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WHY?

So much of American history  
involves economic events

Whether it is the American Revolution 
or the Civil War, The Great Depression or 
The New Deal, much of what we teach in U.S. 
history is about economic events as a primary 
cause and/or effect of the political, military and 
social history that forms the central narrative of 
American history.  

With a fuller and deeper understanding of 
economic processes and institutions, students 
can have a more complete understanding of 
why certain events happened. They can see how 
individuals and the society made choices and 
they can recognize the unintended economic 
consequences that often occurred. 

And with that greater knowledge, students 
can better analyze the choices and decisions 
they will need to make in their own lives, 
as both individuals and as engaged citizens 
shaping the future of our nation.  This is the first 
way in which Economic Episodes in American 
History provides an enhanced understanding of 
history and expands the critical thinking skills 
of students.

In all of American history  
there is often an important  
economic factor at work 

Even for those areas of U.S. history that 
are not primarily about economic events, 
economics is often an important factor in 
what happened, helping to explain the issues 
involved.  

Whether it is about the structure of the 
U.S. Constitution or immigration, the Civil 

With Multiple Perspectives in American 
History So Important, Why is an Economic 
Perspective Especially Valuable?

Rights movement or the role of women in 
the workplace, understanding the economic 
factors at work enriches and expands student 
understanding. Students go beyond what is 
usually provided in the standard textbooks and 
gain new insights.  This is the second way in 
which Economic Episodes in American History 
provides an enhanced understanding of history 
and expands the critical thinking skills of 
students.

An understanding of American history 
is increased when viewed through an 
economic way of thinking framework

An economic perspective is both about 
economic events and about an economic way 
of thinking. That economic way of thinking is a 
valuable tool for analyzing and understanding 
history. Chapter One’s explanation of the 
economic way of thinking provides a framework 
for students to analyze the choices made 
throughout American history. 

This approach takes a careful look at the 
choices being made, the costs involved in those 
choices, the incentives that motivate choices, 
the rules that guide interactions, and the 
possibility of unexpected consequences. With 
this framework, students learn to understand 
and explain American history, both in economic 
and non-economic ways. This is the third way 
in which Economic Episodes in American History 
provides an enhanced understanding of history 
and expands the critical thinking skills of 
students.



WHAT?

HOW?How Does Economic Episodes in  
American History Fit Within Your  
Current High School History Curriculum?

What is the Chapter Structure of 
Economic Episodes in American History?

Economic Episodes in American History 
supports and complements your current 
U.S. history class and curriculum. Its 
primary focus is to provide a more thorough 
explanation of history. Its chapters are about 
the historical events and people covered 
in your core history textbook. It assumes 
no previous knowledge of economics by 
your students and introduces and defines 
within each chapter the economic concepts 

and terms needed to provide that deeper 
understanding of the history being explored.  

In this student text supplement each 
chapter is self-contained and does not 
require the prior use of any other chapter 
other than Chapter One, which forms 
a foundation for all the chapters.  This 
allows you to use as many or as few of 
these independent chapters as you wish, 
and in whatever sequence you prefer, to be 
seamlessly added as an enrichment lesson 
either in class or for homework. 

To engage students and help them learn, each chapter has the following sections:
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The story is well known to avid baseball 
fans.  In 1947, Branch Rickey, president 
of the Brooklyn Dodgers, signed Jackie 

Robinson (1919–1972) to be the first African 
American baseball player in the major leagues. It 
took courage and determination on Rickey’s part 
and Robinson’s to make the move.  After all, racial 
segregation in 1947 was widespread in the United 
States.  How would fans react?  How would 
players react?  These concerns may seem odd 
today, but in 1947 no one knew the answers.

Adam Smith (1723–1790) certainly did not 
play baseball, and he probably was not a fan of 
cricket, an early version of the game. Smith is 
regarded as the founder of modern economics. 
He wrote his classic book, The Wealth of Nations, 
143 years before Jackie Robinson was born.  
Could Smith’s ideas have helped to desegregate 
major league baseball?  

