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Abstract
In the late nineteenth-century United States, kerosene became a universal illuminant for
artificial lighting, providing its users with a shared material environment. While kerosene
users employed the fluid not only for lighting but also for washing, cooking, and cleaning,
they had to deal with the material’s risks, such as fires and explosions. With the help of
chemists and domestic advisors, American consumers adapted to this ambivalent material
condition, weaving kerosene into their economic life and social thought. In so doing, some
consumers identified as a “professional class” that navigated within this material environ-
ment through their own expertise—which paralleled their economic struggle within a
rapidly growing but volatile political economy during the Gilded Age. As Standard Oil’s
monopolization of the kerosene business became a substantial issue in national politics, this
social consciousness among kerosene users attracted anti-monopolists like Ida Tarbell.
Because StandardOil had lowered the consumer price, these reformers sought an alternative
rationale to persuade kerosene-consuming households to participate in the antitrust move-
ment against the company. Examining how these progressive reformers turned kerosene
consumers’ social identity to their political ends, this article sheds new light on the
relationship between the energy transition, consumer culture, and American capitalism.
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In April 1905, having just publicized the conflict between Standard Oil and Pennsylva-
nia’s independent oil producers, journalist Ida Tarbell visited Kansas. There, the battle
against Standard Oil continued. She wrote, “the excitement spread from the oil fields
rapidly” so that “all over Kansas, men and women were talking oil.” The oil war in Kansas
was the “theme of every gathering—even of women’s clubs.” The Kansas case embol-
dened Tarbell’s hopes because it revealed a new orientation in the fight against Standard
Oil. She observed that the “citizens of Kansas” were willing to support “independent
efforts” of local producers because “they saw clearly that [oil war] as consumers.” These
“consumers of oil” demanded that the state legislature should back the independent
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producers, an “exceptional… popular support” that had not been achieved by “any body
of oil men” before. “For the first time in the history of the oil business,” Tarbell asserted,
“the consumers as a body were taking part in an oil fight.”1

Tarbell was not alone in recognizing consumers’ support as pivotal to anti-monopoly
politics. In the 1900s, anti-monopoly reformers believed that consumers’ participation in
the political coalition against big business, the so-called “trusts,” gave new momentum to
the antitrust movement on the national level, which had virtually stalled since passage of
the ShermanAct in 1890.2 At the 1907National Conference onTrusts andCombinations,
held by the National Civic Federation, reformers were eager to find consumers on their
side, a class that had been “omitted” in previous anti-monopoly debates.3 Attendee
Franklin Pierce from the American Free Trade League noted: “Yesterday I heard a man
in this audience say he was fromOklahoma, and he said… he represented the consumers,
and I said in my heart, ‘God bless that fellow…’ Now, I am here for the consumer, and I
am here because I want justice for the consumer.” To Pierce, consumers’ presence at the
conference signified support from the American public, “millions of families, mothers,
fathers and children, all passing on, ghastly pallid, poor, each paying his tribute to this
monstrous evil.”4 Along with this enthusiasm, the Theodore Roosevelt administration
launched a full-fledged investigation of Standard Oil and justified the intervention by
declaring that the company’s “absolute monopolistic control of the field” harmed
“consumers of oil.”5

Despite historians’ interests in anti-monopoly, consumer politics, and fossil fuels,
the story of these oil consumers, an anti-monopoly constituency that thrilled Tarbell
and Pierce, has not gotten much attention. Although recent anti-monopoly histories
reveal the “diversity of approaches” taken up by varying actors—proprietary capitalists,
trade associations, government officials, railroad workers, and Populist politicians, to
name a few—that of consumers has not been deeply examined.6 Consumer historians
do mention a broad anti-monopoly feeling among consumers during the Progressive
Era, depicting it as primarily derived from complaints about the rising cost of
living.7 Applied to Standard Oil, however, this explanation falls short because Standard
Oil lowered consumer prices.8 Modern oil consumption has been a popular topic,
especially for energy historians.9 But there has been a tendency to describe oil
consumers’ political participation as “price-shock selective,” motivated by anxieties
over high energy prices. Such descriptions lead to the conclusion that consumers were
a conservative political force allied with corporate interests that promised cheap
energy.10 Yet the record suggests that anti-monopoly reformers like Tarbell viewed
consumers as a decisive force at one of the most “progressive” moments in U.S. history,
not a conservative force. Then why did these oil consumers participate in anti-
monopoly politics, and how did reformers and politicians find consumers’ involvement
so captivating?

To explain this paradox, this article begins by examining the consumer culture of
kerosene—the primary petroleum product at the time. In the late nineteenth-century
United States, kerosene dominated the artificial illuminant market as a cheap and durable
energy resource. This new light was welcomed by American households. By the light of
kerosene lamps, Americans learned about economic planning, job skills, and cultural
tastes, which seemed to help them navigate as individuals a rapidly growing but highly
volatile political economy during the Gilded Age.11 The new light, though, brought
environmental risks—most notably, explosions and fires caused by adulteration and
misuses of kerosene. To manage these risks, consumers educated themselves with
professional knowledge about the chemistry and engineering of the oil. In this process,
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some consumers began to identify as a “professional class” who sought financial and
social advancements in a volatile home environment by relying on their expertise. With
the help of domestic advisors, such as those trained in the burgeoning field of home
economics, turn-of-the-century Americans took part in a national consumer culture of
kerosene and conceptualized kerosene as a material of the growing middle class.12

