
Building An Empire: Unveiling the American
Business, Politics, and Society from 1846 to
1917
Welcome to a journey through time, where the foundation of the American Empire
was being laid, shaping the business, politics, and society we know today. From
1846 to 1917, a period marked by unprecedented growth and transformation, the
United States underwent tremendous changes that laid the groundwork for the
empire it would become. In this article, we will explore the key events, figures,
and ideologies that shaped this pivotal era in American history.

The Rise of American Industrialization

The 19th century marked the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, an era that
brought about significant advancements in manufacturing, transportation, and
communication. This period witnessed the rise of industries such as steel, oil, and
railroads, which fueled economic growth and transformed the American
landscape. Entrepreneurs and visionaries emerged, such as Andrew Carnegie,
John D. Rockefeller, and J.P. Morgan, who played pivotal roles in shaping the
nation's industrial landscape.

These industrial titans built vast empires, revolutionizing the way business was
done. They consolidated their power, acquiring smaller companies and creating
monopolies that eventually caught the attention of anti-trust advocates. The
Rockefellers' Standard Oil, for example, came under scrutiny for its dominance in
the oil industry, leading to the passing of anti-monopoly laws and the birth of
modern antitrust regulation in the United States.
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The Gilded Age: Wealth and Inequality

The period from 1870 to 1900, often referred to as the Gilded Age, witnessed
extreme wealth and startling inequality. While the industrialists amassed immense
fortunes, many Americans struggled to make ends meet. The wealth gap
between the rich and the poor widened, sparking social and political debates
about the role of government in regulating business practices and addressing
social issues.

During this time, a new class of wealthy elites emerged, living extravagant
lifestyles and building opulent mansions. The Vanderbilts, the Carnegies, and the
Astors became synonymous with the era's excesses. However, the Gilded Age
was also a period of philanthropy, with wealthy individuals giving back to society
through donations to education, art, and public institutions. Andrew Carnegie's
libraries and John D. Rockefeller's philanthropic endeavors are lasting legacies of
their commitment to the greater good.

The Political Landscape: Populism and Progressivism
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As industrialization and wealth concentration intensified, the American political
landscape experienced significant shifts. Populism, a movement that aimed to
give a voice to the common people and challenge the perceived injustices of the
Gilded Age, gained traction. The Populists advocated for reforms such as income
taxation, regulation of corporations, and a more equitable distribution of wealth.

Meanwhile, progressivism emerged as a response to the social and economic
challenges posed by urbanization and industrialization. Figures like Teddy
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson championed progressive policies, including trust-
busting, labor reform, and consumer protection laws. The progressive movement
aimed to address social issues, increase government intervention, and ensure
fair and equal opportunities in the rapidly changing society.

Transformations in American Society

The period from 1846 to 1917 witnessed profound changes in American society.
Urbanization and industrialization led to a significant migration of people from
rural areas to cities in search of employment opportunities. The rapid growth of
cities brought about new challenges, including overcrowding, poor living
conditions, and labor exploitation.

The rise of labor unions and the subsequent labor movement aimed to fight for
workers' rights and improve working conditions. Strikes, such as the Pullman
Strike and the Great Railroad Strike, highlighted the struggles faced by workers
and the need for labor reform. These movements paved the way for future labor
laws and improved working conditions for American workers.

The Road to Empire: American Expansionism

The late 19th century also saw the United States flexing its muscles on the
international stage. Motivated by economic interests and a desire for global



influence, the country embarked on a path of expansionism. The Spanish-
American War marked a turning point, leading to the acquisition of territories such
as Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines.

Imperialism became a prominent feature of American foreign policy, with the
United States acquiring territories around the world and establishing itself as a
major global power. This era laid the foundation for America's future role as a
world leader, influencing geopolitical events and shaping international
relationships.

Legacy of a Changing Era

The years from 1846 to 1917 were transformative for the United States, fueling
the emergence of an empire on both domestic and international fronts. The
period witnessed the rise of industrialization, the consolidation of wealth, and the
birth of major political movements. The consequences of this era are still felt
today, from the enduring influence of industrial titans to ongoing debates about
economic inequality and the role of government.

As we reflect on this critical period in American history, it is essential to examine
the impact of the choices made, the ideologies embraced, and the social changes
that occurred. Understanding the historical context helps shed light on the
challenges and opportunities that shaped American society, business, and politics
within the broader framework of empire-building.
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"Do not think of the Pennsylvania Railroad as a business enterprise," Forbes
magazine informed its readers in May 1936. "Think of it as a nation." At the end of
the nineteenth century, the Pennsylvania Railroad was the largest privately
owned business corporation in the world. In 1914, the PRR employed more than
two hundred thousand people—more than double the number of soldiers in the
United States Army. As the self-proclaimed "Standard Railroad of the World," this
colossal corporate body underwrote American industrial expansion and shaped
the economic, political, and social environment of the United States. In turn, the
PRR was fundamentally shaped by the American landscape, adapting to
geography as well as shifts in competitive economics and public policy. Albert J.
Churella's masterful account, certain to become the authoritative history of the
Pennsylvania Railroad, illuminates broad themes in American history, from the
development of managerial practices and labor relations to the relationship
between business and government to advances in technology and transportation.

Churella situates exhaustive archival research on the Pennsylvania Railroad
within the social, economic, and technological changes of nineteenth- and
twentieth-century America, chronicling the epic history of the PRR intertwined
with that of a developing nation. This first volume opens with the development of
the Main Line of Public Works, devised by Pennsylvanians in the 1820s to
compete with the Erie Canal. Though a public rather than a private enterprise, the
Main Line foreshadowed the establishment of the Pennsylvania Railroad in 1846.
Over the next decades, as the nation weathered the Civil War, industrial
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expansion, and labor unrest, the PRR expanded despite competition with rival
railroads and disputes with such figures as Andrew Carnegie and John D.
Rockefeller. The dawn of the twentieth century brought a measure of stability to
the railroad industry, enabling the creation of such architectural monuments as
Pennsylvania Station in New York City. The volume closes at the threshold of
American involvement in World War I, as the strategies that PRR executives had
perfected in previous decades proved less effective at guiding the company
through increasingly tumultuous economic and political waters.
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