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Alan Trachtenberg's recent book, The Incorporation of America:
Culture and Society inthe Gilded Age, offersa striking reinterpretation
d the formation o modern America. In addition, it presents a recon-
sideration d the terms in which contemporary American SOciety is
to be understood. It doesfor American culture o the period from the
end o the Civil War to themiddle of the 1890'swhat Harry Braverman
did for the notion d work, what Lawrence Goodwyn did for the
hisory o Populiss movement, what David Noble has done for the
origins of science and technology, and what Christopher Lasch has
done for the conception o the modern family.! That is to say, Trach-
tenberg has reclaimed perceptions and meanings with which to think
higtoricdly about the contemporary condition. What has been re-
covered is not only a sense o the origins o the modem age, a sense
o what was created, but rather an awareness of what was destroyed
in the act o creation.

The Incorporation of America is best put in historiographical
perspective by way o comparing it to Robert H. Wiebe's The Search
for Order, 1877-1920 with which it shares both format and publisher,
Hill and Wang'soutstanding American Century Series.? Trachtenberg's
book covers a shorter span o time, but it is carried out with a broader
conception o the scope o the cultural changes that took place.
Although Wiebe is mentioned on the first page o the preface, Trach-
tenberg has not wanted to discuss explicitly his revison o Wiebe's
work. Perhaps the relationship between Wiebe and Trachtenberg
is mogt briefly described as a matter of the historical teaching and the
historical unteaching of modernizationin America
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Since its publication in 1967, Wiebe's book has been formative o
a general- consensus among American historians about where and
how to look for the Gilded Age.®> The book has been accepted as the
dominant interpretation not only because it is a rich and learned
piece of work and a model of historical craftmanship. Perhaps equally
important was its assimilation of the concept o modernization which
had been developed over the fifties and sixties by socia and political
scientists such as Gabriel Almond, Lucien Pye, and Samuel Hunting-
ton. As Wiebe made clear afew yearslater, the "mode™ of moderniza
tion enjoyed widespread acclaim:

There is approximate agreement that its components are found somewhere
in these categories: the mechanization of production and its distribution; the
impersonality o social relations, including large bureaucratic organizations
and centralized power; rhe development of mass communicationwith increasing
uniformity of attitudes; and the secularization of popular thought, accompanied
by a greater discipline to the dock and calendar and by a rising faith in
scientific solution to human problems. *

The adoption of "modernization” as the covering metaphor for a
historical project depends upon a particular kind of cognition.
Every theory is distinguished by its abbreviation of the redlity it
claims to bring under intellectual control. It is suited to deal with
one range of perceptions rather than with another. The definition
of modernization makes no secret that it depends upon an intellec-
tual range which begins with efficient production and administrative
competence and ends with a "scientific solution.” The persistent
emphasis on force and regularity in Wiebe's language is further
indicative of a political condition in which human beings and social
relations are continually adapted and made receptive to the require-
ments of contemporary forms of power. As Wiebe made abundantly
clear: "Modernization is the process creating this present.’”

What does this "modd" entail, when it is turned into the standard
againgt which the past is measured? Or, to put it differently, what
is lost to historical concern when history as an academic activity is
incorporated within the socia sciences? What is being taught in
this instance, is the historical necesdty of forms of political power
which remain veiled in the terminology o the sociad sciences.
What is being taught is belief in an order of incessant change,
contained within structures of enforced regularity and scientific
control. What modem man needs to know is how the past contri-
buted to the present. What he or she does not need to know is the
dimensions of historical life that do not readily conform to modern
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expectations. To view past labor in the image d "mechanized
production” is to leave out the experiences o work and crafts. To
view political life in terms of the origins of "bureaucratic organiza
tion" is to leave out the tradition of democratic orientations. What is at
stake is not whether historians have to rey on value judgmentsd one
sort or another in order to create meaningful statements about past
phenomena. The more important issue is whether historical investiga
tion should be guided by the principles with which contemporary
conditions are understood, or whether the spirit of historical activity
is to create a critical distance from the imperious demands of present
circumstances.