Anti-monopoly reformers recognized the emergence of this consumer culture and
social identity among kerosene users and turned them to their political ends. In the late
nineteenth century, instead of the classic liberal belief that monopoly inherently raised
prices, political economists began to think that not all monopolies harmed consumers,
a perspective that became a major interpretation in the 1890s.13 This new consensus
among political economists troubled anti-monopoly reformers who sought to gain
support from the “general public.” Even worse, Standard Oil, the foremost target of the
antitrust movement, was one of the best examples of a monopoly benefitting the
consumer. Reformers, therefore, had to find other rationales. To do so, they connected
the social identity of oil consumers to that of independent oil producers.14 Reconfigur-
ing a public image of oilmen as the members of the same professional class who
struggled to tame crude oil with chemical and engineering solutions, the reformers
drew a common line between the two groups. Emphasizing that producers and
consumers partook in the same process of professionalism to deal with the nature of
oil, these reformers characterized Standard Oil as “unprofessional” and derided how the
corporation profited without building know-how or expertise through direct contact
with the material.15

Recent environmental historians of energy show that ways of experiencing energy
resources often formed the social consciousness of actors, directing their political choices
in fashions that sometimes shaped political economies.16 While most of these studies
focus onwork and nature at the production site, such asmining labor in coalfields, the site
of consumption also deserves attention. As environmental historians of consumer culture
have shown, consuming sites are full of human labor and connected to nonhuman beings
or things.17 People’s environmental experiences of consumption could not only shape
their social identities but also yield political outcomes. The history of kerosene consumers
and their participation in anti-monopoly politics, then, underscores how everyday
experiences with modern energy resources could be placed at the intersection of eco-
nomic life, social thought, and political choice, which affected the course of American
capitalism.

***

In 1859, EdwinDrake, a businessman hired by Seneca Oil Company, drilled underground
petroleum in Titusville, Pennsylvania, connecting the enormous reserve of petroleum to
the national market of artificial illuminants. Refined from crude petroleum, kerosene
provided a cheap and relatively safe illuminant to light homes.18 For those who could not
afford expensive whale oil and candles or were not eager to buy camphene (which had a
tendency to explode), kerosene was a highly attractive alternative.19 Its price was about
one-seventeenth of whale oil, yet its quality—in terms of odor, durability, and brightness
—was even better.20 Although other options like gas and electricity provided more
convenient light, most American households in this period lived outside the “networked”
zones linked to gas or electricity grids.21 Adding kerosene to her list of reliable light
sources in 1873, Catherine Beecher, a renownedwriter and educator on housework, noted
that if one could find “good kerosene” it left “little to be desired.”22
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Finding good kerosene, however, was not an easy task. American households pur-
chased kerosene from local peddlers and groceries, which demanded a discerning eye.23

Consumers could make their choices among numerous sellers. In a local newspaper in
Portage, Wisconsin—a town with 2,879 residents in 1860—readers could find eleven
advertisements for kerosene oil on a single page. The price and quality of each product
varied even if it was sold by the same retailer. “Kerosene oil at 40 cts per gallon” did not
“last as long or give as clear a light” as the “kerosene oil at 60 cts per gallon.”24 The
purchaser also had to worry about adulteration. Pure kerosene was not prone to explode.
But profit-driven refiners, facing fierce competition in the early market, frequently
adulterated their kerosene with cheaper liquids like benzene and naphtha—mostly
leftover petroleum derivatives—that made the kerosene oil explosive.25 Despite some
regulatory efforts, it was not easy for the government authorities to inspect them all
becausemany of these refiners ran short-lived business andwere geographically scattered,
a failure that led to a flood of fires in homes.26 In 1870, Fire Marshal McSpedon in
New York City reported sixty-four fires in August, of which fourteen were caused by
kerosene and other petroleum fuels.27 According to one analysis, 5,000 to 6,000 people
died annually due to fires and explosions caused by kerosene.28 Encountering these
challenges, Beecher advised kerosene consumers to learn “all the dangers to be avoided,
and the cautions needful in the use of this most dangerous explosive oil.” “Neglect this
caution,” Beecher warned, and one would probably be a “sorrowful mourner all your life
for the sufferings or death of some dear friend.”29

To overcome this fear, kerosene users sought help from professional knowledge.
Beginning in the early 1860s, the chemical nature and potential explosion of kerosene
became a hot topic among scientists, especially chemists, who wrote numerous articles
about the risk in professional journals like Scientific American andTheAmerican Chemist.
In the meantime, it was generally acknowledged that the chemistry of kerosene was
“worthy of careful study, not only among physicians, but also consumers.”30 Between
1868 and 1870, a short treatise on the “Chemistry of a Pint of Kerosene,” originally
published in the Boston Journal of Chemistry, was syndicated in dozens of daily newspa-
pers across the country. The author asserted that consumers should learn how to conduct
a “simple experiment” to test at what degree the oil took fire. If a kerosene oil heated in
water emitted flammable vapor under 110 degrees Fahrenheit and the fumes took a
lighted match, the author argued, the oil was adulterated.31 The variants of this “fire test,”
originally contrived for professional inspectors, were soon “commonly found” in
kerosene-consuming households in the United States.32 Even without a thermometer,
kerosene users could heat a spoonful of kerosene oil until it was “moderately warm to the
touch” and test it.33 One chemist declared, “We recommend everyone to try these safe,
reliable tests before using any kind of petroleum illuminants, for, independent of the
excruciating torture, long suffering and death that might befall the inmates of his own
family.”34

