Point

“The tycoons of the late 19th century were ruthless robber barons.”


Some historians and journalists charge that 19th-century industrialists built their great fortunes at the expense of competitors, customers, and workers.  They point to the monopolies and combinations that guaranteed industrialists cheap labor and allowed them to set their own prices.


The critics also point out that the industrialists made hundreds of millions of dollars, while the average industrial worker earned $350 a year.  The novelist Edward Bellamy noted that “the individual laborer, who had been relatively important to the small employer, was reduced to insignificance and powerlessness against the great corporation.”


The manufacturer George Rice, who was forced out of business by the Standard Oil Company, struck out bitterly against that industrial giant.  He declared, “There is no crime in the calendar – save possibly murder – of which it is not guilty or capable.  It is the blue-ribbon enemy of everything moral.”

Counterpoint
“The tycoons of the late 19th century were effective captains of industry.”


Many prominent industrialists defended their wealth and achievements in both words and deeds.  Some contributed generously to educational and cultural institutions, and they justified their techniques as good business practice.  John D. Rockefeller, for exampled, declared, “I believe in the spirit of combination and cooperation when properly conducted … it helps to reduce waste, and waste is a dissipation of power.”


The historian Joseph Pusateri has since noted that Standard Oil “transformed an industry marked by chronic excess capacity, instability, and general aimlessness, into one of the cutting edges of an enormous American economic expansion.”


Another historian, H. Wayne Morgan, went even further when he stated, “The stereotype of the Robber Baron is much overdrawn.  It must be balanced with the fuller picture, showing the new technology he often brought to his industry, the wealth and resources he developed for the economy in general, [and] the social good he sometimes did with his money.”  The captain of industry, Morgan suggested, should be a model for every working person.  Anyone, he implied, could be another Rockefeller or Carnegie.

Questions:

On which points do critics and admirers of the tycoons agree?  With which side do you agree?
