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Born in Scotland in 1835, Andrew Carnegie emi-
grated to America with his family at age twelve. He
began working as a telegrapher for the Pennsylvania
Railroad, and moved rapidly up its corporate ladder. In
the 1870s Carnegie turned his business talents to the
steel industry. He paid close attention to new technolo-
gies, invested heavily in capital improvements, and kept
wages and salaries low. By keeping costs and prices
down, he soon became the dominant figure in American
steel and one of the world’s richest men. Carnegie
became one of the nation’s leading philanthropists,
arguing that the rich had a moral responsibility to plow
back their wealth into the larger society.

SOURCE: Andrew Carnegie, “Wealth,” North American Review (/889).

The problem of our age is the proper administra-
tion of wealth, that the ties of brotherhood may still bind
together the rich and poor in harmonious relationship.
The conditions of human life have not only been
changed, but revolutionized, within the past few hundred
years. In former days there was little difference between
the dwelling, dress, food, and environment of the chief
and those of his retainers. The Indians are today where
civilized man then was. When visiting the Sioux, I was
led to the wigwam of the chief. It was like the others in
external appearance, and even within the difference was
trifling between it and those of the poorest of his braves.
The contrast between the palace of the millionaire and
the cottage of the laborer with us to-day measures the
change which has come with civilization. This change,
however, is not to be deplored, but welcomed as highly
beneficial. It is well, nay, essential, for the progress of
the race that the houses of some should be homes for all
that is highest and best in literature and the arts, and for
all the refinements of civilization, rather than that none
should be so. Much better this great irregularity than uni-
versal squalor. Without wealth there can be no Maece-
nas. The “good old times” were not good old times. Nei-
ther master nor servant was as well situated then as
to-day. A relapse to old conditions would be disastrous

to both—not the least so to him who serves—and would
sweep away civilization with it. But whether the change
be for good or ill, it is upon us, beyond our power to
alter, and, therefore, to be accepted and made the best of.
It is a waste of time to criticize the inevitable.

It is easy to see how the change has come. One
illustration will serve for almost every phase of the
cause. In the manufacture of products we have the
whole story. It applies to all combinations of human
industry, as stimulated and enlarged by the inventions of
this scientific age. Formerly, articles were manufactured
at the domestic hearth, or in small shops which formed
part of the household. The master and his apprentices
worked side by side, the latter living. with the master,
and therefore subject to the same conditions. When
these apprentices rose to be masters, there was little or
no change in their mode of life, and they, in turn, edu-
cated succeeding apprentices in the same routine. There
was, substantially, social equality, and even political
equality, for those engaged in industrial pursuits had
then little or no voice in the State.

The inevitable result of such a mode of manufac-
ture was crude articles at high prices. To-day the world
obtains commodities of excellent quality at prices which
even the preceding generation would have deemed
incredible. In the commercial world similar causes have
produced similar results, and the race is benefited there-
by. The poor enjoy what the rich could not before
afford. What were the luxuries have become the neces-
saries of life. The laborer has now more comforts than
the farmer had a few generations ago. The farmer has
more luxuries than the landlord had, and is more richly
clad and better housed. The landlord has books and pic-
tures rarer and appointments more artistic than the King
could then obtain.

The price we pay for this salutary change is, no
doubt, great. We assemble thousands of operatives in
the factory, and in the mine, of whom the employer can
know little or nothing, and to whom he is little better
than a myth. All intercourse between them is at an end.
Rigid castes are formed, and, as usual, mutual igno-
rance breeds mutual distrust. Each caste is without
sympathy with the other, and ready to credit anything
disparaging in regard to it. Under the law of competi-
tion, the employer of thousands is forced into the
strictest economies, among which the rates paid to
labor figure prominently, and often there is friction
between the employer and the employed, between capi-
tal and labor, between rich and poor. Human society
loses homogeneity. . . .

There remains, then, only one mode of using great
fortunes; but in this we have the true antidote for the
temporary unequal distribution of wealth, the reconcilia-
tion of the rich and the poor—a reign of harmony,
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another ideal, differing, indeed, from that of the Com-
munist in requiring only the further evolution of existing
conditions, not the total overthrow of our civilization. It
is founded upon the present most intense Individualism,
and the race is prepared to put it in practice by degrees
whenever it pleases. Under its sway we shall have an
ideal State, in which the surplus wealth of the few will
become, in the best sense, the property of the many,
because administered for the common good; and this
wealth, passing through the hands of the few, can be
made a much more potent force for the elevation of our
race than if distributed in small sums to the people them-
selves. Even the poorest can be made to see this, and to
agree that great sums gathered by some of their fellow-
citizens and spent for public purposes, from which the
masses reap the principal benefit, are more valuable to
them than if scattered among themselves in trifling
amounts through the course of many years. . . .

This, then, is held to be the duty of the man of
wealth: To set an example of modest, unostentatious liv-
ing, shunning display or extravagance; to provide mod-
erately for the legitimate wants of those dependent upon
him; and, after doing so, to consider all surplus revenues
which come to him simply as trust funds, which he is
called upon to administer, and strictly bound as a matter
of duty to administer in the manner which, in his judg-
ment, is best calculated to produce the most beneficial
results for the community—the man of wealth thus
becoming the mere trustee and agent for his poorer
brethren, bringing to their service his superior wisdom,
experience, and ability to administer, doing for them
better than they would or could do for themselves. . . .

The best uses to which surplus wealth can be put
have already been indicated. Those who would adminis-
ter wisely must, indeed, be wise; for one of the serious
obstacles to the improvement of our race is indiscrimi-
nate charity. It were better for mankind that the millions
of the rich were thrown into the sea than so spent as to
encourage the slothful, the drunken, the unworthy. Of
every thousand dollars spent in so-called charity to-day,
it is probable that nine hundred and fifty dollars is
unwisely spent—so spent, indeed, as to produce the very
evils which it hopes to mitigate or cure. A well-known

writer of philosophic books admitted the other day that
he had given a quarter of a dollar to a man who ap-
proached him as he was coming to visit the house of his
friend. He knew nothing of the habits of this beggar,
knew not the use that would be made of this money,
although he had every reason to suspect that it would be
spent improperly. This man professed to be a disciple of
Herbert Spencer; yet the quarter-dollar given that night
will probably work more injury than all the money will
do good which its thoughtless donor will ever be able to
give in true charity. He only gratified his own feelings,
saved himself from annoyance—and this was probably
one of the most selfish and very worst actions of his life,
for in all respects he is most worthy.

In bestowing charity, the main consideration
should be to help those who will help themselves; to
provide part of the means by which those who desire to
improve may do so; to give those who desire to rise the
aids by which they may rise; to assist, but rarely or nev-
er to do all. Neither the individual nor the race is
improved by almsgiving. Those worthy of assistance,
except in rare cases, seldom require assistance. The real-
ly valuable men of the race never do, except in case of
accident or sudden change. Every one has, of course,
cases of individuals brought to his own knowledge
where temporary assistance can do genuine good, and
these he will not overlook. But the amount which can be
wisely given by the individual for individuals is neces-
sarily limited by his lack of knowledge of the circum-
stances connected with each. He is the only true
reformer who is as careful and as anxious not to aid the
unworthy as he is to aid the worthy, and, perhaps, even
more so, for in almsgiving more injury is probably done
by rewarding vice than by relieving virtue.

1. What does Carnegie see as the most important
benefits of capitalism and mass production? How
does he justify the amassing of great fortunes?

2. What specific responsibilities does Carnegie claim
Jor men of wealth? What options does he outline
Jor the disposition of property?
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