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JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER, STANDARD OIL , AND THE
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PROGRESSIVE AMERICA, 1902–1908

When the Supreme Court ordered the dissolution of Standard Oil in 1911, it marked the end of an
unsuccessful campaign by the company to improve its public standing. Standard Oil’s failure to
mollify public opinion in the aftermath of Ida Tarbell’s muckraking masterpiece, “The History
of the Standard Oil Company,” has resulted in a historiographical record that negatively assesses
the company’s response. This article reassesses the company response by placing it within the
wider context of business history in the early twentieth century. It offers a detailed exploration
of the public relations initiatives of Standard Oil from 1902 to 1908. Additionally, the article
views the affair through the lens of standard corporate practices of the early Progressive Era,
when large businesses had only begun to promote favorable public images. It argues that progres-
sive reform inadvertently aided the rise of big business by teaching corporations the importance of
promoting favorable public images. This wider context reveals that Standard Oil’s public relations
response, if unsuccessful, was not as aloof as others have argued. In fact, the company made a con-
certed effort to change public opinion about its business practices.

“The Government won a sweeping victory,” declared the Wall Street Journal after the
Supreme Court’s May 1911 decision to dissolve the Standard Oil Trust.1 Such a senti-
ment accurately captures contemporary and modern opinions, which regard this ruling
as a crowning achievement of the Progressive Era’s antimonopoly movement.2 Yet
while progressivism is often portrayed as hostile to corporations, perhaps the opposite
is true—perhaps progressives, through antimonopoly rhetoric, inadvertently aided big
business in its eventual domination of American life. In the case of Standard Oil, progres-
sivism sparked changes in the company as it attempted to improve its public standing.
The publication of Ida Tarbell’s muckraking classic, “The History of the Standard Oil
Company,” in McClure’s Magazine from 1902 to 1903 created a public firestorm,
prompting John D. Rockefeller and his associates’ turn to the infant field of public rela-
tions. Despite their efforts, historians largely ignore, marginalize, or criticize Standard
Oil and Rockefeller’s response to Tarbell. Words like aloof, belated, and silent
pervade the historiography. Josh Boyd’s opinion, that “muckraking journalism could
have provided the push Standard needed to address public concerns, but it did not,” effec-
tively captures the assessment of historians.3 This essay argues that the opposite is true:
muckraking in fact proved a crucial push for Standard, motivating the development of a
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PR program in hopes of improving public opinion. In a larger context, the essay also
demonstrates that the business class at large adopted similar methods in response to
public criticism, indicating a more complex relationship between progressivism and
big business.
Conventional analysis dictates that Rockefeller remained publicly detached until the

family hired public relations pioneer Ivy Lee in 1914 after the Ludlow Massacre.4

This interpretation ignores crucial developments from 1902 to 1908. Spurred by
attacks in the popular media, Standard Oil gradually built a PR apparatus from
nothing, while Rockefeller broke with decades of tradition and opened himself to the
public in hopes of recovering his reputation. Company officials began producing favor-
able press and with Rockefeller’s approval, Standard hired Joseph Clarke in 1906 to
handle publicity full time. This essay explores the public relations initiatives Standard
Oil and Rockefeller implemented from 1902 to 1908. It argues that Standard and Rocke-
feller worked together in developing an active public relations policy in response to crit-
icism. Additionally, it places these developments in the wider context of business history
during the Progressive Era at large. With this larger view, Rockefeller and Standard were
far from aloof when facing criticism. In fact, their actions were consistent with develop-
ments in the field of public relations in the early twentieth century.
This essay thus uses the Standard Oil case as a lens to argue for a more complex rela-

tionship between big business and progressivism. Up to this point, there have been unan-
swered questions in this debate. To be sure, past historians have noted that progressivism
did not prevent the entrenchment of corporations. For instance, William Leuchtenburg
and Nancy Cohen argue that business benefited from progressive tenets like bureaucra-
tization.5 Yet public relations often does not factor into this discussion. Prominently,
Richard Hofstadter discounts the role of PR in the fall of antitrust movements.6

Lessons learned from progressives, however, aided big business in this regard as well.
Muckraking attacks against business proved a counterproductive strategy that taught cor-
porations that public opinion was a powerful force that demanded attention.7 The rise of
the public relations profession during this period serves as evidence that business
adjusted and gradually learned to sell itself to the public.8 They were extremely success-
ful: despite fluctuations in opinions, by 1940, Americans had largely abandoned the deep
hostility toward big business that characterized previous eras.9 The Standard Oil case
serves as a case study that partially explains the eventual rise of big business as one of
the most dominant institutions in American life.
Two details of this essay require clarification before moving forward. First is a

