
How Great Fortunes and Government Created
America's Aristocracy
The Gilded Age, a period of rapid economic growth and industrialization in
the United States, saw the rise of a new American aristocracy. These
wealthy individuals and families amassed vast fortunes through ruthless
business practices, often with the help of government subsidies and
protection. Their wealth and power gave them immense influence over
American society and politics, shaping the course of the nation's history.
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The Rise of the Robber Barons

The robber barons were a group of wealthy industrialists who dominated
the American economy in the late 19th century. They used their wealth and
power to control entire industries, often through ruthless and unethical
practices. Some of the most famous robber barons include Andrew
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Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, J.P. Morgan, William Waldorf Astor, and
Cornelius Vanderbilt.

Carnegie made his fortune in the steel industry. He used his wealth to build
a vast empire of businesses, including railroads, mines, and steel mills.
Rockefeller made his fortune in the oil industry. He founded Standard Oil,
which became the world's largest oil company. Morgan made his fortune in
banking. He founded J.P. Morgan & Co., which became one of the most
powerful banks in the world. Astor made his fortune in real estate. He
owned vast tracts of land in New York City, including the Waldorf-Astoria
Hotel.

The robber barons were often ruthless in their business practices. They
used bribery, intimidation, and even violence to gain control of industries
and eliminate competition. They also benefited from government subsidies
and protection. The government granted them monopolies, tariffs, and
other favors that helped them to increase their wealth and power.

The Impact of the Robber Barons

The rise of the robber barons had a profound impact on American society.
They created a new social class of wealthy individuals and families who
had immense power and influence. They also helped to create a system of
economic inequality that would continue to plague the United States for
decades to come.

The robber barons used their wealth to buy political influence. They
donated money to political campaigns and lobbied for laws that benefited
their businesses. They also controlled newspapers and other media outlets,
which they used to promote their own interests and attack their critics.



The robber barons also used their wealth to create a lavish lifestyle for
themselves. They built mansions, threw lavish parties, and traveled the
world. They also spent their money on art, music, and other forms of
culture.

The Decline of the Robber Barons

The power of the robber barons began to decline in the early 20th century.
Public outrage over their ruthless business practices and their vast wealth
and power led to the passage of antitrust laws and other reforms that
limited their ability to control industries. The government also began to
regulate the economy more closely, which made it more difficult for the
robber barons to operate.

By the end of the Progressive Era, the power of the robber barons had
been greatly diminished. They were still wealthy and influential, but they no
longer had the same level of control over the American economy and
society. The rise of the middle class and the growth of organized labor
unions also helped to reduce the power of the robber barons.

The Legacy of the Robber Barons

The robber barons left a lasting legacy on American society and politics.
They helped to create a system of economic inequality that would continue
to plague the United States for decades to come. They also helped to
create a culture of corruption and greed that would continue to influence
American politics and business.

However, the robber barons also made some positive contributions to
American society. They helped to build the American economy and create
jobs. They also helped to create a culture of innovation and



entrepreneurship. The legacy of the robber barons is complex and
contradictory, but it is an important part of American history.

The Gilded Age was a time of great economic growth and social change in
the United States. The rise of the robber barons was a significant part of
this era. They amassed vast fortunes through ruthless business practices,
often with the help of government subsidies and protection. Their wealth
and power gave them immense influence over American society and
politics, shaping the course of the nation's history.
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