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INTRODUCTION 

Utopian literature began during the Renaissance in Europe, 

especially after Sir Thomas More’s work, “Utopia.” This genre 

grew with the Enlightenment, which sparked interest in 

comparing the real world to an ideal one. As knowledge 

increased, more people sought utopian ideas, leading to their 

eventual spread to the New World as Western civilization 

embraced them. 

The first chapter of this thesis discusses American Utopia and 

why utopian ideas struggled to develop. The strict Puritan beliefs 

and Calvinism limited visionary thinking, as they viewed human 

nature as corrupt and resisted institutional reform. Additionally, 

early Americans focused on pragmatic realism, making utopian 

plans seem unlikely. Despite these challenges, America’s vast 

resources, opportunities for land ownership, and strong desires 

for freedom set the stage for utopian ideas to grow. The rise of 

industrialism and capitalism made achieving dreams more 

possible, fueling the “rags to riches” stories and creating the myth 

of the American Dream. It’s important to distinguish between the 

American Dream and American utopia, focusing on how they 

relate to individuals and society. 



5 
 

In the second chapter, the social aspects of the late nineteenth 

century are explored broadly. The American nation was moving 

towards industrialism, aiming for an American Utopia. People 

had mixed feelings about industrialism, wanting the benefits of 

urban life, which was made possible by factories that lowered 

product prices and offered diverse goods. The steam engine 

changed how people viewed mobility, time, and space, 

connecting different regions. This rise in industry led to a 

consumer culture, with many reluctances to abandon the efficient 

production system of factories. New views on wealth emerged, 

causing optimism among Americans under the influence of 

powerful industrial leaders. However, many questioned the 

existing social order, leading to conflicts between capital and 

organized labor, resulting in numerous strikes in the late 

nineteenth century. 

The socialist critique emerged after the arrival of a large number 

of Eastern European and German immigrants who opposed the 

existing social system. Socialists argued that the laissez-faire 

economy and liberal beliefs led to efficient factories but also 

harmed society morally. They pointed out that wealthy business 

owners, often called robber barons, exploited workers and 

enriched themselves, resulting in widespread poverty. These 

actions were justified by the idea of social Darwinism. The 
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influence of capitalists extended to government, leading to 

corrupt politics where democracy served only the interests of a 

few industrialists, turning it into a plutocracy by the late 19th 

century. From a broader perspective, socialists believed that this 

system reduced individual freedom, created dependency, led to 

wage slavery, and negatively affected the roles of women and 

children, ultimately harming families. However, despite these 

criticisms, the new attitudes toward wealth failed to solve social 

issues, and the suffering of many people only worsened over time. 

The third chapter examines Edward Bellamy’s socialist novel, 

“Looking Backward 2000-1887,” set against the historical 

backdrop of the civil war and the second industrial revolution. 

During a time of social discontent and fading optimism, this novel 

provided hope for a better future, which resonated with a 

disillusioned public. The anger among workers and the challenges 

of free market capitalism fueled the growth of utopian literature, 

making Bellamy’s work significant in drawing national attention 

and inspiring other authors. The chapter begins by discussing 

Bellamy’s life, highlighting how his Puritan background and 

work ethic influenced his writing. It then explores how he adapted 

socialist ideas to American society, while facing criticism that 

labeled his concepts as “foreign” and “socialistic.” Notably, the 

term “socialism” is never used in the book, as Bellamy aimed to 
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create a uniquely American version of Marxism to respond to 

class tensions. The narrative illustrates a selfless society 

advocating for cooperation over competition, presenting 

Bellamy’s vision for resolving issues such as wealth, labor, and 

education. To deepen understanding of the novel, the chapter will 

analyze Bellamy’s values in relation to the era’s prevailing 

attitudes, alongside discussions on American-style Marxism. 

The fourth chapter analyzes the novel’s popularity despite its 

eventual decline. It focuses on the waning social support for the 

movement that promoted the novel and the contrasting points 

within the book. The movement initially thrived across the 

country by forming clubs, but it faced structural issues, Bellamy’s 

lack of leadership, and resistance to Marxism and the idea of class 

struggle, all of which contributed to its downfall. Additionally, the 

book’s portrayal of a future society contains dystopian elements 

that concern many readers. A significant issue is the book’s failure 

to address racial matters and the immigrant experience, leaving it 

with a narrow view of an ideal society. While readers in Bellamy’s 

time were sympathetic to his ideas, contemporary readers might 

see a reflection of a totalitarian regime in the text. The novel, 

viewed as a precursor to dystopian literature, highlights the risks 

of social systems without addressing the challenges faced by 

African Americans and immigrants. Ultimately, the book emerges 
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as a vision of a utopia catering to white middle-class individuals, 

revealing barriers to the envisioned commonwealth. 

This thesis aims to explain the meaning of Edward Bellamy’s 

utopian ideas for readers and the country during a time of 

industrial change. It focuses on the values of the utopian novel 

“Looking Backward 2000 – 1887” and how it addresses key 

societal issues. The study will also explore the reasons for the 

book’s decline, providing a complete assessment. Overall, the 

thesis highlights the often-overlooked utopian tradition in 

“Looking Backward” to improve our understanding of American 

labor history during the Gilded Age, noting the lasting impact of 

socialist movements on literature and society. 
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THE LONG ROAD AHEAD: AMERICA AS A UTOPIA 

Emergence of Utopian Tradition in U.S. 

A complete history of utopia has not yet been documented, but 

various civilizations argue that their own utopian traditions are 

strong. For example, Plato’s Republic is considered a classic 

Utopian text that has influenced many readers and writers 

throughout history. This work reflects on creating a better world 

and interprets the myth of the “Golden Age,” which stands for a 

time of peace and unity. The Greek Utopian tradition, as shown 

in Plato’s work, explores important social questions that have 

been discussed for centuries. These questions include government 

training, leisure and labor organization, education, marriage and 

family relationships, and sometimes, international relations. 

Utopian ideals from ancient Greece were enhanced by various 

European cultures. During the bourgeois revolutions, countries 

like Italy, France, England, and Germany played a significant role 

in creating utopian literature. Notable works include Sir Thomas 

More’s “Utopia,” Tomasso Campanella’s “City of the Sun,” and 

Francis Bacon’s “New Atlantis.” Additionally, utopian socialists 

like Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and Henri Saint Simon 

experimented with their ideas in utopian communities, aiming for 

a better future. While European culture is often seen as the source 

of utopian tradition, it also has international roots, including 
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contributions from Eastern philosophers like Ibn Rushd and al-

Farabi, essential to the history of utopia. The American utopian 

tradition is argued to be less developed than in other cultures 

because of the shorter history of the United States and the early 

emergence of utopian ideas tied to the establishment of American 

settlements. With the belief that “America began with an idea,” 

early immigrants viewed the continent as a blank slate, offering 

them land, religious freedom, and the chance for a fresh start. 

News of America’s discovery sparked hope among those 

suffering in Europe, who saw it as a place of salvation where they 

could realize their utopian dreams. This perception created a deep 

connection to America, viewed as a return to a Golden Age or 

Promised Land (Harrington, 1970: 250). As settlers established 

themselves, they developed a strong sense of uniqueness about 

their new home, sometimes overstating its importance. However, 

the land also revealed challenges, making it complex to fulfill 

utopian ambitions. Despite this, the American environment 

allowed for significant cultural, political, and social utopian 

endeavors, highlighting America’s role as an exceptional 

capitalist society where transforming the existing order was 

complicated. In comparison to other civilizations with deep-

rooted utopian awareness, America had many factors that 

encouraged utopian expectations and experiments. These 

included the desire to escape the burdens of the Old World, the 
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abundance of resources, and the concept of the frontier. The Old 

World had seen drastic changes in social relationships due to the 

collapse of feudalism, which limited social connections. America, 

on the other hand, was free from the constraints of European 

capitalism, allowing for a fresh start. Leon Fink quotes Engels, 

noting that America was not hindered by “medieval ruins” and 

that its history began with elements of modern society. Karl Marx 

also recognized America as the birthplace of democratic ideas and 

the genesis of significant European revolutions (Fink, 1994: 21). 

According to Marx and Engels, the conditions in America were 

favorable for social progress, attracting many Europeans who 

wanted to escape social restrictions, oppression, and wars in their 

homelands. Immigrants viewed America as a fresh start, free from 

the burdens of a troubled past, even though it had its own history 

with indigenous people. They felt empowered to create their own 

social systems without the constraints of their previous lives. 

Visitors to America also noted this sense of opportunity. In 

“Democracy in America,” Tocqueville remarked on how the 

democratic principles transplanted to the New World were 

flourishing. The early settlers, who had been scattered across 

Europe, came together to America to form a unique and cohesive 

society that was distinct due to the diverse climates and 

experiences they encountered (Tocqueville, 1945: 13). J. Hector 
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St. John de Crevecoeur, in “Letters from an American Farmer,” 

described Americans as a new kind of people, unified in their new 

land and better connected to it than their ancestors in Europe. He 

emphasized the importance of loving their new country. However, 

the Puritan mindset in colonial times posed challenges for 

expanding ideas and social reforms. Even though American 

society was more egalitarian than Europe, it faced limitations in 

pursuing radical social experiments. Over time, as education and 

literacy improved -driven by the emphasis on reading the Bible- 

people began to explore new ideas. This shift became more 

evident as the revolution approached, leading to a reduction in 

theocratic control. The text acknowledges that while some 

attempts at creating ideal societies failed, the continuous influx of 

immigrants and the expansion into new territories kept the vision 

of progress alive (Anoymous, 2023). America’s vast natural 

resources have greatly influenced its social development and the 

rise of a hopeful mindset among its settlers. The United States 

spans over nine million square kilometers, much of which was 

untamed and underpopulated when European settlers arrived in 

the seventeenth century. At that time, around one million 

indigenous people lived there, lacking the organization or 

weaponry to fend off the newcomers. This allowed European 

colonists to take advantage of the rich land while disrupting the 

ecological balance that indigenous people had maintained for 
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years. Gary Cross notes that European settlers had a distinct 

attitude towards the land; they settled permanently, claimed 

ownership, and exploited it, often dismissing the land rights of the 

native people because they believed those people did not properly 

improve the land. This exploitation led to a new environment in 

America, enhancing settlers’ wealth and health compared to their 

lives in Europe. For instance, a twenty-year-old male in America 

had a life expectancy of an additional forty-five years, surpassing 

that of similar men in Europe. Scholars like David Potter argue 

that the material wealth of the United States has played a 

significant role in shaping the American character, but it is 

important to note that abundance alone did not create America’s 

wealth. The idea of the frontier was also a crucial factor (Cross, 

2005: 13). 

