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Dictators Emerge 

 

In a dramatic presentation in front of President John 
Adams in 1801, inventor Eli Whitney demonstrated the first 
musket made of interchangeable parts, parts that are exactly 
alike. He assembled a musket from pieces chosen at random 
from crates full of parts. Whitney had made his musket parts 
the old-fashioned way, by hand. Nonetheless, his efforts 
were the first steps toward developing tools with which 
unskilled workers could make uniform parts. 

“One of my primary objects is to form the tools so the 
tools themselves shall fashion the work and give  

to every part its just proportion—which when once 
accomplished will give expedition, uniformity, and exactness 
to the whole. . . . In short, the tools which I contemplate are 
similar to an engraving on copper plate from which may be 
taken a great number of impressions exactly alike.” — Eli 
Whitney quoted in Eli Whitney and the Birth of American 
Technology 

Better tools sped up the manufacture of goods and 
improved their reliability. Inventions and ideas such as these 
would affect different regions of the young nation in 
different ways. 
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During the 19th century, new approaches to 
manufacturing, such as Whitney’s interchangeable parts, 
took industry out of American households and artisans’ 
workshops. Factories became the new centers of industry. 
The factory system (using power-driven machinery and 
laborers assigned to different tasks) made mass production—
the production of goods in large quantities—possible. These 
changes in manufacturing brought about an Industrial 
Revolution—social and economic reorganization that took 
place as machines replaced hand tools and large-scale factory 
production developed. 

The Industrial Revolution actually first began in Great 
Britain. It was in Britain, during the 18th century, that 
inventors came up with ways to generate power using swiftly 
flowing streams and bountiful supplies of coal. Inventors 
then developed power-driven machinery and ways to use this 
machinery to quickly mass-produce goods such as textiles. 
British merchants built the first factories. When these 
factories prospered, their owners had the money to build 
more factories, invent more labor-saving machines, and  

industrialize the nation. 
The primary source of income in America after the War of 

Independence was international trade, not manufacturing. 
Farms and plantations produced agricultural products such as 
grain and tobacco, which were shipped to Great Britain, 
southern Europe, and the West Indies. However, two 
events—the passage of President Thomas Jefferson’s 
Embargo Act of 1807 and the War of 1812—turned the 
attention of Americans toward the development of domestic 
industries. Jefferson’s embargo, which prohibited Americans 
from shipping goods to Europe, brought to a standstill the 
once-thriving foreign trade. In fact, by the time Congress 
repealed the act in 1809, many shipping centers—especially 
those in New England—had shut down.  

Then, just as these seaports recovered, the War of 1812 
broke out, and the British navy blockaded much of the 
coastline. With ships unable to get into or out of U.S. 
harbors, Americans had to invest their capital in ventures 
other than overseas shipping. 
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Probably nowhere else in the nation was the push to 
invest in industry as great as in New England. There, citizens  

had depended heavily upon shipping and foreign trade for 
income. Agriculture in the region was not highly profitable.  



In 1793, a British immigrant named Samuel Slater had 
established in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, the first successful 
mechanized textile factory in America. However, Slater’s 
factory and those modeled after it still only mass-produced 
one part of the textile, or finished cloth: thread.  

Then, in 1813, three Bostonians revolutionized the 
American textile industry by mechanizing all the stages in 
the manufacture of cloth. Using plans from an English mill, 
Francis Cabot Lowell, Nathan Appleton, and Patrick Tracy 
Jackson built a weaving factory in Waltham, Massachusetts, 

and outfitted it with power machinery. By 1822 Appleton 
and Jackson had made enough money to build a larger 
operation. The changes that their factory triggered in the 
town of Lowell—named for their deceased partner, Francis 
Cabot Lowell—exemplify the changes wrought by the 
Industrial Revolution. By the late 1820s, quiet little Lowell 
had become a booming manufacturing center. Thousands of 
people—mostly young women who came to Lowell because 
their families’ farms were in decline—journeyed there in 
search of work. 
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Northeasterners, prompted by changing economic 
conditions, invested their capital in factories and 
manufacturing operations. Cash crops did not grow well in 
the Northern soil and climate. Southerners, on the other hand, 
had begun to reap huge profits from cotton by the mid-1790s. 
The South had little incentive to industrialize. As a result, the 
North and the South continued to develop two distinct 
economies, including very different agricultural systems.  

The North had not eliminated agriculture. However, the 
type of land and the growth of cities in the North encouraged 
farmers to cultivate smaller farms than Southerners did, and 
to grow crops that did not require much labor to flourish.  

Farmers in the North usually started out growing only 
what their families needed. Then farming practices in the Old 
Northwest—the area north of the Ohio River, encompassing 
what is now the states of Ohio, Indiana,  

Illinois, Wisconsin, and Michigan—diverged from 
farming practices in the Northeast. As cities grew, farmers in 
the Old Northwest discovered that they could raise one or 
two types of crops or livestock (corn and cattle, for example), 
and sell what they produced at city markets. They could then 
purchase from stores whatever else they needed. Such grain 
crops as corn did not require much labor to grow, nor were 
they hugely profitable, so there was little demand for slaves. 
In the Northeast, farms were even smaller than those in the 
Northwest, so here too there was little demand for slavery.  
By the late 1700s, slavery in the North was dying out. 
Farmers had little economic motivation to use slaves, and an 
increasing number of Northerners began to voice their 
religious and political opposition to slavery. Consequently, 
by 1804 almost all of the Northern states had voluntarily 
abolished slavery. 
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Eli Whitney’s invention of a cotton gin (short for “cotton 
engine”) in 1793 had helped to set the South on a different 
course of development from the North. Short-staple (or short-
fiber) cotton was easier to grow but harder to clean than long-
staple cotton. Whitney’s gin made it possible for Southern 
farmers to grow short-staple cotton for a profit. Since cotton 
was in great demand in Britain and, increasingly, in the North, 
an efficient machine for cleaning the seeds from short-staple 
cotton proved a major breakthrough. Armed with the cotton gin, 
poor, non-slaveholding farmers quickly claimed land in the area 
between the Appalachians and the Mississippi south of the Ohio 
to begin cultivating this cash-producing crop. Wealthier planters 
followed, bought up huge areas of land, and then put an 
enormous slave labor force to work cultivating it. By 

1820, this plantation system of farming had transformed 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama into a booming Cotton 
Kingdom. In this way, the cotton gin accelerated the expansion 
of slavery. 

Although slave importation had declined during the 
American Revolution, by the 1820s the demand for slaves had 
begun to grow. Increases in cotton production and increases in 
the number of slaves owned paralleled each other. From 1790 to 
1810, cotton production surged from 3,000 bales a year to 
178,000 bales, while the number of slaves in the South leapt 
from 700,000 to 1,200,000. By 1808 slave traders had brought 
250,000 additional Africans to the United States—as many as 
had been brought to the mainland American colonies between 
1619 and 1776.  
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