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THL TRANSFORMATION OF A NATION

“rvom the carlicst moment ol settlement in what
= would hecome the United States, the nation’s o
] ders were relentlessly pushed westward, Thomas
Jefferson's Louisiana Purchase (1803) added a huge
swath of territory west of the Alleghenics; the oulcome
of the Mexican War (1846-48) hrought the entire
Sotthwest, including Calitfornia, into the nation; and
the discovery ol gokl in Calilorniu in 1848 increased
the pace of westward mavement beyond anything that
vould have been imagined even ane year earlier. White
Amcricans, mostly of English, Scottish, German, and
French descent, settled scross these regions, inereas:
ing the pace hy which the U5, government was fore-
ibly relocating Native American tribes  the term was
Removal and the practice had begun in the 1830s—from
their homelands to places Further west, and altempling
i force [lispanic Americans south of the new horder
with Mexico, As these settlers moved into the extensive
terrain west of the Mississippi River, they leveled vast
stands of timher, exterminated the huffalo and other
wild game in favor of cattle and sheep, and established
Farms, villages, cilics and the railroads that linked them
to markets in the Midwest and Fast, Now (echnologics
converted the country’s immense natural resources
into industrial products both for its own horgeoning
population awd lor foreign consumers.

The Civil War (1861-65), the scemingly incvitable
resull of growing economie, political, sacial, and cul-
tural divisivns between North and South, cost some
eight hilliom dollars and claimed more than six hundred
thousand lives. Its savagery seems also to have left the

Children Sleeping n Madberry Street, 1890, Jacob Riis, Tor
niore infarmation alwool this image, see the color inserl in this
volume.
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Galden Spike Cevemony, Juining the tracks for the fiest transcontinental railroad,
Pronnnmtary, Utah Territory, 1869,

country morally exhausted. Mevertheless, the country prospered materially
aver the next lve decades, as the war ellort had stimulated innovations in
methods of elficiently moving large numbers of people, raw materials, and
goods, The first transcontinental railroad, completed in 1869 with the use of
poarly paid laborers [rom China hrought in through Western seaports—
especially in San Francisco and Seattle—made it possible to cross the coun-
try quickly and inexpensively. The railroad alsn allowed for rapid, inexpensive
shipments of goods, thereby moving the American cconomy itself into the
industrial age, once and for all. The telegruph, introduced in the 1840s, now
ran into small lowns (many of them newly sctiled); electricity was introduced
on # large seale; and around the end of the nineteenth century the telephone
hegan to revolutionice daily lile. Coal, oil, iron, gold, silver, and other kinds of
mineral wealth were discovered and extracted, producing many individuwal
fortuncs that helped to capitalize [urther development., Such development
required more people, preferably (Mrom the point of view of employers) in
numhers sutficient to keep down the cost of lubor. Olten lured by advertise-
ments from railroad and land companies, immigrants arrived in the United
States [rom the Seandinavian countrics beginning in the 18705 and 18805,
and in the 1880s to the turn of the century and beyond, [rom eastern and
southern Luropean countries like ltaly, Poland, Ceechoslovakia, Lithuania,
and Russia, Many Furapean newcomers, taking advantage of the railroads,
wenl o the plains to farm; but most became urhan dwellers, causing enor-
mous population growth in such cities as New York, Boston, and Chicago at
the same time thal Chinese and then Jupunese immigrants hastened the
growlh ol San Francizco and other Western cities.

The historian Frederick Juckson Turner declared in 1893 that the Western
Fromtier, which he reganded as crocial to the [urmation of America’s demo-
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Ellis Island. Staff intervicwing new immigrants, ¢, 19010, From 1892 o 1954,
New York’s Ellis Island was the gateway for millions of immigrants to the United Stetes:

cratic character, no longer existed. He hased his analysis on the census of
1890, which found no place in the United States with fewer than two people
per sqguare mile. (Native Americans were not counted in this estimate.} Now
the United States, cager o compete with European nations, aticmpted Lo
expand its influence heyond its continental hovders, lonking to gain the for-
mer Spanish possessions of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines following
the Spanish-American War in 1898, U.S. colonication also included Tawaii,
annexed as a colany in 1898, The effects of American expansionizsm had Tog
heen experienced hy indigenous peoples. From the time of the earliest trea-
lies with the United States, Native nations agreed to cede large tracts of land
with some territory specilally "reserved” Tor themselves, What we currently
think of as Indian reservations came aboit as a result of President Ulysses 5,
Grant's policies of the late 18605, which sought and maostly forced —the
agreement ol various Native nations to limil themselves (o lands designaied
Dy the Tederal government, Around this time, anthropologists {then known as
ethnologists) hegan to study tribal lifeways, especially of the Zuni and ather
trihes of the Southwest. ln 1883, two years after Llelen Llunt Jackson's A
Century of Dishonor surveved the history ol whiles' treaty-breaking behavior
with the Indians, an organivzation of eastern philanthreapists calling itself
"Friends of the Indian" hegan tn agitate in favor of assimilating Native Amer-
ivuns into the white mainstream. This organization meant well, but its meth-
ads inevitably devalued Native ways of il in Favor of white schooling, white
patterns of town settloment and agricultore, and ahove all white religion,
Throughout this period, however, Native writers such as Zitkala Sa (Ger-
trude Simmons Bonnin), o Lakota woman, insisted on contributing to the:
national discussion, speakiog in theie own voices in published 1exis as they
had heen doing at least since the 18305,
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At the same time that the frontier came to he regarded as a crucial con-
stituent of Americun identity, industrialization on a scale unprecedented
in Greal Britain and Forope came o the fore in the United States. (Some
historians helieve that the fromtier myth served to mask the reality of the
industrial economy.) Between 1850 and 1880, capital invested in manufsc-
LLring more than qlmtlrup]ur.l aned fai.'Iur}' t'.mphyrm.".ul ucarfy doubled, Hy
1885 four transcontinental railvaad lines had heen completed, using in their
own construction and carrying to manufacturing centers in Cleveland and
Detroit Lhe nution's quintupled ouwtput ol steel [rom Pittsburgh and Chicago.
Major industrics were consolidated into monapolies, allowing a small num-
her of men to comtrol such enormously profitable enterprises as steel, oil,
railroads, meatpacking, banking, and Anance, among them Jay Gould, Jim
Hill, Leland Stanflord, Corneling Vanderbilt, Andeew Carnegic, 1. I Mo
gan, and Jahn 1. Rackefeller. Called “robher harans™ hy some and celebrated
as captains of industry by others, these men squeered out competitors and
weeumulated vast wealth snd power. The new millionaires lormed a wealthy
class whose style of life, reported on in the mass media, offered a startling
comtrast to the lives of ardinary peopla,

But the ordinary was by the end of the century a guite diflerent thing
[rom what it had been belore or shortly aller the Civil War In 1865 the
United States, except for the manufacturing centers of the northeastern
seahoard, was still a country of farms, villages, and small towns. Manulae-
luring was more ¢ matter of workshops than [actorics, In 1870 the US,
population was 38,5 million; by 1910, 92 million; by 1920, 123 million, This
inerease in population was due almost entively to the arvrival of immigrants
From southern and eastern Lurope: Hussia, Poland, ltaly, and the Bulkan
nalions. The pereeniuage of cily versus country dwellers was reversed as
citics like New York grew Tram hall a million to nearcly 3.5 million hetween
1865 and the turn of the twentieth century, Chicago, with a population of
only 22,000 in 1850, had more than 2 million inhabitunts by 1910, These
immigrants and their descendants enabled the United Staies (o become an
urhan, industrial, internatiomal, capitalist power while altering the ethnic
composition of the still mostly white population and contributing immeasur-
ably, ulbeit not without considerable conllict, (o the democratization of the
nation's cultural life. By 1890, New Englanders and their now-seattered
descendants were no longer numerically daminant,

