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How to Read This
These notes are a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded — the questions and the writing prompt are yours to use however helps you think.
What This Video Does
Khan’s David and Kim open the whole period with one sarcastic word. Mark Twain coined “Gilded Age” to say this was not a golden age but a gilded one — a thin layer of gold over cheap tin. Part 1 sets the central tension: a handful of men accumulate staggering fortunes while millions live seven to a room. The question the rest of the period tries to answer is born here — how do some get so rich while others stay so poor, and whose responsibility is that?
In the Margins
0:10  ·  A sarcastic name.  Twain’s metaphor is the lens for everything ahead. Gilded means gold-plated, not gold — a surface that lies about what’s underneath. Keep asking, all period long: what is the gold hiding?
1:41  ·  Names you still read on buildings.  Carnegie, Morgan, Rockefeller — steel, banking, oil. Their names are on concert halls and universities now. The philanthropy came later; ask where the money came from first.
2:30  ·  Built on corruption and on backs.  Khan says the fortunes were built “partly through political corruption” and “partly on the backs of waves of immigrant laborers.” Hold both halves. The wealth wasn’t only earned — it was extracted, from the public treasury and from people.
4:14  ·  How the other half lives.  Jacob Riis photographed the Lower East Side, then the densest patch of humanity on Earth. “Five Cents a Spot” — seven men in one room. That photo and Rockefeller’s mansion are the same city, the same year. That is gilding.
6:57  ·  Who has more power?  Morgan loans money to the U.S. government and becomes its single biggest creditor. Khan’s question is not rhetorical: the federal government, or J.P. Morgan? When private wealth out-muscles the state, who actually governs?

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. Twain chose “gilded,” not “golden.” If you had to name our own moment with one honest word, what would it be — and what would that word be hiding?
1. Khan says the great fortunes were built partly on corruption and partly on immigrant labor. Which of those does our culture tend to remember, and which does it forget?
1. Riis’s “Five Cents a Spot” and Rockefeller’s mansion existed in the same city in the same year. What does it do to a society to hold both at once?
An Invitation to Write
“The real question of the Gilded Age is how some people get so wealthy while some people are incredibly poor — and whose responsibility is that?”  That question is the spine of this whole course, and of the work you and I keep returning to. Write your way toward an answer — not the textbook one, yours. Was the inequality of the Gilded Age an accident of a young economy, or was it built into how the wealth was made? And does your answer change what you think should be done about inequality now?
Where This Connects
1. This is the doorway into Period 6. Everything ahead — the railroads, the strikes, Jim Crow, the reformers — is an answer to the question Kim asks at 6:57.
1. The robber-baron question — who owns the thing that makes the wealth? — is the question The People’s Share was built around. Watch for it under every video this period.
1. Next: Part 2 picks up the other half — not who got rich, but how. The Second Industrial Revolution that made it all possible.
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