working definition of public relations. An effective dictionary definition to keep in
mind is “the occupation of establishing or maintaining a good relationship between an
organization or an important person and the general public.”10 PR executive John Hill
elaborates on this definition, writing that the goal of PR is “in correcting, in focusing,
and in organizing public opinion,” precisely what Standard aimed to do in these
years.11 Second is Rockefeller’s relationship with Standard Oil. Officially, Rockefeller
retired from Standard before Tarbell’s magazine series began. He remained the president
as majority shareholder, but vice president John D. Archbold assumed effective
control.12 Yet evidence shows that Rockefeller and Standard remained closely related
in the public mind. Rockefeller’s retirement was not publicized, and the public still
viewed him as head of the company. After his retirement was known, Rockefeller’s
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reputation as the primary builder of Standard Oil ensured that he remained the company’s
public face.13 A 1915 letter to Ivy Lee asserted that Rockefeller and Standard were “in
public opinion one and the same.”14 Rockefeller was also a continuing influence at Stan-
dard. Officials often contacted him and sought his input for large decisions.15 Accord-
ingly, this essay works on the contemporary perception that Rockefeller and Standard
Oil were interchangeable. An attack on Rockefeller affected Standard Oil, and vice
versa. Therefore an effective response had to include both parties. As this essay
shows, Rockefeller and company officials were aware of their close association and
worked together in developing a mutually beneficial PR policy.
Tarbell’s work appeared at a time when the public was especially receptive to its

message. Since the 1870s, big business had gradually risen to an increasingly dominant
position in American life.16 Forty-two corporations created during the great merger
movement from 1895 to 1904 controlled at least 70 percent of their respective indus-
tries.17 For some, the prospect of corporate domination had near-apocalyptic signifi-
cance.18 Entrenchment of big business posed a threat to traditional American ideals of
small-town life, which distrusted the “foreignness” of distant corporations. Economic
periphery areas resented being part of the “colonial economy” ruled by Northeastern
industrialists and financiers.19 Themerger wave threatened American business traditions,
which regarded competition as good and natural, making monopoly unnatural and spark-
ing antimonopoly movements.20

Distrust of big business naturally led to suspicions about the men in charge of those
corporations. The upper class seemed detached from reality with ostentatious displays
of wealth. Individualistic and Social Darwinist ideals ignored the working-class plight
and excused ruthless business practices.21 Furthermore, the accumulation of capital led
to political power, earning the Senate the sobriquet, the Millionaire’s Club. Many Amer-
icans both feared and resented this virtual ruling class.22 At the turn of the century, indict-
ments against the upper class ranged from the humorous derisions of Thorstein Veblen,
whose leisure class was averse to labor and obsessed with image, to the IWW’s (Indus-
trial Workers of the World) calls for violent “direct action” against capitalists.23 Louis
Galambos finds that in 1902 negative opinions about business were twice as prevalent
as positive.24 In this context, Tarbell’s History appeared. As Allan Nevins argues,
Tarbell’s essays were presented as a well-researched work of history, which gave the
publications credibility with a public already biased against big business.25 Tarbell’s
commendable research, coupled with incendiary lines like Standard Oil was a “huge
bulk, blackened by commercial sin,” ensured that the publications struck a deep nerve
with the public.26 Such hostility from progressive reformers demanded a reaction from
Standard, influencing the company’s eventual turn to public relations.
Historians have been generally unimpressed with Standard Oil and Rockefeller’s

response to Tarbell, if not outright hostile. Criticisms date back to the earliest biographies
of Rockefeller, which portray him as unable to grasp the importance of public relations.27

Some critiques leave the impression that Standard Oil was entirely out of touch with cor-
porate practices in this period and did nothing right from Tarbell’s first article to the
trust’s dissolution in 1911.28 Authors who are not hostile to Standard’s response still typ-
ically marginalize the efforts the company made to pacify the public. They downplay or
gloss over Joseph Clarke’s hire and instead focus on Rockefeller’s employment of Ivy
Lee as the moment he accepted the importance of public image.29 Bias toward Lee is
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evident in the work of public relations historians as well. The general trend among these
works is that Standard Oil and Rockefeller’s PR efforts were incomplete, and it was only
after Lee’s hire that Rockefeller began shedding his private image.30 Even favorable
assessments lack a true context of typical business practices at the turn of the century,
and we are left unaware of whether Standard’s policies were groundbreaking or
behind the times.31 Ron Chernow’s Titan is an exception, discerning that Rockefeller’s
critics “profited from a fleeting transitional moment when corporations had not adapted
to the new media and lacked any public relations apparatus;” yet he only references a few
pieces of correspondence and does not explore the documents that demonstrate the
press’s changing attitude.32 Overall, we are left with a historiographical record lacking
in balanced assessments that are placed in the wider context of corporate practices
during the Progressive Era.
The final section of this essay ties the Tarbell affair to its Progressive Era context. The

diverse and contentious Progressive Era historiography receives little comment in writing
on Rockefeller and Tarbell, robbing the story of the crucial background of the United
States in the midst of widespread transformation at the turn of the century. Progressives
have been labeled everything from radical to conservative, and some even question
whether the Progressive Movement occurred at all.33 We are left with little synthesis
on what characterized progressivism. Most generally, however, the theme of transforma-
tion in American society pervades the historiography. This is important for the essay’s
last section, which argues that the growth of the public relations profession was a part
of the larger trend of American society rebalancing in a changing world. This essay
makes two arguments about progressivism: first, that progressives failed to bring big
business under control; and second, that muckraking journalism inadvertently aided
the rise of big business by prompting the corporate move into public relations. Criticism
from progressive reformers gave public opinion a new significance, which corporations
captured by promoting more favorable public images.

