
The Robber Barons Against Americans 
In 1873, another major economic crisis took place, setting off a great depression. Yet, economic crises, 
while being harmful to the vast majority of people, increasing prices and decreasing jobs and wages, had 
the effect of being very beneficial to the new industrialists and financiers, who use crisis as an opportunity 
to wipe out competition and consolidate their power. Howard Zinn elaborated: 

The crisis was built into a system which was chaotic in its nature, in which only the very rich were secure. 
It was a system of periodic crisis – 1837, 1857, 1873 (and later: 1893, 1907, 1919, 1929) – that wiped out 
small businesses and brought cold, hunger, and death to working people while the fortunes of the Astors, 
Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, Morgans, kept growing through war and peace, crisis and recovery. During the 
1873 crisis, Carnegie was capturing the steel market, Rockefeller was wiping out his competitors in oil.[11] 

In 1877, a nation-wide railroad strike took place, infuriating the major railroad barons, particularly J.P. 
Morgan, offered to lend money to pay army officers to go in and crush the strikes and get the trains 
moving, which they managed to accomplish fairly well. Strikes took place and soldiers were sent in to 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, and Indiana, with the whole city of Philadelphia in uproar, 
with a general strike emerging in Pittsburgh, leading to the deployment of the National Guard, who often 
shot and killed strikers. When all was said and done, a hundred people were dead, a thousand people had 
gone to jail, 100,000 workers had gone on strike, and the strikes had roused into action countless 
unemployed in the cities.[12] Following this period, America underwent its greatest spur of economic 
growth in its history, with elites from both North and South working together against workers and blacks 
and the majority of people: 

They would do it with the aid of, and at the expense of, black labor, white labor, Chinese labor, European 
immigrant labor, female labor, rewarding them differently by race, sex, national origin, and social class, in 
such a way as to create separate levels of oppression – a skillful terracing to stabilize the pyramid of 
wealth.[13] 

The bankers and industrialists, particularly Morgan, Rockefeller, Carnegie, Mellon and Harriman, saw 
enormous increases in wealth and power. At the turn of the century, as Rockefeller moved from 
exclusively interested in oil, and into iron, copper, coal, shipping, and banking (with Chase Manhattan 
Bank, now J.P. Morgan Chase), his fortune would equal $2 billion. The Morgan Group also had billions in 
assets.[14] In 1900, Andrew Carnegie agreed to sell his steel company to J.P. Morgan for $492 
million.[15] 

Public sentiment at this time, however, had never been so anti-Capitalist and spiteful of the great wealth 
amassed at the expense of all others. The major industrialists and bankers firmly established their control 
over the political system, firmly entrenching the two party system through which they would control both 
parties. Thus, “whether Democrats or Republicans won, national policy would not change in any important 
way.”[16] Labour struggles had continued and exacerbated throughout the decades following the Civil 
War. In 1893, another economic depression took place, and the country was again plunged into social 
upheaval. 

The Supreme Court itself was firmly overtaken by the interests of the new elite. Shortly after the 
Fourteenth Amendment was added to the Constitution to protect newly freed blacks, the Supreme Court 
began “to develop it as a protection for corporations,” as corporate lawyers argued that corporations were 
defined as legal ‘persons’, and therefore they could not have their rights infringed upon as stipulated in the 
Fourteenth Amendment. The Supreme Court went along with this reasoning, and even intervened in state 
legislative decisions which instead promoted the rights of workers and farmers. Ultimately, “of the 
Fourteenth Amendment cases brought before thee Supreme Court between 1890 and 1910, nineteen 
dealt with the Negro, 288 dealt with corporations.”[17] 



It was in this context that increasing social unrest was taking place, and thus that new methods of social 
control were becoming increasingly necessary. Among the restless and disgruntled masses, were radical 
new social theories that had emerged to fill a void – a void which was created by the inherent injustice of 
living in a human social system in which there is a dehumanizing power structure. 

 


