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Dominance of Big Business 
In the late 1800s many entrepreneurs formed their 
businesses as corporations, or businesses that sell 
portions of ownership called, stock shares. The 
leaders of these corporations were some of the most 
widely respected members of American society in the 
late 1800s. Political leaders praised prosperous 
businesspeople as examples of American hard work, 
talent, and success. 

 

 

 
Corporations Generate Wealth 
Successful corporations reward not only the people 
who found them but also investors who hold stock. 
Stockholders in a corporation typically get a 
percentage of profits based on the amount of stock 
they own. Although stockholders actually own the 
corporation, they do not run its day-to-day business. 
Instead, they elect a board of directors that chooses the 
corporation’s main leaders, such as the president.  
     While many companies kept traditional ways of 
doing business, corporations provided several 
important advantages over earlier business forms. 
Stockholders in a corporation are not responsible for 
business debts. If a corporation fails financially, the 
stockholders lose only the money that they invested. 
Stockholders are also usually free to sell their stock to 
whomever they want, whenever they want. As a result, 
corporations encouraged more investment in 
businesses. By 1900 more than 100 million shares per 
year were being traded on the New York Stock 
Exchange.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 



Business Leaders 
Countless business leaders became wealthy, powerful, 
and famous because of the business boom. Andrew 
Carnegie was one of the most admired businesspeople 
of the time. Born in Scotland, Carnegie came to the 
United States as a poor immigrant. As a teenager he 
took a job with a railroad company and quickly 
worked his way up to the position of railroad 
superintendent. 
     In 1873 he focused his efforts on steel-making. 
Carnegie expanded his business by buying out 
competitors when steel prices were low. By 1901 
Carnegie’s mills were producing more steel than all of 
Great Britain’s mills combined. Carnegie’s businesses 
succeeded largely through vertical integration, or 
ownership of businesses involved in each step of a 
manufacturing process. For example, to lower 
production costs, Carnegie acquired the iron ore 
mines, coalfields, and railroads needed to supply and 
support his steel mills. 
     John D. Rockefeller was also successful in 
consolidating, or combining, businesses. By age 21, 
while a partner in a wholesale business, he decided to 
start an oil-refining company. In only 10 years 
Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company was the 
country’s largest oil refiner. Like Carnegie, 
Rockefeller used vertical integration. For example, the 
company controlled most of the pipelines it used. 
 Rockefeller’s company also developed horizontal 
integration, or owning all businesses in a certain 
field. By 1880 Rockefeller’s companies controlled 
about 90 percent of the oil refining business in the 
United States. Rockefeller also formed a trust, a 
legal arrangement grouping together a number of 
companies under a single board of directors. To 
earn more money, trusts often tried to get rid of 
competition and to control production. 
     Leland Stanford was another important business 
leader of the late 1800s. He made a fortune selling 
equipment to miners. While governor of California, he 
became one of the founders of the state’s Central 
Pacific railroad. Stanford also founded Stanford 
University. 
     Late in life, Stanford argued that industries should 
be owned and managed cooperatively by workers. He 
believed this would be the fulfillment of democracy.  
 

 

 

 

  


