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Monopolies and Trusts

As you read, compare the monopolies of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries with any monopolies you may know of today.

The prize sought by the big industrialists such as Andrew Carnegie and 

J. D. Rockefeller was monopoly power. A monopoly is a firm that is the 

only seller of a product. A monopoly firm has the advantage of not hav-

ing to compete for customers with other firms engaged in the same line 

of business. This lack of competition means the monopolist can pressure 

suppliers for lower prices and deal as harshly as the law allows with its labor 

force. Most importantly, a monopoly can influence the price of its product 

as firms in competitive industries cannot. Without competitors to provide 

a check on the monopoly’s behavior, government must take on the task. 

Congress passed legislation, such as the Sherman Antitrust Law, to take on 

the task of regulating monopolies. The laws give the government a legal 

right to intervene in a monopoly’s business. 

Today, the oil industry, which was nearly a monopoly under 

Rockefeller, has achieved much influence over price by establishing 

cooperation on an international level to control the supply of oil. Oil-

producing nations achieve this control by belonging to the Organization 

of Petroleum Exporting Countries, called OPEC. Oil is now too big an 

industry to be a monopoly.

Year U.S. Consumption of Oil and Gas Products
(metric tons) 1920–2000

1920 10,000

1930 30,000

1940 270,000

1950 2,980,000

1960 11,900,000

1970 35,400,000

1980 70,400,000

1990 71,600,000

2000 99,500,000
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ECONOMICS FOCUS A monopoly is a firm that, lacking competition from other 
companies in the same line of business, has a large amount of control over its 
prices and practices.
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Use the data in the table to create a line graph in the grid provided. 

Place the years on the horizontal axis and the consumption of oil on the 

vertical. You will need to make the axis discontinuous in several places 

to fit the large changes in consumption on the graph. Then answer the 

questions that follow.

Monopolies and Trusts, continued Economics and History
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WHAT DID YOU LEARN?

 1. What has been the trend of U.S. oil consumption over the years?

 2. By what factor did oil consumption increase between 1930 and 1940?

 3. Between 1970 and 1990, what was the percentage increase in oil consumption?

 4. Critical Thinking: Identify Cause and Effect Our use of oil rose by a factor of 10 

between 1940 and 1950. What was going on in the world during that decade that 

might account for this large increase?
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