Once consumers knew how to purchase good kerosene oil, experts explained, they
needed to master how to use it properly as a household illuminant. Kerosene users were
warned by domestic advisors that incorrect usage of lamps and fuels might cause fires, air
pollution, and optical injuries while extravagant and inefficient usage would wastemoney
and labor. The advice had an ambivalence to it. On the one hand, it deemed kerosene oil
an ideal illuminant requiring lessmoney and effort than other illuminants tomaintain the
right amount of light, trim wicks, and clean lamps.35 On the other hand, it implied that
kerosene demanded special caution. While good oil itself was not explosive, its vapor
could be. Thus, the best practice was to place the kerosene lamp far away from heat
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sources like stoves and clean the lamp regularly. Because kerosene was “not a simple
fluid,” the advice warned “never trust it with heedless servants” and urged consumers to
be experts in its use.36

Despite these challenges, many kerosene users tinkered with the oil, even pioneering
new applications for kerosene that extended far past simple illumination.37 Farmers’
newspapers like Prairie Farmer recorded “experiments” and “scientific ways of using
kerosene,” including comparing kerosene with other liquids to find themost effective way
to protect crops and livestock from vermin.38 Using kerosene as an insecticide gained
popularity among anyone who struggled with cankerworms, ants, or mad bees.39 Kero-
sene users also employed the oil to grease rusted nuts and bolts, preserve leather, and clean
metal equipment like the roosts of a henhouse. Creative uses of kerosene were not limited
to rural practices as its domestic users also applied the oil in many ways. Mixing kerosene
with milk, hot water, or whale oil soap, kerosene users made a special emulsion that
removed bugs from their gardens, windows, and kitchen pantries. Moreover, they found
that kerosene could be helpful for washing laundry.40 A local newspaper in Montpelier,
Vermont, recorded a debate between “Mary,” “Ruth,” “Mrs.Wilson,” and “Mrs.H” on the
kerosenemethod for laundry inwhich thewomen discussed the best way tomake “clothes
look better with less labor.” Despite their minor disagreements, they all agreed that
kerosene was a “blessing to anyone who tries it” and that they could no longer “wash any
other way.”41 On top of this, kerosene users adopted the oil to clean the floor, cure skin
diseases, and refinish furniture.42

These experiences with kerosene in American households show that consumers were
both learners and pioneers in kerosene use. Kerosene was commercialized in the absence
of public protection and brought environmental risks like fire and explosion. Yet rather
than remaining as victims, kerosene consumers attempted to overcome the volatility of
this newmaterial by relying upon expertise and professional knowledge.43 In due process,
they gave birth to an extraordinary culture of consuming kerosene.

***

Besides killing bugs, cleaning floors, oiling appliances, and washing clothes, kerosene
users turned to the product to light lamps. And as they read by the light of kerosene lamps,
the product’s users circulated knowledge about how to use the material. One channel that
facilitated this process was nationally circulated women’s magazines. In the 1880s, at least
in part due to the increasing readership who could use kerosene light to read at night, the
Americanmagazine industry entered a period of whatmedia historians call the “magazine
revolution.”44 This revolution was led by the Ladies’ Home Journal, a national women’s
magazine first published in 1883. When the magazine was published, readers with the
new light—especially those from Anglo-American and white-collar families—rushed to
subscribe.45 The readership of the Journal rapidly increased to 500,000 in 1886 and one
million in 1903, and the magazine became the most-read magazine in the world.46

Several common characteristics united these subscribers, one of which was the use of
kerosene in their homes. Thus, it was within the pages of the Journal that Fannie
E. Newberry offered advice on maintaining lamps, writing:

Those who can, bymerely touching a button, light a score of electric suns within their
homes, or, by turning a screw and applying a match, bring out the mellow, more
moon-like radiance of gas…may give this article the go-by—it is not for them! Yet I
venture to say that the Ladies’ Home Journal reaches thousands of homes that
depend entirely upon kerosene lamps for their nightly cheer, and brightness.47
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The Journal conveyed extant knowledge about kerosene in an organized way. Yet
kerosene consumers did not merely receive information but also participated in knowl-
edge production. For example, these consumers utilized the Journal to communicate with
each other at the national level, swapping tips about the variety of ways they might use
kerosene. In due process, they formulated a homogenous social consciousness.

In the early years of the magazine, the editors opened the “Correspondence” section to
subscribers who sent thousands of letters in return.48 The pages of this section were soon
filled with the homemade “recipes” of kerosene for refurbishing furniture, removing bugs,
cleaning floors, curing diseases, and washing laundry. The October 1887 issue, for
example, printed a letter from “H.L.,” a housewife from Ravenna, Ohio. As a new
subscriber who was “very much pleased” with the Journal, she eagerly participated in a
“chat of the Sisters” who had previously written in the magazine to discuss the use of
kerosene. Responding to one of her fellow readers who had inquired about refurbishing
furniture, she recommended that “Alice canmake her old walnut furniture look quite like
new by using black varnish plentifully diluted with kerosene.” In closing, H.L. asked, “Can
any of the sisters tell me how to prevent black ants from getting into my pantry?” The
answer lay a couple of pages later, where a short reply to “L.M.P.” and “Mrs. J.H.D.”—who
had asked questions similar to H.L.’s—noted that “an emulsion of kerosene is good” for
removing bugs.49 This issue also, unsurprisingly, had letters discussing the use of kerosene
for laundry work. Mrs. V. A. Bendall from Warrenton, Virginia, concluded, “The
kerosene used for lamps will answer every purpose.”50 These professional approaches
to the material became one of the class markers that distinguished these correspondents
both from the “class of laborers”—in this reading non-Anglo-American, immigrant
families—and “[t]hose with wealth in abundance” who knew little of the “struggles in
this world for existence.”51

This class distinction inherent in the use (and discussion) of kerosene was highlighted
by a new group of domestic advisors, the home economists. Contributing to women’s
magazines like the Journal, these writers connected the consumer culture of kerosene to
the economic life of middle-income households. In general, home economists, as histo-
rian Carolyn Goldstein argues, provided a rational framework for middle-class house-
holds to navigate themselves in the rapidly growing but volatile political economy in the
GildedAge and Progressive Era.52 In the literature on home budgeting, for example, home
economists advised their audience to be the “plotter and planner of the firm.”53 Since
planning would enhance their financial future, housewives’ economizing efforts, in
addition to the husband’s income, determined households’ economic and social status
as the middle class.

