,	a	
situation	which	was	arguably	different	from	England.	In	addition,	America	had	both	demographics	
and	geography	on	its	side--		a	massive	influx	of	cheap	labor	(from	Ireland,	Germany,	Scandinavia,	
Italy,	and	other	part	of	Europe	and	Asia),	and	huge	tracts	of	uninhabited	land.	

Furthermore,	 in	point	of	 fact,	American	society	did	come	to	reject,	 reform	and	regulate	
industrial	capitalism	in	America	with	the	progressive	movement	which	mobilized	 labor,	political	
institutions	and	ordinary	citizens.	Instead	of	the	so-called	Robber	Barons,	a	few	captains	of	industry	
with	their	nefarious	control	of	markets	and	politicians,	by	the	turn	of	the	century,	America	was	
ready	to	take	concrete	and	affirmative	action	for	directing	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	in	the	
direction	of	true	social	progress.	
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Thus	 the	 second	 industrial	 revolution	 took	place	 in	 the	U.S.	much	more	 than	 it	did	 in	
Europe.	British	and	other	European	inventors	were	working	on	electricity/electric	engines,	so	the	
question	remains-		why	should	the	locus	of	industrial	enterprise	shift	to	America,	and	furthermore,	
why	is	it	known	as	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution,	rather	than	simply	as	a	continuation	of	18th	
century	industrial	enterprise.	

The	term,	Second	Industrial	Revolution,	implies	that	industry	took	on	a	different	character	
and	went	developed	 in	new	directions,	discontinuous	 from	the	First	 Industrial	Revolution.	And	
indeed	this	was	the	case.	Some	of	those	features	are	listed	below:

1.	A	shift	to	a	new	source	of	energy:	oil/petroleum
2.	The	total	electrification	of	society
3.	Mass	immigration	(cheap	labor)
4.	High	speed	telecommunication	technology
5.	High	speed,	low	cost	land	and	sea	transportation
6.	Monopoly	capitalism/	the	rise	of	the	limited	liability	corporation
7.	Economies	of	scale

An	important	feature	of	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	was	the	development	of	a	process	
for	making	steel－the	Bessemer	Process.	 (Gordon	240)	Henry	Bessmer	who	 invented	an	efficient	
process	of	making	steel	 from	iron	was	of	course	British,	but	a	young	American	by	the	name	of	
Andrew	Carnegie	(who	had	originally	immigrated	from	Scotland),	visited	the	Bessemer	steel	plant	
in	England	in	1872	(in	Sheffield).		He	came	away	so	impressed,	he	returned	to	America	to	develop	
on	of	 the	most	essential	 industries	 for	 the	Second	Industrial	Revolution,	and	become	one	of	 the	
world’s	richest	men	in	the	process.

“Changes	in	the	very	nature	of	manufacturing	fostered	the	rapid	spread	of	industrialization.	
The	widespread	use	of	electric	power,	cheaper	techniques	to	produce	steel,	the	development	of	a	
modern	chemical	industry,	and	other	technical	changes	transformed	industrial	production.”	(Frieden	
2006:61)

Although	railroad/locomotive	technology	originated	and	was	developed	 in	England,	 it	was	
in	America	that	this	new	technology	helped	to	recreate/restructure	a	social	and	economic	system.	
England	is	a	small	country,	but	America	is	vast	and	without	an	efficient	high	speed	transportation	
system,	 it	could	not	become	economically	 integrated.	The	development	of	 the	railroad	 industry,	
led	to	the	creation	of	not	only	heavy	 industry	 (steel	 for	rails),	but	a	host	of	new	jobs,	and	most	
importantly,	new	towns,	which	sprung	up	throughout	the	continental	US	wherever	the	train	would	
run	and	stations	established.	And	or	course	with	towns	we	see	the	growth	of	new	types	of	retail	
commerce,	all	 thanks	 to	 the	railroad.	“The	 first	American	companies	 to	 take	advantage	of	 the	
railway	infrastructure	were	in	distribution	and	retailing.”	(Micklethwaite	2003:	63)

111



Steven	L.	Rosen　　　Understanding	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	in	America:	a	Student’s	Introduction