PUBL IC RELAT IONS AND CORPORATE PRACT ICES AT THE TURN OF THE

CENTURY

Reassessment of Rockefeller and Standard Oil requires exploration of the corporate envi-
ronment at the turn of the century. Important contextual details of Standard’s response do
not factor into past assessments, particularly the infancy of the public relations profes-
sion; contemporary business practices that valued silence and secrecy; and Standard
Oil’s long history of generating controversy, inuring the company’s management to
external criticism. Taken together, these three factors help explain why Rockefeller
and his associates did not respond immediately to Tarbell and had to gradually build
up to starting a public relations program.
Several authors place modern expectations on the field of public relations.34 The pro-

fession was extremely new when Tarbell’s Standard Oil articles began. While America’s
first press agent was hired in 1889, it was not until the early twentieth century that public
relations became legitimized as a profession.35 America’s first PR firm was founded in
1900, and Ivy Lee’s legendary Parker and Lee firm started work in 1904.36 Even into
the 1920s, Lee was still trying to convince some corporations of the necessity of PR
bureaus.37 In 1923, Edward Bernays published the foundational Crystallizing Public
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Opinion and began teaching a public relations course at New York University, the first
course on the subject at an American university.38 Given the infancy of the field, early
press agents had very little precedent for their jobs. The expectation that Standard Oil
officials could identify a potential public relations problem and formulate an effective
response is simply out of context.
Additionally, several authors comment on Rockefeller’s characteristic silence when

facing criticism, which is accurate. Rockefeller’s correspondence with his affiliates con-
firms that silence was official company policy.39 From its foundation, Standard commu-
nicated with encoded messages and refused public disclosure of its holdings.40 It clouds
reality, however, to single out Rockefeller for this habit. Secrecy was a normal business
practice in the Gilded Age. Moguls considered privacy more efficient for business. Social
Darwinist ideas convinced businessmen that they were specially adapted for manage-
ment of the economy. Government or public interference would upset the social and eco-
nomic balance.41 Accordingly, Gilded Age businessmen were traditionally careless of
public opinion, adhering to William Vanderbilt’s famous “public be damned” senti-
ment.42 Some were significantly slower to grasp the power of public relations. J. P.
Morgan, for instance, kept his silent attitude until his death in 1913. Numerous newspa-
per articles from Morgan’s trip to Chicago in December 1908 note that he looked shy
while speaking and avoided giving a statement to the press.43 In this context, Rockefeller
and Standard’s privacy was consistent with norms among his fellow businessmen and
developments in the public relations field at large.
Also important for context is Standard Oil’s long history of generating controversy. As

Tarbell herself notes, Standard faced popular and legislative scrutiny “almost constantly
since its organization in 1870.”44 Long before Tarbell’s articles, Standard had attracted
criticism and lawsuits. Standard took part in the South Improvement Company, a planned
cooperation between oil refiners and railroad companies from 1871–72, which collapsed
after bitter resistance from independent oil producers. The incident remained associated
with Rockefeller for years, often used as evidence of his megalomaniacal quest for
monopoly.45 After lawsuits in 1879, “Rockefeller began a thirty-year career as a fugitive
from justice.”46 State lawsuits throughout the 1880s and 1890s culminated in the disso-
lution of the original trust, Standard Oil of Ohio, in 1892, though the corporation simply
took advantage of New Jersey’s favorable incorporation laws and reorganized into Stan-
dard Oil of New Jersey.47 Despite the reorganization, Standard spent time in courts right
up until its 1911 dissolution.48

Nor was Tarbell the first to attack the trust in the popular press. Standard’s most vocal
critic for nearly two decades before Tarbell was Henry Demarest Lloyd. Lloyd’s “Story
of a Great Monopoly” credits Standard’s unfair collusion with railroad companies for the
oil trust’s success.49 His Wealth Against Commonwealth attacks all corporations, but
reserves special criticism for Standard Oil. He does not name anyone associated with
the company, but there is little doubt about the identity of the man who “started a little
refinery in Cleveland” with his brother in 1862.50 Lloyd’s work, however, received
mixed reviews at best. Critics targeted the book’s length and denounced Lloyd as an
apocalyptic zealot. Most agreed that the book’s obviously partisan tone was too biased
for serious consideration.51

Clearly, by Tarbell’s first Standard Oil article in November 1902, the company was
accustomed to criticism. And Tarbell turned the screws slowly: the first article was
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mostly a history of the early oil industry in America, with no overt hostility to Standard. It
does conclude ominously, however, that the independent oil producers were threatened
when “a big hand reached out from nobody knew where, to steal their conquest and throt-
tle their future.”52 Even with this clear hint of where the articles were going, at the time
there was no particular reason to suspect that this magazine series would lead to the
breakup of the trust within a decade. It would be some time before muckraking demon-
strated the power of public opinion to big business. Only when public and legal fallout
became evident did Standard officials realize that they must respond.