At stakeis a peculiar modem impoverishment o historical imagina
tion. Notice how Wiebe'scelebrated notion of the"idand communities®
that constituted American society during the nineteenth century is
conceived in the image o modernizing society. "lIdand communities,”
accordingto Wiebe, are characterized by "weak communication;” they
"inhibited speciaization” and "discouraged ... accumulation o know-
ledge;” "local autonomy" istranslated asinability even to"conceve d a
managerial government.” Note dso that the metaphor o the "isand
communities' is waiting to fulfill its manifest destiny and overcome
its geographical restrictionsin the transubstantiation into a continental
society. One is hardly surprised to learn that the image depends upon
the view from an air plane.”

The modern overview o the processes of modernization entails a
heightened sense o conspiracy in history. The older suspicions of
malefactors of great wealth or o plots to restrain production or trade
have been updated. To the political scientist thisis the conspiracy of
backwardness. To Wiebe it is a conspiracy of incomprehension, a
cognitive plot which depends upon the forces of cultural continuity
confederating with forces o swift technological change:

An age never lent itself more readily to sweeping uniform description: national-
ization, industrialization, mechanization, urbanization. Yet to amost all of the
people who created them, these themes meant only dislocation and bewilder-
ment. America ... lacked those national centers of authority and information
which might have given order to such swift changes ... As men ranged farther
and farther from their communities, they tried desperately to understand
the larger world in terms o their small, familiar environment. They tried, in
other words, to impose the known upon the unknown, to master an impersonal
world through the customs of a personal society. They failed, usualy without
recognizing why; and that failure to comprehend a society they were helping
to make contained the essence of the nation's story.®

Modernization theories among political scientists have long been
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accused d ethnocentrism. The equivalent fdlacy among historians
amounts to presentism, i.e. the habitual dispostion to judge the
people of a past epoch on the standards and practices of one's own
culture. This aspect d Wiebes argument has gone unnoticed,
largely because Wiebe has replaced the condescending note that
usudly fallows from the premise o the observer's superior knowledge
with a tragic note. The loss d the assumption that the maker is
entitted to knowledge of what is being made is indicative o a
condition o cultural digpossesson. Modern man however, has no
difficulty in sympathizing with this kind o ignorance, since we have
good reasons for seeing oursdves as the inheritors o the confusion
which presumably beset the Gilded Age Its bewilderment has
become the modern way d life. Meeting the future on the modern-
izer's schedule has if anything become an even more exacting
assgnment. The general advance d knowledge over the twentieth
century may or may not have made the fewv vay knowledgeable.
It is quite certain, however, that mogt o us have been turned into
ignorants mydtified by the administrative and technological processes
that determine even our most immediate circumstances. What is
there to learn from the state o incomprehension in the Gilded Age?
It would seem to fdllow that the best one can hope for are the basic
lessons of modernity: belief in the functions o planning and control,
bdief in the autonomy d process and the competence of modern
forms o power. The effect of thiskind of historical teaching can most
appropriately be caled the remodernizationd historical imagination.

The achievement of The Incorporation of America is to replace
the terms o understanding the Gilded Age. In placedf Wiebesthemes
d ignorance and knowledge, confuson and order, Trachtenberg has
attempted to work out a set o political terms relating to cultural
contrariety, conflict and cooperation, power and powerlessness,
equality and inequality, people and America. The notion d incorpora
tion itsdf is given a politica meaning which extends far beyond the
wdl known business practice o raising capital for investment, central-
izing decisons, and extending horizonta and vertica control over
markets and goods.

The rise d the corporation during the Gilded Age is usudly seen
as the fdl o the entrepreneur. Trachtenberg brings the story into
unexpected directions. Various chapters explore different themes o
socid higory. The wide range d issues is tightened by Trachtenberg's
persigent attention to "the encompassing image and myth being that
of Americaitsdlf: asymbol of contention.”™ Regarding the West, myths
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o "dvilization" were extended to the Pecific. In the factory, "production
o goods' was ambiguoudy associated with the destruction of work.
Other chapters ded with the antagonism between business and |abor,
between conflicting images o the city, and the development o the
digtinction between "high" and "common" culture which became
prevaent in the years o the Gilded Age. A chapter on "the politics of
culture" centers upon the beliefs and political practicesdof the Populist
movement; the literary regponses to the emerging socia formation are
discussed. Findly, by way o conclusion, Trachtenberg invites the
reader to rediscover the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago
1893. The chapter isformed as a guided tour o the cultural and socia
presumptionsd the new incorporated dlite.