Primarily, kerosene was linked to this mission in two ways. First, these practices of
economic planning were most likely taken under the light of kerosene lamps. Thus, later
in 1926, the lamp light became a symbol and the emblem of the home economics
movement.54 Second, managing the purchase of fuel—normally coal and kerosene—
was considered an exemplar of economization.55 Since these fuels had seasonal and/or
periodic variations in prices and were relatively easy to store in the home—though, this
chance was exclusively given to those who had spacious houses and extra money—home
economists could use them as an example of saving money by planning the timing and
amount of consumption.56 It would be better to purchase kerosene before winter when it
was sold at the highest price.57 Moreover, the many uses of kerosene could also help
streamline the household economy. Home economist Maria Parloa, for example,
described using kerosene to refinish kitchen furniture and cooking appliances as “eco-
nomical recipes,” meaning a way to save money.58
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Furthermore, home economists reconfigured the social homogeneity among kerosene
users into a concrete social identity. For instance, these home economists contributed to
the decades-long genre of lamp management and home illumination, placing contem-
porary middle-class virtues into relief. They described the care of kerosene lamps as a
“professional” task requiring a strict work routine that necessitated “practical knowledge”
and “training.” They told kerosene consumers that the lamp-managing routine had a
similar “natural arrangement of work” to that of “[b]usinessmen” and other “professional
workers of our time.”By emulating these professionals’ approach to fulfill “each duty with
its manifold small accompaniments,” therefore, kerosene consumers could “systematize
their work,” joining the middle class, or in the contemporary term, the professional
class.59

Applying similar frameworks, home economists connected the versatile uses of
kerosene with middle-class values. Since kerosene methods were linked to almost every
practice of housework, kerosene use in the domestic sphere was a part of home econo-
mists’ efforts to professionalize the middle-class home. Writing for the Journal, these
home economists aligned the kerosene methods of laundry, cleaning, and medical
treatment with other home management practices of a “practical housekeeper.”60 More-
over, they connected kerosene and its uses to the cultural tastes of the middle class. Using
kerosene as an insecticide, for example, was firmly linked to gardening, a leisure activity
that increasingly represented middle-class values in the late nineteenth century. As
historian Jennifer Price notes, gardening allowed householders to advertise that they
“exercised a middle-class American virtue of restraint and the admirable market-
economy ethic of self-control.”61 Discussing proper methods of planting tuberoses,
gladioluses, coleuses, callas, and fuchsias, these contributors of the Journal introduced
the exact recipe for a “kerosene emulsion” that would signify a gardener’s expertise and
taste.62 “M.O.M.,” a reader of the “Floral Helps” section, said that “the kerosene emulsion
so often spoken in the Journal” was so crucial that without it she would “give up growing
plants.”63

Home economists nurtured these various applications of kerosene, many of which
were birthed informally by ordinary users, into a national consumer culture of the middle
class.64When first commercialized, kerosenewas considered a “poorman’s illuminant.”65

Yet by the 1890s, kerosene symbolized a material for the middle class, who sought
financial and social advancements in volatile home and political economies through
their own professionality.66 In due process, kerosenewas fastened to the economic life and
social thought of middle-income households. Signifying this ascension, in 1894, a
nationally syndicated article on the versatile uses of kerosene stated that “Kerosene is
King.”67

***

While the consumer culture of kerosene evolved, at the site of production, oilmen in
Pennsylvania launched a crusade against Standard Oil, triggering a nationwide antitrust
movement that culminated in the ShermanAct in 1890. Thismovement, however, tended
to omit consumers as political actors. As a result, among the numerous interest groups
that participated in the legislative process, almost none represented or spoke on behalf of
consumers.68 Despite some disagreement, historians largely agree that the political
language around the Sherman Act “directly dealt with producers and their behavior,
not with consumers.”69
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The absence of consumers in these anti-monopoly politics, which continued in the
1890s, was partly due to the ways in which contemporary antitrust debates conceived of
consumers. During this period, consumers as a body were rarely invited to political-
economic debates. In January 1897, a young lawyer, Louis Brandeis, participated in a
congressional hearing on big business and protective tariffs. When Brandeis was asked by
a congressman, “And for whom do you appear?” he replied, “for the consumers … who
were a far larger part of the people of the United States than any who have found
representation here.”70 Despite his sincerity, as Ida Tarbell later commented, “the
committee, chairman, and all laughed aloud but they were good enough to say, “Oh,
let him run down.”71 Similarly, William Jennings Bryan, an enthusiastic and leading anti-
monopolist of the time, refused to debate the monopoly problem in terms of consumer
benefits. In 1899, to those arguing that industrial combinations could benefit consumers,
Bryan retorted, “I protest against the attempt to drag every question down to the low level
of dollars and cents.”72