To begin thinking about that question, 
consider Smith’s contention that individuals 

acting in their own self interest, pursuing 
profits in competitive markets, can produce 
good outcomes for others. By pursuing his own 
interest, Smith wrote, an individual “frequently 
promotes [the interest] of the society more 
effectually than when he intends to promote it.” 
The explanation for this contention has to do with 
competition. In free markets, competition refers 
to producers seeking to outdo one another by 
keeping prices low, providing high-quality goods 
and services, or both.  Society as a whole benefits 
from these competitive efforts. Individuals 
seeking their own profit thus promote the 
economic interest of others, as if they were guided 
by what Smith called the invisible hand of the 
market.  

In this chapter we explore competition as 
a force that helps to explain Jackie Robinson’s 
success and the success of other African 
American ball players who subsequently signed 
with major league baseball teams.  What role did 
competitive labor markets and profits play in 
desegregating major league baseball?

The Historical Context
Racial Segregation after the Civil War

Even after the Civil War ended in 1865, racial 
discrimination persisted in the United States.  
Several states and local governments enacted Jim 
Crow laws to keep African Americans segregated 
from white Americans.  In southern states, nearly 
every public setting—including schools, buses, 

FRAMING
the

ISSUE

Racial Segregation in  
Major League Baseball

Branch Rickey

KEY ECONOMIC CONCEPTS

Cartel
Competition                     
Invisible hand
Labor market

Monopoly        
Monopsony
Profit
Profit motive

Framing the Issue: 
Each chapter begins with a brief 
anecdote that brings to life the historical 
event or period of history being covered. 
This section concludes by framing the 
key historical question to be addressed 
in the chapter. 

The Historical Context:  
This section provides a brief review of the 
historical setting. It provides the foundation 
for the new economic perspective.
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league baseball was not a monopoly as defined 
by the Sherman Antitrust Act.  A monopoly is 
traditionally understood to be a market with 
only one seller of a unique good or service.  The 
Justices reasoned that attempts by club owners 
to sign baseball players were not attempts to 
establish a monopoly.  

If it is not a business engaged in 
interstate commerce, or a monopoly,  
is major league baseball a cartel?

Yes, major league baseball is a government-
sanctioned cartel.  A cartel is an organization of 
producers or suppliers who make agreements 
with one another about how to run their 
businesses.  The Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) is perhaps the 
most well-known cartel in existence today.  The 
12 members of OPEC try to control the price 
of petroleum by enforcing agreements among 
themselves to limit oil production.  Similarly, 
major league baseball clubs are permitted to enter 
into agreements about how they will operate—
instead of simply competing against one another 
in the marketplace.  For example, they can decide 
where baseball teams will be located, how baseball 
farm clubs will operate, and how baseball players 
will be drafted and signed.  Their real power 
lies in the fact that baseball club owners are the 
sole purchasers of professional baseball talent.  
Economists have a name for this: if you are the 
sole buyer of a good or service, you operate a 
monopsony. That is something close to monopoly 
power.  No other American business has this sort 
of monopsony clout.  

Prior to the breakthrough made by Branch 
Rickey and Jackie Robinson, major league baseball 
club owners had agreed that they would not 
employ African American players.  This decision 
almost certainly was influenced by racist views 
among club owners; nonetheless, it probably was 
based on two economic considerations as well.  
First, club owners would have been unsure how 
baseball fans would react to racially integrated 
teams.  Would white fans pay to see black players 
play baseball with white players?  Second, some 
white players had made it clear that they did not 

Is major league baseball a business like 
other competitive businesses?  

Not exactly.  In fact, economically speaking, 
major league baseball is one of a kind.  Baseball 
club owners are exempted from federal antitrust 
laws, although no other business is. The 
exemption is a result of a 1922 Supreme Court 
ruling in the case of the Federal Baseball Club of 
Baltimore, Inc. v. National League of Professional 
Baseball Clubs. This case was an unusual one, 
filled with odd twists.  For example, the Court was 
not concerned with the fact that the defendants 
were involved in a sport.  What mattered, instead, 
was that major league baseball clubs were profit-
seeking businesses and they were clearly engaging 
in commerce across state lines.

Nonetheless, the Supreme Court decided that 
organized baseball was not engaged in interstate 
commerce, according to their legal definition of 
that term.   Moreover, the Court held that major 

But now imagine that Applicant C is a 
member of a group (age-related, or racial, or 
religious, for example) about which Cutty holds 
prejudicial, bigoted views.  Should Cutty hire 
Applicant C anyway?  He should.  Cutty might 
be prejudiced against Applicant C, but he would 
undercut his capacity to earn a profit if he failed 
to hire Applicant C.   

