
AP US History  -  Kelemen 

 

Captains of Industry or Robber Barons? - 19th Century American Capitalists on Trial 
 The late 19th century (often called the “Gilded Age”) in America was a paradoxical era. The decades following 

the Civil War were an economic boom time that attracted many of the best and brightest in American society into the 

business world.  This second industrial revolution in US History gave entrepreneurs the opportunity to amass 

unprecedented fortunes and become become “Captains of Industry” who were widely celebrated as role-models.   At the 

same time however, many small businesses were ruthlessly crushed, industrial workers exploited and farmers grew more 

impoverished.  These marginalized groups typically saw little immediate benefit from the industrial growth of the period 

or received little attention from the mainly “laissez-faire” federal government of the period.  Critics labeled the new class 

of powerful entrepreneurs “Robber Barons” – a title based on the belief that the wealthy attained their status in an 

underhanded way. 

 The growing gap between rich and poor gave rise to a troubling question in the minds of many citizens by the end 

of the 19th Century:  Was a nation founded on the principles of equality and democracy becoming an oligarchy controlled 

by the rich?  That is the question we will explore in a mock trial simulation this week. 
 

CHARGES: 

During the 2nd half of the 19th Century American business leaders acted in a way that was: 
 

Contrary to the founding principles of the United States 
     

AND 
 

Detrimental to the well-being of American society 
 
 

WITNESSES         Product = Script of Testimony 

 Read assigned primary source document posted on class website 

 Do some on-line background research relating to your assigned character 

 Prepare a question & answer style script of testimony describing your background along with your 

opinions & actions related to the charges.   

 

Blend ideas and/or quotes from the primary source readings with outside research and your own creative 

voice to write testimony.  A paper copy or digital version of your script is due on the day of trial. 

 

          Defense Witnesses                                       Prosecution Witnesses 

Andrew Carnegie        Samuel Gompers 

John D. Rockefeller       Homestead Striker 

Allan Pinkerton        Terence Powderly 

        William Graham Sumner           Albert Parsons  

 

 

LAWYERS          Product = Speech  

 Prepare a 2 or 3 minute long speech (about a page) relating to the charges based on reading text, primary 

sources and background on-line research.   

 The point of view of your speech will be from either the defense or prosecution perspective.  

 Consider your audience to be the fictional judge and jury. Your objective is to make a convincing 

argument that your point of view on both charges is correct.       

 

Blend specific evidence with your own creative voice to write the persuasive speech.  A paper copy or 

digital version of your speech is due on the day of trial. 



Role Assignments: 
Defense Witnesses                                       

Andrew Carnegie:   1⁰: Ella, James   5⁰: Jackson, Talia, Eilidh    

John D. Rockefeller 1⁰: Melissa, Maddy  5⁰: Roxy, Darwin     

Allan Pinkerton  1⁰: Ronin, Emmi   5⁰: Hannah B, Noah    

William Graham Sumner 1⁰: Sofia B, Kalina   5⁰: Skylar, Gwen 

 

Defense Lawyers:                                       

 1⁰: Sophia C, Sadie, Adrien 

 5⁰: Peter, Leif, Sophie 

    

 

Prosecution Witnesses 

Samuel Gompers  1⁰: Emily, Jacquie   5⁰: Orion, Ellie 

Homestead Striker 1⁰: Sam, Tate   5⁰: Caroline, Kyla 

Terence Powderly  1⁰: Jordan, PJ   5⁰: Hunter, Hannah S 

Albert Parsons 1⁰: Lucas, Aidan   5⁰: Caitlin, Sophia 

 

Prosecution Lawyers: 

1⁰: Alivia, Aubin, Maclean 

5⁰: Simon, Sami, Isaiah 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captains of Industry or Robber Barons? Mock Trial Evaluation Sheet 
 

Focus of testimony/speech that directly addresses both charges     ______/5 

 

Evidence that specifically supports arguments in testimony/speech    ______/5 

 

Analysis that is original & thoughtfully incorporated into testimony/speech  ______/5 

 

Verbal participation in class that is articulate and thoughtful    ______/5 

 

 

TOTAL           _____/20 

 


