
Gospel Of Wealth By Andrew Carnegie

The Gospel of Wealth is an essay written by Andrew Carnegie in 1889 that outlines his philosophy
on wealth and philanthropy. Carnegie, a self-made steel magnate, believed that the wealthy have a
moral obligation to distribute their surplus wealth in ways that benefit society. This essay is not only
a reflection of Carnegie's own life and values but also a significant piece of social theory that has
influenced perspectives on wealth distribution and philanthropy in the United States and beyond. In
this article, we will explore the key concepts of the Gospel of Wealth, Carnegie's life and influences,
the public reception of his ideas, and the lasting impact of his philosophy on philanthropy.



Background of Andrew Carnegie

Early Life

Andrew Carnegie was born on November 25, 1835, in Dunfermline, Scotland. His family immigrated
to the United States in 1848, seeking better opportunities. Carnegie's early life was marked by
hardship; his family lived in poverty, and he had to work various jobs to help support them. Despite
these challenges, he was determined to improve his circumstances and was an avid reader, which
laid the foundation for his later success.

Rise to Wealth

Carnegie began his career as a bobbin boy in a cotton factory, earning a meager salary. However,
through hard work and strategic investments, he gradually climbed the corporate ladder. By the
1870s, he had established the Carnegie Steel Company, which would become one of the largest and
most profitable steel manufacturers in the world. Carnegie's success in business made him one of
the wealthiest men of his time, and he eventually sold his company for $480 million in 1901,
solidifying his financial legacy.

The Key Concepts of the Gospel of Wealth

Carnegie's essay presents several key concepts that are instrumental in understanding his
philosophy regarding wealth and philanthropy. These ideas can be summarized as follows:

The Duty of the Wealthy

- Moral Responsibility: Carnegie argues that the wealthy have a moral obligation to use their riches
for the betterment of society. He believed that the accumulation of wealth is a result of societal
contributions, and thus, the wealthy should give back.
- Stewardship of Wealth: Carnegie emphasizes that wealth should not be passed on to heirs, as it can
lead to idleness and a lack of purpose. Instead, he advocates for the responsible stewardship of
wealth, which involves investing it in public goods and services that benefit society.

Philanthropy Over Inheritance

Carnegie was a strong proponent of philanthropy over inheritance. He believed that giving away
wealth during one's lifetime is far more beneficial than leaving it to descendants. He argued that:

1. Wealth should be used to improve the community and society at large.
2. Inheritance can create a sense of entitlement among heirs and hinder their motivation to



contribute to society.
3. The wealthy should actively engage in philanthropy to ensure that their wealth has a lasting
impact.

Methods of Philanthropy

Carnegie outlined several methods for effective philanthropy, including:

- Building Institutions: He believed in constructing libraries, schools, and hospitals that provide long-
lasting benefits to the community. Carnegie himself funded the establishment of over 2,500 public
libraries across the United States and around the world.
- Supporting the Arts and Education: Carnegie advocated for funding the arts and higher education,
recognizing that these areas enrich human experience and foster societal advancement.
- Encouraging Self-Help: Carnegie emphasized the importance of helping individuals help
themselves. He believed that philanthropy should empower people rather than create dependency.

The Reception of the Gospel of Wealth

The publication of the Gospel of Wealth sparked widespread debate and discussion. While many
admired Carnegie's philanthropic efforts and his views on wealth distribution, others criticized him
for the very nature of his wealth accumulation.

Support and Admiration

- Many people lauded Carnegie for his commitment to philanthropy and his belief in the
responsibility of the wealthy. His emphasis on using wealth to promote education and public welfare
resonated with many reformers and social activists of the time.
- Carnegie's efforts in establishing libraries, educational institutions, and cultural organizations were
seen as a model for future philanthropists.

Criticism and Controversy

- Critics argued that Carnegie's wealth was built on the exploitation of workers in his steel mills and
that his philanthropic efforts were a way to assuage guilt over his business practices. They
contended that true social change required systemic reform rather than individual acts of charity.
- Some socialists and labor leaders viewed Carnegie's philosophy as an attempt to provide a moral
justification for the extreme inequality that existed in society.

The Legacy of the Gospel of Wealth

The Gospel of Wealth has had a profound and lasting impact on the philosophy of philanthropy and



wealth distribution. Carnegie's ideas continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about wealth,
privilege, and social responsibility.

Influence on Modern Philanthropy

- Carnegie's philosophy has inspired countless wealthy individuals to engage in philanthropy, leading
to the establishment of numerous foundations and charitable organizations.
- The concept of "effective altruism," which encourages individuals to use their resources in ways
that maximize their positive impact on society, can be seen as an extension of Carnegie's ideas.

Critiques and Re-evaluations

- In recent years, scholars and activists have re-evaluated the implications of Carnegie's ideas,
particularly in light of growing economic inequality. Some argue that philanthropy cannot substitute
for systemic change and that addressing root causes of poverty and inequality is essential.
- The debate surrounding the role of philanthropy in society continues, with discussions about who
gets to decide how wealth is distributed and the potential consequences of concentrated wealth in
the hands of a few individuals.

Conclusion

Andrew Carnegie's Gospel of Wealth remains a significant text in discussions of philanthropy,
wealth, and social responsibility. While his views have been both celebrated and critiqued, the core
message of the Gospel of Wealth—that the wealthy have a moral obligation to use their resources for
the greater good—continues to inspire and provoke thought in contemporary society. As we navigate
the complexities of wealth distribution and social justice, Carnegie's ideas serve as a reminder of the
responsibilities that come with prosperity and the potential for positive change through thoughtful
philanthropy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Andrew Carnegie's 'The Gospel of
Wealth'?
The main thesis of 'The Gospel of Wealth' is that wealthy individuals have a moral obligation to
distribute their surplus wealth for the benefit of society, promoting philanthropy and social
responsibility.

How did Andrew Carnegie suggest wealthy individuals should



use their wealth?
Carnegie suggested that wealthy individuals should use their wealth to fund public goods, such as
libraries, schools, and hospitals, rather than leaving it to their descendants or hoarding it.

What are some examples of Carnegie's philanthropic efforts
mentioned in 'The Gospel of Wealth'?
Some examples include his establishment of over 2,500 libraries, the Carnegie Mellon University,
and various cultural institutions like the Carnegie Hall.

How did 'The Gospel of Wealth' influence the concept of
philanthropy in America?
'The Gospel of Wealth' significantly influenced the concept of philanthropy in America by
encouraging wealthy individuals to actively contribute to societal improvement and setting a
precedent for modern philanthropic practices.

What criticisms did Andrew Carnegie face regarding his views
in 'The Gospel of Wealth'?
Critics argued that Carnegie's views justified extreme wealth inequality and that his philanthropic
efforts could not fully address systemic issues caused by capitalism.

In what year was 'The Gospel of Wealth' published, and why is
it historically significant?
The Gospel of Wealth was published in 1889, and it is historically significant as it reflects the
attitudes of the Gilded Age regarding wealth, class, and social responsibility.

How does 'The Gospel of Wealth' relate to contemporary
discussions on wealth inequality?
'The Gospel of Wealth' relates to contemporary discussions on wealth inequality by raising questions
about the responsibilities of the wealthy in addressing social issues and the effectiveness of
philanthropy as a solution.

What role did religion play in Carnegie's 'The Gospel of
Wealth'?
Religion played a significant role in Carnegie's 'The Gospel of Wealth', as he argued that individuals
should see their wealth as a trust from God, which they must use wisely for the greater good.
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