TARBELL AND STANDARD O IL

This context demonstrates that Tarbell’s publications were simply the latest in a long line
of criticism, during all of which Standard Oil had remained generally silent and endured.
This does not mean, however, that the men at Standard were oblivious to Tarbell. On the
contrary, they took immediate notice. Henry H. Rogers, one of the original builders of the
trust, met with Tarbell even before theMcClure’s series began, hoping “to find out what
kind of history … McClure’s proposed to publish.”53 The first mention of the matter in
Rockefeller’s correspondence was only a month after Tarbell’s first article. The letter
acknowledges that Tarbell likely aims “to do harm to the company,” and that vice pres-
ident Archbold is “prepared… to make answer if it seems necessary.”54 Despite the early
notice, the men at Standard were apparently not overly troubled by Tarbell, since the
issue disappears from mention for some time.55 Rockefeller and his associates, who
had spent four decades in a cutthroat business environment and “weathered thirty
years of assaults in courts and statehouses,”were evidently numbed to public criticism.56

Given this context, it is understandable why the Standard Oil men failed to immedi-
ately address Tarbell’s challenge, yet hindsight shows that her articles proved the most
damaging attack Standard would ever face. Public response is what differentiated
Tarbell from Standard’s past critics. There was no pre-planned length for herMcClure’s
series, and the editor was willing to let it continue as long as Tarbell had material and
magazines kept selling.57 Enthusiastic response stretched the series to nineteen install-
ments over nearly two years. Since antagonism toward corporations had been brewing
since the Civil War, assessing the exact cause and effect relationship between Tarbell’s
articles and public outcry is difficult. More work is needed in tracing public opinion over
this period.58 Given that President Roosevelt was a dedicated fan of the series, it is a fair
assumption that Tarbell had an impact on subsequent antitrust actions.59 Convenient
timing also lends credence to this belief. Between 1904 and 1906, Standard Oil was
hit with at least twenty-one lawsuits in eleven states, along with the federal case that
eventually led to the trust’s dissolution.60

In addition to the obvious troubles facing the company, Rockefeller personally suf-
fered from the bad publicity. Amid death threats, he began hiring bodyguards, keeping
a gun next to his bed, and fencing-off his previously open country estates.61 Rockefeller’s
caution was not an overreaction. The Progressive Era was far more tumultuous than its
reputation often dictates. The battle between capital and labor had grown increasingly
violent since the 1870s. Radicals made assassination attempts against several industrial-
ists and financiers. Somewhat alarmingly, the American public did not overwhelmingly
condemn an attempt on J. P. Morgan, Jr.’s life in 1915, due to his reputation for financing
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the war in Europe. Anarchist Leon Czolgosz’s assassination of President McKinley in
1901 in the name of working-class rights sent shockwaves through the upper class.62

Capitalist fears of radicalism had basis in reality, and Rockefeller was not delusional
in fearing for his life. Rockefeller’s family also suffered from the outcry, notably his
son, John, Jr. Though he was a director at Standard Oil, John, Jr. lacked his father’s
stomach for the more ruthless aspects of business. More interested in full-time philan-
thropy, he was deeply disturbed by accusations that his father’s money was dishonestly
earned. The scrutiny led to what is often called a nervous breakdown in 1904, when John
spent a year away from the company recuperating in Europe.63

STANDARD OIL AND ROCKEFELLER TURN TO PUBL IC RELAT IONS

Amid public outcry and the flurry of antitrust suits, Rockefeller and Standard began
developing a public relations program to calm the hostile public. We can observe a
gradual, yet discernible shift in company practices, divided into two eras. From 1902
to 1905, Tarbell’s impact had not become seriously damaging yet—the bulk of the anti-
trust suits began in late 1905 and 1906. Accordingly, the company’s earliest public rela-
tions efforts were on a largely random basis, mostly characterized by reproduction of
favorable articles as pamphlets. The company also briefly considered an aggressive
course of suing Tarbell for libel. As 1905 progressed, Standard Oil responded to more
serious fallout, including legal action against the company. That year, Rockefeller and
Standard began a proactive PR campaign, making public transparency official policy.
The company turned around the tactics of muckrakers and began embracing the press
as a tool to promote favorable public opinion. This section establishes that Rockefeller
and Standard Oil were not detached from the public, took cues from attacks in the
media, and actively worked to promote a more favorable public opinion.
From 1902 to 1905, Standard considered two methods of response. First, there was an

aggressive course aimed at silencing critics with lawsuits. Legal counsel Starr Murphy
thought that the time had “come to handle the woman [Tarbell] without gloves” and
felt that the company had enough material for a libel suit against her.64 Nothing came
of these plans, as Rockefeller feared drawing attention to Tarbell’s accusations. He
opined that “some publication would be better than a libel suit.”65 Standard officials
agreed and decided that generating good press would be more effective, leading to Stan-
dard’s second option: mollifying public opinion. Prior to 1905, Standard’s press response
was on a largely random basis. Typically the company searched media outlets for favor-
able articles and testimonies. Suitable stories were reproduced as pamphlets and distrib-
uted to libraries and offices.66 The most that came of these early efforts was an unofficial
history by Gilbert Montague. In 1903 the company discreetly financed the publication
and distribution of his undergraduate thesis, The Rise and Progress of the Standard
Oil Company. Although S. C T. Dodd of Standard’s legal office read parts of the man-
uscript and made some suggestions, it was not critically revised and Montague was not
given access to any company materials.67 These early activities were unofficial and
depended primarily on the work of outsiders, rather than the company producing its
own press through an internal publicity apparatus. Nevertheless, the slow development
in these years demonstrates that Standard’s practices were beginning to evolve.
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Around 1905, increasing lawsuits demonstrated that the crisis would not blow over
and Standard had a serious problem on its hands. Accordingly, company PR practices
progressed from random and unofficial to a centralized policy managed directly from
its headquarters on 26 Broadway. Standard no longer considered legal action against
critics and started a campaign to improve public opinion. Reproduction of favorable arti-
cles as pamphlets continued as a tactic for years.68 Rockefeller himself recommended at
least one refutation of Tarbell for reproduction.69 The company also introduced more
direct methods. Publications started appearing that were produced or heavily edited by
company members personally, beginning a new era of public relations actions. The
first significant publication was “The Oil Situation in Kansas” on June 17, 1905, in
The Outlook, a direct response to a critical article by F. S. Barde. The statement that
“the public needs correct information” displays a major shift in company practices.70