The example shows how competitive labor 
markets make it costly for business owners who 
allow prejudices to stand in the way of hiring the 
best available workers.  It also helps us to see that 
maintaining racial discrimination on a broad 
scale would require a great deal of effort—and the 
support of local or state laws—because the profit 
motive would work continually against racial 
discrimination.  In fact, during the Jim Crow 
era, many business owners in the South wanted 
to hire African American employees and serve 
African American customers.  But the Jim Crow 
laws made it difficult or impossible to conduct 
business in this way. 

HISTORICAL QUESTIONS

& ECONOMIC ANSWERS
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On January 20, 1956, Branch Rickey gave a speech at a 
banquet held by the One Hundred Percent Wrong Club, 

in Atlanta, Georgia.  In his speech, Rickey described the 
problems he faced in the 1940s when he decided to desegregate 
major league baseball by signing Jackie Robinson to play for the 
Brooklyn Dodgers.  Here is a short excerpt from the speech:

Branch Rickey Speaks Out

“I know that America … is more interested in the grace 
of a man’s swing, in the dexterity of his cutting a base, 
and his speed afoot, in his scientific body control, in his 
excellence as a competitor on the field.  America, wide 
and broad, and in Atlanta, and in Georgia, will become 
instantly more interested in those marvelous, beautiful 
qualities than they are in the pigmentation of a man’s 
skin, or indeed in the last syllable of his name. Men 
are coming to be regarded of value based upon their 
merits, and God hasten the day when Governors of our 
States will become sufficiently educated that they will 
respond to those views.”

Source: Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, Branch Rickey Papers.

1. What is Branch Rickey’s main point in this speech?
2. How does Rickey’s point compare to Adam Smith’s point about 

profits and the invisible hand, as quoted early in this chapter?

QUESTIONS for DISCUSSION
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career batting average of .344. The Cardinals were 
led by “Stan the Man” Musial, also an excellent 
hitter.  Musial collected 3,630 hits and 475 home 
runs during his career.

But the pattern of team dominance was soon 
to change.  In 1946, Rickey signed Robinson, who 
played that year for the Montreal Royals. The 
Brooklyn Dodgers finished the 1946 season two 
games behind the Cardinals.  Robinson played 
his rookie season with the Dodgers in 1947, and 
he soon became the biggest attraction in baseball.  
Huge crowds turned out to watch him play.  The 
Dodgers won the National League pennant in 
1947, and they won it again in 1949, 1952, 1953, 
1955, and 1956.  Robinson was selected as Rookie 
of the Year in 1947.  In 1949 he led the National 
league with a .342 batting average and was named  
the National League’s Most Valuable Player.  He 
helped the Dodgers win a World Series in 1955.  

Rickey, keenly aware of his overnight success 
in signing Robinson, quickly signed other African 
American players including Roy Campanella and 
Don Newcombe.  Between 1947 and 1957, African 
Americans playing for the Dodgers won five Most 
Valuable Player awards and four Rookie of the 
Year awards.  Racial integration in the National 

1. What was Adam’s Smith “invisible hand” of the market place?
2. How is major baseball one of a kind, economically?
3. Why is major league baseball considered a cartel?
4. What does it mean to say that major league baseball clubs hold a form of monopsony power?
5. Why is it in the self-interest of business owners to hire the most productive workers they can find?
6. How did the desire to win ball games influence Branch Rickey’s decision to sign Jackie Robinson?
7. What happened to the revenues and records of baseball teams that signed African American players?
8. Who desegregated major league baseball: Jackie Robinson and Branch Rickey, or Adam Smith?

League electrified the country, and the National 
League pulled ahead of the American League in 
fielding higher-quality teams.  