This transformation of the continent brought hardships for many. Farmers
in the Midwest and IHigh Plains depended on the mailroads Tor transport of
their crops hut were squeczed ofl the Tand by the pricing policies of these very
same railroads  what the novelist Frank MNorris characterized as the giant
"oetopus” of corporate power wielded by the Southern Pacilic and other rail-
roads. Though the Homestead Act of 1862 promised [ree or cheap acreage to
every individual or family whao wauld settle and “improve” Tand according to
aset formula, much of the available land was donated to railroads to encour-
age their growth. Speculators bought land as well, T is estimated that only 10
pereent of the land opened by the Homestead Act actually went to would-he
independent farmers. Buying at high prices, or forced to rent, such farmers
were "under the lion's paw,” as the midwestern writer [Tamlin Gadand put it,
of land spuculﬂlurs and absentee landlords, or laced with morigage [aymenis
they could nat make, | arge-seale farming took over from the family farm,
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increasing agricultural yields but displacing many farmers who joined the
population of the cities, These citics were also, as the socialist novelists Jack
London and Upton Sinclair argued—adapting the ideas of Darwin to the
social feld - “jungles” where only the strongest, mast ruthless, and luckiest
sorvived, Wages were low, and workers faced inhumane and dungerous work-
ing conditions; at this time there were [ew laws regulating safety and working
hours, In additien, the 1890s saw severe ecomnmic depressions cauvsed hy
changes to the gold standard, overspeculation by banks and investors in rail-
roads, sporadic droughts, und loreign debts,

Neither Tarmers nor urban laborers organized effectively ta pursue their
own interests. egislators usually favored business and industry, sometimes
in the honest beliet that a healthy economy required capitalism, sometimes
via bribery and kickbacks—as in President Ulysses 8. Grant's administra-
tiom, ar in the looting of the New York City treasury by William Marcy
("Binss") lweed in the 1870s, or in municipal corruption cases exposed by
the journalist Lincoln Stellens and other "muckeakers” including Stephen
Crane and Frank Norris. Farly attempts by labor to organize were often
vinlent, and such groups as the tervaristic "Maolly Maguires,” active in the
1870s and 1880s in the coal-mining area of northeastern Pennsylvania,
bolstered the convietion ol thuse who believed in open markets and Tree
caterprise thal labor organizations were un-American. Induostrial worlers
had little political leverage hetore the 1880s, when the American Feders-
tiom of Labor emerged as the lirst unilied voice of workers, But not until
collective bargaining legislation was enacted in the 19305 did lahor acquire
the right to strike, As for farmers, their organizing efforts involved experi-
ments in conperative farming and storage, which osually failed—purtly for
luck of funds but also because of the long tradition of independence among
agricullural poople. Tt was with the hope of owning one's own land that
immigrants and native-horn white peaple had moved to the prairies in the
first place. Omn the other hand, individual ownership of land parcels was
foreed on many Nalive American nations Lhrough the Dawes Allotment Act
of 1887—an outgrowth of "Friends of the Indian” policies. Whatever the
intentions of the Dawes Act, it fragmented the collectively held Native lands
and reduced the Native land base by some 90 million scres.

THE LITERARY MARKLTPLACE

The rapid (ranscontinental settlement and new orhan industrial conditions
summarized ahove had a significant impact on the literature of the time.
MNew themes, new forms, new subjects, new regions, new authors, smd new
audiences all ecmerged in the hall century following the Civil War, In fiction,
characters rarely represented hefore the Civil War hecame familiar hgures:
induostrial workers and the rural poor, ambitious business leaders and
vagrants, prostitutes und unheroie soldicrs. Women [rom many social groups,
Alrican Americans, Native Americans, ethnic minorities, immigrants: all
wrote for publication, and a rapidly burgeoning market for printed works
helped establish authorship as a possible career for muny.

MNewspapers had been important (o the political, social, and culiural Tife
of America since colonial times, bue afer the Civil War their numbers and
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influenee grew, Joseph Puliteer established the St Louis Pesi-Dhspateh in
1878, and in 1883 he hought the New York Warld; hoth papers were hugely
successful. William Handolph learst, a Californian who inherited a fortune
(rom his mining entreprencur father, mude the San Fruncisvo Examiner the
deminant newspaper in Californda, then hought the New York fournal in
1895 to compete with Pulitzer's World, and gradually acquired newspapers
across the country, In 1897 the Jewssh Daily Forward, in Yiddish, was founded
by Alraham Cahan; its circulation eventually reached 250,000, and il was
read hy three or four times that numher, Many of the noted authaors of the
period started as newspaper journalists: Abraham Cahan, Ambrose Bierce,
Stephen Crune, Theodore Drciser, Jack London, Sui Sin Tar, Juel Chandler
Harris, William Dean Howells, Frank Norris, and Mark Twain among then.
Perhaps of equal importance to the development of literary careers and litera-
Lure 45 an American institution was the establishment of newspaper syndi-
cates in the 1880s by Teving Bachellor and 8. 5, McClure, These syndicates
distributed material o newspapers and magazines in all sections of the
country, publishing humor, news, and serialized novels such as Crane's 1Te
Red Bualge of Conrage,