The book may be read as a socid history o cultural phenomena,
d ideas, things, art, palitics, processes, machines, constructions, which
are dl drawn into Trachtenberg's account as a kind o figurative
language, embodying socid relationships. The covering metaphor is
the notion "incorporation”. Incorporation represents a form o ener-
oy which restructured the whole & American culture. It may be
understood as a principle d redlity which was strong enough to replace
the variety o assoddions o citizens that were earlier seen as the
dynamic center o political life. Incorporation stands for clean power,
ddlivered from the ambiguities and contradictions o human motives
or politica identities. It was a technique which freed capital for the
humanness o its owner and put money in a podtion to do what
throughout Western history had been a digtinctive human prerogative:
to combine energies and to act for the specific purpose d "the good
life' (read "profit"). Incorporation was to capital what the factory was
to work and what the party wes to politicsin the nineteenth century:
the structural form d activity as wdl as the road from concrete life
to abdraction. The stunning political implication d incorporation
wes that common purpose was now conceived in a context freed from
human conflict, freed from palitics.

Incorporation developed until it was able not only to restructure
the exiging cities, but capable o building one o its own, White City
o the Chicago Fair. Challenged by the financial panic of 1893 and/or
by the strike o 1894, the new socid formation wes forced to regroup.
The corporation, in turn, was incorporated into the political economy
d the progressve state. The question was no longer whether business
corrupted palitics, but whether politics corrupted business. Following
the Second World War, the corporation and the state began to multi-
nationalize one another.
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Trachtenberg's story concerns the firs phase of this process. It is
presented as a history of the "remaking” and the "reorganization™ of
human perceptions. It is an epistemology of corporate formsof power,
astory of the political education of the kind o citizen that was needed
by the new system. The book containsnumerous andyses of how people
were taught to fed as a political mass, how they were brought to
accept their new status as the pliable stuff out o which incorporated
power could be fashioned. The book is loaded with paragraphs which
untangle and unteach what modem man must take for granted:
the subordination, the divisons, the categories, the distances inherent
in modem life. It is a journey beyond loneliness, the ignorance and
the powerlessnesswhich wereinscribedin human consciousnessin order
to prepare for the regiment of modern "interdependency”. The account
of the teaching o the machine, the teaching of the railroad and the
railroad station, of the Americanizationof business and the de-Amer-
icanization of labor and the education o the consumer are striking
examplesof Trachtenberg's historical pedagogy.!

Thelast chapter, "White City," may be read as one further reading
of acomplex cultural artifact in thelight of incorporation. The chapter
may adso be seen as Trachtenberg's final attempt to formulate the
political consequences of his cultural andysis. Fird and foremost,
however, the chapter offers a revison of Wiebe's account in which the
exposition was seen as an expression of perplexity, a typical distention
of "that familiar language of beauty through sze and display.” To
Trachtenberg, in contrast, the organization of White City, its architec-
ture and design, its mode of expression as wel as its corporate |eader-
ship is best understood as a successful political factuality. White
City was “not a confusion of vaues' but "an effort to incorporate
contrary and diverse vaues under the unity o a system of culture in
support of a sysem o society." Trachtenberg claims that the exposi-
tion may be read as a political text which embodies the richest theo-
retical expression of incorporated America. It signified "the aliance
and incorporation of business, politics, industry and culture. The
spectacle proclaimed order, unity, coherence — and mutuality now
in the form o hierarchy. White City manifested the conversion of the
old ideal, its transvaluation into not a communa but a corporate
enterprise.”!!

The full meaning of the fair, however, is only apparent in the light
of the Pullman Strike the following year. The strike and the sympathy
boycott o the American Railway Union is used as the text from which
Trachtenberg argues that "even in defeat advocates of "union™ over
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"corporetion” retained their vison, their voice, and enough power to
unsettle the image o a peaceful corporate order.” With reference to
Eugene Debs and his defense lawyer, Clarence Darrow, Trachtenberg
argues that the older cultural practice d mutuality wes augmented
by the recent economic experiences. “Political economy itsdf raised
the old mutuality to a new, more radical condition: the need for
solidarity among an entiredass o people.” Upon thisnotion o "mutual
ad" a new "vidd' of solidarity was grounded "not in consumption but
in equality, the dignity o labor, and the sympathy of common need.”2