Teams that signed African American 
players were rewarded on the field and in their 
pocketbooks.  By comparison, teams that were 
slower to react, failing to sign African American 
players, were disadvantaged.  James Gwartney and 
Charles Haworth studied the impact of African 
American players in the early years of baseball 
desegregation.  They found that the number of 
African American players was a significant factor 
related to the number of games a team won.  
From 1950 to 1955, the inclusion of an African 
American player on a major league team resulted, 
on average, in an additional 3.75 wins per year.  
What about revenues?  Were club owners correct, 
early on, to worry that baseball fans might stay 
away if the clubs signed African American 
players?  Not at all.  Gwartney and Haworth also 
found a strong, positive relationship between fan 
attendance and the number of African American 
players on a team.  On average, each additional 
African American player on a team was associated 
with between 55,000 and 60,000 additional home-
team admissions annually during the 1950s.

QUESTIONS for DISCUSSION

247Who Desegregated Major League Baseball: Adam Smith or Jackie Robinson?

railroad passenger cars, restrooms, swimming 
pools, pool halls, and restaurants—was marked 
by racial segregation. Racial segregation was also 
widespread in northern states, enforced more 
by custom and social arrangements than by Jim 
Crow laws. Segregation was not limited to remote, 
isolated areas.  The U.S. armed forces were 
segregated.  In the 1920s, an African American 
man could not enlist in the U.S. Navy.  President 
Woodrow Wilson segregated federal offices in 
Washington, D.C.  Opportunities for African 
Americans to push back against segregation 
through political action were limited by the 
fact that poll taxes and literacy tests kept many 
African Americans from voting.   

It would take many years, several momentous 
Supreme Court decisions, and some far-reaching 
federal legislation before schools and other 
institutions took effective action to desegregate. 
In some economic sectors, however, people 
abandoned racial segregation more quickly—
years ahead of the civil rights legislation enacted 
in the 1960s. Major league baseball provides a 
perfect example. Jackie Robinson became the 
first African American baseball player to play 
in the National League in 1947, and others soon 
followed. 

Why might some labor markets—including 
major league baseball—act more quickly than 
others to move away from racial segregation? 

The Economics of Labor Markets
The ABCs of Hiring the Best Worker

A labor market is any place or situation in 
which employers are trying to hire workers and 
workers are trying to find jobs.  Let’s explore how 
labor markets work before returning to the story 
of Jackie Robinson and Branch Rickey.

It’s obvious that racial discrimination causes 
economic harm to its victims.  What is less 
obvious is that discrimination is also bad for 
businesses.  Business owners are guided by the 
profit motive; they try to earn as much revenue 
as they can in hopes of making a profit.  Profit is 
the money a business has left after it pays for all 
its operating expenses—rent, wages, utilities, and 
so on.  Making a profit requires hard work and 

close attention to the actions of competitors.  In 
these efforts, it is important for business owners 
to hire the most talented, productive workers 
they can find.  If they do not hire the best workers 
available, they might wind up losing money; 
eventually, they might fail altogether and have to 
close down. It would be a disadvantage, therefore, 
for a business owner to be influenced by racial 
prejudice or other sorts of bigotry in decisions 
about hiring. The talented African American 
not hired by a bigoted employer might get hired 
instead by a competitor—one looking only for the 
best available employee, regardless of race. In this 
way, discrimination on the basis of race (or other 
considerations unrelated to competence) can 
impose high costs on bigoted business owners.

Consider an example unrelated to baseball.  
Imagine that Cutty Coleman is the owner of 
Cutty’s Pretty Good Lawn Cutting Service, a small 
lawn-care business.  Cutty has decided to expand 
the business; he plans to hire one new employee. 
The following three people apply for the new job:
Applicant A can cut and trim two average-size 

lawns between 8:00 a.m. and 12:00 noon, 
using the company’s standard riding mower, 
the standard walking power mower, and the 
gas-powered trimmer.  This applicant wishes 
to be paid $10 per hour.

Applicant B can cut and trim three average-size 
lawns between 8:00 a.m. and 12:00 noon, 
using the company’s standard riding mower, 
the standard walking power mower, and the 
gas-powered trimmer.  This applicant wishes 
to be paid $10 per hour.

Applicant C can cut and trim four average-size 
lawns between 8:00 a.m. and 12:00 noon, 
using the company’s standard riding mower, 
the standard walking power mower, and the 
gas-powered trimmer.  This applicant wishes 
to be paid $10 per hour.