Magazines had become important in American 1ife by the mid-cighteenth
century, hut they ton increased in number and scope. New Yark City and
Boston magazines such as Harper's New Monthly Magaezine (1830), Scribner’s
Monthly (1870}, Century hestrated Monihly Magazine (1881), the Atlantic
Mantlhly (1857), and the Galexy (1866) published work by Kate Choping
Sarah Orne Jewett, Llenry James, William [Dean lHowells, Charles Ches-
null, Sui Sin Fag, Zitkala Sa, and Mark Twain, In San Francisco, the Cher-
Taied Manthly (1868} cmerged as (he leading western literary periodical with
a regional focus; it published Bret Harte, Amhrose Bierce, Jack London,
Mary Austin, Sui Sin Par, and Mark Twain among others. Without these
111:‘.riﬂc|i¢als_. many wrilers would not have been able to supporl themselves;
the income and audicnces were crucial to the Nurther formation of the com-
plex literary tradition of 2 vast nation undergning modernization.

Perivdicals ulso contributed to the emergence of what the eritic Warner
BertholT has called “the literature of argument "—writings in sociology, phi-
lnsophy, and psychology impelied by the spivit of exposure and veform. [t
would be hard to exaggerate the influence  on ather writers as well as on
the ciucated public—ol works such as Tlenry George's Progress aird Poverty
{1879), Henry Domarest Lloyd's Wealth against Conomonwenlih (1894),
Charlotte Perldns Gilman's Women and Feonamics (1898), Tharstein
Viblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class (18949), and William James's 1he
Virieties of Religions Experience (1902), Tor muny women wrilers, maga-
rines provided an important public space for exploring new perspectives on
gender and women's rights.

As the United States became an international political, economie, and
military power during this hall centurey, editors and resders welcomed (in
translation) works by the leading Furopean ligures of the time, such as Rus-
sinns Leo Tolstoy and Anton Cheldhov, Norwegian playwright Henrik Thsen,
and French novelist Emile Zola. American writers during this period inereas-
ingly adopted the Torm of ealism—itsell & product of the interplay of his-
torical forces and aesthetic developments early apparent in the French writer
Custave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (serialived in 15836, published as a book
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in 1857}, which followed the mundane although ultimately tragic lite of an
ordinary housewife. Among the most critically praised American writers
of the period were Mark Twain, William Drean Howells, Henry James, and
Edith Wharton, who encompassed literary style From the comic vernacular
through ordinary discourse to impressionistic subjectivity, while still under
the sway ol literary realism. These weiters, two Trom the Midwest (Twain
and Howells) and two from the East Coast (James and Wharton), recorded
life on the vanishing frontier, in the village, small town, und turbulent metrop-
olis, as well as in Curopean resorls and capitals, They established the liter
ary identity ol distinetively American protagonists, specifically the vernacular
hoy hern and the “American Girl" the hatfled and strained middle-class
Eamily, the businessman, and the psychologically complicated citizens ol a
new international eultuee. They set the example and charvted the Tutore
conrse for the subjects, themes; techmigues, and styles of the LLS. fiction we
=till call modern.

Developments in the literary markelplace anid in the nation's preoceupa-
tivns had the elfeet of greatly enhancing the veputation of prose fiction
the idea of a "great” American novel was first enunciated soon after the
Civil War. But two of the most importunt American wrilers ol their (ime
and beyond, both of whom began working belore the Givil War, were devoted
(o the idea that poetry was a crucial expression of the human spirit. In dif
ferent ways each pointed towards the huge renaissance ol poetry atter World
War [, Walt Whitman promulgated an expansive, gregarious open Torm [l
[or the “open road” of American Nife; Fmily Dickinson's tight, elliptical verses
reflect a sense of the paychological interior where meanings are made and
unmade: “internal ditference, where the meanings wre.”

