the rise of big business us history

The rise of big business in the United States is a complex and multifaceted
narrative that spans the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This period
marked a significant transformation in the American economy, shifting from
small-scale, family-run enterprises to large-scale corporate entities. The
expansion of industry, fueled by technological innovation, an influx of
immigrants, and a burgeoning transportation network, laid the groundwork for
the modern economic landscape we see today. This article will explore the key
factors that contributed to the rise of big business, its impact on American
society, and the regulatory responses that emerged in response to its growth.

Historical Context

The rise of big business cannot be understood without considering the broader
historical context of the United States during the late 19th century. Several
factors converged to create a fertile environment for large corporations to
thrive.

The Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution, which began in Great Britain in the late 18th
century, made its way across the Atlantic and took hold in the United States
by the mid-19th century. This period was characterized by:

1. Technological Innovation: Inventions such as the steam engine, telegraph,
and later, the telephone, revolutionized communication and transportation.
Factories began using machinery that increased production efficiency.

2. Urbanization: As industries grew, people flocked to cities in search of
jobs. This urban migration created a labor force that was essential for
operating large factories.

3. Natural Resources: The United States was rich in resources, such as coal,
iron, and o0il, which were critical for industrial growth.

4. Transportation Advances: The expansion of the railroad network facilitated
the movement of goods across the country, connecting raw materials with
factories and finished products with consumers.

Key Figures in Big Business

Several individuals played pivotal roles in the formation and expansion of
big business during this time. Some notable figures include:

— John D. Rockefeller: Founder of Standard 0il, he revolutionized the
petroleum industry and defined the structure of modern philanthropy.

— Andrew Carnegie: A steel magnate who led the expansion of the American
steel industry, Carnegie's practices in vertical integration allowed him to
control every aspect of production.

- J.P. Morgan: A powerful banker who helped to finance the reorganization of



railroads, insurance companies, and banks, Morgan was instrumental in
creating the first billion-dollar corporation, U.S. Steel.

The Formation of Trusts and Monopolies

As businesses grew, many sought to eliminate competition and maximize profits
through the formation of trusts and monopolies.

What are Trusts and Monopolies?

— Trusts: A trust is a legal arrangement where a group of companies is
managed by a single board of trustees. This allowed companies to coordinate
their activities and reduce competition.

— Monopolies: A monopoly occurs when a single company or group controls the
entire supply of a product or service, effectively eliminating competition
and allowing for price-setting power.

Examples of Prominent Trusts

- Standard 0il Trust: Formed by Rockefeller, this trust controlled about 90%
of the U.S. o0il refining market at its peak. It became synonymous with
monopolistic practices.

— American Tobacco Company: This company was established to consolidate

various tobacco manufacturers, creating a near-monopoly on the tobacco
market.

Economic Impact of Big Business

The rise of big business had profound effects on the American economy and
society.

Economic Growth

- Increased Production: Large corporations significantly increased the scale
and efficiency of production, leading to lower prices for consumers.

— Job Creation: Factories and industries provided millions of jobs, drawing
workers from rural areas and immigrants from abroad.

— Global Competitiveness: The rise of big business positioned the United
States as a global economic power, capable of competing with European
nations.



Social Changes

— Labor Conditions: The rapid growth of industry often came at the expense of
workers. Many faced long hours, low wages, and unsafe working conditions,
leading to the rise of labor unions and strikes.

— Income Inequality: The concentration of wealth among industrialists and
business owners led to stark contrasts in living conditions, resulting in
increased social tensions.

Regulatory Responses

As big business expanded, public concern over monopolistic practices and
labor conditions grew, leading to calls for regulation.

The Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890

— Purpose: This landmark legislation aimed to combat anti-competitive
practices by prohibiting contracts, combinations, or conspiracies in
restraint of trade or commerce.

— Impact: The Sherman Act laid the foundation for future antitrust
legislation and enforcement, though its initial enforcement was limited.

The Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914

- Strengthening Regulations: The Clayton Act built upon the Sherman Act by
addressing specific practices such as price discrimination and exclusive
dealing.

— Labor Protections: It also exempted labor unions from being considered
illegal combinations in restraint of trade, thus providing some legal
protections for workers.

The Legacy of Big Business

The rise of big business has left an indelible mark on American society and
the global economy. Its legacy includes:

— Corporate Culture: The practices and structures established during this era
laid the groundwork for modern corporate governance and business practices.

— Globalization: The expansion of American corporations into international
markets has been a driving force behind globalization.

— Ongoing Regulation: The regulatory frameworks established in response to
big business continue to evolve, as governments seek to balance economic
growth with protections for consumers and workers.



Conclusion

The rise of big business in the United States was a transformative period
that reshaped the economy and society. While it drove economic growth and
innovation, it also raised significant issues related to labor rights, income
inequality, and corporate power. The responses from government and society to
these challenges have continued to evolve, reflecting the complexities of
managing a dynamic and competitive economy. Understanding this historical
context is essential for grappling with the ongoing debates about the role of
big business in America today. As we look to the future, the lessons learned
from this era will remain relevant in discussions about regulation, economic
policy, and social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What factors contributed to the rise of big business
in the United States during the late 19th century?

Key factors included industrialization, the expansion of the railroad
network, technological innovations, access to capital through investment and
banking, and the availability of natural resources.

How did the emergence of monopolies affect
competition and consumers in the late 1800s?

Monopolies reduced competition, leading to higher prices and limited choices
for consumers. They often engaged in practices that stifled smaller
competitors, resulting in significant economic and political power
concentrated in a few companies.

Who were some prominent figures in the rise of big
business, and what industries did they dominate?

Notable figures included John D. Rockefeller in o0il, Andrew Carnegie in
steel, and J.P. Morgan in finance. Their businesses grew to dominate their
respective industries through aggressive practices and consolidation.

What role did government policies play in the growth
of big business during this period?

Government policies, including laissez-faire economics, limited regulations,
and tariffs, often favored big businesses, allowing them to flourish without
significant oversight or competition.

What was the impact of the Sherman Antitrust Act of
1890 on big business?

The Sherman Antitrust Act aimed to curb monopolistic practices and promote
competition. However, its initial enforcement was weak, and it took years for
it to effectively challenge big businesses until later interpretations and
additional legislation were introduced.



How did the rise of big business contribute to the
labor movement in the United States?

The rise of big business led to harsh working conditions, long hours, and low
wages, prompting workers to organize and advocate for their rights,
ultimately resulting in the growth of labor unions and strikes.

What role did technological innovation play in the
expansion of big business?

Technological innovations, such as the assembly line, electricity, and
advancements in communication and transportation, enabled companies to
produce goods more efficiently and scale their operations, leading to the
growth of big business.

In what ways did big business influence American
society and culture during the Gilded Age-?

Big business influenced American society through the creation of consumer
culture, the rise of advertising, and the establishment of leisure
activities, while also contributing to significant social stratification and
labor unrest.

How did the rise of big business affect immigration
patterns in the United States?

The demand for labor in factories and on railroads attracted millions of
immigrants seeking job opportunities, significantly shaping the demographic
landscape of the United States during this period.
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