It shows Standard’s newfound attitude that if the public were properly informed, the com-
pany’s image would improve—a significant change in approach after thirty years of offi-
cial secrecy.
The article marked a departure in twoways. First, it was written with the express aim of

refuting an attack on the company. Key passages obviously address Barde’s claims.
Barde accused Standard Oil of “seeking to control the products of the Kansas oil field
by strangling competition.”71 Standard responded that this sort of control benefited
society by lowering prices, and “if reducing to the minimum the cost of handling, man-
ufacturing and marketing a prime commodity means ‘strangling competition,’ … the
public is the gainer.”72 Second, Standard officials took an active role in writing and pub-
lication. Starr Murphy and Rockefeller’s advisor Frederick Gates oversaw the article’s
composition and personally edited it. Gates, seeing the potential of company-generated
press in combating criticism, began petitioning Rockefeller for a “literary bureau with
trained and experienced newspaper talent” that could analyze and respond to the press
on a full-time basis.73 The traditionally private Rockefeller approved the idea and
gave Gates his blessing to “have a little talk with” Archbold, a significant step in the
development of Standard Oil’s public relations program.74

There are various interpretations of what sparked Rockefeller’s change of heart. Most
historians agree that the “tainted money” scandal in March 1905, when several ministers
argued that a $100,000 gift fromRockefeller should not be accepted, was significant. The
affair generated some of the highest press coverage Rockefeller ever received for a single
event.75 The crisis blew over, but Rockefeller was shaken and his associates began seri-
ously questioning his policy of silence.76 More Tarbell articles may also have influenced
Rockefeller. Her 1905 publications, “John D. Rockefeller: A Character Study,” were
little more than a smear campaign. Displaying none of the skillful research from her
History, the two articles superficially insulted Rockefeller, concluding that he “is a
victim of perhaps the ugliest, the least reasonable of all passions, that for money.”77

Steve Weinberg explains Rockefeller’s change as a response to this personal attack,
yet the preceding exchange between Rockefeller and Gates occurred a month before
the series appeared.78 Nevins and Chernow most likely come closest to the truth by
arguing that Gates’s prodding convinced Rockefeller of the importance of public
opinion.79

Regardless of the cause of this change, Rockefeller and Standard Oil’s gradual accep-
tance of public relations led to the hire of former newspaper editor Joseph Clarke to
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Standard’s legal office inMay 1906.80 Clarke had arrived in NewYork City as a 22-year-
old exiled Irish national in 1868. With newspaper experience dating back three decades,
including positions at the New York Herald, Journal, and Criterion, he was an ideal can-
didate for a job that required familiarity with the press. He collected a starting salary of
$5,000 eventually raised to $6,000, a considerable amount, especially for an Irish immi-
grant, in a world where the average industrial worker earned less than $600 annually.81

Clarke had a substantial task in front of him when he arrived at 26 Broadway. Facing an
overwhelmingly hostile public and judicial action against the company, he set about
devising a method of improving Standard’s public standing. He recommended a two-
pronged approach to public relations: first, directly answer printed attacks against the
company; and second, produce an officially licensed history of Standard Oil. With
Clarke’s strategy, Standard gradually began “to emerge from the sub-cellar into the
open.”82

In answering attacks, Clarke wrote that “when a paper made an attack on Standard Oil,
I hunted up the facts, stated them briefly, had the local Standard agent call on the editor
and demand that he should print it.”83 This strategy added to Standard’s traditional
response. In addition to circulating good publicity, the company now refuted attacks
as well, resulting in a more even-handed approach to public relations. By Clarke’s
measure, “it worked wonderfully,”84 although his scattered correspondence and brief
comments in his memoir make establishing his exact actions difficult. On one occasion,
Clarke got wind of theHerald’s plans to run an article the following Sunday asserting that
Rockefeller had ruined one Edgar Brown by unfairly taking over his business. Clarke
consulted with Standard Oil officials and confirmed that Rockefeller had never done
business with Brown. Interestingly, the Herald did not produce such an article for the
rest of that month. No evidence indicates that Standard suppressed the article, although
officials offered Rockefeller the option.85 In line with Clarke’s plans, Standard Oil men
began publicly challenging press attacks. High-ranking officials penned letters to news-
papers when they printed unflattering or inaccurate statements. Most often, they argued
that stories were false and based on reports from imposters claiming association with the
company.86 In one case, a source contacted the NewYork News Bureau claiming to have
interviewed John Archbold.When the Bureau publicized these supposed remarks, Clarke
went public with an official statement from Archbold that the interview was entirely fab-
ricated.87 Given Clarke’s elusive character, more work is required in pinning down when
he was directly involved with press releases and the specific stories he responded to, but it
is certain that he was aware when bad press appeared and had a contingency plan in place.
The second part of Clarke’s PR initiative, an official Standard Oil history, led to a