Underlying this reluctance to invite consumers to anti-monopoly politics was an
economic assumption that consumers merely responded to the nominal prices. Anti-
monopoly arguments related to consumer interests existed—those largely based on the
classical belief that competition lowered prices andmonopolies did not—but they labeled
consumers as economic actors responding to nominal prices, not as political actors. Thus,
when it seemed clear to political economists in the 1890s that not all monopolies raised
consumer prices—a reinterpretation that came along with the improved use of statistical
data and new economic notions like “potential competition”—consumers were further
excluded from anti-monopoly debates.73 For example, consumers were not invited to the
Chicago Conference on Trusts, an ambitious meeting held by the Chicago Civic Feder-
ation in September 1899 that invited numerous representatives to foster a national
consensus on the trust problem.74 On its fourth and last day, David Kinley, head of the
economics department at the University of Illinois, presented the result of a survey that
asked 554 respondents about the trust problem. Those surveyed included “wholesale
dealers, commercial travelers, railroads, combinations, labor organizations, contractors
and manufacturers, and economists, financiers, public men, etc.” but no consumers.
Although some respondents still held the old belief that the trusts harmed consumers by
raising prices, 90 percent of “lawyers, economists, [and] public men” upheld a new
consensus that the trusts reduced costs and might benefit consumers. Despite some
disagreements on whether the savings were actually handed down to the consumer, most
thought it would.75 Reflecting this change in economic thought, President Grover
Cleveland said in his 1896 address to Congress that the trusts had “reduced prices, and
thus may benefit the public.”76

During the conference, StandardOil was frequently cited as an example of amonopoly
that benefited consumers. The participants agreed that the company had “greatly lessened
the cost of light” and reduced the “price of oil 75 per cent since that corporation was
organized.”77 The critiques of Standard Oil condemned the company not for raising
prices but for its “price-cutting” strategy to obstruct competition.78 Even when the
nominal price of refined oil slightly increased in the late 1890s, observers did not blame
Standard Oil, instead deeming that increase a result of other structural factors in oil
supply. In July 1900, Trusts and Industrial Combinations, an industrial report published
by the Department of Labor, concluded that the “[recent] changes in the absolute price of
oil” had “nothing to do with the combination in oil.”79 If, as theorists purported,
consumers acted to respond exclusively to nominal prices, it was hard to expect oil
consumers to oppose Standard Oil and support the antitrust movement.
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To some anti-monopolists, however, consumers responded to more than nominal
prices. Right after attending the Chicago Conference, attendee John Finley wrote a
letter to his friend Samuel McClure, the chief editor of McClure’s Magazine, encour-
aging him to address the trust problem because it would earn “great attention” from
his readers.80 As one of the most successful figures in the “magazine revolution,” along
with Edward Bok who edited the Ladies’ Home Journal, McClure understood his
subscribers. Like that of Bok, McClure’s business model started with a large middle-
class readership with purchasing power—what he called the “marketplace of the
world”—who made his magazine attractive to advertisers.81 To gather this readership,
McClure filled the magazine pages with stories that appealed to this target audience—
whom he called the “professional class.”82 To do so, the editors of McClure’s should not
consider consumers mere economic actors but those who had cultural tastes and social
identities. This attitude toward the readership was in turn applied to the trust problem.
Unlike political economists, McClure and his editors did not assume that consumers
would not be interested in anti-monopoly politics because the trusts did not affect
consumer prices. Instead, they attempted to find other editorial strategies to appeal to
their readers.83

In 1901, Ida Tarbell, the most popular writer in the magazine, took charge of the
project. On top of her masterful storytelling skills, Tarbell recognized that the readers of
McClure’s overlapped that of the Journal.84 As her biographer Kathleen Brady, observes,
Tarbell’s first idea in framing the trust problemwas to focus on how the trusts affected the
“housewife.”85 Years later, Tarbell proudly recalled that her writings on the trust and the
tariff problems had “reached women.”86 Although she had an ambiguous stance on
women’s right to vote, Tarbell supported their political participation as consumers.87 In
an article later published in the Journal, Tarbell urged “American women” to “recognize
opportunities for public service” by understanding “the relation of [the] household
economy to [the] National economy.”88 Specifically, Tarbell asked readers of the Journal
to exercise their “power … as consumers” to “deplore the tyranny” of the “monopolis-
tically inclined.”89 This, however, did not mean that Tarbell considered oil consumers
entirely housewives-readers. To her, the consumer was rather the “household” as a
whole.90 At any rate, thanks to the consumer culture of kerosene shared by her readers,
Tarbell could presume without a doubt that these kerosene-consuming households were
from the emerging middle-professional class.

Unlike her predecessors, such as the participants in the Chicago Conference, Tarbell
considered oil consumers not as abstracted responders to nominal prices but instead as a
national public with cultural tastes and social identity. As a pioneering “muckraker,” she
also sought to instigate political actions of the public at large, which led her to assign
readers certain political roles.91 As scholars have suggested, Tarbell tended to appeal to
the spirit of moralism. However, unlike previous public writings on Standard Oil, her
piece was based on sophisticated editorial strategies and rationales.92 It was highly
probable that Tarbell acknowledged the consensus among political economists that
Standard Oil had not raised the nominal price of oil and the debates on its actual effects
on consumer benefit.93 Moreover, as a daughter and a sister of independent oilmen, she
was not only motivated to oppose monopolization but also understood oilmen’s culture
and lives in detail. With these understandings, Tarbell sought an alternative rationale to
align kerosene consumers with independent producers, as outlined in The History of the
Standard Oil Company, serialized inMcClure’s fromNovember 1902 to October 1904. To
borrow the editors’ copy, her series would be the “most important, the most illuminating,
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and most interesting discussion of the Trust Problem which a magazine has ever laid
before the reading public,” a public who would read by the light of kerosene lamps.94

***

Historians deem The History of the Standard Oil Company as one of the first coherent
public writings on the monopoly problem. It seemed coherent because it assumed a
coherent readership—the middle-class consumers of kerosene, which “revolutionized
the world’s methods of illumination.”95 Tarbell built the narrative ofThe History upon a
couple of schemes to persuade these consumers to oppose Standard Oil. The first was to
reconfigure the public image of independent oilmen, which had been far from attractive
in the eyes of her middle-class readers. Since the beginning of the petroleum industry,
popular media had depicted oilmen in Pennsylvania as “boomsters” preoccupied with
speculations and life in the Oil Regions as “disorder, disarray, indifference to all.”96

Thus, Tarbell’s first task in the series should be to replace this vulgar image with a
fancier one.