Energy

The	 industrial	 revolution	 in	England	was	based	on	energy	 from	coal	 (to	power	 steam	
engines).	America,	 too,	starting	 in	the	early	19th	century,	developed	a	coal	 industry	to	power	 its	
machines.	Especially	after	1870,	the	use	of	bituminous	coal	soared,	because	it	was	softer	and	easier	
to	produce	energy,	 though	much	dirtier	than	the	harder	anthracite	coal.	 (Bryant	1990:152)	Thus	
the	new	electric	industry	could	utilize	a	cheap	and	efficient	(though	dirty)	source	of	power	to	move	
its	dynamos.	Then	with	the	discovery	of	Petroleum	and	the	ability	to	refine	it	into	an	useable	fuel,	
America	had	two	sources	of	 (fossil)	 fuels	with	which	to	power	the	heavy	 industry	which	would	
characterize	 the	Second	 Industrial	Revolution.	Thus	we	see	a	major	difference	with	 the	First	
Industrial	Revolution	which	used	coal	or	water	to	power	steam	engines	to	run	textile	 factories.	
America,	after	the	Civil	War,	developed	heavy	industry	using	electric	motors	producing	steel	and	
steel	products	like	trains,	railroad	tracks,	bridges	and	buildings.	

The	discovery	of	petroleum	in	Pennsylvania	 in	1859	 led	to	the	first	real	U.S.	oil	company:	
Drake	Oil.	However,	a	young	businessman	from	Ohio	named	John	D.	Rockefeller	entered	the	oil	
business	in	1863.	By	1870	his	company,	Standard	Oil,	had	become	the	largest	oil	company	in	the	
world.	Rockefeller	 then	used	vertical	 integration － engaging	 in	all	aspects	of	production,	 from	
extraction	of	raw	materials	to	final	retail	sales,	thus	creating	one	of	the	biggest	monopolies	of	the	
19th	century.	By	1880,	Standard	Oil	Controlled	almost	100%	of	the	oil	industry－	a	true	monopoly.	
(Bryant	162)	Only	in	1911	was	it	finally	broken	up	by	a	U.S.	Supreme	Court	decision.	Nevertheless,	
the	oil	industry	continues	to	exert	oligopolistic	control,	primary	due	to	the	fact	that	petroleum	is	
the	foundation	for	the	modern	industrial	world.	Indeed	new	developments	in	energy	production	in	
the	late	19th	century	laid	the	foundation	for	the	modern	industrial	world.		

Below	is	a	general	outline	which	serves	as	a	jumping	off	point	for	the	study	of	the	industrial	
revolution.	 It	covers	 the	most	basic	and	essential	 feature	of	 the	 industrial	 revolution,	but	also	
leaves	out	 some	 important	historical	 events	 for	 the	sake	of	brevity	and	simplicity.	The	 focus	
here	 is	primarily	on	business	and	economic	history	with	some	of	 the	social	demographics	 (mass	
immigration)	which	are	key	to	understanding	the	industrial	revolution.

THE STUDENT’S OULINE TO THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

The Industrial Revolution in America

Key Concepts: an overview

Modern Industrial Capitalism:
factory	production,	economies	of	scale,	monopolies,	the	limited	liability	stock	holding	corporation	
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Technology: 
New	forms	of	energy:	oil,	electricity
High	speed	transportation-	railroads,	steamships,	canals,	automobiles
Telecommunication:	telegraph	and	telephone

Social Demographic changes:	immigration	and	urbanization

1.  Small retail companies (like Sears) could often rose from a simple one store operation to 
become national corporate giants because of railroads.

2.  The railroads not only led to economic expansion for many retail companies but 
stimulated industrial growth in the U.S. as a whole.

Because	railroads	could	quickly	distribute	more	goods	to	more	people,	 there	were	reductions	 in	
price.	This	is	what	is	called	“economies	of	scale”	---	the	bigger	your	company	is,	the	more	you	can	
sell,	and	the	more	you	sell,	the	more	you	can	reduce	the	price.	Lower	prices	will	mean	even	more	
people	will	buy	your	product,	resulting	in	even	more	economic	growth.

This	is	what	happened	during	the	industrial	revolution－economies	of	scale.	（規模の経済）	Manu-
facturing		 increased	very	rapidly	during	the	 late	19th	century,	with	high	production	outputs.	A	
number	of	companies	 in	 this	period	grew	so	 fast	and	big	 they	easily	 took	over	and	controlled	
certain	markets	(e.g.,	food,	steel,	railroads,	and	oil).