The frontier concept contributed significantly to the utopian 

vision in nineteenth-century America. The continuous expansion 

of inhabited lands toward the Pacific coast led to the belief that 

these new western territories offered opportunities to pursue 

social ideals and personal ambitions. Although life on the frontier 

was often less adventurous than portrayed in stories, it fostered 

feelings of freedom and equal opportunity. Americans viewed the 

frontier as a chance to live a purer life than that found in the more 

established eastern regions. As new frontiers opened for 
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settlement, the idea emerged that a better, or even perfect, society 

could be established from scratch. Many people in the eastern 

parts of the United States started to believe that such a perfect 

society existed in the west. Instead of trying to improve their 

existing communities, they opted to leave and venture west to find 

their utopia. The path was clear: one could achieve a better life by 

moving inland, where they could harness their energy and 

potential alongside the land. This movement symbolized a unique 

alternative to the struggles faced in more densely populated areas. 

In his influential work on the frontier, Frederick Jackson Turner 

stressed that as long as free land was available, there would be 

opportunities for success. Overall, the combination of America’s 

natural resources and the spirit of the frontier played a vital role 

in shaping a society that sought to achieve idealism and prosperity 

(Anonymous, 2024). The concept of the frontier is important for 

understanding utopian thought, as it involves transcending both 

physical and temporal boundaries. Utopian thinking requires 

moving beyond the limitations of everyday life, especially when 

societal rules and norms are too strict. When these lines are drawn 

firmly, it becomes necessary to push beyond them to foster 

progress. The American westward expansion illustrates how the 

frontier can stretch infinitely, leading people to mistakenly 

believe there is a vast area for human opportunity. Throughout 

American history, settlers on the frontier were seen as symbols of 
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freedom, largely due to the minimal control they experienced in 

those areas. Unlike in the East, where social and political rules 

were more pronounced, the frontier allowed individuals to 

envision their dreams without outside restrictions. This 

idealization of settler freedom often overshadowed the reality of 

their circumstances, as reflected in Ines Murat’s reference to Ray 

Billington’s depiction of the West as a peaceful place encouraging 

the transformation of newcomers into better people, free from the 

rivalries common in the crowded East (Murat, 1976: 130). 

In the latter half of the 19th century, the idea of the frontier 

continued to inspire utopian ideals, particularly due to the steady 

flow of immigrants seeking new opportunities in America. These 

newcomers aimed to overcome their past obstacles and start fresh, 

with the frontier providing vital space and conditions to support 

their aspirations. However, American utopian thinking wasn’t 

solely rooted in the opportunities present in the New World. After 

the Civil War, economic challenges spurred various social groups 

-including workers, farmers, and immigrants- to question existing 

social limitations and fight against the constraints they faced. The 

emergence of utopian tradition in the U.S. is closely linked to a 

history of social criticism. This critical perspective can be traced 

throughout American history, becoming particularly pronounced 

during the American Revolution. Colonists began their new life 
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under British rule but grew increasingly vocal about their 

grievances, specifically regarding taxation. As their concerns 

went largely unaddressed, they started envisioning a more ideal 

society than any found in Europe. This vision, characterized by 

dreams of freedom, vast land, and a break from flawed 

institutions, emerged in their writings and speeches. While many 

of the revolutionaries opposed British control, some harbored a 

vision for a model society (Walker, 1976: 503). The American 

Revolution sparked optimism among many in society, inspiring 

hopes of success and radical changes. However, the aftermath 

revealed that these hopes were largely illusory, leaving many 

ideals from the independence war unfulfilled. This sense of 

incompleteness led to a rise in opposition against the existing 

social order, encouraging people to envision a better society. 

By the time the Civil War ended, American capitalism flourished, 

exposing serious social, economic, and political problems. Issues 

like class and ethnic relations became more evident as old social 

structures fell apart, a process which further fueled utopian 

thinking amid the chaos. During these tumultuous times, 

industrial workers and farmers protested against monopolies, 

increasing tensions between the government and large businesses. 

This resulted in renewed questions about America’s future, 

especially for the lower and upper classes. Various groups 
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proposed utopian ideas, including farmers’ unions known as 

Grangers and the Greenbackers who advocated for a different 

monetary system. The People’s Party, led by William Jennings 

Bryan, also emerged during this period, alongside the influence 

of the nationalist movement highlighted in the novel “Looking 

Backward 2000-1887.” These examples illustrate that there were 

numerous attempts at creating utopian projects in American 

history. Scholar Charles Rooney notes that from 1865 to 1917, at 

least 120 utopian works appeared, compared to only 24 between 

1715 and 1864 (Rooney, 1985: 5). Even with widespread 

discontent and social protest, the U.S. has never experienced 

revolution-like conditions since then. Nonetheless, revolutions 

tend to inspire utopian idealism, which may fade but can re-

emerge with strengthened intensity. Through American history, 

there are clear reasons for the birth of a utopian tradition. The first 

settlers sought a new life in an open land, but capitalism’s 

repeated crises played a significant role as well. The shift from 

craftwork to free enterprise and then to monopoly capitalism 

altered social structures, raising awareness of social issues and the 

quest for utopia. Understanding the historical context of utopian 

consciousness is crucial for grasping societal development and 

exploring potential directions for utopian thought. Before delving 

into these future pathways, this thesis aims to analyze the 
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complex nature of American utopian tradition and its distinct 

characteristics. 

American Dream vs. American Utopia 

The text discusses the relationship between the American Dream 

and the concept of utopia throughout American history. It points 

out that while the American Dream is often seen as a utopian idea, 

the real question is whether it truly reflects the same intentions 

and meanings as the notion of American Utopia. Historically, the 

American Dream began in colonial times and has been repeated 

across centuries, evolving with the influence of mass media and 

politics. Early settlers of the New World proclaimed this dream, 

exemplified by Captain Edward Johnson’s writings in 1654, 

which framed America as a place for establishing a new society 

and religious freedom. The American Dream has deep roots, as it 

embodies desires that existed long before the discovery of 

America, shifting from a religious context to a more secular one 

(Miller and Johnson, 2001: 144). As the idea evolved, it was 

expressed in political speeches and literature by figures like 

presidents Abraham Lincoln and Woodrow Wilson, as well as 

writers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman. Each 

of these voices contributed to an idealized vision of a new world. 

However, the American Dream remains ill-defined and 

ambiguous, leading many to overlook its significance in shaping 
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American history and ideals. Despite periods of hardship, the 

dream has remained a core aspiration for many. The term “dream” 

in the American Dream also implies a sense of unreality or 

unfulfilled expectations. This brings attention to the need to 

redefine the American Dream in more realistic and practical 

terms. Otherwise, it risks being viewed merely as an ideal without 

real benefits for improving global welfare. The author cites 

Frederick Carpenter, who remarks that while the American 

Dream has distinguished American literature, it has not 

necessarily led to salvation or success, highlighting a growing 

skepticism towards it in an era marked by conflict and 

disillusionment (Carpenter, 1955: 5). 

In the nineteenth century, transcendentalists celebrated America’s 

new democracy, emphasizing individualism and self-reliance. 

They believed that each person’s ideals and dreams were crucial 

and attainable. This idea of the American Dream became widely 

accepted and contributed to growing social awareness. It 

represented the opportunity for social mobility and personal 

fulfillment. However, defining the American Dream is 

challenging, as it is not just a simple description of a happy citizen 

in America but a complex social myth. The American Dream 

differs from the concept of utopia in important ways. Utopian 

ideals often require intellectuals and theorists to create and 
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implement them, while the American Dream remains a belief held 

by the general populace without a clear plan. Georges Sorel 

commented on this distinction in his book, suggesting that myths 

express a commitment to action, while utopias are grounded in 

intellectual discussions that can be challenged and refuted. Myths 

resonate with a group’s beliefs, making them more rigid 

compared to the flexible nature of utopian ideas (Sorel, 1908: 33). 

The American Dream contains a sentimental view of the 

relationship between individuals and society, while utopias arise 

from recognizing societal conflicts and the alienation of 

individuals. Utopian thought aims to mend these divisions, 

bridging gaps between people and the natural world. In contrast, 

the American Dream often lacks critical analysis, leading 

individuals to conform to societal norms and expectations. This 

strict adherence to the established social order limits the potential 

for change. Contrarily, utopian thought fosters a desire to escape 

from rigid structures and promotes necessary social reforms. It 

represents a belief in individual capacity for thought and change, 

opposing conformity and advocating for a transformation of 

society. Thus, the American Dream reflects a collective 

consciousness, whereas utopian consciousness highlights 

individual self-reliance and intellectual application. In summary, 

the American Dream is rooted in collective beliefs and does not 

require rational proof. Although it embodies some aspects of 
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social ideals, it is not equivalent to utopia. The American Dream 

focuses on individual aspirations, while utopia seeks the overall 

improvement of society. They belong to different intellectual 

realms; the American Dream, as a myth, does not completely 

align with utopian concepts, which are more analytical and rooted 

in the desire for a better society. Utopia incorporates the American 

Dream only partially, as the values and attitudes that shape the 

American Dream lack true utopian essence. 
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THE ROAD TAKEN: SOCIAL ASPECTS OF THE 

GILDED AGE 

The Second Industrial Revolution and its Socio-Economic 
Effects 

The American Utopia aimed for progress through industrialism, 

particularly during the late 19th century. In 1890, engineer and 

economist David Ames Wells noted that the economic changes of 

that time were unprecedented, representing significant 

advancements in industrial efforts. This period marked the 

Second Industrial Revolution, which expanded upon the first, 

leading to mass production and technological advancements that 

transformed the social life of Americans (Wells, 1889: v). 

Historian Rick Szostak emphasized that, while technological 

revolutions take longer than political ones, they can have a much 

greater societal impact. The first industrial revolution 

fundamentally changed factories and technology, while the 

second introduced a new wave of innovations that shaped 

industrial society. Many inventions from this era are still in use 

today, developed through scientific experiments and organized 

research distinct from the reliance on steam power and natural 

resources that characterized the first revolution. Instead, the 

second revolution focused on electricity, the steel industry, and 
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laid the groundwork for the automobile industry (Szostak, 2005: 

153). 

Electricity played a crucial role during this time, addressing 

various challenges in manufacturing and social life. The late 19th 

century was a golden age for inventors and scientists like Thomas 

Edison, George Westinghouse, Nikola Tesla, and Michael 

Faraday, whose contributions were vital to the practical use of 

electricity. Faraday’s discoveries, including electromagnetic 

induction and the electric motor, were foundational. Tesla 

advanced the use of alternating current to create mechanical 

energy. However, factories initially struggled to adopt electricity 

to boost productivity. Electricity also revolutionized 

communication, with the telegraph and telephone demonstrating 

new technological capabilities that vastly improved connectivity. 

Yet, understanding how to transmit electric signals over long 

distances took time. While short-distance communication was 

common, the establishment of an international telegraph network 

by 1890 connected major cities worldwide, facilitating 

international commerce, travel, and diplomacy (Mokyr, 1998: 7). 

Thus, the connection between electricity, communication, and 

industrial development is essential to grasp their collective impact 

on socio-economic life during this transformative period. 

