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Excerpts from chapters 10 and 11 of A People’s History of the United States by Howard Zinn:

In the North, the [Civil War] brought high prices for food and 
the necessities of life. Prices of milk, eggs, cheese were up 60 to 100 
percent for families that had not been able to pay the old prices. One 
historian… described the war situation: “Employers were wont to 
appropriate to themselves all or nearly all of the profits accruing 
from the higher prices, without being willing to grant to the 
employees a fair share of these profits through the medium of higher 
wages...”

White workers of the North were not enthusiastic about a war 
which seemed to be fought for the black slave, or for the capitalist, 
for anyone but them. They worked in semislave conditions 
themselves. They thought the war was profiting the new class of 
millionaires. They saw defective guns sold to the army by 
contractors, sand sold as sugar, rye sold as coffee, shop sweepings 
made into clothing and blankets, paper-soled shoes produced for 
soldiers at the front, navy ships made of rotting timbers, soldiers’ 
uniforms that fell apart in the rain.

The Irish working people of New York, recent immigrants, 
poor, looked upon with contempt by native Americans [not Indians], 
could hardly find sympathy for the black population of the city who 
competed with them for jobs as longshoremen, barbers, waiters, 
domestic servants. Blacks, pushed out of these jobs, often were used 
to break strikes. Then came the war, the draft, the chance of death. 
And the Conscription Act of 1863 provided that the rich could avoid 
military service: they could pay $300 or buy a substitute…

Under the deafening noise of the war, Congress was passing 
and Lincoln was signing into law a whole series of acts to give 
business interests what they wanted, and what the agrarian South 
had blocked before secession. The Republican platform of 1860 had 
been a clear appeal to businessmen. Now Congress in 1861 passed 
the Morrill Tariff. This made foreign goods more expensive, allowed 
American manufacturers to raise their prices, and forced American 
consumers to pay more.

The following year a Homestead Act was passed. It gave 160 
acres of western land, unoccupied and publicly owned, to anyone 
who would cultivate it for five years. Anyone willing to pay $1.25 an 
acre could buy a homestead. Few ordinary people had the $200 
necessary to do this; speculators moved in and bought up much of 
the land. Homestead land added up to 50 million acres. But during 
the Civil War, over 100 million acres were given by Congress and the 
President to various railroads, free of charge. Congress also set up a 

national bank, putting the government into partnership with the 
banking interests, guaranteeing their profits.

With strikes spreading, employers pressed Congress for help. 
The Contract Labor Law of 1864 made it possible for companies to 
sign contracts with foreign workers whenever the workers pledged 
to give twelve months of their wages to pay the cost of emigration. 
This gave the employers during the Civil War not only very cheap 
labor, but strikebreakers.

More important, perhaps, than the federal laws passed by 
Congress for the benefit of the rich were the day-to-day operations of 
local and state laws for the benefit of landlords and merchants…

In the thirty years leading up to the Civil War, the law was 
increasingly interpreted in the courts to suit the capitalist 
development of the country… Judgments for damages against 
businessmen were taken out of the hands of juries, which were 
unpredictable, and given to judges. Private settlement of disputes by 
arbitration was replaced by court settlements, creating more 
dependence on lawyers, and the legal profession gained in 
importance. The ancient idea of a fair price for goods gave way in 
the courts to the idea of caveat emptor (let the buyer beware), thus 
throwing generations of consumers from that time on to the mercy of 
businessmen…

It was a time when the law did not even pretend to protect 
working people… Health and safety laws were either nonexistent or 
unenforced…

In premodern times, the maldistribution of wealth was 
accomplished by simple force. In modern times, exploitation is 
disguised — it is accomplished by law, which has the look of 
neutrality and fairness. By the time of the Civil War, modernization 
was well under way in the United States.

With the war over, the urgency of national unity slackened, and 
ordinary people could turn more to their daily lives, their problems 
of survival. The disbanded armies now were in the street, looking for 
work. In June 1865, Fincher’s Trades’ Reviewreported: “As was to be 
expected, the returned soldiers are flooding the street already, 
unable to find employment.”