Which person should Cutty hire?  He should hire 
Applicant C.  Applicant C can do more than the 
other applicants to increase the number of lawn 
jobs Cutty’s business can complete per day.  With 
Applicant C on board, Cutty’s business will be 
able to earn more income and a larger profit.  
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This chapter has focused on racial discri-
mination against African Americans in 

major league baseball.  There are, of course, 
other forms of discrimination.  

The “gender gap” is a topic of hot debate, 
often in the news.  What is the gender gap?  
Actually, there are two types.  The first 
gender gap is the difference between men’s 
and women’s participation in the labor force.  
The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 
women’s labor-force participation, which 
was about 34 percent in 1950, increased 
significantly during the 1970s and 1980s, 
climbing to almost 58 percent in 1990.  In 
1999, women’s participation rate reached a 
peak of 60 percent.  By 2000, however, this 
rate had declined slightly, to 59.9 percent; 
since then it has displayed a pattern of slow 
decline in each successive period, falling to 
59.3 percent in 2005. The participation rate 
of women is projected to be 59.4 percent in 
2020 and 55.1 percent in 2050.  

The second gender gap—the one that 
gets the most attention—is the gap between 
men’s earnings and women’s earnings. Men 
generally earn more money than women do. 
The earnings gap has narrowed over the past 
several years. It was 40 percent in 1970.  It 
declined to about 20 percent in 2010. 

Why is there still any gap in wages? 
One possibility is that the gap is caused by 
ongoing discrimination against women.  
Certainly women have been victims of 
discrimination in the workplace.  Another 
possibility is that, compared to men, women 
are more likely to work part- time, choose 
careers in lower-paying fields, work for 
government or  non-profit organizations, 
and have fewer years of work experience 

The Gender Gap

than men of the same age.  Many of these 
work-related differences reflect the fact 
that women generally have more family 
responsibilities than men do.  When 
information about wages is adjusted for 
differences in education, experience, 
and type of job, there is no significant 
difference between the earnings of men 
and women who have never married and 
never had a child.1  

As a society, we have become 
increasingly attentive to issues of gender 
discrimination.  Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 forbids discrimination 
on the basis of sex in hiring, promotion, 
and other conditions of employment.  
People who believe that they have 
experienced discrimination may file 
charges against their employer with the 
U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), which enforces the 
law.  If a person wins the case, he or she 
may be reinstated, receive back pay, be 
promoted, or be provided with some other 
form of compensation.

Recall the incentives that influenced  
owners of major league baseball clubs, 
encouraging them to hire the best possible 
workers.  The same logic applies to the 
hiring of women.  Employers have a strong 
incentive to hire the most productive 
workers they can find, regardless of 
gender.  The incentive is the advantage that 
follows when a business develops a strong, 
productive workforce. This incentive 
has, to date, played an important role in 
reducing the two gender gaps, though it 
has not eliminated either one. 
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Web Resources

Racial Segregation in Major League Baseball
http://mlb.mlb.com/la/history/jackie_robinson_timeline/timeline_index.jsp

An overview from the Major League Baseball association.

Racial Segregation after the Civil War 
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow

Jim Crow, history and laws.

The Profit Motive and the Rickey/Robinson Story 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/robinson/jr1940.html

African American baseball league timeline.

The Jobless Gender Gap 
http://finance.fortune.cnn.com/2010/10/08/why-the-jobless-gender-gap-persists

Fortune Magazine provides yet another perspective on the gender gap.

1. Which remedy do you think is more likely to reduce discrimination against women 
in the workplace:  legislation like Title VII or the incentives that encourage business 
people to hire the best possible workers?  Explain your answer. 

QUESTIONS for DISCUSSION

The Economics of...: 
This part of the chapter introduces and 
explains the economic concepts, terms 
and tools that will be used in analyzing 
and answering the key framing question.

Primary Source: 
This one-page feature introduces a 
primary source related to the chapter for 
additional analysis and discussion.

Questions for Discussion: 
Questions are included throughout the 
chapter to ensure their understanding of 
the material and its application.

Historical Questions & Economic Answers: 
This section uses the economic concepts 
and tools discussed to provide in a question 
and answer format an expanded and deeper 
understanding of the historic event.

Then & Now: 
This feature presents a contemporary 
example of the chapter lesson, so that 
students can apply the economic perspective 
they have learned to a more recent scenario. 