Analyzing these elements helps illuminate the profound changes 
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experienced by society as a result of industrial advancements 

(Norton and et al. 1999: 306). Thomas Edison played a key role 

in the effective use of electricity, focusing on affordable and 

efficient indoor lighting. His efforts led to significant 

developments starting in 1876, making his inventions 

commercially viable. During the Christmas season, he showcased 

forty incandescent light bulbs at Menlo Park and built a power 

plant in 1882 that illuminated buildings in New York’s Wall 

Street. An article in the New York Times remarked that working 

in offices at night felt like daytime due to the new electric lighting. 

This innovation proved more appealing to consumers than gas 

lighting, and it made factories safer and cleaner. The profitability 

of electric lighting led to the consolidation of patents by Henry 

Villard and J. P. Morgan, forming General Electric. As research 

into electricity expanded, the old trial and error methods were 

replaced by organized research laboratories, marking a significant 

change in the industry. Edison set the groundwork for future 

advancements in electrification (Szostak, 2005: 158). 

Another important development during the second industrial 

revolution was in steel production. Iron was widely used before 

the 1850s, but steel emerged as a superior alternative. The 

demand for affordable steel became necessary as expectations 

grew. While innovations in electric lighting were driven by 
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scientific knowledge, steel production faced challenges in low-

cost production methods. The advancement in steel-making 

began with Henry Bessemer, who introduced a fast and efficient 

process that reduced production time from days to under an hour. 

Large steel plants, utilizing inexpensive pig iron, replaced smaller 

operations, resulting in high-quality steel that was also cheaper 

than wrought iron. This transformation significantly impacted 

both industry and science, particularly in chemistry (Szostak, 

2005: 155). The Bessemer process, despite its innovation, had 

weaknesses, particularly the presence of phosphorus, which 

affected steel quality and limited ore sources. This led to the 

Siemens-Martin process, which used hot waste gases to preheat 

fuel and air, mixing cast iron with wrought iron to make steel. 

Although it was more cost-effective in the long run, it faced 

similar challenges as the Bessemer process. Innovations such as 

adding limestone helped overcome these obstacles, leading to 

improved steel quality (Mokyr, 1998: 3). The demand for steel 

surged, especially with the westward expansion and railroad 

construction in America, resulting in a significant increase in steel 

production from 69,000 tons in 1870 to over 1,200,000 tons by 

1880, opposed to a decline in iron output. Andrew Carnegie 

emerged as a key figure in the steel industry, investing and 

adapting his operations to meet market demands. He was the first 

to employ a chemist, giving him a competitive edge. His efforts 
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resulted in cheaper, higher-quality steel, which transformed 

American industry. Steel previously produced in small quantities 

now became the primary material used for buildings, ships, and 

railroad tracks, essential for manufacturing machines, weapons, 

and tools. Another pivotal development in the second industrial 

revolution was the rise of the oil industry and the mass production 

of automobiles. Although the oil industry began to thrive in the 

early 20th century, key advancements came at the end of the 19th 

century. Developing a suitable engine was divided into two 

stages: designing the engine type and creating the appropriate 

power source. The steam engine could not meet the market’s 

growing needs for personal transport, leading to the invention of 

the internal combustion engine by Nikolaus Otto. His four-stroke 

design significantly improved engine efficiency, making it 

cleaner and less labor-intensive than steam engines (Cross and 

Szostak, 2005: 156). 

Further improvements by inventors Daimler and Benz refined the 

engine into a gasoline-powered model. Rudolf Diesel later 

developed the diesel engine, which is still considered highly 

efficient. The improvements in combustion engines also spurred 

the development of various car components, such as radiators and 

brakes. The search for suitable fuel led to the production of 

petroleum, which started in 1851, particularly in large oil fields 
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in Texas and Oklahoma. This oil boom significantly impacted 

social and economic life in the USA. Daniel Yergin noted that the 

Civil War actually stimulated oil industry growth, compensating 

for the North’s loss of cotton export revenues by increasing oil 

exports to Europe, providing a new source of foreign income 

(Yergin, 1991: 30). The oil industry in the United States saw rapid 

growth with John D. Rockefeller at the helm of Standard Oil, 

leading it to immense success. The industrial and technological 

advancements, particularly in the automobile sector, changed 

American society significantly. Henry Ford’s mass production of 

automobiles symbolized not just ownership but also personal 

freedom and prosperity. This era marked an extension of the first 

industrial revolution, setting the stage for future developments, as 

the experiences gained from scientific progress prepared society 

for what was ahead (Cross, 2005: 246). Technology, especially in 

the context of social sciences, involves more than just machines; 

it includes the skills and knowledge needed to create and use these 

machines to affect society. The process of industrialization in the 

United States was complex and led to America becoming a global 

leader in manufacturing. From producing only 0.1 percent of the 

world’s manufacturing output in 1750, by the turn of the century, 

output rose to 23.6 percent, surpassing leading nations like the 

United Kingdom and Germany. This rapid industrial growth 

triggered multiple societal changes (Kennedy, 1989: 149). An 
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increased labor force became necessary for industrial operations, 

filled by immigrants, particularly from Eastern Europe and China, 

alongside emancipated African Americans. This surge of 

immigrants contributed to urbanization, drastically changing city 

dynamics and impacting living standards for many, either 

positively or negatively. Although immigration was part of 

American history, it peaked in the late 19th century, introducing 

greater ethnic diversity to the population. Many newcomers 

hailed from Southern and Eastern Europe and even Asia, 

enriching the American cultural tapestry with new languages, 

religions, and customs. From 1866 to 1900, over 13 million 

immigrants arrived in the U.S., mostly from countries like Italy, 

Greece, and Poland, differing greatly from the earlier immigrants 

who were predominantly from Ireland and Germany. These new 

immigrants not only faced challenges in adapting but also often 

formed their own communities, leading to fears among some 

Americans about the country evolving from a melting pot into a 

mixed salad. Concerns were raised regarding potential negative 

impacts on the economy, politics, and culture. However, these 

immigrants also established schools and churches, embracing 

American culture while maintaining their unique identities. They 

appreciated American democracy and ventured into politics and 

education, domains often unavailable to them in their home 

countries (Daniels, 2007: 76). 
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America historically relied on cheap labor, driving immigration, 

but not all immigrants were welcomed. British immigrants faced 

little hostility, whereas Irish, Chinese, and African American 

workers encountered significant discrimination. Factory owners 

welcomed the influx of labor, but existing workers resisted, 

fearing that new arrivals would lower job standards and wages. 

Immigrants often struggled to assimilate, making them targets of 

prejudice. The Irish, being mostly Catholic and often lacking 

English skills, were among the first to experience such hostility. 

Meanwhile, many African Americans moved from the South to 

the North seeking better opportunities, having suffered 

oppression and economic hardship. Their arrival significantly 

altered demographics; by 1900, many black individuals lived in 

cities, but they still faced discrimination that limited their job 

prospects (Norton and et al. 1999: 327). The hostility toward 

immigrants also extended to the political realm, exemplified by 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which claimed that Chinese 

laborers threatened the social order. While many Chinese 

immigrants sought similar opportunities as Europeans, they faced 

more severe racism. Some individuals believed that Chinese 

immigrants did not aim to become part of American society but 

only wanted to work temporarily. Overall, these immigrant 

groups largely found themselves excluded socially and 

ideologically, experiencing a disconnect between their dreams for 
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better lives and the reality of persistent discrimination and 

poverty. Industrialization also prompted urbanization, contrasting 

with Thomas Jefferson’s vision of America as a land of small 

farmers. Advances in farming technology reduced the need for 

farm labor, pushing many rural workers into cities where factories 

were rapidly growing. By 1880, fourteen million Americans lived 

in urban areas, as cities grew at an unprecedented rate. This period 

represented both the height of American opportunity and the 

harsh challenges of urban life. The growth of cities was powered 

by new technologies such as steel, allowing taller buildings, and 

transportation innovations like streetcars, which facilitated 

movement within cities (Yellowitz, 1969: 66). However, the 

overwhelming influx of residents made it difficult for cities to 

provide adequate housing and services. Construction limitations 

were imposed by the weight of traditional materials until steel 

became available, enabling a boom in high-rise buildings and 

transforming urban skylines. Mass transit solutions, initially 

using cable cars, eventually shifted to electric streetcars, which 

provided efficient transportation for workers while alleviating 

pollution distributed throughout the city. This led to a division 

between those who could afford to live in the cleaner suburbs and 

those relegated to messier city centers (Barrows, 2007: 110). 
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In this era, the industrial city emerged as a hub for commerce, 

communication, transportation, production, and consumption. 

Urbanization and industrialization became closely linked, with 

both processes transforming the U.S. from an agrarian society 

into a manufacturing and financial powerhouse. The Gilded Age 

marked the birth of the modern American city, characterized by 

rapid growth, material abundance, and a fast-paced urban lifestyle 

(Barrows, 2007: 113). However, these changes also altered 

American values. City dwellers began to seek new beliefs to adapt 

to their transformed realities, affecting relationships among men, 

women, and children. As the 20th century approached, while life 

in America was neither better nor worse than before, it was 

undoubtedly different. The evolving landscape of urban America 

reflected broader shifts in society, culture, and personal dynamics 

as the nation moved into a new era. 

Robber Barons and New Attitudes Toward Wealth 

The Civil War was a significant turning point in American history, 

leading to a transformation from a predominantly agricultural 

society to an industrial powerhouse by the late 19th century. 

Before the war, most Americans lived in rural areas, with farming 

being the primary occupation and life focused on survival. 

Business owners at that time were largely merchants rather than 

factory owners. After the war, factories established by the Union 
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were repurposed for peacetime, and the economy rapidly shifted 

from agriculture to industrialization, driven by the expansion of 

railroads and growing businesses. By 1900, most Americans were 

employed by others, and a few powerful industrialists became 

prominent figures in this new economy. The rise of powerful 

individuals like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and J. 

Pierpont Morgan is notable. These “captains of industry” played 

key roles in transforming America into the largest industrial 

nation. However, this prosperity was not evenly distributed; a 

significant gap emerged between the wealthy elite and the 

impoverished. The government at the time was pro-business, 

often overlooking corruption and poor leadership, which 

contributed to widespread inequality (Yergin, 1991: 36). 

John D. Rockefeller, founder of Standard Oil, was a major figure 

during the Gilded Age. Starting in the oil business after the 

discovery of oil in Pennsylvania in 1859, he established Standard 

Oil in 1869 and quickly gained near-monopoly control. His 

strategy of horizontal integration allowed him to undercut 

competitors by negotiating better rates with railroads. While some 

admired him for his business acumen, he was also loathed for his 

ruthless tactics. Despite facing lawsuits for monopolistic 

practices, he became one of the richest men in America and built 

a legacy through philanthropy, donating nearly half his fortune to 
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various causes. Meanwhile, Andrew Carnegie recognized the 

growing demand for steel during the industrial era. He started his 

career as a bobbin boy before working for the Pennsylvania 

Railroad and entering the iron industry after the Civil War. Seeing 

the potential for steel-demand growth, he invested in the steel 

business and employed vertical integration to control all aspects 

of production. By the turn of the century, Carnegie Steel had 

consolidated multiple companies into one, ultimately becoming 

the United States Steel Corporation, the first company valued at 

$1 billion. After retiring, Carnegie dedicated his life to 

philanthropy, establishing many institutions, including Carnegie 

Mellon University and the Carnegie Institution of Science, 

reflecting his belief in the importance of giving back (Dowd, 

2004: 55). In summary, the Civil War ushered in a new era of 

industrialization and economic change in America, characterized 

by the rise of powerful industrialists and significant societal 

challenges, especially regarding inequality. The legacies of 

figures like Rockefeller and Carnegie are complex, reflecting 

both their roles in building the American economy and their 

impacts through philanthropy. During the Gilded Age, industries 

like oil and steel were incredibly profitable, and finance played a 

crucial role in all aspects of these industries. J.P. Morgan became 

a dominant figure in banking and finance during this era. Unlike 

industrialists like Rockefeller and Carnegie, Morgan did not start 
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from humble beginnings; he was born into a wealthy family with 

established connections in the banking industry. His family’s 

wealth allowed him to receive a top-notch education in business. 