The cities to which the soldiers returned were death traps of 
typhus, tuberculosis, hunger, and fire. In New York, 100,000 people 
lived in the cellars of the slums; 12,000 women worked in houses of 
prostitution to keep from starving; the garbage, lying 2 feet deep in 
the street, was alive with rats. In Philadelphia, while the rich got 
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fresh water from the Schuylkill River, everyone else drank from the 
Delaware, into which 13 million gallons of sewage were dumped 
every day…

In 1873, another economic crisis devastated the nation. It was 
the closing of the banking house of Jay Cooke — the banker who 
during the war had made $3 million a year in commissions alone for 
selling government bonds — that started the wave of panic. While 
President Grant slept in Cooke’s Philadelphia mansion on September 
18, 1873, the banker rode downtown to lock the door on his bank. 
Now people could not pay loans on mortgages: five thousand 
businesses closed and put their workers on the street.

It was more than Jay Cooke. The crisis was built into a system 
which was chaotic in its nature, in which only the very rich were 
secure. It was a system of periodic crisis — 1837, 1857, 1873 (and 
later: 1893, 1907, 1919, 1929) — that wiped out small businesses and 
brought cold, hunger, and death to working people while the 
fortunes of the Astors, Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, Morgans, kept 
growing through war and peace, crisis and recovery. During the 
1873 crisis, Carnegie was capturing the steel market, Rockefeller was 
wiping out his competitors in oil…

The depression continued through the 1870s… All over the 
country, people were evicted from their homes. Many roamed the 
cities looking for food…

Mass meetings and demonstrations of the unemployed took 
place all over the country. Unemployed councils were set up. A 
meeting in New York at Cooper Institute in late 1873, organized by 
trade unions and the American section of the First International 
(founded in 1864 in Europe by Marx and others), drew a huge 
crowd, overflowing into the street. The meeting asked that before 
bills became law they should be approved by a public vote, that no 
individual should own more than $30,000; they asked for an eight-
hour day…

That year [1877] there came a series of tumultuous strikes by 
railroad workers in a dozen cities; they shook the nation as no labor 
conflict in its history had done.

____________________________________________________________

In the year 1877, the signals were given for the rest of the 
century: the black would be put back; the strikes of white workers 
would not be tolerated; the industrial and political elites of North 
and South would take hold of the country and organize the greatest 
march of economic growth in human history. They would do it with 
the aid of, and at the expense of, black labor, white labor, Chinese 

labor, European immigrant labor, female labor, rewarding them 
differently by race, sex, national origin, and social class, in such a 
way as to create separate levels of oppression — a skillful terracing 
to stabilize the pyramid of wealth.

Between the Civil War and 1900, steam and electricity replaced 
human muscle, iron replaced wood, and steel replaced iron (before 
the Bessemer process, iron was hardened into steel at the rate of 3 to 
5 tons a day; now the same amount could be processed in 15 
minutes). Machines could now drive steel tools. Oil could lubricate 
machines and light homes, street, factories. People and goods could 
move by railroad, propelled by steam along steel rails; by 1900 there 
were 193,000 miles of railroad. The telephone, the typewriter, and 
the adding machine speeded up the work of business…

While some millionaires started in poverty, most did not. A 
study of the origins of 303 textile, railroad, and steel executives of the 
1870s showed that 90 percent came from middle- or upper-class 
families. The Horatio Alger stories of “rags to riches” were true for a 
few men, but mostly a myth, and a useful myth for control.

Most of the fortune building was done legally, with the 
collaboration of the government and the courts…

[J. P.] Morgan had escaped military service in the Civil War by 
paying $300 to a substitute. So did John D. Rockefeller, Andrew 
Carnegie, Philip Armour, Jay Gould, and James Mellon. Mellon’s 
father had written to him that “a man may be a patriot without 
risking his own life or sacrificing his health. There are plenty of lives 
less valuable.”…

And so it went, in industry after industry — shrewd, efficient 
businessmen building empires, choking out competition, 
maintaining high prices, keeping wages low, using government 
subsidies. These industries were the first beneficiaries of the “welfare 
state.” By the turn of the century, American Telephone and 
Telegraph had a monopoly of the nation’s telephone system, 
International Harvester made 85 percent of all farm machinery, and 
in every other industry resources became concentrated, controlled. 
The banks had interests in so many of these monopolies as to create 
an interlocking network of powerful corporation directors, each of 
whom sat on the boards of many other corporations. According to a 
Senate report of the early twentieth century, Morgan at his peak sat 
on the board of forty-eight corporations; Rockefeller, thirty-seven 
corporations.

