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Railroads – Links to Social, Economic, Cultural, and Environmental History

Railroad history is often seen, like economic, business, or political history, as the fairly bland story of triumphant white men.  This story is often devoid of social context.  Railroad history, however, does not have to be written or taught this way, because it is, in fact, intimately connected to numerous other areas of historical inquiry.  


Railroads serve to epitomize our earlier discussions of the link between regional and national histories.  One of the major national stories at this time was industrialization and the rise of big business.  But big business did not simply spring from nowhere fully formed; the first national big businesses were railroads, and future corporations would model their business plans and corporate structures on the railroad companies.  
Railroads also demonstrate the ways in which growing national companies had to insert themselves into regional issues.  For example, in the post-Reconstruction South, railroads were the first businesses to legally standardize segregation, paving the way for Jim Crow at a time when segregation was by no means inevitable.  (See, for example, Edward Ayer’s excellent work The Promise of the New South: Life after Reconstruction).  At the same time in our region, railroad companies were dealing with Indian resistance and labor issues.

 The advent of the transcontinental railroads also inspired a new, continental sense of national identity. The core and the periphery of the nation were pulled closer together and the West was no longer simply a remote hinterland that could be ignored. Indeed, the West and what it signified culturally in terms of freedom, adventure, and “rugged individualism,” became a powerful symbol of the nation’s identity as a whole.

The railroads also forever altered the balance of the relationship between the environment and the people who lived in the region (William Cronon’s weighty tome Nature’s Metropolis covers this issue in fine detail). With the expanding markets that railroads engendered, people began to harvest resources beyond what could be sustained, and the fisheries and logging industries would experience a decline also known as “the Tragedy of the Commons.” 

 Finally, railroad history is easily linked to the “big three” categories of social history: race, class, and gender.  Railroad construction, like other western economies, brought masses of single men to our region.  Railroad construction, then, like mining, is accompanied by a rise in brothels and conflict between respectable and “sporting” women.  Race and class issues surrounding railroads are closely tied to labor issues.  From Indian resistance, to the marginalization of Chinese workers, to union development - railroad history demonstrates the connection between seemingly bland business history, and tense, engaging, often bloody social history.  