Web Resources: 
These links conclude each chapter and 
allow students to further explore the 
historic material and economic principles 
of the chapter. 
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Why Did the British Colonies Succeed Economically—Without Gold or Silver?

In New World colonization, the British got a late start and found no gold or silver. Yet Britain’s North 
American colonies succeeded in becoming the largest and most prosperous economy on the planet. 
Institutions help explain why.    

Why Did John Harrower Sell Himself into Bondage?

John Harrower became an indentured servant to come to America. Like thousands of others, he 
gave up years of freedom and made large sacrifices. By the end of their indentures, these former 
servants were free people in a land of opportunity.

Why Did the American Colonists Fight When They Were Safe, Prosperous, and Free?

In 1776 the colonies of British North America had a higher standard of living than the mother country. 
Politically they were the freest people on the planet. Still, they found themselves drawn into war against one 
of the mightiest military powers of the time.

How Did the U.S. Constitution Provide a Road Map to Economic Prosperity?

The newly independent United States had an opportunity that is rare in history: to “reset” their government. 
The U.S. Constitution, usually thought of as a political document, is inherently an economic document as 
well. It provided a framework for the world’s most prosperous economy.

Turnpikes, Canals, and Railroads: What Did We Do Before We Had Interstate Highways?

As a far-flung nation, the United States has always faced transportation challenges. Early in its history, meeting 
that challenge involved roads through new territory, bold river journeys, massive canal projects and an 
increasing role for railroads.

The Civil War and Lee’s Dilemma:  
Why Fight a War When the North’s Economy Was So Much Stronger?

The Union had overwhelming economic advantages over the Confederacy.  Yet, both choose to fight a 
war that resulted in the loss of more than 600,000 lives.  Economic thinking can help us understand why 
the Civil War was fought when the outcome appeared certain.

Was Slavery a Market Institution? 

Slavery was our national tragedy, both for the enslaved and for the nation at large. Fully understanding 
slavery requires a close look at the economics of the institution. Slavery involved markets that operated in 
the absence of the most basic freedom: self-ownership. 

How Can Economics Illuminate History? 

A rich understanding of history requires careful integration of concepts and ideas from economics. 
Puzzling behavior from history becomes clear when costs and choices are fully understood. A few key 
economic concepts provide large gains in historical understanding.
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How Did the Civil War Change the United States Economy?

The Civil War had huge opportunity costs for the U.S. economy, with many losses and a few gains. War was a wrenching 
alternative compared with peaceful possibilities for eliminating slavery. Economic reasoning can illuminate the choices.

Why Did Frank H. Mayer and His Fellow Hunters Hunt Buffalo, Almost to Extinction?

In the nineteenth century, buffalo on the Great Plains were hunted nearly to extinction. Hunters such 
as Frank H. Mayer were seeking profit and adventure. Economic reasoning explains why buffalo 
populations were hit so hard and why they have made a striking comeback.

 Did Railroads Cause the Economy of the Late 1800s to Grow?

Railroads grew rapidly after the Civil War and the U.S. economy also thrived. Railroads captured 
the national imagination. As prominent as railroads were, however, economic analysis warns against 
overestimating their importance.

 Were the Robber Barons Robbers or Barons?

Leaders of industrialization such as Rockefeller and Vanderbilt are often portrayed as ruthless monopolists—
robber barons, to use a familiar term. Closely analyzed, the robber barons’ effects are a good deal more 
complex and surprisingly favorable to consumer interests.

Hard Currency: Sound Money or Cross of Gold?

Having the right quantity of money in circulation is vital to an economy’s success. In the late 1800s, some 
advocated big injections of money based on silver. The alternative was reliance on gold, considered so harsh 
that William Jennings Bryan called the policy a “cross of gold.”

Did the Comanche and Other American Indians Favor Communal Ownership? 

Institutions of ownership are important to any society, including the Comanche Indians. Like other Plains 
Indians, they did not recognize private ownership of land. Yet they did have property customs that shaped 
their economic lives.

The Homestead Act of 1862: Was Free Land Really Free?

The Homestead Act of 1862 opened 270 million acres of publicly owned western lands for settlement.  Eventually, 
10 percent of U.S. land was given away under the Homestead Act.  Yet, an economic analysis reveals that free land 
was expensive.
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Why Did the Nineteenth-Century Monopolies Disappear?