failure that was largely beyond the company’s control. The official history project
started in 1907. Standard contracted the “profound scholar” Leonard Woolsey Bacon
to write the history.88 Unlike Gilbert Montague, Bacon was given full access to the com-
pany’s records.89 Also unlike with Montague’s earlier book, Standard officials were
actively involved in the writing and editing process, critically reading the manuscript
and suggesting revisions.90 Bacon completed several chapters, and the men at Standard
were apparently pleased with the results. Unfortunately, the elderly Bacon died in May
1907, with the manuscript only partially complete.91 The company put out a pamphlet of
Bacon’s chapter on the South Improvement Company and hired a new writer for the

The Rise of Corporate Public Relations in Progressive America, 1902–1908 253

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537781417000184  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537781417000184


project. Clarke, however, was dissatisfied with the results, and Bacon’s death effectively
derailed the project.92

Despite the failure to produce an official history, by 1907 Standard Oil was actively
working toward increased public transparency. There were several aspects to this, but
all were consistent with movements in the public relations field at large, which contested
the rhetoric of popular outcry. A common charge was that America was dominated by
soulless, faceless corporations, an image publicity men sought to break down. Roland
Marchand comments that an effective and popular method was a public statement
from a company official, which Standard picked up on.93 In December 1907, John Arch-
bold published an article renouncing the company’s policy of silence. He challenged
accusations against Standard, with headings like “Profits Due to Legitimate Enterprise,
Not Illegal Rebates” and asserting that the company “seeks neither rule nor ruin.” The
article also includes a large image of Archbold, providing a public face for the
company.94 Clarke did his part in giving the company a face as well. He invited reporters
into the company headquarters for meetings, greeting them “with a quip and a cigar.”95

This treatment came as a welcome change for reporters “who had once found the door
shut in their faces.”96

In hiring Clarke, Standard Oil had taken a crucial step in the development of a public
relations policy. While some historians have argued that Standard neglected its public
relations, causing a frustrated Clarke to quit in 1913, they fail to provide evidence for
this story.97 The only known evidence, Clarke’s memoir, does not indicate frustration.
He blames his departure on the trust’s dissolution, writing that “there was no great
Standard Oil Company to make publicity for, but a score or two of companies needing
another kind of man.”98 Tracking Clarke’s success closely is difficult due to a lack of
documents, and further research into public opinion changes would help establish the
impact Clarke’s work had in winning back the public. Undoubtedly he benefited from
a general decline in muckraking after 1906, a development independent of any of his
public relations efforts.99 Under his guidance, however, the company’s responses were
no longer random and reliant on outsiders. The increased flow of literature and statements
directly from 26 Broadway were part of a concerted campaign to improve the company’s
public standing. Standard Oil, while not the first corporation to embrace the field of
public relations, still stands as one of the earliest examples of a company renouncing
secretive Gilded Age business practices.100 In response to progressive reform and
attacks from muckrakers, the company strove to inform the public and shed its “soulless”
image.
But what of Rockefeller’s personal reputation? Although Rockefeller no longer for-

mally controlled the company, the public still viewed him as Standard Oil’s leader.
Therefore, a full public relations effort required the man and the company to work
together, and Rockefeller’s work to improve his own reputation benefited Standard as
well. Despite John Flynn’s claim that Ivy Lee was the first man responsible for
“selling Mr. Rockefeller to the American people,” evidence shows that this was done
years before Lee.101 Many of Joseph Clarke’s efforts aimed at humanizing him in addi-
tion to the company. Rockefeller had already shown willingness to shed his characteristic
silence in approving Clarke’s hire. Later that summer, Rockefeller released a statement
that “his long silence is to be broken and that he will do all he can to keep in personal
touch with the public through the medium of the newspapers.” The Herald responded
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with a cartoon of the classic Standard Oil octopus reaching its tentacles down from a tree
labeled “aloofness” shaking reporters’ hands.102 Despite the obvious derision, Rockefel-
ler’s message had clearly gotten across: he, along with Standard Oil, sought greater trans-
parency with the public. Afterward Rockefeller indeed opened himself much more to the
press. Clarke aided this goal. Several times he requested official photos of Rockefeller for
distribution among newspapers andmagazines, fostering amore human image of the man
and the company.103 Perhaps most importantly, Clarke arranged for reporters to meet
with Rockefeller himself, often over rounds of golf at Rockefeller’s Pocantico Hills
estate, allowing the press a rare look into his personal life.104

