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In the early 19th century, rural American workers 

produced their own goods or traded with neighbors to 
meet almost all of their needs. Farm families were self-
sufficient—they grew crops and raised animals for food 
and made their own clothing, candles, and soap. At local 
markets, farmers sold wood, eggs, or butter for cash, 
which they used to purchase the coffee, tea, sugar, or 
horseshoes they couldn’t produce themselves.  

By midcentury, however, the United States had become 
more industrialized, especially in the Northeast, where the 
rise of textile mills and the factory system changed the 
lives of workers and consumers. Now, workers spent their  

earnings on goods produced by other workers. Farmers 
began to shift from self-sufficiency to specialization, 
raising one or two cash crops that they could sell at home 
or abroad.  

These developments led to a market revolution, in which 
people bought and sold goods rather than making them for 
their own use. The market revolution created a striking 
change in the U.S. economy and in the daily lives of 
Americans. In these decades, goods and services 
multiplied while incomes rose. In fact, in the 1840s, the 
national economy grew more than it had in the previous 
40 years. 
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The quickening pace of U.S. economic growth depended 

on capitalism, the economic system in which private 
businesses and individuals control the means of 
production—such as factories, machines, and land—and 
use them to earn profits. For example, in 1813, Francis 
Cabot Lowell and other Boston merchants had put up 
$400,000 to form the Boston Manufacturing Company, 
which produced textiles. Other businesspeople supplied 
their own funds to create capital— the money, property, 
machines, and factories that fueled America’s expanding 
economy.  

These investors, called entrepreneurs from a French  

word that means “to undertake,” risked their own money 
in new industries. They risked losing their investment, but 
they also stood to earn huge profits if they succeeded. 
Alexander Mackay, a Scottish journalist who lived in 
Canada and traveled in the United States, applauded the 
entrepreneurs’ competitive spirit. 
“America is a country in which fortunes have yet to be 
made. . . . All cannot be made wealthy, but all have a 
chance of securing a prize. This stimulates to the race, and 
hence the eagerness of the competition.” —Alexander 
Mackay, quoted in The Western World. 
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Inventor-entrepreneurs began to develop goods to make 

life more comfortable for more people. For example, 
Charles Goodyear developed vulcanized rubber in 1839. 
Unlike untreated India rubber, the new product didn’t 
freeze in cold weather or melt in hot weather. People first 
used the product to protect their boots, but, in the early  

1900s, it became indispensable in the manufacturing of 
automobile tires.  

A natural place for the growth of industrialization was in 
producing clothing, a process greatly aided by the 
invention of the sewing machine. Patented by Elias Howe 
in 1846, the sewing machine found its first use in shoe  



factories. Homemakers appreciated I. M. Singer’s addition 
of the foot treadle, which drastically reduced the time it 
took to sew garments. More importantly, the foot-treadle 
sewing machine led to the factory production of clothing.  

When clothing prices tumbled by more than 75 percent, 
increasing numbers of working people could afford to buy 
store-bought clothes. 
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While entrepreneurial activity boosted America’s 

industrial output, American agriculture continued to 
flourish. Workers in industrial cities needed food. To meet 
this demand, American farmers began to use mechanized 
farm equipment produced in factories. Farmers, therefore, 
made significant contributions to the American industrial 
machine and became important consumers of 
manufactured items.  

Manufactured items grew less expensive as technology 
advances lowered expenses. For example, a clock that had 
cost $50 to craft by hand in 1800 could be turned out by 
machine for half a dollar by midcentury. Falling prices 
meant that many workers became regular consumers. 
They purchased new products not only for work, but for 
comfort as well. 
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