WERE THE BUSINESSMEN OF THE 19TH CENTURY 

“CAPTAINS OF INDUSTRY” OR “ROBBER BARONS”?

A) Definitions

Historians have adopted the terms “robber barons” and “captains of industry” to describe the powerful industrialists who established large business of the late 1800s.  Each term conjures up different images and debate still rages over which is more fitting.

	Captains of Industry:
This term suggests that the business leaders served their nation in a positive way.  This view credits them with increasing the availability of goods by building factories, raising productivity, and expanding markets.  Furthermore, by creating more jobs, the industrialists enabled many Americans to buy the new goods.  They also founded and funded many of the nation’s great museums, libraries and universities, many which still thrive today.
	
	Robber Barons:

This term suggests that the business leaders built their fortunes by stealing from the public.  According to this view, they drained the country of its natural resources and corrupted public officials to interpret laws in their favor.  At the same time, there industrialists ruthlessly drove their competitors to ruin and paid low wages, while forcing their workers to work under the dangerous and unhealthy conditions.


B) Gallery Walk…Fill out the Chart/Portfolio sheet on the back of this handout as you walk from station to station. 

C) Captains of Industry?

“It is cruel to slander the rich because they have been successful.  It is a shame to ‘look down’ upon the rich the way we do.  They are not scoundrels because they have gotten money.  They have blessed the world.  They have gone into great enterprises that have enriched the nation and the nation has enriched them.  It is all wrong for us to accuse a rich man of dishonesty simply because he secured money.  Go through this city and your very best people are among your richest people.  Owners of property are always the best citizens.”  


             --Reverend Russell Conwell, 1900

“The success of a business depends on the skills of the people in charge.  The talents of the bosses decide if a business will make a profit or a loss.  Under these circumstances, there is a great demand for men who have the skills to run successful businesses.  The business leaders, if they are successful, earn a lot of money in a very short period of time. These bosses deserve this money more than anybody else.   Some people think that the profits would have been earned if these bosses were not here, but that is not true.  We owe these leaders a lot of thanks, because without them, the industrial age and its success would not have occurred...”






   –William Graham Sumner, 1894

D) Robber Barons?

“The main weapons of the trusts are threats, intimidation, bribery, fraud, wreck and pillage.  Take one well-authenticated instance in the history of the Oat Meal Trust as an example.  In 1887 this trust decided that part of their mills should stand idle.  They were accordingly closed.  This resulted in the discharge of a large number of laborers who had to suffer in consequence.  The mills which were continued in operation would produce 7,000,000 barrels of meal during the year.  Shortly after shutting down, the trust advanced the price of meal one dollar per barrel, and the public was forced to stand the assessment.  The mills were more profitable when idle than when in operation.” 

--General George B. Weaver, Presidential Candidate of the Populist Party, 1892

“They assert the right, for their private profit, to regulate the consumption by the people of the necessaries of life, and to control production, not by the needs of humanity, but by the desires of a few for dividends...our industries, from railroads to working men, are being organized to prevent milk, mails, lumber, freights...and all the other things from becoming too cheap.  The majority have never yet been able to buy enough of anything.  The minority have too much of everything to sell...”

--Henry Demarest Lloyd, Wealth Against Commonwealth, 1894

“The public be damned.  What does the public care for the railroads except to get as much out of them for as small a consideration as possible?  I don’t take any stock in this silly nonsense about working for anybody’s good but our own...”  

--William H. Vanderbilt, President of New York Central Railroad, 1882

“My refinery has been shut down during the past three years, owing to the powerful and all prevailing machinations of the Standard Oil Trust, in criminal collusion and conspiracy with the railroads to destroy my business...wholly by and through unlawful freight discriminations.  I have been driven...from one railway line to another...in the absolutely vain endeavor to get equal and just freight rates with the Standard Oil Trust, so as to be able to run my refinery at anything approaching  a profit, but which I have been utterly unable to do.  I have had to consequently shut down, with my business absolutely ruined and my refinery idle.”

--George Rice, Testimony to the US Industrial Commission Report I, 1899
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	Big Business Leaders 

Carnegie and Rockefeller 
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	“Captains of Industry” or 

“Robber Barrons?  Star Rating: 
__________________

__________________

__________________

	Practices and Principles (Social, Economic, Political)

	

	Contributions to American Landscape/Economy

	

	Negative Impact of Big Business

	


Categories to look for in documents 


Public Persuasion 


Necessity of big business


Economic Growth


Moral Authority 


International Relations/Trade


Positives of Big Business


Negatives of Big Business


Vision


Social Consequences








