Industrial and Technological Change: The Big Ideas

The liberating and limiting effects of innovations and inventions, and their impact on our nation’s social, economic, and environmental condition.

Theses are some of the important ideas to consider when using the theme of Industrial and Technological Change to interpret events and circumstances in American History.

Production: Technological changes can increase wealth, but at the same time disrupt or displace workers.

All work, from farming to manufacturing to doing laundry, has of course been influenced by the nature of the tools at hand.  On the one hand, improved tools have tended both to make work easier and to multiply the amount of work that a person can do.  The modern farmer with access to tractors, harvesters, fertilizers, and scientifically selected seeds, for example, can produce many times more grain per hour or acre than could her eighteenth or even nineteenth-century counterpart.  On the other hand, these efficiencies have displaced countless farmers, timber workers, and skilled artisans.  Inside the home, new technologies such as electric irons or washing machines have both eased some of the labor of housework and raised standards of cleanliness.  Most importantly, perhaps, increased production has been at the heart of the unprecedented wealth enjoyed by the majority of people in the U.S.

The Home: Technological changes can move women from the home and into the workforce.

Increased wealth led in the nineteenth century to the cult of domesticity, a relationship of gender in which men earned money outside the house and women specialized in the “emotion work” of raising their children rather than in the production work such as spinning and butter making of their colonial ancestors.  By the mid-twentieth century, however, rising material expectations were drawing more and more wives, including mothers, into a workplace in which gender differences faded as the service economy replaced many manufacturing jobs.  Prosperity and technological changes such as indoor plumbing, electricity, and more reliable means of heating also made homes larger and more comfortable.

Leisure: Technological changes can increase leisure time and choice.

Technology has revolutionized how people in the United States have spend their leisure time.  The creation of cheap, mass-produced toys—from dolls to game boys—transformed children’s play.  Mass-produced pianos, phonographs, radios, televisions, and VCR players brought music and other forms of entertainment into the home.  At the same time, automobiles and movies made it easier for people to seek entertainment outside the confines of their homes.  The spread of prosperity has also served to accentuate leisure time, as more and more people define themselves by their hobbies rather than by their work.

Movement: Technological changes can speed the movement of people and goods, and break down trade barriers.

In the colonial period, most people spent their days, months, and years in a small geographic orbit.  Until the Civil War, few urban residents lived more than a mile or so from work, as they relied largely on their feet for transportation.  Those who traveled across the continent in the mid-nineteenth century to settle on the Pacific Coast usually did not expect to see their old friends again.  This changed gradually with the arrival of the railroad and electric trolley then dramatically with the automobile, a devise which caused such diverse developments as extensive suburbanization and school consolidation.  People were now able to live many miles away from their work, and cars and trucks, respectively, allowed stores and offices and factories to move away from central cities.  Even middle-class people traveled to Hawaii or to foreign countries as jet airplanes spread after World War II.

Improved transportation also played a major role in the economy, as it made it much cheaper than before to transport goods.  This meant both that local producers of goods as diverse as wheat and shoes could ship their products long distance for relatively little money and that they would compete with other producers across the nation and eventually the globe.

The Environment: Technological changes can strongly increase the efficiency of agriculture and industry and os cause transformations of the environment

The more efficient production of goods had a dramatic impact on the environment.  This impact was perhaps more obvious in extractive industries such as mining, logging, and fishing, as improved tools allowed people to harvest these resources much  more fully than before.  Farms and ranches substituted new plants and animals for indigenous flora and fauna.  Many sorts of pollution increased.  Virtually all major rivers had been dammed by the late twentieth century to produce electricity, control flooding, or to provide water for farms or homes.

At the same time, a spread in prosperity and automobility enabled more and more people to leave the city for suburban or second homes and for vacations.

Mass Society: Technological changes can create an alienating society from which people retreat.

The very forces which enabled more and more people to seek the countryside were often the forces which they were seeking to escape.  Modern, industrial life created prosperity and comfort on the one hand and a yearning for a simpler, more bucolic life on the other.  Hence the spread of technology generated a powerful backlash of sorts that manifested itself in activities such as fly fishing, mountain biking, and backpacking—or simply a home or a vacation away from the city.  People in the United States therefore tend to both enjoy and to protest, at least obliquely, the ease and prosperity which technology has bequeathed.

Modern communications make it possible to interact multiple times a day with people across the globe and to get news and other information almost as soon as it happens.  Computers and web sites put an unprecedented amount of information at our fingertips and have changed the nature of everything from friendship to the marketing of products and political candidates.
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