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Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919) had humble roots in Dunfermline, Scotland before moving to America and 
eventually becoming a massively successful business man - his wealth based on the provision of iron and 
steel to the railways. By the late 1800s, Andrew Carnegie had literally become the “Richest Man in the 
World.” His road to such wealth, while inspirational on a personal level, was not without controversy – 
especially as it pertained to his treatment of workers. For instance, when workers sought to unionize and 
improve working conditions at Carnegie’s Steel Company in Homestead, Pennsylvania, Andrew Carnegie 
and Henry Frick hired Pinkertons (policemen with a reputation of corruption and violence) to forcibly end 
the strike. This resulted in a tragic confrontation and the death of seven workers and three Pinkertons.   

 
To resolve what might seem to be contradictions between the creation 
of wealth, which he saw as proceeding from immutable social laws, and 
social provision, Carnegie came up with the notion of the "gospel of 
wealth". Carnegie surprised nearly everyone when he announced his 
intention of giving the vast part of his considerable fortune to charitable 
purposes. Over the next 20 years, Carnegie dispersed over $350 
million, an incredible sum for the period. Even so, at his death, he was 
still worth close to $50 million. Carnegie’s philanthropic bequests were 
directed towards the establishment of libraries, schools, and other 
community organizations. In doing so, he believed that the residents of 
the various communities could be given the means (namely education) 
by which they could improve their economic status. He rejected direct 
assistance to individuals, believing that such gifts would make the 
recipients more likely to depend on external aid, rather than improving 
their own conditions. 
 

 
 
 
 
While Carnegie fervently believed that the wealthy had a moral obligation to spend their money wisely for 
the greater societal benefit, he nevertheless sought to protect the framework of the market system that 
had enabled him to amass his great fortune while many of his employees remained poor.  
 
 
An opposition perspective was provided during the late 1800s by Henry 
George, a Philadelphia reformer and economist. Henry George was born 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1839. Disturbed by the poverty that he 
saw aside “progress,” he set out to examine what economic law associates 
the two. In his 1879 book, Progress and Poverty, he offered a solution to 
this societal dilemma. During the 19th century, Progress and Poverty was 
widely circulated, second only to the Bible in distribution. 
 
George cited the unbalanced distribution of wealth as a leading cause of 
social misery in America. As a solution, he proposed a radical reform of 
the tax system. George’s “single tax” program placed land ownership in 
the hands of the government, abolished all other taxes, and allowed 
individuals to keep the profits from their jobs. He predicted that the result 
would be far better conditions for the working class.  
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Joseph Fels, a soap manufacturer and philanthropist in Philadelphia later continued this campaign after 
George’s death. Fels (1853-1914) used the wealth of his family business to promote social reform. In 
particular, he promoted Henry George’s concept of single taxation and supported various land reform 
experiments. He created the Joseph Fels Fund of America and established a commission to bring Henry 
George’s teachings into fruition. In December of 1910, Fels corresponds with Andrew Carnegie about 
Carnegie’s recent donation of ten million to an international peace fund and provides an alternative view 
to securing world peace. 
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