In her first chapter, titled “The Birth of an Industry,” Tarbell characterized indepen-
dent oilmen as the epitome of the professional class, shedding light on their technological
and civilizing contributions to the oil industry and community. Before these oilmen,
Tarbell explained, the region was like a “wilderness” that was “too rugged and unfriendly
for settlement” and so it had not been “cultivated.”97 Struggling with petroleum’s
untamed nature, especially its underground location, flammability, explosiveness, and
fluidity, the oilmen devised technological solutions to drill, refine, transport, and store the
oil.With knowledge of chemistry and engineering, these oilmen had studiously developed
professional venues for taming petroleum.98 To Tarbell, the Oil Regions were an “orderly
society” of the professional class.99 Although this “community” had some “perplexing
problems of over-production, of railroad discrimination, of speculation,” they would
“meet their own needs… [and] make their towns the most beautiful in the world.”100 To
her readers, this description might have coincided with how they saw themselves—
kerosene-consuming households who had mastered the safe and efficient use of the oil
with knowledge and expertise. As oilmen had built a civilized community by bringing this
resource out of the ground so had readers established a virtual community of the middle
class, characterized by ways of using the material. Moreover, readers living in “frontier”
regions might have even more sympathy with this rhetoric of settlement and civilization.

In the following chapters, Tarbell depicted Rockefeller as usurping these achievements
of oilmen. Largely omitting Standard Oil’s technological contributions to the industry,
Tarbell instead crafted a narrative that placed the oilmen and Rockefeller in dire conflict.
Focusing on Rockefeller’s personal character—he was a businessman rather than a
technician—Tarbell emphasized how Rockefeller had snatched the oilmen’s technolog-
ical achievements with his brutal business tactics.101 In Tarbell’s portrait, StandardOil—a
company represented by its owner’s personal character—plundered the technologies of
producing and distributing oil. Tarbell further described multiple scenes of this plunder,
most notable of which was Rockefeller’s extortion of the technology of long-distance
pipelines—an original contribution of an independent oil company, the Tidewater Pipe
Line.102 In Tarbell’s narrative, this episode showed how Rockefeller used underhanded
and even corrupt tactics to defeat the independent oilmen who had prospered because of
their professional abilities and expertise.103

Tarbell’s second scheme to persuade kerosene consumers was to focus on the margin
between prices of refined and crude oil, instead of the consumer price. In the last chapter
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of the series, titled “Price of Oil,” Tarbell printed a chart comparing the price fluctu-
ations of two oil products: crude oil in the Oil Regions and refined oil in the New York
market. At first glance, the nominal prices of both products had fallen since the
founding of Standard Oil in 1870, just as Rockefeller and many others, including his
opponents, had believed. Explaining the chart, however, Tarbell argued that the decline
in prices was not a result of Standard Oil and its monopoly but of technological
achievements. Therefore, it was not a contribution of Rockefeller but of independent
producers who had improved the refinery process, developed iron barrels and storage,
and built seaboard pipelines.104

Then Tarbell suggested readers focus on the margin between crude oil and refined
oil, in which Rockefeller “get[s] his profits.”105 Unlike the nominal prices, the margin
showed irregular movements. Tarbell argued that the fall of the margin exactly
corresponded year-by-year with the period when independent producers had resisted
monopoly and that the rise of the margin corresponded with the period when
Rockefeller had gotten control of the oil market. If Standard Oil had not existed,
she argued, the margin would have been lower because of the continuing technological
developments, and thus consumers would have benefitted from even cheaper oil.
Rockefeller had only disrupted this trend by forcing his “own interpretation of a
paying price.”106 Tarbell summarized: “[a]n independent concern” brought down the
price to “housewives” who consumed kerosene, while Standard Oil made them “pay
more.”107 To be sure, some anti-monopolists had made similar comments on margins
before Tarbell. But they did not get much attention and were reluctant to put forward a
conclusive argument. In part, their reluctance was because it was hard to analyze the
relationship between the monopolization and the exact year-by-year margin with
contemporary statistical skills and resources. As political economist Jeremiah Jenks
noted in 1900, “special effects [of the trusts] as shown by the margin cannot be
interpreted clearly.”108 Nevertheless, Tarbell boldly pushed her argument on the trust’s
effect on margins, which seemed effective to entice consumers.