Morgan’s first ventures were in banking, and by 1860, he 

established his own foreign exchange office. He recognized the 

power of investment early on, and during the Civil War, he 

profited by supplying war materials while avoiding military 

service by paying for a substitute. His work in the railroad 

industry helped merge many smaller companies, which improved 

efficiency and transport times. Morgan’s investments spanned 

various sectors, including railroads, steel, and electricity. In 1901, 

he famously purchased Carnegie Steel for $500 million, which 

led to the establishment of U.S. Steel, valued at over a billion 

dollars within a decade. This shift in success from traditional 

building to strategic investment indicated to young entrepreneurs 

that banking could be a path to wealth. However, this also raised 

questions about the true nature of these figures. Were they 

captains of industry or robber barons who exploited their 

positions? Some claim they were simply fortunate and clever 

enough to seize economic opportunities, but the history of Gilded 

Age industrialists suggests deeper issues (Martin, 1911: 149). 

There is a quote from Mario Puzo’s novel, The Godfather, stating 

that “behind every great fortune there is a crime,” which reflects 
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the hidden truths of these industrialists, particularly their 

manipulations of politics and public institutions. While the few 

well-known figures are often criticized, the reality is that many 

businessmen operated in similar corrupt manners. Their common 

traits included their fierce individualism, competitiveness, and 

belief in laissez-faire capitalism, yet they often undermined these 

very principles through their actions. They sought political 

influence to craft laws that served their interests, often resorting 

to bribery to ensure favorable outcomes. Business and politics 

were deeply intertwined in a manner that seemed to disregard the 

values of free society. Many wealthy businessmen did not want a 

genuinely competitive market; they preferred a government that 

would support their goals. A sentiment expressed by Martin in 

1911 reflects this attitude: the powerful business elite saw 

themselves as the true owners of America, willing to exert their 

influence to protect their wealth from any legislative threats. This 

corruption blurred the lines of political party affiliations, 

showcasing a significant lack of integrity in political dealings 

across the board. Notably, some businessmen, such as Collis 

Huntington in the railroad sector, openly acknowledged that 

bribery was an acceptable part of the business landscape. 

Describing the political environment of the time, people mocked 

the obvious connections between specific politicians and industry 

interests, illustrating the extent of economic and political 
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entanglements. These relationships undermined the ideals of the 

founding fathers and permeated society with a false sense of 

freedom. Moreover, many wealthy industrialists sought to 

distance themselves from their negative reputations through 

charitable donations and public displays of religious 

commitment. By engaging in philanthropy, they aimed to craft a 

positive public image while masking their more questionable 

business practices. Their public persona portrayed them as 

community leaders and moral figures, even as they engaged in 

corrupt practices behind closed doors. They positioned 

themselves as authorities in various critical areas, from politics to 

education, thus allowing them to influence public opinion and 

policy to favor their interests. This dual approach allowed these 

wealthy individuals to not only conceal their corrupt dealings but 

also broaden their reach and authority within society. By 

becoming trustees of universities or influential voices in 

churches, they aimed to solidify their status and redirect public 

sentiment to align with their goals. Ultimately, the Gilded Age 

was marked by a complex interplay between wealth, corrupt 

politics, and public image, leading to a society that often turned a 

blind eye to the actions of its most powerful members while they 

manipulated the very foundations of democracy for personal gain. 

Robber barons like Rockefeller and Morgan exemplify complex 

attitudes toward wealth and religion. Rockefeller, who was deeply 
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religious from a young age, believed that his wealth was a 

blessing from God. He was committed to giving money to his 

local churches and embraced Puritan values. He linked his 

financial success to his strong faith, hard work, and self-

discipline, and defended his wealth against criticism. He 

famously stated that making money was his duty and aimed to use 

it for the good of others. This mindset also influenced other 

businessmen, who saw themselves as servants of God, sharing 

divine wealth with society through charitable donations to 

institutions like the University of Chicago and the Rockefeller 

Institute. 

In contrast, J.P. Morgan, who came from a wealthy background, 

had a different personality. He was proud and often rude, and he 

had difficulty maintaining relationships. Despite this, he crafted 

an image as a benefactor and donated large sums to charity. 

Morgan also relied on journalists to promote his positive image, 

often presenting him as an exemplary figure through stories that 

emphasized his strength and courage, especially during financial 

crises. Articles praised him as a patriotic hero, while glossing over 

the darker aspects of his business practices. The media portrayal 

of these business leaders often transformed their shady actions 

into acts of virtue, requiring public admiration. The robber barons 

used their wealth to influence institutions like the government, 
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universities, and churches, which relied on their financial support. 

Despite their immense wealth, they were just a small part of 

society, and while living standards improved for some, poverty 

persisted for many. As immigrants arrived in America, they faced 

a stark contrast between their dreams and reality, leading them to 

question the nature of wealth acquisition. Many believed hard 

work and education could lead to success, but they recognized 

that inherited wealth also played a role. While the elite tried to 

maintain a classless image of America, the growing discontent 

among the masses forced them to reshape public opinion 

regarding wealth. Robber barons promoted ideas like Social 

Darwinism and Andrew Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth to justify 

their positions and secure societal acceptance of their wealth. The 

idea of “survival of the fittest” emerged from Charles Darwin’s 

theory of natural selection, leading to major changes in society. 

Many church leaders rejected Darwin’s views, and people were 

shocked by the notion that humans evolved from apes. 

Intellectuals known as Social Darwinists, such as Herbert Spencer 

and William Graham Sumner, extended Darwin’s ideas to human 

society. They argued that the most capable individuals rise to 

success due to their talents or hard work, and that poverty results 

from a lack of necessary skills. Social Darwinists believed that 

just as weaker species die off in nature, the same should happen 

with humans. They applied these ideas to economics, where larger 



39 
 

companies formed monopolies that reduced competition. Many 

Americans, originally attracted to the idea of equality and fair 

competition, were concerned about these monopolies. In 

response, companies justified their power by supporting laissez-

faire economics, rejecting government regulation in favor of a 

system where the best could succeed without interference. They 

claimed that in a free society, wealth and property rights were 

natural outcomes of ability and hard work. However, they often 

sought government protections for themselves while opposing 

assistance for the needy, revealing contradictions in their beliefs. 

Some Americans tried to merge their Christian beliefs with Social 

Darwinism, despite the Church’s strong opposition to Darwin’s 

ideas. During the industrial age, overall wealth increased, leading 

to debates about its distribution. Andrew Carnegie wrote an 

article in 1889 arguing that successful individuals, chosen by God 

for their talents, had a moral responsibility to share some of their 

wealth. This view contrasted with strict Social Darwinism, as it 

acknowledged a moral obligation to help others. Carnegie’s 

argument led to the concept of the “Gospel of Wealth,” a term that 

came to represent the responsibility of the rich to improve society. 

However, this idea still maintained a hierarchy of wealthy 

“masters” and poorer “servants.” Wealthy individuals like 

Carnegie and Rockefeller contributed to public causes, which 

appeared more generous compared to Social Darwinist views, yet 
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still raised issues regarding wealth distribution. The challenge of 

managing wealth was significant. Carnegie’s “Gospel of Wealth” 

emphasized the responsibilities of the rich, but many criticized 

the core issue of wealth accumulation itself. Despite his intention 

of promoting societal betterment, his beliefs on competition and 

wealth concentration among a few raised questions and concerns 

about unchecked corporate power and lack of regulation (Norton 

and et al. 1999: 312). 

The article critiques Andrew Carnegie’s views on competition 

and wealth distribution. It highlights that while Carnegie speaks 

of free competition among businessmen, this competition often 

lacks regulation, making it difficult for average citizens to access 

goods. Carnegie’s concept of competition disregards true equality 

of opportunity, as he created a monopoly in the steel industry to 

eliminate competition that could threaten his business, showing a 

contradiction between his words and actions. He, like other 

wealthy businessmen, established trusts that stifled competition 

rather than promoting equal chances for entrepreneurs. The article 

also criticizes the concentration of wealth in the hands of a few, 

pointing out that it leads to negative societal consequences. The 

U.S. government operates on a checks and balances system, 

which is compromised when too much power is given to business 

magnates, leading to an elite class that creates divisions among 
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people-rich and poor, employers and employees. This division 

fosters a lack of harmony in society, contradicting the idea that 

individuals have the right to pursue happiness as stated in the 

Declaration of Independence. Carnegie’s belief in centralizing 

wealth threatens both political and social order. Another major 

concern raised is the lack of regulation on large companies or 

trusts, which often seek to avoid government oversight. They 

claim to operate freely while engaging in philanthropic activities 

like building libraries and universities, but this is seen as a tactic 

to divert attention from their exploitative practices. The article 

argues that society needs more than just educational institutions; 

it needs to support the workers who sustain these companies. Big 

businesses thrive during prosperous times while relying on 

government assistance during crises, often at the expense of their 

workforce. This issue of profits privatization coupled with the 

socializing of losses is highlighted, pointing to a recurring pattern 

where the government intervenes to support large companies 

using taxpayer money. The article concludes that Carnegie’s 

discussions on wealth management are trivial compared to the 

broader issues caused by wealth accumulation. His religious 

justification for wealth distribution does little to address the 

existing systemic problems. The criticisms include the deceitful 

nature of competition, reliance on a privileged business class, and 

the government’s failure to control these individuals. Carnegie’s 
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perception of the wealth gap as a symbol of civilization is 

portrayed instead as a source of shame in a world with enough 

resources for everyone. 

Capital vs. Organized Labor 

In the late nineteenth century, the working conditions in America 

changed significantly as the economy shifted from agriculture to 

industry. Many workers, including unskilled laborers, women, 

and children, faced long hours of ten to twelve hours a day, often 

without weekends off. These conditions limited children’s access 

to education and left workers struggling to make ends meet 

despite their hard work. Poor working environments and faulty 

machinery led to many accidents, and compensation for these 

incidents was rarely granted. Employers, seeking docile workers, 

showed little concern for their employees, treating laborers as 

commodities rather than individuals. Faced with these challenges, 

workers realized they needed to unite to express their concerns. 