2. 	First	electricity,	and	then	the	development	of	the	internal	combustion	engine	after	the	Civil	
War,	helped	to	create	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution.

3. 	Not	only	technology	but	a	new	type	of	business	organization	was	behind	the	rise	of	the	rise	
of	America	as	the	world’s	economic	giant.	By	the	turn	of	the	century,	integrated	companies	
dominated	the	business	scene.	(Micklethwaite	2003:	63)	Vertically	integrated	companies	put	
everything	under	one	roof:	from	the	mining	of	raw	materials	to	all	phases	of	production	to	
final	marketing	and	sales.	

4. 	Mergers	and	acquisitions	 led	to	the	formation	of	monopolies	and	oligopolies…business	“trusts”	
which	dominated	markets.	This	rise	of	huge	monopolistic	enterprises,	while	having	the	negative	
effect	of	eliminating	competition,	did	have	the	effect	of	stimulating	economies	of	scale.	

“Big	Business”-		Companies	would	merge	together	to	form	a	“trust”	or	monopoly.	This	was	the	
real	beginning	of	monopoly	capitalism－the	domination	of	a	 few	big	companies	which	can	keep	
smaller	competitors	out	of	particular	markets

20th Century-	 In	 the	past,	 various	business	 activities,	 such	 as	 research,	 design,	 production,	
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distribution	and	advertising,	were	done	by	many	different	companies.	
In	 the	modern	corporation,	 these	things	were	all	done	by	one	company.	New	technology	

for	assembly	 line	 factory	production	 (Ford)	helped	the	modern	corporation	become	huge－fast,	
efficient	production	resulted	 in	high	profits.	Also,	 since	some	many	new	things	were	produced,	
America	became	a	consumer	society	(radios,	cars,	refrigerators,	canned	foods).	

Social Changes: 19th Century Immigration to the United States
In	the	19th	century	America	was	an	open	country-	no	need	for	a	passport	or	visa!		There	

were	two	main	waves	of	immigration,	before	the	Civil	War	and	after	1880.	

The Irish- (pre-Civil War)	the	Irish	had	little	food	and	started	to	immigrate	to	America.	At	this	
time,	almost	1/2	of	all	immigrants	were	Irish.	They	helped	build	the	railway	system.

The Big Flood of Immigration	(1870’s	into	the	Early	20th	Century)
Especially	between	1890	and	1919,	the	growth	in	the	 industry	attracted	many	newcomers	

because	of	the	job	opportunities.		

The Scandinavians
Scandinavian	 immigrants	settled	primarily	 in	 the	Midwest.	Though	not	as	numerous	as	

German	or	Irish	immigrants,	Scandinavians	still	arrived	in	massive	numbers:	1,000,000	Swedes	(1868
－1914),	800,000	Norwegians	(1825－1925),	300,000	Danes	(1820－1920),	and	230,000	Finns	(1890－1924)	
forever	transformed	the	culture	of	the	American	Midwest

The Italians

Italy	was	now	one	of	 the	most	 over-crowded	countries	 in	Europe	and	many	began	 to	
consider	the	possibility	of	 leaving	Italy	to	escape	 low	wages	and	high	taxes.	From	1890	to	1900,	
655,888	arrived	in	the	United	States,	of	whom	two-thirds	were	men.	From	1880	to	1900,	southern	
Italian	immigrants	became	the	main	Italian	immigrant	group.

The Backlash: Reform and the Progressive Movement

Related	 to	 the	 industrial	 revolution	are	a	number	of	 socio-cultural	 changes,	but	 should	
be	 included	 if	 time	permits	 in	a	course	 focused	on	the	Industrial	Revolution.	Specifically	we	are	
referring	to	the	forces	of	reform	which,	too	some	degree	at	least	succeeded	in	taming	the	forces	
unleashed	by	unrestrained	and	unregulated	industrial	capitalism.	At	the	turn	of	the	20th	century	a	
widespread	movement	for	social	reform	called	the	Progressive	Movement	arose,	with	attempts	to	
correct	the	numerous	social	ills	which	unfettered	free	market	capitalism	has	wrought.	Monopolies	
were	broken	up,	unions	were	able	 to	obtain	a	modicum	of	wage	 increases	and	other	benefits,	
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workplace	safety	became	a	issue	of	concern	for	consumers,	government	policy	makers	and	even	
manufacturers.	(Many	of	the	large	firms	actually	wanted	standards	put	in	place	for	food	and	other	
safety	issues).	The	list	of	the	reform	agenda	goes	on,	and	represents	the	efforts	of	a	nation	which	
had	become	rich.	