These new tactics had a measurable impact. Periodical articles before 1906–7 never
praised Rockefeller for being warm or open. Although articles frequently admired his
philanthropy and wealth, they more often commented on his secrecy and refusal to
meet with the press.105 These golf outings and meetings produced much-needed good
publicity. Rockefeller’s reportedly pleasant demeanor consistently charmed visiting
reporters. His personality turned vocal critic William Hoster into an ardent supporter
who eagerly published Rockefeller’s statements in the New York American.106 Hoster
was only one of many reporters captivated by Rockefeller. By 1907, a new kind of
article that focused on Rockefeller personally became more common. Several bore the
title “The Human Side of John D. Rockefeller,” clear evidence that the topic received
little attention in the past.107 Social and lifestyle magazines began doing multipage or
entire volume spreads on the Rockefeller estate, offering the public a seemingly intimate
view of the Rockefellers.108 In stating, “I think that public sentiment is distinctly more
favorable to you personally,” Frederick Gates acknowledged that amid so much
hostile press, Rockefeller’s efforts were welcome and effective.109

Arguably the culmination of Rockefeller’s newfound proficiency with the press was
the closest thing to a memoir he ever produced, Random Reminiscences of Men and
Events. In early 1908, Standard Oil officials and publisher Frank Nelson Doubleday
began discussing a possible publication authored by Rockefeller himself.110 The result
was a series of articles in Doubleday and Page’s World’s Work magazine, produced in
book form the next year. It met with mixed critical reviews and was described as super-
ficial.111 One will certainly not get an in-depth story of Rockefeller and his private life.
Far from personal, the articles were “subjected to the most careful scrutiny” from lawyers
and company officials to avoid self-incrimination.112 Random Reminiscences is intended
to display Rockefeller’s desirable attributes—fully one-quarter of its 120 pages are ded-
icated to his philanthropy. Tarbell is noticeably absent from the book, but Rockefeller
makes a few thinly veiled references to the affair. Despite its problems, the memoir is
a crucial part of Rockefeller’s transformation. In saying “it is only reasonable that the
public should have some firsthand facts to draw from in making up its final estimate,”
Rockefeller broke from a long-held tradition.113 He had previously been content to
leave his legacy to history, certain that “time will vindicate” him from wrongdoing.114

Now, the previously reclusive Rockefeller published a book-length defense in a
popular magazine, suggesting he now felt that the public needed help making up its
mind. Moreover, Random Reminiscences appeared at a time when many of the robber
barons still shunned media attention, and when business as a whole was just beginning
its acceptance of public relations.115 Although it was superficial and heavily edited, the
fact that it was produced at all signifies a new acceptance of public opinion.
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THE STANDARD OIL CASE AND THE PROGRESS IVE ERA

Clearly the fallout from Tarbell’s articles gradually led to significant changes in Rocke-
feller and Standard Oil. Both grew to accept the new importance of public opinion and
consciously sought an improved image. These events, however, did not exist in a
bubble. As the Progressive Era historiography shows us, the Tarbell affair occurred
during a widespread rebalancing of American society as it adjusted to an industrialized,
modern world. Accordingly, combining the Progressive Era context and developments
within the field of corporate public relations shows that Standard Oil’s transformation
is an effective case study of the business community’s rebalancing to social change.
Despite the seemingly endless interpretations of progressivism, the common element
forming the foundation of the issue is America’s rapid transformation. At the turn of
the century, “the United States traded the fears and struggles of a mostly rural, fundamen-
tally agrarian society for the fears and struggles of one that was largely urban and indus-
trial,” requiring adjustment and rebalancing.116 The business class was caught up in this
transformation as well. Attacks from reformers convinced businessmen to rethink their
secrecy or risk their enterprises being labeled soulless corporations. The combination
of Progressive Era context and the Standard Oil case demonstrates that the business
class, just like the American people, had to adapt to changing times, and did so by pro-
moting an image more acceptable to the public.
The 1920s are often stereotyped as betraying progressive antitrust victories under

WoodrowWilson, but a more critical reading of history does not support this conclusion.
Despite the wave of antitrust lawsuits, Alfred Chandler finds that by 1917 the American
economy was dominated by huge, fully integrated corporations.117 The First World War
created thousands of new millionaires, while the post-war repression of strikes and sub-
sequent Red Scare curbed the power of labor.118 Warren G. Harding’s landslide victory
in 1920 proved advantageous for further corporate expansion. The subsequent Republi-
can administrations continued favorable corporate policies and identified business lead-
ership as the key to American prosperity.119 Another wave of mergers even larger than
the great merger movement occurred, conspicuously without the fallout in public opinion
that came with first merger movement, signifying a grudging yet discernible acceptance
of big business among Americans.120 The federal government also actively fostered
international business by allowing monopolies to operate on the world market without
fear of prosecution under American antitrust laws.121 Despite progressive antitrust rhe-
toric and hostility to corporations, corporate expansion the 1920s proves that big business
had entrenched itself as a lasting presence in American life.
There is little evidence that businessmen were driven by an overwhelming quest for

