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The growth of economic incorporation during the nineteenth century fostered a superstructure of incorporation in America which was much broader and deeper than the national economy.  Hierarchies of control were reinforced not only in the realms of business and industry, but also in cultural and social interactions.  Alan Trachtenberg’s central argument in this book is that the events surrounding America’s economic incorporation disrupted a sense of national identity and fomented a cultural debate about the meaning of “America.”  His chief task is to bring into relief the conflicting conceptions of American identity which arose during the Gilded Age, as well as to highlight the various cultural assertions of legitimacy in directing the surging energies of a rapidly-growing, modern industrial society.  The Incorporation of America is an important achievement, not only because it embodies a creative effort to synthesize previous scholarly works on the Gilded Age, but also because it informs our current political, economic and cultural vocabularies.  To come to a more intimate understanding of the Gilded Age is to become more conversant in the elements of modernity and post-modernity.                


In seven chapters, Trachtenberg presents several conceptual venues in which competing perceptions of American identity played out.  The West represents the triumph of opportunity and development over the preservation of natural resources; concurrently, the process of “civilizing” Native Americans became highly rationalized.  Mechanization also prompted very different worldviews.  To industrialists, it meant efficiency in production and the accumulation of wealth; the machine was an instrument designed for the benefit of humankind.  To workers, it stood for the degradation of human labor and was a sign of things to come:  a loss of human autonomy in work and possibly a society subjugated by mechanical tyranny.  

For Trachtenberg, the struggle between capital and labor, more than any other topic, embodied the contention over the meaning of “America.”  Ample attention is given to the growing conflict between management and workers in order to draw out competing descriptions of the changes experienced across the country.  Trachtenberg relies heavily on Whitman, who warned in February 1879 of the growing numbers of jobless poor and the threat to the republic they represented:   “Immense capital,” the ostentations of the ultra-wealthy, and “countless manufacturers” were all indicative of “a sort of anti-democratic disease and monstrosity” (p. 73).  Workers, according to Trachtenberg, agreed with Whitman and sought to preserve their place in the new economic and social order through efforts at political solidarity.  Complexity is added to the capital-labor rift by Trachtenberg’s portrayal of the middle class as ideologically ambivalent. 
Cities represented growth, ethnic diversification and increasingly complex patterns of living.  The vibrancy of many distinct communities was replaced with corporate values, and intimacy was lost.  Also, advances in print media technology led to an influx of visual information and coincided with the growing popularity of mass spectator sports (among other visual stimuli).  All of this fit in with an emergent culture characterized by increasing passivity and susceptibility to corporate messages, and furthered the aim of consumption, “the hidden purpose of cities” (p. 139).  

Chapter 5, “The Politics of Culture,” covers some attempts at cultural unity as well as the barriers to achieving unity.  Trachtenberg begins with William James’ concept of culture:  Culture (in this sense, the refinement of values, behavior, etc.) was essential to progress.  Through the building and maintenance of museums, libraries and the like, the wealthy stood as preservers of genteel ways, but also as benefactors to the lower strata of society.  Whitman exemplified the rejection of the prevailing concept of “Culture,” one that was handed down from paternalistic circles.  He called for a “programme of culture” founded in equality, and he saw democracy as the “best safeguard against further corruption and erosion” of the type witnessed in the political environment of the Gilded Age (p. 159). 