The late nineteenth century saw the development of large trusts in industries such as oil, whiskey, and steel.  
Yet, only one—Standard Oil—was broken up by antitrust legislation. The fate of the others helps explain the 
dynamics of a competitive market economy.



How Did Financial Panics Lead to the Establishment of an Independent Central Bank?

To rich and poor alike, the financial panics of the 1800s were life-changing. Even those with minimal ties 
to the financial system could be ruined. The Federal Reserve System was a natural reaction to the banking 
practices of the time.

Who Was the Titanic Baby and Where Was He Going?

When the steamship Titanic sank on April 15, 1912, many passengers in the lower part of the ship didn’t 
make it out alive. One who did survive was the “Titanic baby,” 10-month-old Frank Aks. His family’s story, 
one among millions, illustrates the economics of immigration. 

What Made the Roaring Twenties Roar, Economically: Real Growth or a Stock Market Bubble?

Looking back, the heights of the economy in the 1920s were clearly unsustainable. Yet there were also solid 
reasons for part of the economic growth. New technology and institutions were part of the era that included 
strikingly different music, new fashions and the motor car.

Why Did a Mild Recession in 1929 Become the Great Depression of the 1930s?

No recent downturn has been anything like the Great Depression in the degree of hardship. It began as a 
mild recession in 1929. Economic analysis shows how circumstances and policy mistakes combined to make 
it the most severe economic downturn in our history.

Was the New Deal a Good Deal for the U.S. Economy? 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal substantially reshaped the operation of the American economy. 
Economic analysis shows how the change in institutions had effects on the market economy, on the 
environment facing employers and on the length of downturns.

The Economics of Union Membership: Solidarity Forever?

Folk singers have written hundreds of tunes protesting working conditions and extolling the virtues of 
membership in labor unions, and yet unions have struggled to maintain membership. The incentives to join 
unions, coupled with the changing legal environment, explain why.

Why Did the U.S. Economy Grow after World War II? 

At the end of World War II there were credible worries that the economy would sink back into depression. 
Instead, there was a period of unprecedented prosperity, widely spread across the population. It was an 
economic success story that many would hope to repeat.

Did Rosie the Riveter Win the Battle for Working Women?

World War II changed the workforce. There was a huge increase in the participation of women, symbolized 
by wartime posters of Rosie the Riveter. Rosie was part of a wave reflecting changes in the relative 
attractiveness of work inside and outside the home.
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Who Desegregated Major League Baseball: Jackie Robinson or Adam Smith?

For years, the owners of major league baseball clubs refused to hire African-American players.   Things 
changed on April 15, 1947, when Branch Rickey signed Jackie Robinson to play for Brooklyn. Economic 
analysis shows how new incentives promoted social change.
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Is the Information Revolution as Big as the Industrial Revolution?

Computers had been in use for decades as the twenty-first century approached, yet the information 
revolution did not occur until computers started talking to each other over the Internet. Proponents hail a 
new equivalent of the Industrial Revolution but skeptics abound.

Is Free Trade Out of Date?

Since the end of World War II, the United States has championed increasing international trade. Critics are 
many, and they have become more vocal in recent years. Economic analysis of recent history illuminates the 
key tradeoffs. 

Is Growth of the Federal Government Good for the Economy?

The Founders had in mind a limited role for the federal government in the economy.  However, life in 2010 
is much different from what it was in 1789.  An examination of entitlement spending on Social Security and 
Medicare suggest tough choices in the near future.
 

How Did the Economy Influence Presidential Elections in the Stagnant Seventies? 

When economic times are bad, the misery index measures how bad they are. It is calculated as the sum 
of the unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Presidential candidate Jimmy Carter campaigned on the 
misery index, but later as President found the index used against him.

Why Did Communism Collapse?

Ulrike Reichenbach and Conny Holzbrecher were born identical twins in Germany, but Ulrike was raised in 
prosperous West Germany while Conny grew up under communism in East Germany. Their story illustrates 
the dramatic effects of economic institutions on people’s lives.

What Were the Origins of the African-American Middle Class?

George E. Johnson, Sr. left the South of his childhood and became a pioneer African-American business 
owner in Chicago. His story illustrates how internal migration and increased human capital both preceded 
and strengthened the civil rights movement.