monopoly. While big business was certainly a reason behind transformations in Ameri-
can society, businessmen themselves had to adjust as well. The increasing scale of post-
Civil War enterprise required industrialists to rethink conventional business practices.
Early corporations were built by “tacticians rather than strategists,” men who largely
made things up as they went along.122 From Reconstruction to the 1920s, businessmen
undertook a succession of actions as they gradually responded to their changing environ-
ment. Railroad companies pioneered pooling and cartels to curb price instability and rate
wars; centralized trusts and holding companies had tight price control over the market;
ruinous competition caused by the Panic of 1893 was a primary motivation behind the
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great merger movement; integrated corporations required supervision and led to the rise
of a white-collar managerial class; and the business move into politics was a self-defen-
sive measure motivated by hostility to corporate power.123 This fifty-year context of
business history leaves the impression that corporate leaders were not operating accord-
ing to a script, and were in fact seeking order amid uncertainty.
These previous problems largely concerned the operation of business itself, so compa-

nies could solve them with little concern for the public. The development responsible for
forcing capital’s consideration of the public was the rise of popular media. Even if the
public was open to the muckrakers’ exposés, journalists needed a medium to spread
their messages. They benefited immeasurably from a post-Civil War media revolution,
when “the press changed more … than in any other previous period in American
history.”124 In the late nineteenth century there was an increase in daily newspapers
and popular magazines, concurrent with a sharp boost in writers’ salaries, attracting
“better-educated men … to the profession.”125 The nearly five-fold increase in the
number of daily newspapers in the United States from 1870 to the early 1900s
allowed muckrakers to reach a nationwide audience.126 This media expansion was a
unique enemy for businessmen. While they could crush rivals and drive them out of
business or bribe politicians, the battle for public opinion required new, more tactful
methods.127 It is therefore not surprising that public relations historians place the rise
of their field in the muckraking era. Although there is contention in the field, historians
are in agreement that the first PR initiatives came as a self-defensive response to external
criticism.128 It is evident that business adopted public relations as a reaction to reformers
who advocated control of corporations.
The Standard Oil case took place in a transforming world that demanded adjustment

from all parties involved. Big business, which had been growing and adapting for
decades, continued changing by learning important lessons from progressives. Most
importantly, businessmen learned that the public-be-damned attitude was a relic of the
past century, and would no longer suit them in a world where public opinion had such
significance. After several years of losing the fight for public opinion, corporations
successfully captured the public as the twentieth century progressed. By the 1920s cor-
porate imagery and public relations had become staples in big business. Standard Oil’s
public relations policy was far from perfect: quickened response would likely have less-
ened Tarbell’s impact; the company was hasty in scrapping its official history after
Bacon’s death and could have done more to recover the project; the company could
have produced more favorable press. Crucially, however, this essay shows that the
Tarbell affair occurred in a transitional moment, when business as a whole began accept-
ing the importance of public opinion. Working on very little precedent, men like John
D. Rockefeller and his Standard Oil associates realized that they had to rethink the
way they operated, just as many groups in the country were rethinking their own posi-
tions in the new American society. In this much larger context, the public relations
response of Standard Oil and Rockefeller appears in a new light. Rather than aloof,
they were part of the first wave of businessmen who had to tackle the problem of
public opinion. Accordingly, the period from 1902 to 1908 does not represent a revolu-
tion in public relations, but rather an important moment in an evolution that would even-
tually aid the rise of big business.
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CONCLUS IONS

As this essay shows, historians have been largely negative toward Rockefeller and Stan-
dard Oil for their response to Ida Tarbell. This bias perhaps stems from the fact that
despite Standard’s work in improving public image from 1902 to 1908, the Supreme
Court ordered the trust to disband in 1911. This end result leads to harsh judgments
being made without analysis of legitimate efforts made by Rockefeller and his associates
in improving public opinion, and without placing the Tarbell affair in the wider context of
the Progressive Era at large. Yet this failure should not take all merit from the company’s
legitimate public relations efforts. A hostile public coupled with Theodore Roosevelt’s
determination for action against Standard make it unlikely that any realistic PR efforts
could have avoided the lawsuit.129 Nonetheless, we are left with a historiography that dis-
counts the active years between 1902 and 1908, when Rockefeller and Standard Oil rad-
ically transformed practices that had characterized business practices since the 1870s.
What critical writers do not account for is that the development of public relations was

a process, not something that happened overnight. Ida Tarbell’s publications began in
November 1902; the book form appeared in 1904; Standard Oil began more proactive
public relations approach in 1905, and hired a full-time press agent in 1906. This
would indeed be a glacial pace for a company after the mid-twentieth century. The
men of Standard Oil, however, were veterans of an entirely different age, when business
paid little heed to the general public. Despite traditions and reservations, Rockefeller and
Standard Oil adjusted to new norms, as the rest of the nation did. Between 1902 and 1908,
they identified that public opinion had taken on a new significance, rethought their pol-
icies, and carried out new plans of action. While Standard Oil ultimately lost the battle for
public opinion, the trust’s experience is representative of a larger trend. Businessmen
gradually became aware of public sentiment and worked on correcting the problem.
With lessons learned from progressives, big business would steadily improve its
image until by mid-century, most of the radical hostility to corporations disappeared.
The Standard Oil case represents one of the earliest examples of a company facing con-
siderable public scrutiny and seeking an answer from the emerging field of public
relations.
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