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Abstract

The purpose of my research is to evaluate whether the various representations of the Standard
Oil Company held by various segments of the U.S. public were consistent with the company’s
actions within the legal framework of the Sherman Antitrust Act. Looking at the views of the
company held by specific segments of society compared with the image projected with the
company’s own public image campaign, I will be able to develop a nuanced view of how the

company was perceived, and hoped to be perceived, during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.
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The death knell of the Standard Oil Company sounded in 1911 when the Supreme Court
decision declared the company in conflict with the Sherman Antitrust Act. The decision required
the dissolution of Standard into thirty companies that today are the remnants of this pioneering,
cutthroat trust. ExxonMobil, Chevron, and British Petroleum (BP) are some of the best-known
“baby Standards” operating in the oil business today. The continuing legacy represented by these
fragments of Standard cannot even begin to reconstitute the unique challenge this company
presented to the U.S. public, to the business culture, or to the U.S. government in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The portrayal of Standard Oil Company by journalists, religious leaders, politicians,
businessmen, and the Supreme Court sought to explain, depict, or vilify Standard Oil. The
vividly judgmental language used in writing about Standard Oil revealed the concerns of
Americans who were upset by the appearance in the late nineteenth century of very large
businesses that were able to control the supply and manipulate the prices of items necessary in
the everyday lives of families. Depictions of “the Standard” drew upon enduring political and
cultural traditions—deeply rooted in American political and religious values—that spelled out
what a business operating decently should—and should not—do. Highly visible discussions of
the business practices of “the Standard” opened a window on the thinking of Americans on the
importance of competition in the oil industry, the tradeoffs that might be necessary in order to
achieve efficiency in the industry, and the moral standards that could and should be expected
from a highly capital intensive industry such as refining oil. Conflicting opinions on these
matters contributed to the many different “faces” of the Standard that danced before the public
eye. Opinions crystallized after the passage in 1890 of the Sherman Antitrust Act, a major piece

of organic legislation intended to record the nation’s vision of business ethics in positive law.
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Contrasting “society’s” judgments along these lines to the public image that the company
attempted to cultivate, both before 1890 and within the Sherman framework, will allow
evaluation of the various images of the Standard and, more generally, of big business in the era
when the modem business corporation emerged as the nation’s most powerful institution—not

only in the economy, but in society and culture as well. '

Examination of representation--both language and images--for or against the Standard Oil
Company, will show how differing definitions of the proper size, role, practices, and ethics of
business contributed both to the reinvigoration of the U.S. republican tradition and to the shaping

of modern liberalism in the United States.

! On the cultural power of the corporation, see Olivier Zunz, Making America Corporate, 1870-1920 (London:
University of Chicago, 1990). On the evolution of the corporate form, s€€ also Chandler, Visible Hand:
Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1977); idem, Scale & Scope: Dynamics of
Industrial Capitalism (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1990). Martin J. Sklar, The Corporate Reconstruction of
American Capitalism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988) frames the rise and dominance of the
corporate form as a deliberate construction of a dominant capitalist social class engaged in shielding a valuable

mechanism for capital accumulation.
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Journalism: Depictions from Newspapers and Magazines

“Possibly you fellows at 26 Broadway don’t realize that it is the press that is making a lot
of trouble for you. The world is filled up with people that depend, in a measure on the
newspapers as to how they shall think and act.” Written by a small newspaper editor in a letter
addressed to the Standard offices, this statement accurately described Standard’s overwhelming
experience with the press. The Standard Oil Company and John D. Rockefeller were at the center
of an intense debate waged on the front pages of U.S. news media. Although some stories
managed to illustrate the company in a positive light, the company and its most visible leader,
John D. Rockefeller, received a critical amount of negative press coverage. Feeding the public’s
voracious appetite for the company’s profile, journalism fed fuel to the fire with its multi-
layered, complex depictions of the Standard face. Although widely divergent depictions arose,
journalists sought to explain, depict, and frame Standard’s identity, organizational structure, and

conduct in light of their conceptions of accepted standards of morality.