Many joined unions, which were not illegal despite pushback 

from employers. The bosses responded to union efforts with wage 

cuts and intimidation, leading some workers to resort to violence 

when negotiating failed. This rising unrest led to fears of a violent 

revolution as many Americans recognized the widening gap 

between the wealthy elite and the working class. Unions began to 

form, seeking to include a larger number of workers across the 
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country, but faced many obstacles, including opposition from 

federal troops and courts that often sided with employers. 

Additionally, internal disagreements arose within labor 

movements, particularly regarding the inclusion of women, 

immigrants, and African Americans, as well as the call for radical 

changes like Marxism compared to more moderate demands for 

higher wages and an eight-hour workday. Despite these divisions, 

the union movement gained attention with groups like the Knights 

of Labor and the American Federation of Labor, along with 

significant strikes that highlighted the struggle between capital 

and organized labor. The national labor movement started in the 

early nineteenth century, but limited membership weakened their 

position against powerful employers. The National Labor Union 

was one of the first major organizations, but the financial crises 

of the 1870s hindered its growth. In response, the Knights of 

Labor emerged under the leadership of Terrence Powderly, 

promoting inclusivity by welcoming women, immigrants, African 

Americans, and unskilled workers. Their focus was on fostering 

solidarity among workers from diverse backgrounds, aiming to 

influence government policies in their favor. The Knights of 

Labor’s membership expanded rapidly, growing from 10,000 to 

730,000 in less than a decade. Their mission highlighted the 

importance of uplifting workers’ moral, intellectual, and social 

conditions while improving working environments and ensuring 
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decent living standards. The efforts of the Knights of Labor 

exemplified the spirit of “uplift unionism,” striving to secure 

dignity and a better quality of life for all workers and their 

families (Wheeler, 2002: 86). 

The union aimed for more than just better wages and working 

hours; it sought to create a cooperative production system in 

society. However, strikes during that time hindered long-term 

goals. The union had a diverse membership, with some members 

favoring aggressive actions against wealthy business owners, 

leading to events like the Haymarket Riot. This incident resulted 

in division within the Knights of Labor. After the economic panic 

of 1873 eased, workers, including the Knights of Labor, 

demanded an eight-hour workday. Chicago became the center for 

protests, which culminated in a massive protest on May 1, 1886. 

This protest turned tragic when a bomb exploded, causing deaths 

and injuries among both protesters and police. Although no one 

was identified as the bomber, eight anarchists were arrested and 

convicted despite little evidence, leading to death sentences for 

some (Cashman, 1993: 114). The Haymarket Riot heightened 

awareness of workers’ dissatisfaction but also instilled a fear of 

anarchism, particularly among the middle class. Consequently, 

police forces grew stronger, and federal troops were deployed to 

manage labor actions. The riot negatively influenced the union 
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movement, as public sentiment viewed worker alliances as threats 

to social order. The Knights of Labor’s growth was brief, and after 

its dissolution, the American Federation of Labor emerged under 

Samuel Gompers. Gompers and Knights of Labor leader Terence 

Powderly had differing strategies; Powderly focused on political 

education and law reform, while Gompers emphasized immediate 

economic needs and practical solutions. Gompers recognized that 

workers primarily sought better pay and conditions rather than 

broader social reforms. He believed that leadership in the labor 

movement should come from those with personal experience in 

daily labor, emphasizing that radical approaches pushed society 

against labor movements (Gompers, 1925: 34). Gompers and his 

union focused on aligning workers’ interests with the capitalist 

system rather than changing it. The American Federation of Labor 

(AFL) started with craft unions, consisting mainly of skilled 

workers like painters, carpenters, and cigar makers. This structure 

excluded unskilled workers, immigrants, and African Americans 

because Gompers believed that only skilled workers deserved a 

say in politics and labor issues. Despite being conservative and 

benefiting the capitalist system, Gompers led the AFL for over 

thirty years. However, the rise in membership led to tension 

between labor and capital, culminating in fears of a workers’ 

revolution by the early 1890s. This tension peaked during the 

Pullman Strike in 1894. George Pullman, a railroad car 
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manufacturer, created the town of Pullman to house his workers. 

While it provided homes and services, Pullman’s true aim was to 

keep his workers isolated from radical ideas by putting them in a 

controlled environment. Workers lived under strict conditions and 

had to pay rent and utility costs that consumed their full income, 

leaving them trapped. Tensions escalated when Pullman cut 

wages but kept rents and utility prices the same. When employees 

raised concerns, Pullman fired committee members who spoke 

out, which ignited a strike. Initially local, the strike gained 

national attention when Eugene Debs led the American Railway 

Union in refusing to operate Pullman cars, severely disrupting 

railroad traffic. Pullman responded by hiring strikebreakers and 

sought legal action to prevent union support for the strike. 

President Cleveland sent in federal troops under the guise of 

restoring mail service, fulfilling his promise to support business 

interests. Following the unrest, Debs was arrested, and his 

courtroom speech highlighted the struggles of the working class, 

arguing that without resistance to poor conditions, society would 

deteriorate (Cashman, 1993: 131). Though Pullman seemed to 

win against the American Railway Union, he lost public support. 

Even after his death, he was concerned about backlash from 

workers, leading to his burial instructions, which included a 

heavily protected casket to prevent desecration. This fear reflects 
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the divide and conflict that remained between labor and 

management in society. 
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THE ROAD NOT TAKEN: LOOKING BACKWARD 2000 

– 1887 

The Arrival of Socialism to America 

In the nineteenth century, significant industrial advancements 

transformed society. The rise of railroads, steamboats, and a 

telegraph network improved communication and transportation, 

creating a broader international market for capitalism. New 

machines and electricity greatly increased production, leading to 

national wealth. However, this progress also brought serious 

social issues. As noted by Henry George, while some elites 

thrived, many people suffered in poverty, with many skilled 

workers rendered obsolete by machines. The gap between the 

wealthy and the poor widened, leading to desperation for the 

working class. These stark social problems caught the attention of 

many philosophers who sought solutions. A prominent idea called 

Socialism emerged, which argued that the issues stemmed from 

intense competition and advocated for a cooperative economic 

system instead. The advancements in science and communication 

also fostered a growing desire for knowledge among the public. 

Many wanted to understand their social conditions and the stark 

differences between their circumstances and those of the rich 

(Sombart, 1898: 9). 
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This yearning for understanding motivated a movement among 

wage earners, highlighted by Werner Sombart’s work. He 

suggested that the problems faced by the working class were not 

based in natural conditions but rather in the social organization 

created by the economic system. This offered grounds for social 

movements to challenge the existing order, emphasizing social 

justice. Socialism evolved from a humanitarian perspective to a 

political movement throughout the nineteenth century. Its early 

proponents recognized the inefficiencies and inequalities of 

capitalism and used literature to spread their ideas, particularly in 

Europe. Figures like Charles Fourier from France and Robert 

Owen from England were key in introducing socialist concepts 

and gaining followers. Despite its European roots, socialism 

found significant application in America. Morris Hillquit outlined 

reasons why socialism attracted attention in the U.S., highlighting 

available land, agricultural opportunities, and the promise of 

political freedom as appealing aspects for those seeking a new 

organized society. Socialism thus transformed ideas from Europe 

into practical movements in America, bridging the gap between 

the suffering workers and a more equitable society (Hillquit, 

1910: 24). Social philosophers criticized the existing social order 

and envisioned a better society. Each proposed its own detailed 

vision, but they all shared a common goal: to end capitalism. They 

found the current system unbearable as it benefited a small elite 
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who controlled production for personal gain. Instead, they 

believed common ownership of production could lead to a fairer 

society. Their hopes for a better life for everyone were described 

as socialism, contrasting with the American dream, which they 

felt misled many people. Despite their good intentions, these 

utopian socialists did not achieve their goals. They knew what 

they wanted but lacked a clear plan to bring about change. They 

tried to test their ideas by creating small communities, hoping 

these would attract wealthy and influential supporters, believing 

their success would spread nationally. However, their approach 

had significant flaws. They did not adequately consider new 

production forces or the historical context. Instead, they viewed 

the system’s problems as deviations from nature and reason. The 

people they expected to help were actually defenders of the 

current system, so working-class organization was largely 

ignored (Sombart, 1898: 67). The early utopian socialists 

prioritized a general sense of goodwill over class awareness. They 

believed that simply improving their local environments could 

lead to broader societal change, although their isolationist views 

were unrealistic. Meanwhile, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 

approached the same issues from a different perspective. By the 

mid-19th century, social thought underwent a substantial shift, 

moving away from speculative ideas towards grounded facts that 

reshaped social sciences. Marx and Engels analyzed societal 
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forces and developed scientific socialist thought, which diverged 

from earlier utopian ideas. Their critique of capitalism remains 

relevant today, highlighting a focus on realism. They posited that 

a society’s economic, political, and social frameworks are shaped 

by historical development, not individual choices. Any change in 

society needs to align with economic progress. They believed that 

mere imaginative ideas could not reshape the future; instead, 

economic structures needed to evolve. Marx expressed that the 

material conditions of life shape social, political, and intellectual 

life, emphasizing that social existence determines consciousness 

rather than the other way around (Marx, 1979: 11). 

Marx and Engels transformed socialism from a utopian idea into 

a scientific approach. They shifted the focus from general 

humanitarian concerns to the organization of industries and their 

operations. Their analysis of capitalism did not dream of an ideal 

community; instead, it provided a realistic view of gradual social 

progress. For them, capitalism was just a phase in human 

development. Scientific socialism targeted the working class, 

who would drive the social change necessary for a better society, 

as they were the main players in the economy. In America, Marx’s 

ideas found a base, especially during the time when various 

foreign social movements were tested within American 

democracy. After intense debates among Marx, Bakunin, and 
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Lassalle, the International Workingmen’s Association moved its 

headquarters to New York in 1872. However, initially, many 

Americans overlooked the European socialist movement’s 

potential, and it wasn’t until the worker strikes of 1886 that 

socialism gained attention in the U.S. The press spread false 

information about the Haymarket Riot, creating a negative view 

of socialism, but local elections helped improve its image, notably 

through Henry Demarest Lloyd’s mayoral campaign in New 

York. Despite these developments, Marxism struggled to make a 

strong national impact due to various obstacles. The early utopian 

societies led by Owen and Fourier before the Civil War were 

distinct from the socialist political movements that arose later. 

Nonetheless, utopian ideals influenced American reform and 

labor relations. Noyes John Humphrey noted that these socialist 

ideas sparked enthusiasm among Americans, leading to a deeper 

yearning for social change, even as early communities were soon 

forgotten (Noyes, 1870:24). While Noyes hoped for a revival of 

socialism in America, it took only two decades for this to occur, 

particularly through community settlements in the 1890s and the 

rise of the Nationalist movement spurred by Edward Bellamy’s 

novel, “Looking Backward.” In fact, Bellamy’s work inspired 

American socialism as much as, if not more than, Marx’s 

writings. Understanding Bellamy’s life is crucial to grasping his 

influential novel (Quint, 1964: vii). 
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A Brief Biography of Edward Bellamy 

Karl Marx was deeply interested in how societies evolved from 

old systems to modern ones during his lifetime. He aimed to 

explain the origins, progress, and decline of these societies and 

analyze the social forces that would drive future transformations. 