How Did the Marshall Plan Become a Model for Foreign Aid Programs?

After World War II, the United States was the only economy left on its feet. It provided assistance to 
European economies that became a model for foreign aid programs to come later. Understanding foreign 
aid requires a close analysis of incentives and outcomes.

CHAPTER

26
CHAPTER

27
CHAPTER

28
CHAPTER

29
CHAPTER

30
CHAPTER

31
CHAPTER

32



Who Desegregated Major League Baseball:  
Adam Smith or Jackie Robinson?

Jack Roosevelt (Jackie) Robinson, major league 
baseball player and civil rights activist.
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Chapter 25246

The story is well known to avid baseball 
fans.  In 1947, Branch Rickey, president 
of the Brooklyn Dodgers, signed Jackie 

Robinson (1919–1972) to be the first African 
American baseball player in the major leagues. It 
took courage and determination on Rickey’s part 
and Robinson’s to make the move.  After all, racial 
segregation in 1947 was widespread in the United 
States.  How would fans react?  How would 
players react?  These concerns may seem odd 
today, but in 1947 no one knew the answers.

Adam Smith (1723–1790) certainly did not 
play baseball, and he probably was not a fan of 
cricket, an early version of the game. Smith is 
regarded as the founder of modern economics. 
He wrote his classic book, The Wealth of Nations, 
143 years before Jackie Robinson was born.  
Could Smith’s ideas have helped to desegregate 
major league baseball?  

To begin thinking about that question, 
consider Smith’s contention that individuals 

acting in their own self interest, pursuing 
profits in competitive markets, can produce 
good outcomes for others. By pursuing his own 
interest, Smith wrote, an individual “frequently 
promotes [the interest] of the society more 
effectually than when he intends to promote it.” 
The explanation for this contention has to do with 
competition. In free markets, competition refers 
to producers seeking to outdo one another by 
keeping prices low, providing high-quality goods 
and services, or both.  Society as a whole benefits 
from these competitive efforts. Individuals 
seeking their own profit thus promote the 
economic interest of others, as if they were guided 
by what Smith called the invisible hand of the 
market.  

In this chapter we explore competition as 
a force that helps to explain Jackie Robinson’s 
success and the success of other African 
American ball players who subsequently signed 
with major league baseball teams.  What role did 
competitive labor markets and profits play in 
desegregating major league baseball?

The Historical Context
Racial Segregation after the Civil War

Even after the Civil War ended in 1865, racial 
discrimination persisted in the United States.  
Several states and local governments enacted Jim 
Crow laws to keep African Americans segregated 
from white Americans.  In southern states, nearly 
every public setting—including schools, buses, 
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The approach seems spot on to me.  I particularly like the focus on economic theory in practice 
that does not involve a lot of mathematics or charts.  I am very excited about this text.  I really 

don’t have anything else to compare it to and right now I am mostly trying to push this info into 
my teaching on my own with very little textual help.

Kate Perry 
St. Patrick-St. Vincent High School, CA

You have hit upon an important market for economics in the core social studies and, importantly, 
in a manner that will make the subject attractive for many classes where economics is given a 

passing glance because the materials available to teach the topics are too technical. 
Marc Hechter 

Palo Verde High School, NV

I love the Table of Contents.  The subjects are engaging and thought provoking.  
Martha Bouyer 

NCHE Board of Trustees

It was really fun to read, I can’t wait to see the final product. You’re creating something very 
special and unique.  There is no other supplement for High School students that even attempts to 

do what this supplement does….
Tom Manos 

Montclair High School, NJ

 I believe this supplement will fill a gap in the current American history curriculum. … I have not 
seen other supplements integrating economics and history. … Most of the books I have are not 

intended for classroom use and as such, require a lot of time to create lessons and activities. 
Kathy Swain 

Arkansas City High School, KS

I like the approach ... (and) … agree with the author’s rationale that economics is often left out of 
history education, which is doing a disservice to the subject.

Leah Oltean 
Hilton High School, NY

The template for each chapter is excellent.  I like the approach of examining historical facts which 
are derived from historians and applying economic principles to analyze these facts all together ... 
(and) help students to solve mysteries/problems and gain a better understanding of U.S. history. 

Joe Lansa 
Rumson-Fair Haven Regional High School, NJ


