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Any attempt to fathom fully ithe character and motives of a man Like
John D. Rockefeller must carry with it a certain measure of futility, foz
he was a man ohrouded in controveroy from the moment his name first arose
upon the national horizon. Throughout his Life of ninety-seven years he
continued to remain a controversial and paradoxical figure, subject to a
scathing fournaliotic and public antipathy while at the ocame time being
practically apotheosized by those who had received the lenelits of his
philanthropic endeavers. The real man has long remained h,(.ddec\i behind
this " halo-effect " of contemporary nineteenth and twentieth century judg-
ment. A close scruting should help to Lift this veil of favoralle and
unfaveralle prejudice. However, the tewmns, controversial and paradoxical,
remain key words here, {or they are used to descrile not only the nature
of Rockefeller's character and accompliohments, but also the nature of that
age 4in which he {ived and prospered, that era of " rolbler barone, " or the
" Guilded Age, " as llark Twain s0 contemptuously called it.

To consider properly the character of John D. Rockeleller the hiotorian
must avodid the inviting, but dangerows itendency of applying present ethical
standards 40 an era of American business activity which had ne estalblished
precedents for those standards. JIn other worde, what io considered unethical
o2 downright illegal today could have leen the noam, the accepted practices
of another day. This, ao we shall see, is quite true, and the knowledge of
this fact 4is important for a sincere and unlbiaced evaluation of Rockelellexr.
Was he a " rolber baron " or was he a saint? The truth of the matier Lies,
as 4t uoually does 4in historical oituations, oomewhere letween the extremes.
Rockefeller was an honesit man..7 There is no doubt about that, lut he was
aleo a ruthless man who played rough in the game of business. fany Rockefed-
dler critics have, when the oluviously inconsistent element of his philan-
thropy appears, brushed the matter aside, saying that such generosity wao
the result of a troulled conocience, a desire to atone. Such could not be
farther {from the truth, for we know that as soon as he began to make money

as a very young man, a part of his small pay check went ito worth cmaeo.z

This picture of opposites which so many people have heldd for so long 44 not
without some foundation then, lecause Rockefeller has presented to the pullic
two faces, two characters. This, of course, was not his intention. Both
elements remain conoistent facets within his character, and the only compli-

cation with this image came when these seemingly opposite character qualities




manifesied themselves in overt acts sulbject to public misinterpretation.
We are forced then to deal with each of these two characteristics sepa-
rately by viewing each one at the heighth of ite public manifestation.

John D. Rockefeller, the tenacious capitalist, ithe entrepeneur, the
founder of the great Standard Oil Trust, precents us with much the picture
that the Comnunists musit have of the top-hatted capitaliote of Wall Street.
Jn this sense, the Communist view, though extreme, is not far from the truth.
John Rockefeller was a man of visdion who at the end of the Civil War took
advantage of the special economic, {iscal and legal conditions of an infant
industrial America to forge one of the greatest industrial complexes 4in the

history of ch{neoo.j Did he do this illegally? The anower must le yes and

no. UWe muotiyes when Looking back and judg-ding his acts by our present
standards. UWe must say, yes, again when we olbserve how Rockefeller succeeded,
for though he was honest to the letier of the law as it was then written,

the very magnitude of his organization made competition by omaller companies
impossible. By 1879 Rockefeller had bnought order to the chaotic United
States oil induotry, but it is not such a remarkalble feat when we realize
that by this date he controlled 90% to 95% of the total refining capacity of
the caerLtll;.4 Rockefeller wao a realist, a visionary who possessed that long
extolled American quality of pragmatism. He looked {or cheaper wayoe to do
things. One of these innovations was the oil tank car which so lessened the
cost and waste of petroleum ohipping that he could undersell any competitor.
Jt has lbeen maintained Ly at least one Rockefeller hiotorian that the motive
Lehind the formatien of the entire Standard Oil Corporation was fust to
cheapen the cost of petroleum ,L/ccuwpa/uta,t,i.anﬁ Once formed, the combination
nisused railroad rate discriminations, practiced spying, created phony
independent companies, employed fighting brande and {local price-slashing to
defeat rivale and played reprehensilly with ,aoLi/ti_co.G Against these acte
it was the consumer as well as the competitor who suffered.