What is the political meaning of the contrast between the "union”
and the "corporation” ?Trachtenberg's book is open to different inter-
pretations at this point. Perhaps it may be sad that the persstence
o the two vidons over the twentieth century entailed the loss d a
political culture. The loss is only partidly offsst by the politics o
culture. Both vigas were in fact dependent upon the idea o one big
economy. Both dgnified that small and particular sdves were being
submerged in the blessngs associated with a large and generad ec-
onomy, in which the questions d power and governance were masked
as economic choices. Between the organization o *consumption” and
the solidarity o "common need” one is likdy to find not a shared
ground, but an encompassing bads which can be described as the
sygematic and endless generation o material needs whose most im-
portant reminiscence d democracy is contained in the experiences
d common dependency.

In addition to their shared basis, both vitas seem to contain e ements
which may explain why interest politics rather than cultural con-
frontation was to become the dominant understanding d twentieth
century politics, in the labor movement no less than in business and
public administration. As Sdig Perlman, the theorist o the AF of L
has written, "the economic front was the only front on which the labor
army could gtay united.”? The teachingsd the political economy could
not be harmonized with the experiences d mutual aid. Considering
the diverse origins o American labor, the notion o "an entire dass
d peopl€e’ is hardly less abstract than the principlesdf incorporation.

The "spectacle’ o corporate order no less than the labor "front"
appears to contain the seeds d interest pluralism. Since Trachtenberg
looks at White City in the image d rational-bureaucratic authority,
this theme remains underdeveloped in his notion o the spectacle.
"The pleasing prospect” d White City exhibited "the legitimacy o
power, the chain d command,” the mastery o nature, an "orchestrating
design and style," "a perfectly comprehensibleground.” The relationship
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between spectacle and spectators is seen in terms o distance and
passivity. The stunning number o visitors were "witnesses to an un-
answerable performance which they had no hand in producing or
maintaining.” What were the integrative elements that could be
counted on to give the spectacle its paliticd significance?The vidtor,
one might assume, should not only be entertained by "theatrical
display,” but should adso be taught how to think and act.'¢

Perhaps the dvil spectacle is best understood as a diverson of
politica imagination which is incorporated into the structure o
governanceand control. It isan aveinspiringshow o power, intended
to overwhdm any sense o socid limitsand restraints. The civil spectacle
makes the citizen familiar with the powers he or she is dependent
upon, and in 2 doing, it facilitates whatever undertaking the rulers
intend to carry out, especidly such projects which depend upon the
establishment o new and unfamiliar ingtitutions and practices.’® In
this respect White City weas a revol utionary chapter which demonstrated
the obsolescence o egtablished socid bonds and traditional moral
practices. Mog vistors, one might assume, would hesitate when con-
fronted with the dissolution of their world; mogt people — certainly
the American middle dass — must be assumed to have a good ded
more to lose than their chains when faced with radical changes. White
City was constructed not only to inspire fear among the minorities
that were shut out d the future. The prospect o being left out wes
supplemented by fears o being left behind. The point is not only
that White City produced kinds o anxiety that were fertile for group
politics, but dso that the emergence d a "more tightly structured
society with new hierachies of control” entailed the chopping up o
the American citizen, and his remaking into a conglomerate o con-
flicting interests as union member, consumer, employer, taxpayer, etc.

Wiebe's repeated references to the "confusion” and "bewilderment”
o the Gilded Age made sense as a historica explanation, because
it was taken for granted that mechanization, urbanization, and bureau-
cratization took place againgt the backdrop of ardatively stable culture
o bourgeois protestantism and the mores of small city life. Trachten-
berg has chalenged this assumption and has convincingly shown that
new and powerful forms o culture were incorporated dong with the
means o production and communication. Wiebes bdief in cultural
continuity is replaced with a gory o the collgpse o traditional culture
and the development o new forms o cultural education for the
masses. Incorporated culture produced its "goods inscribed with
culture." The effect o Trachtenberg's andyss is to stimulate the
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suspicion againg the modern agencies d cultural transmisson which
have specidized in the instant ddivery d cultural emancipation for
the masses. The attention to the modern means o cultural imposition
reies on the bdief that the grounds o democracy depend upon the
revitaizationd the diverse sources of common life, such as the institu-
tions of family, workplace, and loca community, that were forced
to bear the brunt o the cultura transformations o the twentieth
century.
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