Populism, particularly as it was prescribed by the People’s Party, was for Trachtenberg one of the most effective generators of countercultural political activity.  And third parties like the People’s Party served populist sentiments by giving voice to people outside the traditional party structure; they saw a rejuvenation of public participation in efforts to develop an alternative language for American identity.  These groups forced the question of whether America was a nation in which individuals shared a culture, language and history, or a political system designed for the protection of class divisions and the perpetuation of acquisitive individualism.
In a chapter devoted to Literary Realism, a slightly different approach to narrowing the cultural gap (that of depicting “real” life) is analyzed.  In the end, Trachtenberg finds that the movement failed to offer an effective critique of the prevailing corporate order.
The book concludes with the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.  The exhibition of ornate architecture and the latest technology represented a unified vision for America, formulated by political and business elites; more importantly, it symbolized the triumph of that vision over the diversity of alternatives offered by women, ethnic minorities, workers, and farmers.  
In his piece for Reviews in American History, Benjamin McArthur commends Trachtenberg on a “well-crafted and entertaining book,” but faults him for his “gloomy assessment of Gilded Age culture” and for exaggerating the antipathies among Americans of the late 19th century.  He considers Trachtenberg’s account unbalanced, mainly because of its descriptions of “manipulation and social control,” and lacking in adequate appraisals of a major achievement of the period: the cohesion of “an incredibly diverse population as it experienced the multiple shocks of modernization.” 1 
John Tomsich poses a critical question in The American Historical Review: “If the deepest resistance to incorporation lay at the level of culture, as the author contends, why was culture so ultimately ineffectual in articulating and acting upon that resistance?”2 

Finally, Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz makes a critique which I believe is related to Tomsich’s question.  She offers that Trachtenberg neglects to make distinctions among capitalists.  In this view, “[t]o see the 1893 World’s Fair as the expression of the hegemony of the corporate class oversimplifies its symbolic content.”3 
Again, Incorporation is an important book, both as a model for research and as a guide for articulating current cultural-political trends.  The above reviewers deliver similar assessments of the importance of Trachtenberg’s achievement.  But taken together, their critiques also expose a significant weakness in this work:  its thin explanation for why the counter-culture lacked a unified voice of dissent.  
In fairness to the author, a note on the context of this critique follows. Incorporation was published more than twenty years ago; the setting for discussing capital, labor and the “politics of culture” has since undergone a dramatic shift.  The dissolution of the Soviet Union, the continuation of the post-industrial order and the onward march of the information age, reconstituted campaigns for reforming public education explicitly in the name of superior American performance in a global economy, the relationship between new wealth and the growth of digital industries in the 1990s, and the renewed anxiety over terrorism directed against Western hegemony (as well as the West’s responses) all color the current reviewer’s opinion of this book.  Of poignant concern is the degree to which analyses of cultural hegemony and counter-cultural resistance can be translated to a world scale.  It is understandable that Trachtenberg did not construct his arguments about cultural dominance parallel to American activities in the rest of the world.  Nevertheless, at play in both Incorporation and the present day is the question of how much a culture is the result of conscious behaviors and cultural definitions within the extended realm of its adherents.         
Trachtenberg explains that “diverse experiences…divided industrial workers, small farmers, merchants, manufacturers, bankers, and a rapidly growing stratum of lawyers, managers, sales and clerical workers, professional engineers, teachers and civil servants…” (p. 74).  Consensus—or at least a functioning approximation of consensus—was broken “in the crisis of the 1870’s” (p. 73).  Labor movements were thwarted by 

[e]thnic, racial, and sexual discrimination, geographical dispersion; exhausting and often impoverishing working and living conditions; and increasingly staunch and violent opposition from employers, the press, and the government… (p. 94).  
But the question arises:  How did these conditions affect perceptions among the working class about wealth and power, as well as about the working class itself?  

The author also portrays the practices of economic and political elites as strong motivators toward popular acceptance of the new order, but he gives little voice to a fully conscious leadership toward that new order.  That is to say, the explanation for ruling class activity is tenuous because it fails to acknowledge a cohesive identity among elites—relative to shared perceptions of the lower social strata.  The idea of dominance which seems to buttress many of Trachtenberg’s explanations for the spread of corporate culture leaves little room for a complex view inside the motivations of the inheritors and architects of a movement which the author claims asserted itself and prevailed during the Gilded Age.  Over what was cultural dominance achieved?  Of what did the culture of hegemony consist?  These are vital questions Trachtenberg leaves largely untouched.         
Notes
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