In so doing, Tarbell asked her readers to ponder the political economy of oil. Rather
than merely responding to the nominal prices of final products, they should learn how
“the price of a necessity of life” had been determined behind the scenes by “autocratic
powers in commerce.”109 When encountering competitors, Rockefeller dropped the
margin to cut their throat—a practice often called “price-cutting.” And after elimi-
nating competition, he unduly advanced his margin. Thus, his power to control the
margin worked for both purposes: throttling competition and enhancing profits.
Tarbell insisted that Rockefeller’s “preternatural skill” of controlling the margin was
the “most cruel weapon in stifling competition … and, at the same time, a most
persuasive argument in hoodwinking the public,” by which she meant the consumers
of kerosene.110

At this point, Tarbell suggested a political coalition between independent oil pro-
ducers and kerosene consumers. It was true that the integration of the oil industry
rationalized production, reduced waste, and thereby stabilized nominal prices. But the
savings from these efficient processes should not be privatized by a single company
because they were originally someone else’s contributions. Tarbell argued, “[Standard
Oil’s] great extension of the volume of business profited the consumer nothing … it
laid hands on the idea of the Tidewater, the long distance pipe-lines for transporting
crude oil … and yet this immense economy profited the public nothing.”111 Tarbell
assumed, then, Standard Oil’s profit should be redistributed to oil consumers and
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independent producers. Moreover, if consumers and producers fought together, Tar-
bell implied, they could gain a fair share of the rapidly growing petroleum industry.
They should do so because they were the ones who contributed to the industry with
their professionality to tame the nature of petroleum, a professionality on which
Standard Oil capitalized without giving payoffs.

Emphasizing the similar social identities of independent oilmen and kerosene users,
then, Tarbell persuaded her readers to side with independent producers. Moreover, by
focusing on the margin, she described Standard Oil’s control of oil prices as a
conspiracy that cheated consumers. These frameworks allowed her to challenge
(or bypass) the previous economic presumptions about the relationship between
Standard Oil and kerosene consumers—which just counted nominal prices. As mem-
bers of the professional class, consumers and producers sought economic and social
advances in a volatile economy relying on their professionality, which enabled the oil
industry by taming the nature of petroleum at both consuming and producing sites.
Profits from the oil, therefore, should not be possessed by a single firm that gained
control over the margin with business tactics, not with its professionality. At the
conclusion of the series, Tarbell closed her two-year serialization with the following
line: “the business man [Rockefeller] who fights to secure special privileges, to crowd
his competitor off the track by other than fair competitive methods… [should] receive
the same summary, disdainful ostracism by his fellows, that the doctor or lawyer who is
unprofessional receives.”112

***

Both contemporary and current commentators on The History of the Standard Oil
Company agree that it galvanized public opinion against Standard Oil and facilitated
antitrust reform. But which public, and how?

It seemed that Tarbell’s series inMcClure’s Magazine reachedmiddle-class consumers
who subscribed to Ladies’Home Journal. Despite their disregard for political issues, with
the publication of Tarbell’s series, the editors of the Journal had to deal with the trust
problem to meet their readers’ expectations. The editors printed articles that discussed
relevant topics like the definition of economic trust, Rockefeller’s personal character and
its effect on Standard Oil’s practices, and Theodore Roosevelt’s antitrust drive.113 While
not all the articles encouraged readers to participate in the antitrust movement, most of
the pieces recognized that the trust issue was a hot topic among readers. Moreover, as
Tarbell did earlier, many of these articles emphasized consumers’ special relations to the
trusts, especially to Standard Oil. One writer noted: “The name ‘Standard Oil’ is almost a
synonym for Trust control,” and “[b]y means of this Trust the price of illuminating oil is
unduly advanced.”114

The History was also welcomed by Kansans during the Kansas oil war. Living in a
“frontier” region closely associated with the petroleum industry and Standard Oil
affiliates, Kansans came to have a keen interest in the trust problem and Tarbell’s
narrative.115 When Tarbell visited Kansas in 1905, Kansans cheered her. Local newspa-
pers reported every step of her visit—including her dinner with the governor, vacationing
in the mountains, speaking at a gentlemen’s club, and meetings with women’s clubs.116

An editor of a local newspaper praised Tarbell as “giving to the world the history of
Rockefeller” who had “millions but in almost everything else” was “rated by the masses a
bankrupt.”117
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Anti-monopoly reformers in Kansas tended to follow Tarbell’s thinking on the trust
problem. Anti-Standard Oil organizations like the Kansas Oil Producers Association
brought in Tarbell to address them and to confer on strategy.118 Presenting themselves as
members of the professional class, these reformers tried to gain public support for their
efforts to legislate state regulations on Standard Oil. To this end, oilmen in Kansas, as
historian Kyle Williams observes, relied heavily on arguments based on science and
technology. As Tarbell had argued in the Tidewater case of long-distance pipelines, these
oil producers asserted that Standard Oil had privatized technological achievements
originally developed by independent oilmen. They problematized not only the pipelines
that transported crude oil but also the use of hydrometers that gauged the quality and thus
the price of final products. By merely accepting the judgment of its own employees who
used the hydrometer, StandardOil was taking the control of this technology. Reclaiming a
right to interpret hydrometers, a technology initially invented by their professional-class
predecessors, these reformers argued for “open knowledge” and thus the wider use of this
technology.119

Middle-class consumers of kerosene were the primary audience these reformers
sought to persuade. Right after they discussed “The Standard and the Public,” anti-
monopoly-minded editors of a local newspaper dealt with “The Consumer.” “In all the
discussion of industrial and political conditions the most interesting and least heard of
factor is the consumer,” they explained. “United,” they continued, “the consumers would
be invincible” to support oil producers’ claim of the “square deal.”120 Although these
reformers’ crusade had been triggered by the price-cutting schemes of Standard Oil that
had lowered the nominal price of kerosene, reformers in Kansas had confidence that
consumers would support their cause. Focusing on the margin as Tarbell did, they
declared that the decline in nominal prices was “not only a bribe to the consumer but
evidence of the Standard’s excessive profit.”121 Regardless of nominal prices, the very
presence of profits acquired by Standard Oil meant the sacrifice of consumers. Rock-
efeller’s stock dividend in December 1905, for example, was considered a “Christmas
present” from the “consumers of petroleum.”122 Then, the reformers connected Standard
Oil’s power to control prices to its control over technologies like the hydrometer, asserting
that the company cheated on consumers by selling unqualified kerosene at unduly
advanced prices. Standard Oil had bled both “the producers and the consumers.”123