Meanwhile, the government of the United States was behaving 
almost exactly as Karl Marx described a capitalist state: pretending 
neutrality to maintain order, but serving the interests of the rich. Not 
that the rich agreed among themselves; they had disputes over 
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policies. But the purpose of the state was to settle upper-class 
disputes peacefully, control lower-class rebellion, and adopt policies 
that would further the long-range stability of the system. The 
arrangement between Democrats and Republicans to elect 
Rutherford Hayes in 1877 set the tone. Whether Democrats or 
Republicans won, national policy would not change in any 
important way…

Control in modern times requires more than force, more than 
law. It requires that a population dangerously concentrated in cities 
and factories, whose lives are filled with cause for rebellion, be 
taught that all is right as it is. And so, the schools, the churches, the 
popular literature taught that to be rich was a sign of superiority, to 
be poor a sign of personal failure, and that the only way upward for 
a poor person was to climb into the ranks of the rich by 
extraordinary effort and extraordinary luck…

Farming became mechanized — steel plows, mowing machines, 
reapers, harvesters, improved cotton gins for pulling the fibers away 
from the seed, and, by the turn of the century, giant combines that 
cut the grain, threshed it, and put it in bags. In 1830 a bushel of 
wheat had taken three hours to produce. By 1900, it took ten 
minutes. Specialization developed by region: cotton and tobacco in
the South, wheat and corn in the Midwest.

Land cost money, and machines cost money — so farmers had 
to borrow, hoping that the prices of their harvests would stay high, 
so they could pay the bank for the loan, the railroad for 
transportation, the grain merchant for handling their grain, the 
storage elevator for storing it. But they found the prices for their 
produce going down, and the prices of transportation and loans 
going up, because the individual farmer could not control the price 
of his grain, while the monopolist railroad and the monopolist 
banker could charge what they liked…

The farmers who could not pay saw their homes and land taken 
away. They became tenants. By 1880, 25 percent of all farms were 
rented by tenants, and the number kept rising. Many did not even 
have money to rent and became farm laborers; by 1900 there were 
4.5 million farm laborers in the country. It was the fate that awaited 
every farmer who couldn’t pay his debts…

The government played its part in helping the bankers and 
hurting the farmers; it kept the amount of money — based on the 
gold supply — steady, while the population rose, so there was less 
and less money in circulation. The farmer had to pay off his debts in 
dollars that were harder to get. The bankers, getting the loans back, 
were getting dollars worth more than when they loaned them out —
a kind of interest on top of interest. That is why so much of the talk 

of farmers’ movements in those days had to do with putting more 
money in circulation — by printing greenbacks (paper money for 
which there was no gold in the treasury) or by making silver a basis 
for issuing money…

On top of the serious failures to unite blacks and whites, city 
workers and country workers, there was the lure of electoral politics 
— all of that combining to destroy the Populist movement. Once 
allied with the Democratic party in supporting William Jennings 
Bryan for President in 1896, Populism would drown in a sea of 
Democratic politics. The pressure for electoral victory led Populism 
to make deals with the major parties in city after city. If the 
Democrats won, it would be absorbed. If the Democrats lost, it 
would disintegrate. Electoral politics brought into the top leadership 
the political brokers instead of the agrarian radicals.

There were those radical Populists who saw this. They said 
fusion with the Democrats to try to “win” would lose what they 
needed, an independent political movement. They said the much-
ballyhooed free silver would not change anything fundamental in 
the capitalist system. One Texas radical said silver coinage would 
“leave undisturbed all the conditions which give rise to the undue 
concentration of wealth.”…

In the election of 1896, with the Populist movement enticed into 
the Democratic party, Bryan, the Democratic candidate, was 
defeated by William McKinley, for whom the corporations and the 
press mobilized, in the first massive use of money in an election 
campaign. Even the hint of Populism in the Democratic party, it 
seemed, could not be tolerated, and the big guns of the 
Establishment pulled out all their ammunition, to make sure.

It was a time, as election times have often been in the United 
States, to consolidate the system after years of protest and rebellion. 
The black was being kept under control in the South. The Indian was 
being driven off the western plains for good… It was the climax to 
four hundred years of violence that began with Columbus, 
establishing that this continent belonged to white men. But only to 
certain white men, because it was clear by 1896 that the state stood 
ready to crush labor strikes, by the law if possible, by force if 
necessary. And where a threatening mass movement developed, the 
two-party system stood ready to send out one of its columns to 
surround that movement and drain it of vitality.


