
“The Gospel of Wealth”

 "The Gospel of Wealth," is an essay written by Andrew Carnegie in 1889 that described the responsibility of philanthropy by the new upper class of self-made rich. The central thesis of Carnegie's essay was the peril of allowing large sums of money to be passed into the hands of persons or organizations ill-equipped mentally or emotionally to cope with them. As a result, the wealthy entrepreneur must assume the responsibility of distributing his fortune in a way that it will be put to good use, and not wasted on frivolous expenditure. Wealthy philanthropic businessmen and women could negate the very existence of poverty in a capitalistic society.


In 1848, at the age of 13, Andrew Carnegie emigrated from Scotland to enter the United States where he went to work in a cotton mill.  When he retired 52 years later, his monopoly on American steel production had made him one of the world’s richest men. Like others of his time, Carnegie was concerned about the widening gap between rich and poor. In 1889, he proposed the following solution:


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 contrast between the palace of the millionaire and the cottage of the laborer with us today 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 universal squalor.  The “good old time” were not good old times. Neither master not servant was as well situated then as today. A relapse to old conditions would be disastrous to both—and would sweep away civilization with it…Today the poor enjoy what the rich could not before afford. What were the luxuries have become the necessaries of life.  The laborer has now more luxuries than the landlord had, and is more richly clad and better housed. The landlord has books and pictures 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 operative 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 ignorance breed mutual mistrust. Each caste is without sympathy with the other; and ready to believe anything disparaging in regard to it.


The questions then arises…What is the proper mode of administering wealth after the laws upon which civilization is founded have thrown it into the hands of the few? And it is of this question that I offer the true solution…There remains, then, only one best mode of using great fortunes…that is to set an example of modest living, shunning display or extravagance; to provide moderately 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…in the manner which, in his judgment, 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…


Thus is the problem of rich and poor to be solved. The laws of accumulation will be left free, the laws of distribution free. Individualism will continue, but the millionaire will be but a trustee for the poor…


Such is the true gospel concerning wealth, obedience to which is destined to solve the problem of the rich and the poor, and bring “Peace on Earth, among men good will.”

Assignment: “Gospel of Wealth” by Andrew Carnegie

Directions: Answer the following questions about the reading in complete sentences.  Answers should be written in your own words and provide concrete details. After your answer identify the quotation from where you drew your answer.

1. EXAMPLE: How, according to Carnegie, has the Industrial Revolution changed “the conditions of human life?” (In other words, what is different than before?)

Carnegie believes that the Industrial Revolution has created a revolutionary change where there is no longer little difference between the wealthy and the poor. Instead there is an apparent difference as evidenced between the cottage of the laborer and the mansion of the millionaire. (“The contrast between the palace of the millionaire and the cottage of the laborer with us today measures the change which has come with civilization.”)

2. How does Carnegie see the relationship between rich and poor?

3. Carnegie looks at both the advantages and disadvantages of the social system that developed as a result of industrialization:

a. What are the advantages that Carnegie sees?

b. Define “caste”

c. What are the disadvantages that he sees?

4. What is the question that Carnegie poses (in your own words)?

5. How does Carnegie think that the wealthy should handle money? (In other words, what is the “true gospel of wealth?”)?

