
The 2nd Industrial Revolution and its effect on the United States 

     While the 1st Industrial Revolution began in Britain and spread to other countries after that, (including the 

U.S.), the 2nd Industrial Revolution was led by the United States.   Its dates are generally given from 1870-

1914.  There were many events that occurred which transformed the United States into a very wealthy 

country.   

     Some big inventions occurred during this time period.   Alexander Graham Bell was credited with 

inventing the telephone in 1876 which began to have a big effect on communication.   In the area of power, 

Thomas Edison helped to perfect the incandescent light bulb in 1878.   Henry Ford helped to perfect the 

assembly line with his automotive factories as each worker did a specific task on the vehicle as a car 

moved down a conveyor belt to be assembled. 

     With the invention of the Bessemer Process, steel became easier to produce and Andrew Carnegie, a 

Scottish born man, began to take advantage of that.  He developed huge steel mills (factories) where steel 

was refined from iron and then sold it to many different places.  He had much control over the whole 

process.  Steel began to be used for many items such as the building of skyscrapers, bridges, machinery, 

weapons, and eventually automobiles.    

     Another game changing resource was oil.   The entrepreneur (businessman) John Rockefeller took 

advantage of this and made billions of dollars from taking the oil and refining it into useful products.  He 

began to dominate the oil industry and caused many other competitors to go out of business.  He was a 

very controversial individual in his lifetime since his oil company became a monopoly, a business which 

dominates a particular industry and does not have much room for other businesses to compete.   

     Speaking of controversy, businessmen like Andrew Carnegie and John Rockefeller were seen as 2 

different types of people, depending upon whom someone talked to.  In the positive, they were known as 

captains of industry.  They were seen to be creative geniuses and great leaders who helped provide new 

ideas to help the United States grow very wealthy as a country.  On the other hand, many people referred 

to them as robber barons, people who would do anything in business to gain an advantage.  Robber 

barons could be accused of dishonest business practices and cutthroat competition.  People complained 

that wealthy businessmen might not pay their workers fairly and may not give them many rights.  

     In the late 1800’s in the U.S., this time began to be known as the Gilded Age, a term which meant that 

on the outside, America seemed to have much wealth being produced.  However, many people were living 

in poverty and were not sharing in that wealth.  This began to cause some problems in the relationship 

between bosses and workers as will be seen.    

       

 