His key works, the Communist Manifesto and Das Kapital, reflect 

his main ideas. However, he did not provide a detailed vision of 

what a post-capitalist society would look like, leaving that 

question unanswered. Many have tried to imagine this future, 

with writers like Edward Bellamy being among the most 

influential in proposing ideas for a post-capitalist society. Howard 

Quint states that in the U.S., socialism drew more inspiration from 

Bellamy’s Looking Backward than from Marx’s Das Kapital. To 

understand Bellamy’s work, it is helpful to look into his 

background. He came from New England, a region that 

significantly influenced the United States. This area was a pioneer 

for various cultural movements, including American literature 

and philosophy, and was known for fostering both Puritan ethics 

and liberal ideas. It was a hub for many influential figures, like 

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Emily Dickinson, who contributed to 

a culture of freedom of thought and speech (Morgan, 1944: 5). 

During the Industrial Revolution, New England became the 

leading manufacturing region, though it faced many challenges 
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such as long hours, low pay, child labor, and exploitation of 

immigrants. The state was among the first to experience and later 

address some of these issues. New England’s combination of 

industry and a connection to rural life helped shape Bellamy’s 

views and writings. Edward Bellamy was born in 1850 to Rufus 

King and Maria Putnam Bellamy. His family background 

significantly influenced his thoughts. His father was a minister 

with a reputation for being friendly, liberal, and well-liked in the 

community, highlighting a warm and approachable demeanor. 

Bellamy’s mother, also from a religious lineage, was educated and 

had strong Puritan values along with a strict discipline. She was 

known for her critical nature and high expectations, contributing 

to a strong sense of community around her. In summary, Edward 

Bellamy’s upbringing and the progressive yet traditional social 

environment of New England played a key role in shaping his 

ideas about society and the future, which he illustrated in his 

influential work, Looking Backward (Morgan, 1944: 24). Edward 

Bellamy’s character was shaped by the contrasting personalities 

of his parents. His father was a liberal clergyman who was relaxed 

about parenting, while his mother was educated, devout, and 

disciplined. Despite their backgrounds in Calvinism, Bellamy 

was not heavily influenced by traditional Calvinist views and 

instead embraced ideas of love and brotherhood. His parents 

fostered an environment of mutual respect and encouragement, 
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allowing him to develop his own identity and creativity from a 

young age. Bellamy’s education began in public school, but his 

mother played a significant role in his learning by encouraging 

him to read extensively. He developed an interest in history and 

admired figures like Napoleon, thinking about the qualities 

needed for leadership, such as ambition and bravery. Bellamy also 

began writing essays at a young age, reflecting his thoughts on 

societal issues and expressing intentions to suggest economic 

solutions for problems he observed, as seen in his proposal for 

reform in San Domingo. Though aiming to become a soldier, 

Bellamy’s physical limitations prevented this dream, leading him 

to explore other paths. He pursued a formal education in law at 

Union College and spent a year in Germany, which cultivated his 

ideals and self-discipline. After completing his law degree, he was 

offered partnerships by established lawyers but chose to pursue 

independence instead. His motivation to practice law was to 

defend the oppressed, though a setback in a case led him to 

abandon his law career entirely. Bellamy’s failure in law did not 

deter him; instead, it motivated him to observe constitutional 

debates and understand government operations better. He 

transitioned to journalism, where he was free to express his views 

and critique social systems while continuing to write about 

various subjects for newspapers. This experience honed his 

writing skills and prepared him for his future as an author. 



56 
 

Bellamy accumulated extensive knowledge, influenced by his 

hometown of Chicopee, which illustrated the effects of industrial 

transformation, and his travels in Europe. His religious 

upbringing instilled in him a strong work ethic and a sense of 

ethics in society. His continuous studies allowed him to grasp 

economic concepts and government functions. His journalism 

career enabled him to stay informed about social thought and 

reform movements during the Gilded Age. Bellamy’s deep 

interest in socialism drove him to articulate his vision for a new 

society. He understood that socialism, while imported from 

Europe, needed to be adapted to American conditions due to 

various factors hindering its development in the U.S. Through his 

writing and advocacy for social reform, he aimed to contribute to 

a better society, guided by his extensive knowledge and 

experiences. 

In summary, Edward Bellamy’s upbringing, education, and 

professional experiences all played crucial roles in shaping his 

views and aspirations. His blend of family influences, formal 

education, and keen observations of society and economics 

equipped him to envision and advocate for progressive ideas, 

particularly regarding socialism. 
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The Socialist Utopia: American Style Marxism 

Utopian novels often appeared during times of major social 

change, particularly in America after the 1880s. This period saw 

new ideas emerge due to advancements in science, technology, 

and the rise of capitalism. Socialism became a significant topic of 

discussion, influenced by thinkers such as Robert Owen and 

Charles Fourier. Although the U.S. experienced rapid economic 

growth, it led to social inequalities that contradicted the ideals of 

the American Revolution. The Civil War temporarily halted the 

growth of socialist ideas, but the works of Karl Marx reignited 

interest in socialism, particularly among German immigrants, 

who gained followers across the nation. One significant utopian 

novel from this time was Edward Bellamy’s “Looking Backward 

2000 - 1887,” which resonated widely due to its critique of the 

unregulated free market. The book proposed ideas like common 

ownership of production machines and aimed to use technology 

for the public good instead of profit. Bellamy’s vision sought to 

bridge the gap between the rich and the poor through equitable 

wealth distribution. He prioritized economic democracy over 

political democracy, believing it would dismantle social classes 

(Morgan, 1944: 372). 

Despite similarities to Marx’s theories, Bellamy was less 

controversial. While Marx faced persecution and had a refugee 
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lifestyle, Bellamy’s work gained respect and was translated into 

many languages. He attracted a varied audience but made 

adjustments to fit American values, advocating for a nationalist 

rather than socialist identity. Bellamy distanced himself from the 

term socialism, claiming it held negative connotations for many 

Americans. He asserted that while nationalism might share goals 

with some socialist ideas, it was distinct and more acceptable in 

the U.S. Bellamy rejected labels associated with socialism, 

expressing in letters that he preferred terms tied to American 

patriotism and identity. He avoided the word “socialism” in his 

writing to prevent backlash and connect with ordinary Americans. 

His approach aimed to adapt Marxist concepts to reflect American 

ideals, emphasizing evolution and cooperation over revolution 

and conflict. While Marx targeted the working class, Bellamy 

focused on the middle class, and unlike Marx, he did not advocate 

for the removal of religious influences. In the novel depicting a 

future socialist order, the characters do not reflect the expected 

working class. Instead, readers encounter a nearly empty city of 

Boston in the year 2000, with only main characters Julian West 

and Dr. Leete’s family present. Julian West is wealthy and 

engaged to Edith Bartlett. Both come from families with 

significant inherited wealth, highlighting the inequities that the 

book seeks to address. Julian realizes that his comfortable life is 

built on the labor of others and eventually learns about a peaceful 
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revolution that centralizes wealth in the government, negating the 

unjust system that benefited him. The story shows Julian’s 

conversations with the Leete family, particularly Dr. Leete. 

Although the narrative aims to eliminate social classes, it 

predominantly portrays a traditional family structure familiar to 

19th-century readers. Dr. Leete works, Mrs. Leete manages the 

home, and their daughter engages in shopping, which reflects 

middle-class norms. By focusing on this family, the author 

Edward Bellamy appeals to the broader society and the 

aspirational middle class, a significant audience. In presenting a 

model family, Bellamy must navigate the concerns of his time 

during the Gilded Age, when industrial advancements led to a 

culture of consumption. The Leete daughter is depicted as an 

eager shopper, and the introduction of credit cards in the story was 

a novel idea that aimed to facilitate this consumption. Bellamy 

presents a vision where individuals receive a credit corresponding 

to the nation’s annual product, allowing them to purchase what 

they desire without limiting personal identity and possessions. 

Despite promoting equal distribution of wealth, he ensures that 

personal ownership remains, indicating that socialism does not 

eliminate private life (Bellamy, 2007: 5). 

The novel overlooks any representation of the working class and 

dismisses class conflict, contrary to Marxist ideas. Instead, it 
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highlights the backgrounds of its main characters—Julian West, 

from an aristocratic lineage, and Dr. Leete, a middle-class figure. 

The structure of the proposed “industrial army” also lacks class 

attributes, promoting a system based on individuals’ abilities 

instead of class distinctions. Bellamy was aware of the class 

tensions prevalent in Marxist socialism and advocated for unity 

rather than conflict among classes. He believed that class 

antagonism hindered progress and emphasized the importance of 

shared interests to foster social and economic equality. Overall, 

Bellamy’s vision steers clear of class struggles and focuses on 

mutual benefit and social reform. Edward Bellamy had different 

views on religion compared to Marxist socialists. While Marx 

saw religion as a tool used by the church to control people and 

politics, expressing bitterness towards it, Bellamy could not adopt 

this hostile view due to his upbringing in a family of preachers. 

In America, the relationship between religion and society was 

different from that in Europe. Early American churches, mainly 

led by Puritans, served as places of worship and social gatherings, 

helping to create community order. These churches relied on their 

congregations for support and were more democratic compared 

to European churches, which were state-funded and influenced 

state affairs. Although Marx’s criticism of religion had some 

merit, many Americans rejected this viewpoint, as their move to 

the new world was motivated by the desire for religious freedom. 
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Bellamy did not see religion as corrupt; instead, he envisioned a 

hopeful future for America in his writing. He included a sermon 

from a preacher, Mr. Barton, to highlight the moral progress he 

believed was unfolding. Bellamy recognized that Marxist ideas 

were rising in America but felt they needed to be adapted to 

American values. He altered concepts like revolution and class 

struggle to fit the American context, aiming to redefine national 

characteristics towards his vision of a better society. 

Forming The Values of the Utopia 

Looking Backward 2000 – 1887 is about Julian West, a wealthy 

man from Boston who struggles with sleep issues and uses 

hypnosis to fall asleep. He wakes up in the year 2000, in a 

transformed Boston and America, where cooperation has replaced 

competition as the main social norm. He learns that this new 

society evolved from capitalism, where a few wealthy 

businessmen previously controlled production and distribution, 

leaving the majority at their mercy. In response, the government 

took over industries, creating a national trust to benefit everyone, 

rather than just the rich. In this new system, the state controls 

production, and workers become part of an “industrial army,” 

which includes almost everyone aged 21 to 45, except for those 

pursuing careers in fine arts or academia. This industrial army 

aims to utilize everyone’s natural abilities while helping them 
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achieve personal goals. Workers receive recognition and praise 

for their contributions instead of money, promoting equality and 

a sense of community. During retirement, individuals can pursue 

their interests freely. While the system may seem totalitarian, the 

government’s role is minimal. Political power lies within the 

workers, who must complete their service in the industrial army 

to participate in government. The president is chosen from these 

workers, and the national congress has become largely symbolic, 

creating no new laws due to a spirit of cooperation (Frye, 1980: 

123). 