Focusing on the Standard Oil Company’s monopolistic tendencies and use of the
corporate structure, an article entitled “A Lampful of Oil” sought to depict Standard’s history in
a positive light. In the economic era of big business, this Harper's Monthly Magazine article
framed Standard within the larger economic changes in the U.S. Although focused on developing
an innovative and efficient Standard identity, the article did discuss Standard’s controlling
tendencies in the petroleum industry. Affirming many individuals’ charges of abuse and
monopoly, the article explained that Standard’s “tentacles have reached out and bodily

appropriated the transportation facilities and refineries of oil, suppressing all opposition and

? Ivan G. English to Starr J. Murphy, August 14, 1906, folder 864, box 115, series C, RG 2 OMR, Rockefeller
Family Archive Rockefeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, New York (hereafter RAC).
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competition.™ Standard’s depiction as an octopus and the reference to “tentacled” limbs created
the image that the company was relentlessly spreading its influence throughout the oil industry.

The Standard’s intentions were confirmed as both controlling and monopolistic.

Although many negative connotations were present in Standard’s depiction as an octopus,
the nuanced image of the company was framed in light of society’s changing economic structure.
Turning from popular imagery, the influential journal Harper'’s Monthly affirmed Standard’s
presence as a natural, organic result of economic evolution. For many, Standard’s fast-paced
growth was considered sufficient to view the company’s actions in a light of suspicion. However,
offering an alternative depiction, the Harpers article disagreed, stating, “It may be said,

however, that the growth of the Standard Oil Company was merely in keeping with the

l.”4

commercial tendency of the present time, which leads to aggregation of capital.” From this

liberal perspective, perhaps influenced by the Spencerian thinking that was much in vogue in the
1880s, the new era of economic development and formation of big business was a potentially
permanent change for the structure of U.S. business. Many liberal reformers came down on the
side of the corporation and “acceded to the seeming inevitability of economic consolidation.”
Thus the Standard needed to be understood within this new changing pattern. The abandonment
of the independent producer ethos and its moral holdings made the development of a new
framework with which to judge these new economic powerhouses vitally necessary.’ Holding its

own amongst other monopolistic corporations, Standard’s actions and history were not far from

conventional.

3 “A Lampful of Oil,” Harper's Monthly Magazine, p. 252, folder 378, box 48, series A, Record Group 2 OMR,

RAC,.

* Ibid., 252.

5 Nancy Cohen, The Reconstruction of American Liberalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press:
2002), 86.

® Ibid., 87.
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The protection of Standard’s image also relied upon framing Standard’s business as a
source of success and innovation, with the intention of encouraging public recognition of its
usefulness in the private business sector. Alluding to the company’s freedom from any
government support, Harper’s suggested that the Standard had the right to pursue the success it
had achieved through independent enterprise. The point here was to distinguish Standard’s image
from the popular images of railroad companies, which had received government subsidies to buy
up property and build up lines of transportation. Standard’s actions had been the sole reflection
of its own agenda and thus “should be less subject to hostile criticism than had it been the
recipient of grants, subsidies, or valuable public franchises.”” Separated from the public sector,
Standard’s actions were normal when viewed from the standpoint of the business sector.
Standard was also “a natural and not a legislative monopoly,” a fact that imbued its actions with

further legitimacy.

Standard’s business-appropriate image was further solidified in a New York Times article
entitled “The Corporation’s Side.” The interviewee was a self-described businessman

"8 Discussing the

“prominent in several of the most criticized corporations in this country.
public’s predisposition towards “corporation baiting,” the author raised doubts as to Standard’s
recent press depictions. Evaluating the Company’s success and innovation, he remarked, “Why
should it be necessary to resort to any underhand tricks? With its methods it could not help but

go ahead, it could not but override competition. Reliance on innovative forms of business, it

made no sense that Standard would have to cheat in order to heighten its success or standing.’

e
Ibid.

¥ “The Corporation’s Side,” New York Times, April 1, 1906, folder 886, box 118, series C, RG 2 OMR, Rockefeller

Family Archives, RAC.