FORMS OF REALISM AND NATURALISM

The bwo great literary movements of the Jate nineteenth century were realism
and naturalism. The term realism vefers to a movement in English, Luro-
pean, and American literature that gathered foree from the 18305 (o the cod
of the century. As dofined by Willism Dean Howells, the magasine cditor
who was Jor some decades the chiel American advocate of vealise agsthetics
as well as the author of over thirty novels, including 't e Kise of Silas Lapham
(1485) and A {azard of New Portunes (1890), realism is nothing more and
nuthing less than the trathlol treatment of material” But trathfol treatment
of material depends on the material in question; Henry James spoke of the
documentary value of Howells's worle, thereby calling attention to realism'’s

churaciers |iw::.l, surlaces that made (he world seem lifelike to veaders, Char-
acters in Howells's novels were “representative,” that is, compuosites of the sort
of people readers thought they already knew, people without fame or huge
fortunes, without sturtling sccomplishments or immense abilitics.

By contrast, the realism practiced by Edith Wharton and Henry James
focused on the interior maral and psychological lives of upper-class people,
although always taking care in describing these people’s surroundings.
Wharton and Jumes hoped o convinee readers—most of whom were from
the middle class—that the inner lives of the privileged were in accord with
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the truths of human nature, Wealthy people had what working people did
nul—time lo develop and display their inner selves; they were just like every-
hody else, although more so. In novels such as 1Te Howse of Mirth {1205},
The Custom of the Cauntry (1913), and The Age of Innocence (1920), Whar-
lon depicts the intangibles of thwarted desive, sell-betrayal, hostile emation,
andl repressed voices, At times, her accounts of the struggles of individuals
such as Lily Bart of The House of Mirth to survive in a seemingly pleasant
but wetually hostile socicty relleet an almost Darwinian view of upper-class
life, a naturalistic vision of linman struggle; this is not the pleasant world of
Howells's well-meaning characters, but it is no less "realistic.”

Realist writers believed in the power of language to represent ceality in
ways Lhat were aesthetically satislying and true 1o their sense of the warld.
But realism could never once and for all convey the real world through lan-
guage; the world was always out there waiting for another writer to decide
how to treat it. What they were Leying Lo represent was always able 1o elude
their desire wo lix it in pring ot that did not stop them from trying. Two
of the mnst acclaimed artists of the eva Mark Twain and [lenry James—
understood that language was an interpretation of the real rather than the
real thing itsell, As a western writer, Twain worked within a (radition of
vernacnlar tale-elling, which some later writers saw as the essence of a truly
American style. Hecause this style was already an exaggerution, it could not
truly be called "realistic” in the Howellsian sense; and Twain's later work
is infuscd with pessimism and social eritique well heyond the realistic norm.
James, beginning with recngnizably realistic fiction, using a large cast of
individualized, although usually upper-class characters described by an all-
knvwing narrator, us in The American (1876), develaped increasingly sub-
tle metaphorical and proto-madernistic representations of the flow of a
character's inner thought  the so-called "stream of consciousness"—as in
The Golden Bowl (1904),

Neturadisie can be thought of a5 & version of realism, or as an alternative
tn it. Literary naturalists, unlike the realists for whom human heings dehined
themselves within recognizable settings, wrote about human life as il was
shaped by forees beyond human control, Tor them, their view was truly real-
istic, while Howellsian realism was a form of prettifying. Naturalism intro-
duces characters from the Fringes and depths of society, far from the middle
class, whose lives really do spin out of control; their fates sre seen to be the
outcome of degenerate heredity, s sordid enviconment, and the bad Tuck that
can aften seem (o conteol the lives of peaple without money or influence,
Charles Darwin's Origin of Species (1859) and Descent of Man (1870) theo-
rized that human beings had developed over the ages [rom nonhuman forms
ol lile;, successlully adapting to changing envirommental conditions. Darwin
was not interested in the social world, but in the 18705, the Lnglish philoso-
pher lerhert Spencer applied Darwin's evolutionary theory of the “survival
ol the littest” to human groups, This idea was entlusiastically welcomed by
many leading American businessmen. Andrew Camegle, for example,
argued that unrestrained competition was the equivalent of a law of nsture
designed to eliminate those unfit tor the new economic vrder.

For the novelists, naturealism was thought 1o make their work scientific-
thus traly realistic—rather than romantic, Fmile Yola (1840 1902), the