Before	 the	 rise	of	 a	coherent	and	vital	 labor	movement,	 there	 simply	was	virtually	no	
middle-class.	The	 rise	 of	 the	giant	 limited	 liability	 corporation,	 economies	 of	 scale	 and	mass	
production,	 and	monopoly	capitalism	 led	not	only	 to	great	economic	growth	but	also	greater	
concentrations	of	wealth	and	the	exploitation	of	both	labor	and	the	natural	environment.	(Schweikart	
2010:189)	It	can	be	argued	that,	rather	than	stifling	economic	growth,	a	well-compensated	working	
class	with	a	social	safety	net	which	was	primarily	the	hard-won	result	of	the	labor	movement	in	
America,	led	to	greater	prosperity	for	all.	The	conservative	economic	argument	of	course	is	that	
helping	businesses	make	money	 (the	 investor	class)	will	 result	 in	all	boats	rising.	The	historical	
facts	clearly	point	to	the	opposite	conclusion-	 instead	of	a	rise	 in	the	general	 level	of	prosperity,	
a	political	economy	which	 is	 focused	on	supporting	 the	 investor	class	results	 in	prosperity	 for	
that	class	of	people－in	other	words,	greater	concentrations	of	wealth.	What	economic	history	
during	the	Industrial	Revolution	shows	 instead,	 is	 that	when	wealth	 is	redistributed	downward,	
it	 increases	spending,	which	 in	 turn	 increases	production	and	employment.	 Indeed,	one	of	 the	
primary	causes	of	the	Great	Depression	was	the	fact	that	production	out-stripped	demand;	workers	
lacked	the	wage	compensation	necessary	to	buy	all	the	products	that	they	were	producing;	great	
inventory	with	no	buyers.	

Conclusion
	
Why	did	the	British	and	then	America	industrial	revolutions	lead	to	the	triumph	of	global	

capitalism?		(Frieden	2006:13)	England	was	the	birthplace	of	not	only	the	Enlightenment,	but	also	(in	
the	17th	century)	a	democratic	system	of	government.	America	was	born	of	England,	sharing	those	
same	principles	of	democracy	and	science,	but	had	a	vast	reserve	of	natural	and	human	resources.	
Economically,	the	United	States	was	thus	much	more	likely	to	move	to	a	system	of	economies	of	
scale	than	was	Britain.	 	Of	course	the	role	of	new	technology,	specifically	 in	the	area	of	energy	
(electrical	energy	produced	mainly	by	the	burning	of	 fossil	 fuels)	helped	to	spur	the	growth	of	
industry,	 initially	 railroads	and	 into	 the	20th	 century	 the	automobile	 industry	completely	 re－
revolutionized	the	social	and	economic	landscape.	What	is	not	explored	in	this	paper	but	would	an	
area	of	 fruitful	research,	would	be	the	cross-fertilization	of	 technology	and	business	 ideas	as	the	
world	in	the	19th	century	became	globally	integrated.
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Abstract

Understanding the Second Industrial Revolution in America:  
a Student’s Introduction

Steven	L.	Rosen

The	Second	Industrial	Revolution	 in	America	was	a	continuation	of	 the	historical	 forces	
implicit	in	the	first	industrial	revolution	in	England.	Nevertheless,	the	fact	that	it	is	understood	as	
a	“second”	revolution	suggests	correctly,	that	it	embodied	fundamental	differences	guiding	history	
in	new	directions.	This	brief	outline	of	the	Industrial	Revolution	hopes	to	provide	the	student	with	
an	appreciation	of	one	of	the	greatest	paradigm	shifts	in	world	history.	Included	in	this	analysis	is	
a	focus	on	the	question,	what	are	the	feature	of	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	which	make	it	
different	from	the	first,	and	furthermore,	why	did	it	take	place	in	America,	propelling	the	United	
States	into	the	number	one	spot	in	terms	of	GDP,	a	spot	is	continues	to	hold	even	today?
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