llost of these deeds did not violate the letter of the law and 40 we
are forced to say that they were not, in the judiciary sencte, illegal. Tt
they were not illegal, then, they were attacked lecause they were primarily
the public interesit. This fact alone later made such practices againoei the
law. As we have already noted, Rockefeller was a realist. To him the end
juotified the means, and business ethice odmply presented an olbotacle against
that end. Besides, the lusiness wordld in the 1870's and 80's was a dis-




organized, chaotic, deg-eat-deg kind of world. It was very much Like a
war 4in which business survival was planned Like battle campaigne, and it
40 not unual that Rockefeller and hundreds of other businessmen would
erroneously apply Darwinian theory to their dbusiness rational. Out of
this chaeo Rockefeller was mere than inotrumental in achieving order. This
40 a magor key to his lusiness motives. Rockefeller critics say that it
was greed which prompted his meteoric climl te financial success. This
word, however, would have to be qualified, and by the time the team, greed,
would have leen defined properly, Rockefeller's motives would ne donger le
in terms of avarice, J think, but of power, a particular kind of power.
Rockefeller referred euphemistically te his motives as " achievement oz
self-expression. " 7 What he oluvicusly needed for this achievement and
self-expreosion, this desize te bring order out of chaos was one thing —
power. This he eotalliched for himself and {for his company.

The Standard O4idl Trust, inopite of its many alble leaders, was far
greater than any one of those leaders, and this includes John D. Rockefellexr.
Jt lLecame a diving, organic s0rt of thing with a mind and will of its oun,
an organiom whose growth would have leen difficult o stop. The geal for

the Standard Oil Corporation was set {from the very moment of the company's
dnception, whether or net its founders had ouch a goal 4in mind. That end,
<n the contemporary Laissez-Faire economy, was naturally menopoly, for it

40 a vital tendency and need in capitalism to grow and grew and, 4if unchecked,
to grew to monopoliostic p/LO/JOJL/tLOM.g The Standard of Ohio did exactdy this.
Money was, after initial success, purely incidental, for Rockeleller himsell
admitied that there is a Limit to what money can dbuy, that satisfaction
must for the very wealthy come in different areas.” We muost conclude then
with this brief diocucsion of Rockefeller as businesoman by saying that the
desire for money did not form the lbasis fer his business activity, especially
after initial financial success; it had to lbe something otronger, something
greater in ocope, something capalble of driving Rockefeller beyond ithe bounds
of reasonalle satiety. The word, achievement, as nebulous and ratiecinated
as it sounds wae for Rockefeller the co-habitual result of power. Both were
his oljectives.

John D. Rockeleller, the kindly old man, the philanthropist, the founder
of 40 many charitable and humanistic institutions, certainly presents us
with a different picture of the man. However, his philanthropy was entirely




consdiotent with his capitaliost nature, for he appreached his money-giving
with the same ostean, realistic, practical attitudes which he exhilited in
hio business. He was well aware of the fLact that money was not easy to
give away, to allecate properly. JIn his later years he fLirmly lelieved
that his fortune was a God given right and that he was a trustee for it,
the nresponoilility of which was an awesome lLurden lboth to him and to the

able men whom he had appointed o adnindister Lt.7o Becawse of this censtant

sense of responoilility he paved the way for many innovations 4in the [ield

of philanthropy, and his worke have survived well and most Likely will
continue to survive far into the future when the issues which idluminated

hio Life and made him such a controversial figure will have lecome unemotional
incidents of historical scholasiiciom. Rockefeller, the man, the shy
unintellectual, the always optimistic realist, contrasted with the equally
true but more newsworthy qualities of vigor and tenacity of purpose which
remained with him to the end — these other qualities, the softer, more gentle
clues to his character have already leen forgotten.
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