Globally, nations no longer see each other as rivals but work 

together to combat issues resulting from capitalism. Basic needs 

like food, shelter, and security are met, and international councils 

manage trade among industrialized countries. Emigration and 

immigration cease to be problems. In conclusion, the society of 

2000 experiences remarkable progress in various fields, leading 

to an enjoyable life, enhanced intellectual habits, and harmony 

between technology and nature. Author Edward Bellamy 

advocates for an ideal society characterized by cooperation and 

community, which contrasts sharply with the competitive 

American Dream of his time. He encourages a new social contract 

that embraces these shared values (Bossert, 1988: 37). From the 

beginning of America as a nation, individualism has been a key 
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value for its citizens, shaped by their escape from European rule. 

This sense of individualism became an essential part of the 

American Dream, which presents the country as a place of endless 

opportunities for anyone with the courage and determination to 

seek a better life. Alongside opportunities, the American Dream 

also highlights challenges and values such as progress, 

universality, and empowerment. It argues that ordinary people, 

sharing common ideals, are the true heroes of this narrative, as 

their unity and shared values are what make them strong. The 

American Dream originally suggested a journey toward 

improving living conditions, believing in the abundance of 

resources for future generations. For instance, John Robert Mullin 

recalls ideal places where hardworking individuals could thrive. 

However, as America expanded westward, the focus of the 

American Dream shifted from available resources to 

individualism. This change marked a transition toward 

materialism, influenced by the rise of industry, commerce, and 

urban living in the late 1800s. Walter Fisher noted that the 

materialistic aspect of the American Dream is based on values 

like hard work and success. Horatio Alger’s stories exemplified 

this, emphasizing hard work leading to success, even as 

capitalism’s harsh realities began to emerge. Utopian thinkers like 

Edward Bellamy criticized this selfish individualism, explaining 

that it led to inequality and suffering. He argued that the term 
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“individualism” had become linked with a harsh and unfair 

treatment of others. In his view, the belief in individualism and 

progress was ultimately misleading. Fisher also highlighted a 

moral side to the American Dream, emphasizing values like 

empathy and respect for all individuals (Fisher, 1973: 161). 

Success, according to Bellamy, comes from embracing both 

individual and communal values. The teachings in his novel 

“Looking Backward” focus on values like solidarity and 

brotherhood as keys to overcoming challenges. Conversations in 

the book reveal that genuine brotherhood goes beyond mere 

words; it is essential for society’s functioning. In a capitalist 

society, those unable to conform were often marginalized, but 

Bellamy believed that community unity was vital for survival 

(Bellamy, 2007: 92). In his vision, everyone, regardless of ability, 

should be included, promoting integration that highlighted shared 

welfare instead of charity. He proposed that everyone, including 

those unable to work, should share the same income, arguing that 

economic equality is crucial for political democracy. This idea of 

equal wealth eliminated social classes, allowing everyone to 

participate in society’s economic and democratic life. Ultimately, 

Bellamy transformed the notion of individualism into a focus on 

community, suggesting that collective social responsibility is 

necessary to achieve the true American Dream. In the United 
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States, people have long believed in individualism, thinking that 

each person shapes their own destiny. However, this belief alone 

was not enough to achieve the American Dream, especially as the 

country welcomed more immigrants at the end of the nineteenth 

century. The closing of the frontier shifted focus to already 

available opportunities, many of which had been taken by 

wealthy industrialists, known as Robber Barons. As a result, the 

general population faced fierce competition for scarce resources. 

This competition was viewed as essential to capitalism, where 

people believed they needed to succeed individually to improve 

their social status and quality of life. Unfortunately, as capitalism 

grew, so did selfishness, leading to unregulated competition that 

ultimately caused significant waste in various aspects of life 

during the Gilded Age. Critics like Edward Bellamy argued 

against this competitive system in his novel and through 

supporters such as the Boston Nationalist Club. They claimed 

competition was a brutal survival tactic and not a human ideal. 

They believed that as long as competition dominated the industry, 

humanity could not realize its highest potential. According to 

them, for the betterment of society, a new system based on 

cooperation must replace the competition-driven one. They 

pointed out the wastefulness inherent in the current industrial 

system and called for an end to wage labor exploitation. Bellamy 

identified four key types of waste in society: waste from wrong 
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decisions, waste from competition, waste from economic crises, 

and waste from unproductive labor and resources. He emphasized 

that these issues resulted in widespread unhappiness, as the 

existing system failed to organize and benefit from people’s 

natural abilities. Bellamy’s vision for a better future was one 

where cooperation replaced competition, leading to increased 

productivity and efficiency. He proposed a planned economy 

managed by workers rather than political figures. He 

acknowledged the role of technology in production, stressing that 

it should meet societal needs, allowing people to serve the nation 

rather than just themselves. Bellamy believed that changing the 

prevailing ideals was crucial to addressing major societal 

problems like wealth, labor, and education. He envisioned a 

society that prioritized community and cooperation over 

individual success, suggesting that this new understanding was 

key to creating a more equitable and harmonious nation. In this 

way, Bellamy sought to redefine the American Dream by aligning 

it with the moral values inherent in the founding principles of the 

country. 

Explanations Presented for Specific Questions 

Edward Bellamy expressed his dissatisfaction with society during 

his time, focusing on the issues within the economy, politics, and 

social structure. He proposed a cooperative system where every 
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citizen would benefit, shifting from a materialistic view to a 

moralistic one to address the significant problems, especially the 

growing wealth gap between the rich and the poor. Many 

reformers, including Bellamy, saw the greed of emerging 

industries as a root cause of societal issues, leading to social 

chaos. He strongly opposed the use of violence for societal 

change, believing that it would also eliminate the positive aspects 

of the existing order. Although agriculture waned with urban 

migration, it still represented a healthier way of living. Many were 

attracted to city life despite its challenges, yet the dishonesty and 

corruption among politicians were deeply troubling. Bellamy 

argued that while capitalism had its flaws, it also brought 

increased production and efficiency. His aim was to improve the 

social system rather than destroy it, retaining beneficial elements 

while removing harmful ones, leading to an envisioned utopia by 

the year 2000. Bellamy was most troubled by wealth inequality 

during the Gilded Age. He acknowledged that wealth was 

necessary for a decent life but believed in equal opportunities and 

continual progress. Although many seemed to enjoy better living 

conditions due to industrial advancements, he cautioned against 

comparing current living standards to those of the distant past. A 

more accurate comparison would reveal many were struggling for 

basic survival, exemplified by the stark division between the 

wealthy and the working poor. Using the “parable of the coach,” 
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Bellamy illustrated society’s struggles where the masses labored 

hard while the wealthy enjoyed comfort above them, revealing a 

society that was not improving overall. He saw the control of a 

wealthy elite over the economy and government as a threat to 

democracy, leading to monopolies that exploited workers. He 

echoed Karl Marx’s belief that such wealth growth came at the 

expense of social order. Bellamy proposed that eliminating 

monopolies for private profit could address wealth inequality. He 

described the need for a unified system, which he called “the great 

trust,” designed to serve society as a whole rather than individual 

profits. This centralization aimed to prevent chaos and enhance 

societal organization, contrary to fears of losing power to 

centralized authorities. 

Addressing the issue of wealth is incomplete without discussing 

labor, which is essential for creating wealth. Edward Bellamy 

believed in the value of work, as many during his time did, 

thinking that striving could help overcome life’s challenges. 

However, many workers toiled long hours just to survive, leading 

to a contradiction in a land filled with resources. Bellamy pointed 

out that this situation led to unrest among workers, who felt 

increasingly frustrated with conditions that turned life into a harsh 

struggle. Many believed their lack of success stemmed from 

personal flaws, but Bellamy argued that poor working conditions 
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and excessive hours were the real culprits. The lack of leisure for 

workers contributed to their dark moods, and many fell into crime 

or alcoholism as an escape. While the government was expected 

to help, it mainly sided with business interests during strikes, 

failing to address workers’ needs. Philanthropy from wealthy 

individuals offered some temporary relief but did not provide 

lasting solutions. Bellamy envisioned a society where laborers 

could improve their lives and have equal opportunities. Bellamy 

believed that work was essential for human dignity and that 

people should not only survive but also develop their full 

potential. He criticized certain jobs, such as those of retailers and 

clerks, which he deemed unnecessary and exploitative, benefiting 

from the labor of others. Bellamy suggested that these roles be 

eliminated and instead centralized under one large corporation to 

serve the nation, which would streamline production and reduce 

the workforce burden (Rooney, 1985: 54). He also highlighted the 

problems caused by the wealthy class, who often inherited their 

fortunes and contributed little to society. The character Julian 

West in Bellamy’s novel reflects this criticism; although he 

initially had no skills, he eventually recognized the importance of 

contributing to society and saw teaching history as a suitable role. 

To address labor issues, Bellamy proposed reshaping working 

hours. Most laborers endured long hours of work under harsh 

conditions, while the upper class enjoyed leisure. Bellamy 
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suggested that working hours should be adjusted based on job 

difficulty, ensuring that high-strain jobs had shorter hours. He 

believed this reorganization of work could provide a fairer 

distribution of labor, allowing workers to enjoy life beyond mere 

survival and to achieve a better quality of life. This approach 

aimed to ensure equity in the workforce, allowing individuals to 

engage meaningfully at work and in their leisure time (Bellamy, 

2007: 40). Education is a crucial issue that affects individuals, 

their relationships with society, and the overall progress of a 

nation. In the past, education was largely inaccessible to the lower 

classes, particularly higher education, which was mainly 

available to the affluent. Many working-class children could not 

even access basic education due to financial pressures forcing 

them into child labor. Statistics from 1878 highlight this problem, 

showing that a large number of children employed in factories 

lacked adequate schooling. The government failed to fulfill its 

duty to provide a proper education, offering only minimal 

education that prepared students merely to read and vote, leaving 

them ignorant of their rights and possibilities. Emma Brown and 

others pointed out that child laborers produced a significant 

portion of income while gaining little in return. This education 

system perpetuated ignorance among the lower classes, as their 

uneducated parents passed on the same lack of knowledge to their 

children. For those fortunate enough to receive some education, 
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it primarily served to compete for jobs, rather than enrich their 

lives or society. To restore dignity and teach true worth, education 

was essential. It was necessary not only for personal growth but 

also for societal improvement. A well-educated working class 

could promote equality and awareness of rights. Edward Bellamy 

recognized these issues and proposed a new education system in 

his utopian vision. In his ideal society, higher education would be 

accessible to everyone, ensuring equal educational opportunities 

from childhood through young adulthood. Bellamy emphasized 

that education should aim for full development, moving beyond 

minimal qualifications to foster a well-rounded understanding of 

the world. His system aimed to suppress the cycle of ignorance 

by guaranteeing every individual an opportunity to learn. He 

argued for a comprehensive education that would empower future 

generations with knowledge and awareness. Moreover, Bellamy’s 

vision addressed the disconnection between the ideals taught in 

school and the harsh realities of life, where students often faced 

selfishness rather than kindness in the world. His utopian 

education included practical experiences aligned with industrial 

trades, allowing students to learn about potential careers and 

reduce the need for child labor (Devinne, 1971: 172). 