? Ibid.
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Concerned by the press’ supposed “corporation baiting,” the businessman focused on
countering images of Standard’s dishonesty by framing the company as a patriotic and moral
example. In the face of extreme opposition, the Standard continued to go about its business,
allowing the public all across the nation to benefit, unknowingly, from its success. Standard, “or
the trust as they call it, brought within reach of the poorest one of the greatest comforts of life-
artificial light. It has turned back its profits into the commercial life of the country, creating new
enterprises” and offering opportunities to American laborers.'® The meaningful image of light, a
word that carries connotations of warmth and happiness, was brought to the needy by the grace

and goodwill of the Standard.

Offering a unique perspective on the Standard Oil Company from the purview of an old
employee, C.W. Archbold shared his positive thoughts on the company’s success. Writing in
response to an article printed in the Western Christian Advocate, the former employee focused
on developing Standard’s benevolent and generous image. Archbold asserted that Standard’s
achievements were illustrative of high moral character. Producing the safest petroleum for the
public’s use, the company should be praised; it should “in faimess be admitted that nothing but
an exceedingly strong corporation embodying not only great financial strength [and]
commanding executive ability of the highest order...has accomplished in thus causing the
widespread use of American petroleum.”” By shedding light on the innovation and the
company’s achievements in spreading oil throughout the entire country, the old employee saw
the relentless media as off base. Noting goals as noble as striving to serve Americans, Archbold

saw Standard’s face as innocent of wrongdoing.

10 11

Ibid.
I C,W. Archbold, “Something about the Standard Oil Company from the Standpoint of an Old Employee,” folder
886, box 118, series C, RG 2 OMR, Rockefeller Family Archive, RAC.
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Standard Oil also represented the perfect balance of success and proper employee
to employer relationships, in this loyal retainer’s view. Standard’s success was dependent upon
not only its methods but also its dedicated working force. Working for Standard in the past,
Archbold utilized his own personal experiences to further strengthen Standard’s image. He
stated, “I am still of the opinion that the Standard Oil Company is the model large company in
America and perhaps the world in the treatments of its employes.”'? Archbold’s depiction raised
Standard as a proud example of success and high achievement, representing the virtues of the
American economy. Depicting the Standard as a source of pride and as a role model for other
companies, Archbold’s image served to counter the shameful imagery employed by many

journalists.

Solidifying his standing with the company also required Archbold to offer his own
reflections on the popular and unfair criticisms that tainted the Standard’s public image.
Contributing to the fear of the country, “Standard phobia” was inspired by untruth and caused
panic and fear. With Standard’s success, he affirmed his belief that a benevolent company was
run by benevolent men. “The master minds of the... Company will compare favorably with any
group of men connected with the great industrial enterprises...not only on the score of ability but
also on the scores of character,” he insisted. 13 Referring to the individual characters of the
company’s trustees, Archbold was attempting to depict Standard’s actions as driven by moral
character while also serving to demystify the company’s massive corporate structure. If men with

positive moral characters were in charge of the company, then logically in Archbold’s view the

company’s end results would be noble.

2 Ibid.
 Ibid.
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In contrast to the goals of the various articles referenced above, other newspapers and
journalists also sought to denigrate the company’s image instead of building it up. One such
article entitled “The Great Oil Monopoly” offered a truly terrible picture of the company and its
methods of securing a fortune. Seeking to satiate the reader’s curiosity, the article described in
chilling detail the landscape of one of the Standard Oil refineries. Portraying Standard’s works as
a silent threat, the writer stated, “Its business is all done by a few hands, although an army of
executive officers carry out their decree... Many transactions never go on the books.”"*

Mysterious business dealings portrayed Standard in a criminal light. Full of secrets and armed

with conspiracy, the Standard clearly had something to hide.

Continuing to create an image of suspense and mystery, the writer further described the
condition of Standard employees. Looking for answers to explain the relative anonymity of
Standard’s large work force, the writer described the image of the Standard factory. “The works
are fenced in by high pickets to keep the public out; but a no less palpable and effectual reserve
hedges the employes in, and causes them to keep their counsel to themselves.”'® Banking on

suspense, the mysterious Standard factory alluded to the presence of an undistinguishable fear.