The reformers promised to provide “the highest grade of illuminating oil at prices equal
to” Standard Oil’s. And their fight would bring the “emancipation of All Kansas Oil
Producers and Oil Consumers.”124

As Tarbell observed in her article on the Kansas oil war, which is mentioned at the
beginning of this article, it seems that kerosene consumers eventually supported the
Kansas oilmen en masse. In a long public rally organized by independent oil producers in
March 1905, in which the governor of Kansas, two congressmen, and one senator
attended, “big crowds” of Kansans kept their seats. To Senator Fred Dumont Smith,
these crowds were “the great army of consumers of Kansas, all the wealth and sinews of a
great and prosperous commonwealth.”125 One observer noted that the antitrust move-
ment in Kansas was the “outcome of the agitation against the Standard Oil company
which has been made by the Kansas oil producers association and the oil consumers.”126

As the “popular wrath” of oil consumers partnered with the political campaign of
independent producers, Tarbell later wrote, it became a “national blow to that arrogant
spirit of greed which, for selfish gains, aims to put a bounty of nature in chains.”127

With the Kansas case earning attention from national politicians, a political coalition
of independent producers and middle-class consumers seemed like an effective means to
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drive the antitrustmovement at the national level. Prior to Tarbell’s exposé and the oil war
in Kansas, Theodore Roosevelt had not viewed consumers as an audience for his “trust-
busting” efforts. Because he was following the debates among political economists and
advised by theorists like George Gunton and Jeremiah Jenks on the trust problem,
Roosevelt believed that industrial combinations might benefit consumers.128 In October
1902, a month before Tarbell’s first article in The History, Roosevelt wrote in a letter to a
friend that consumer prices had “no relation whatever to the trusts.”129 As a result, during
his first term, Roosevelt rarely mentioned consumers in his public speeches addressing
the trust problem.

But after Tarbell’s writings and the Kansas oil war, Roosevelt began to consider
consumers as his primary audience. In May 1906, describing a federal investigation on
Standard Oil triggered by the Kansas case, Roosevelt announced that “Standard Oil in
absolute monopolistic control of the field” harmed the “consumers of oil.”130 Later that
year, Roosevelt went further, arguing that “The Government” should push legislation to
ensure that “no excessive price was charged consumers.” He asserted, if “a combination
has secured practically complete control of a necessary of life,” it would be “adverse to the
public interest… under any circumstances.”131 As Roosevelt’s interpretation of consumer
interests evolved, the nominal price of oil had declined by 34 percent between 1903 and
1905, proof that Roosevelt’s change in thinking was not brought on in reaction to rising
prices.132

Acknowledging the changing political environment, anti-monopoly reformers in
national politics also began courting consumers. In 1907, the National Civic Federation,
the successor of the Chicago Civic Federation, arranged another meeting on the trust
problem. In this conference, unlike the 1899 meeting, several participants represented
consumers. Eugene E. Prussing from theCitizens’Association of Chicago said that “I have
been a consumer all my life and represent that class.”133 Davis P. Marum, an attorney
from Woodward, Oklahoma, declared that “I represent on this floor neither the manu-
facturers, the wholesalers nor the retailers … [but] a larger constituency, the
consumers.”134 During the meeting, those claiming to represent consumers received,
instead of that greeted a young Louis Brandeis in 1897, a warm welcome like that
expressed by Franklin Pierce.135

The importance of consumers to the antitrust movement was also recognized in the
Supreme Court’s 1911 decision to order the dissolution of Standard Oil, in which the
petitioner and the respondent debated Standard Oil’s influence on kerosene consumers.
While the respondent asserted that the “general public”was not hurt but rather benefitted
from StandardOil, assuming that the rationalization of the oil business stabilized nominal
prices of oil, the petitioner condemned Standard Oil for its “wrong inflicted upon the
public,” arguing that the savings from the efficient processes were not handed down to the
consumer.136 Here, the petitioner’s central evidence was a report written by the Bureau of
Corporations in 1907, a resulting document of the federal investigation of the oil war in
Kansas.137 Largely upholding the petitioner’s view, the Court retrieved the common law
belief that monopolies brought “public evils such as the enhancement of prices,” a belief
that had been abandoned by many anti-monopolists during the 1890s and that belied
actual changes in the nominal price of oil.138

***

The story of kerosene consumers and the antitrustmovement against StandardOil tells us
how deeply related histories of capitalism and energy have been and will be. As the first
universalized artificial illuminant, kerosene provided its users with a common material
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environment, a shared consumer culture, and a focalized social consciousness. When
politically utilized, these factors generated sufficient momentum to make a pivotal
political-economic decision. Previous historians sometimes pointed out that the Supreme
Court’s 1911 decision on Standard Oil changed little and that the consumer’s interests in
oil politics yielded many negative effects in terms of progressive reforms and environ-
mental outcomes. Nevertheless, kerosene consumers’ participation in the antitrust move-
ment against Standard Oil shows us how ordinary people’s experiences with a new energy
resource could generate political power that enabled an unprecedented form of public
intervention in the political economy. In the age of climate change and another energy
transition, perhaps that is one thing we could learn from history.
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