By contrasting the competitive nature of the nineteenth-century 

education with his utopian model, Bellamy sought to cultivate 
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individual talents in harmony with society. He believed that 

knowledge was the most significant gift to humanity, enabling a 

pathway to resolving broader societal issues like wealth disparity 

and labor conditions. In conclusion, Bellamy’s perspective in 

“Looking Backward” encourages readers to understand that 

utopia arises from recognizing and addressing real social 

problems rather than imagining a perfect society from scratch. 

His vision was rooted in reality, demonstrating that the evolution 

of social order requires understanding and cooperation among 

people. 
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THE OBSTACLES ON THE ROAD: FAILURE OF THE 

SUPPORT AND THE BOOK 

Rise And Fall of the Nationalist Movement 

The novel “Looking Backward” played an important role in 

inspiring social and political movements by presenting idealistic 

visions that resonated with many people. Jurgen Habermas noted 

that such utopian ideas are crucial for historical movements, and 

the soaring sales of the book highlighted its impact. Elizabeth 

Sadler mentioned that its sales reached impressive numbers, 

making it one of the most discussed books of its time. Two Boston 

journalists, Cyrus Field Willard and Sylvester Baxter, sought to 

spread the ideas presented in “Looking Backward” by forming 

clubs to discuss them. Edward Bellamy, the book’s author, 

encouraged this initiative and allowed the establishment of a 

“Nationalist Club” in Boston, which attracted many attendees, 

including Civil War veterans. The club swore to promote 

Bellamy’s ideas and soon inspired the creation of more clubs 

across the United States. Although Bellamy was a source of 

inspiration, he did not control the clubs, which remained 

independent and varied in membership and focus. The movement 

emphasized public ownership of utilities and industries, offering 

an alternative to capitalism and socialism. Despite its initial 

excitement, the movement lacked a clear doctrine, which limited 
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its effectiveness. As a result, the Nationalist Clubs ultimately 

became local discussion forums without significant political 

influence. The movement faced challenges due to insufficient 

structure and clear goals, leading to a decline in popularity over 

time. The reasons behind its failure can be classified into three 

main groups. 

Edward Bellamy was not cut out to lead a social or political 

movement. He was a humble and introverted writer, well-known 

for his popular stories but lacking the qualities typical of effective 

leaders. Despite his desire to reform society, Bellamy did not 

participate actively in nationalist clubs or engage deeply with the 

movement’s media. His intelligence and creativity were evident, 

but he lacked the assertiveness necessary for political leadership. 

Bellamy often defended his views through writing rather than 

speaking, unlike other reformers who were effective orators. 

Additionally, his poor health prevented him from fulfilling his 

childhood dream of becoming a military officer and limited his 

ability to travel and engage with people. The nationalist 

movement also struggled due to its lack of a clear and actionable 

plan. While Bellamy highlighted the issues of wealth inequality 

and lack of education, he did not provide a specific roadmap for 

creating his envisioned utopia. His idea of evolution, which 

suggested a gradual change over time, lacked urgency and direct 
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action, making it difficult to implement his goals in a capitalist 

society. The movement was also weakened by a diverse 

membership with differing viewpoints and occupations, leading 

to a lack of coherence and unity. While it included many from the 

upper classes, it had minimal engagement from the working class, 

which limited its effectiveness. As enthusiasm waned over time, 

key figures withdrew their support, leading to further decline. 

This loss of interest shifted focus away from the Nationalist 

movement, causing members to seek other political alliances or 

explore different utopian ideas. Bellamy’s movement needed 

stronger leadership and a better understanding of socialism to 

thrive, but divisions between various factions ultimately hindered 

its success. 

Dilemmas of Looking Backward 2000 – 1887 

After the initial excitement surrounding Edward Bellamy’s novel 

“Looking Backward,” its content faced ideological criticisms. 

Bellamy described the book as a “literary fantasy” meant to depict 

a perfect society. However, critics viewed it as a plan for a 

controlled, authoritarian social order due to its strict hierarchy and 

organization of industry. In Bellamy’s future America, personal 

desires for wealth were absent, and work served the nation’s 

needs, which some argue leads to authoritarianism. The novel’s 

use of a military model for industry reveals this authoritarianism, 



76 
 

implying that those in power had the exclusive knowledge 

necessary for running society. As a result, ordinary people could 

not make individual decisions. The lack of diversity in characters 

also sparked criticism; most were white, with little attention given 

to the struggles of African-Americans or immigrants. This 

oversight led to a perception that the utopia mainly benefited 

white citizens. 

While Bellamy aimed to create a better society, critics argue that 

he established a conservative authoritarianism that limited 

personal freedoms. The system he envisioned closely resembled 

a totalitarian regime, with the characters living regulated lives, 

akin to “docile fish” in an aquarium. Many readers view this as 

the most frustrating aspect of the novel. Bellamy’s utopia lacks 

room for discussion about individual rights, making it a precursor 

to many dystopian stories that followed. The rigid social order 

resembles totalitarian governments that emerged after World War 

I. Finally, although Bellamy proposed improvements for women’s 

rights, his portrayal of them remained limited, reflecting typical 

Victorian roles despite some advancements in their freedoms. 

Overall, “Looking Backward” is criticized for its authoritarian 

features under the guise of social improvement. The domestic 

situation in Bellamy’s work remains unchanged, with gender 

inequality evident. He portrays men as breadwinners and women 
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as caregivers, reinforcing traditional roles. Women’s work, while 

separate, is deemed less significant, limiting their opportunities 

and promoting a paternalistic view. Characters such as Edith 

Leete and her mother lead conventional domestic lives, indicating 

little change from previous societal norms. Critics argue that 

women are treated as second-class citizens, discussing trivial 

topics while men engage in important matters. The novel fails to 

address racial issues, particularly regarding African-Americans, 

who are minimally represented and relegated to supporting roles. 

The absence of diverse ethnic backgrounds reflects Bellamy’s 

oversight of the integration challenges faced by immigrants in the 

Gilded Age. Consequently, his work appears retrogressive rather 

than progressive, leaving critical social issues unexamined and 

unresolved. 

Edward Bellamy faced criticism for removing the only African-

American character from his book, leading to claims that he was 

racist. Critics argued he envisioned a racially pure future. 

However, Bellamy advocated for equality among all people and 

believed racial hostility blinded society. He thought future 

generations would see all Americans as equals, creating a melting 

pot. Yet, his vision required assimilation into a new culture, which 

overlooked traditional identities and failed to create true 

democracy based on pluralism. 
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CONCLUSION 

This book explores the development of socialist utopian ideals in 

Edward Bellamy’s novel, “Looking Backward 2000 – 1887,” 

highlighting his impact as a major American literary figure. It 

traces the history of socialist utopianism in America from its 

beginnings as a new nation to the challenging times of the 

nineteenth century. Initially, America appeared to be a difficult 

place for utopian ideas to flourish, but several factors contributed 

to the growth of this tradition. First, it was physically removed 

from the crises of Europe. Second, the continent had abundant 

natural resources for newcomers. Lastly, vast lands were available 

for settlement, enticing those seeking a happier life away from 

their past suffering. 

Early American settlers, including influential figures like Thomas 

Jefferson, imagined a pastoral lifestyle focused on agriculture. 

However, the Civil War and the Industrial Revolution radically 

transformed American society. Economic power shifted from the 

South to the industrial North, leading to a rise in machine-driven 

industries. Marxist theories suggest that economic means of 

production control societal actions. With the end of slavery, labor 

no longer dictated the economy; instead, technological 

advancements spurred urban growth, drawing people from rural 

areas and immigrants to cities in pursuit of personal ambitions. 
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This new environment fostered a competitive attitude towards 

wealth, embracing the “survival of the fittest” as an ideal during 

the Gilded Age. Despite their initial hopes, capitalist promises to 

ensure life, liberty, and happiness seemed unfulfilled, especially 

as smaller businesses struggled against larger corporations. The 

divide between the wealthy elite and working-class citizens grew, 

leading to disillusionment with capitalism. Early utopian 

settlements aimed to improve society, although they ultimately 

failed to escape the social issues tied to existing capitalist 

structures. The arrival of the International Workingmen’s 

Association in New York in 1872 marked a significant moment in 

the critique of capitalism, introducing Marxism to the U.S. 

However, many Americans found its ideas foreign and were 

skeptical due to the violent hostility surrounding labor strikes. 

Despite different approaches, early utopian experiments and 

Marxist theories shared the goal of reforming society. The social 

change sparked by Bellamy’s novel inspired the formation of 

Nationalist Clubs, showcasing the potential of utopian literature 

to influence American social and political values. The work 

served not just as critique but as a roadmap for realizing ideals 

articulated during the American Revolution, prompting calls for 

a reorganization of society to benefit working citizens. 
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Edward Bellamy’s work, particularly his novel “Looking 

Backward,” marked a significant moment in American utopian 

literature, highlighting a vision of a society with guaranteed civil 

rights and free from oppression. Although Bellamy published a 

sequel ten years later, it did not capture public interest like the 

original. During that decade, many other utopian novels emerged, 

including sequels and critiques of “Looking Backward,” 

reflecting society’s changes during the Gilded Age. Despite the 

initial excitement around Bellamy’s ideas and the formation of 

Nationalist Clubs to promote his vision, his utopian dreams did 

not materialize by 2000, nor seem achievable soon. Socialism 

peaked briefly with Eugene Debs’s unsuccessful presidential 

campaign in 1912, indicating a lack of a strong socialist 

movement in the U.S., especially when compared to Europe. 

Bellamy proposed solutions for the working class, including an 

“industrial army,” but union participation has been declining. His 

optimistic prediction of retirement at age 45 contrasts sharply 

with today’s average retirement age of about 65. Moreover, the 

wealth gap continues to widen, raising questions about the 

reasons behind the failure of Bellamy’s influential ideas and 

socialism overall. A key issue was the lack of strong leadership in 

the Nationalist movement, as Bellamy was not inclined towards 

political leadership or debate. Furthermore, Bellamy’s book did 

not provide a practical roadmap for transitioning from capitalism 
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to socialism. Although some local reforms occurred, the 

movement suffered from fragmentation and a lack of unity. 

Unlike European workers, American workers often rejected class 

consciousness, believing they could achieve social mobility. As 

Bellamy noted, criticizing the wealthy did not resonate, as many 

aspired to become like them. Racial divisions also hindered 

solidarity among the working class. Despite his criticism of social 

conditions, Bellamy laid the groundwork for future social 

reforms. His influence persisted through the Progressive Era and 

the New Deal, with leaders like Woodrow Wilson acknowledging 

the human costs of industrialization. Bellamy’s core ideas remain 

relevant, indicating that meaningful change requires challenging 

the status quo in pursuit of the ideals envisioned during America’s 

founding. 
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