The business practices and the relatively isolated, mysterious Standard factory hinted at
the company’s mistreatment of its employees. Isolated within the vast confines of the Standard
properties, employees were cut off from the outside by high fences and threatened into silence.
The Standard’s use of “skill and watchfulness, and an iron rule [to] secure it, the greatest

possible silence is kept in the Standard block, and about the business.”'® Creating the image of a

14 The Great Oil Monopoly" New York Times (1857-1922), November 19, 1882, http://www.proquest.com
(Accessed February 19, 2011).

¥ Ibid.

' Ibid.
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13

block spoke of the employee’s entrapment within the walls of the Standard. Keeping their
employees aloof from the public, the Standard kept a menacing watch over their activities. The
climatic description and the use of the iron hand imagery compared Standard’s governing style to
that of a corrupt, cruel dictator. Suppressing the rights of individuals, Standard’s face was that of

a greedy, villainous oppressor.

Standard’s competitive methods also constituted a main element of the cruel and corrupt
Standard face. Drawing on the experiences of failed independent refiners, many journalists
strengthened Standard’s immoral image. Concerned with the wellbeing of the independent
refiners and public, an article entitled, “Ruined by a Great Corporation” told the story of a small
hardworking independent business’ failure at the hands of Standard. Commenting on the
duplicity of Standard’s business ethics, the writer used the story to warn all men to keep an eye
on the company. After signing a contract with an independent barrel producer, the “Standard
Company learned the magnitude of the business he was engaged in [and] it immediately began in
an underhand way to ruin him and his trade.”'” Standard’s corrupt methods had no allegiance to

any set of moral business standards. Willing to break contracts and undermine its allies, Standard

had no ethical limits.

Standard’s willingness to undermine competition against the independent barrel producer
was committed in a corrupt, and sneaky manner. Secretly breaking its contract with the
businessman, the company began slowly and steadily to take control over the independent's
business. The company “ordered him to remove his business to the wholesale office and conduct

it as a subordinate department.” After removing his name from the company’s ledger, the

' “Ruined by a Great Corporation,” New York Times (1857-1922), October 26, 1883, http:/www.proquest.com
(accessed February 20, 2011).



3R B BBBRMRBRBNEEE NI IO IIIP YISV EIITISITITOITIITITITET

N T T R L N L A RN R RN I A AT A oW LY N I B S I S TR T R R TR AR R TR R RO T RO IT AR II==™=

14

Standard then removed his name “from his wagons and from the brands of oil... The Company
informed the Merchants’ National Bank not to honor his checks and ordered his account to be

transferred.”'* Standard’s steady and underhanded methods had resulted in the loss of one man’s

business and his independence.

Understanding Standard’s monopolistic methods in a larger contextual view, an article
entitled “War on Trusts” sought to explain the beliefs of the professional society of the Virginia
Bar Association. Surprisingly, however, to both the writer and the association was the
remarkable fact that the report had been written by a group of lawyers, three of whom were
corporation lawyers.' From a professional and business perspective, the Virginia Bar
Association expressed major concerns over the development of big business in society. Framing
Standard Oil’s structure within a larger view of the changing economic forces, the Association
saw “combinations as an economic force...fast coming to take the place of competition.””
Supplying the reader with evidence of different types of combinations (from labor union
combinations to business), the Association saw the Standard Oil as a powerful symbol and

testament of the changing economy.

Legal thinkers had to situate the new group focused business structure within the past
vision of entrepreneurial business that was controlled by positive law. Framing the corporation
within this commonly held manner presented many problems and like the liberal reformers of

their era, legal thinkers grappled to understand corporate organization as natural and normal.?!

18

Ibid.
19 “War on the Trusts,” Washington Post (1877-19.22). August 28, 1903, http://www.proquest.com (accessed March
1,2011).
2 Ibid. .
2! Morton ). Horwitz, The Transformation of American Law, 1870-1960 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1992), 75.
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