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The Lure of the City 

 City becomes a symbol of the new America between 
1870–1900 

 Explosive urban growth 

– Sources included        
immigration,           
movement from        
countryside 

– Six cities over                
500,000 by 1900 

Little Italy in New York, 

ca.1900 



Skyscrapers and Suburbs 
 Streetcars allow growth of suburbs 

 Streetcar cities allow more fragmented              
& stratified city 

– Middle-class residential rings surround   
business & working-class core 

Manchester, New 

Hampshire's first 

horsecar, dating 

from 1877, and on 

display about 1908. 

Cable Car in San 

Francisco - 

double-ended car 

(California line) 

Machinery driving the San 

Francisco cable car system 



Skyscrapers and Suburbs 

 Steel permits construction of skyscrapers 

 Louis Henry Sullivan is considered the “father 
of skyscrapers” and “father of Modernism.” 

Auditorium Building 

Carson, Pirie, and 

Scott department 

store 



Wainwright Building with close-up of cornice 



Rand McNally Building (center, #4) as seen in a Rand 
McNally "bird's eye" illustration, 1890s 



Tenements & the Problems of Overcrowding 

 Tenements house working class 

 James Ware and dumbbell design 

 Tenement problems: 

– Overcrowding 

– Inadequate sanitation 

– Poor ventilation 

– Polluted water  

 Urban problems: 

– Poor public health 

– Juvenile crime  

Though designed for four families , often 

whole families would live in each room. 

Old tenement 

houses 



Strangers in a New Land 
 1890: 15% of U.S. population 

was foreign-born 

 Most immigrants moved for 
economic reasons and 
entered through Ellis Island  

 By 1900, most urban dwellers 
foreign-born or children of 
immigrants 

 1880s: Eastern, southern 
European immigrants prompt 
resurgent nativism 

 Nativist organizations try to 
limit immigration 

First Ellis Island Immigrant Station, opened on 

January 1, 1892. Built of wood, it was completely 

destroyed by fire on June 15, 1897 

Second Ellis Island Immigration Station, opened 

on December 17, 1900 (photo 1905) 



Immigration to the United States, 

1870–1900 



Foreign-born Population, 1890 



Immigrants and the City: 

Families and Ethnic Identity 

 Immigrants marry within own ethnic groups 

 More children born to immigrants than to native-
born Americans 

 Immigrant associations: 

– Preserve old country language and customs  

– Aid the process of adjustment 

 Immigrants establish religious, educational 
institutions, media which preserve cultural traditions 



The House That Tweed Built 
 Urban party machines headed by “bosses” 

– Some bosses notoriously corrupt, e.g. William   
Tweed Boss, of Tammany Hall of New York City 

– Most trade services for votes  

– George Washington Plunkitt and                
“honest graft” 

 Why bosses stayed in power: 

– Good organizational skill 

– Helped immigrants 

 Most bosses improve condition          s 
in cities 

Nast shows Tweed's source of power: control 

of the ballot box. "As long as I count the 

Votes, what are you going to do about it?" 



Nast depicts the Tweed Ring: "Who stole 
the people's money?" / "'Twas him." 



Social and Cultural Change 1877–1900 

 End of Reconstruction 
marks shift of attention 
to new concerns 

 Population growth 

– 1877: 47 million 

– 1900: 76 million 

– 1900: population 
more diverse 

 Urbanization, 
industrialization 
changing all aspects of 
American life 

Urban & Rural Population, 

1870–1900 (in millions) 



Manners and Mores 

 Victorian morality dictates dress, manners 

– Period of contradictions; cult of domesticity and family values 
contrasted with child labor and rise in prostitution 

 Protestant religious values strong  

– Methodists, Congregationalists, The Society of Friends 
(Quakers), and Presbyterians stressed personal salvation. 

 Reform underpinned by Protestantism 

 Elite and middle class values 

– Individualism introduced changes to society 

– The “self-made man,” similar to the “American Dream,” said 
that if men worked hard enough, all men can become wealthy.  



Leisure and Entertainment 

 Domestic leisure: card, parlor, 
yard games 

 Sentimental ballads, ragtime 
popular 

 Entertainment outside home 

– Circus immensely popular 

– Baseball, football, basketball  

 Street lights, streetcars make 
evening a time for 
entertainment and pleasure 

Advertisement for the Barnum & 

Bailey Circus, 1900. 



Changes in Family Life 

 Urbanization, industrialization 
alter family  

 Family life virtually disappears 
among poorly paid working class 

 Suburban commute takes 
fathers from middle-class homes 

 Domesticity encouraged, 
women house-bound, child-
oriented consumers 

 White middle-class birth rates 
decline 

Joseph Lamb's 1916 "The Top 

Liner Rag," a classic rag 



Changing Views: A Growing 

Assertiveness among Women 

 "New women”: Self-supporting careers 

– In 1880, 2.6 million women were gainfully employed 

– In 1890 4 million women were earning wages 

– Doctrine of femme couverte = women could not legally 
control earnings, property, or children 

– By 1890, many states changed laws to allow women to 
control their earnings and inherit property; in divorce women 
could win custody or joint custody → divorce doubled (1 in 
12 marriages ended in divorce) 

 Demand an end to gender discrimination 

 Speak openly about once-forbidden topics 



Educating the Masses 

 Trend is toward universal education: By 1900, 31 states 
and territories had compulsory education laws 

 Purpose of public education was to train people for life 
and work in industrial society 

 Teaching unimaginative, learning passive, Webster’s 
Spellers and McGuffey’s Readers 

 Segregation, poverty compound problems of Southern 
education 

 1896: Plessy v. Ferguson allows “separate but equal” 
schools 



Higher Education 

 Colleges and universities 
flourish 

 Greater emphasis on 
professions, research 

 More women achieve 
college education 

Elizabeth Blackwell, MD, the first 

woman to graduate from medical 

school in the United States (1849). 



Higher Education: African Americans  

 African Americans usually confined to all-black 
institutions like Tuskegee Institute in Alabama 

 Booker T. Washington was an American educator, 
author, orator, & political leader 

– Raised funds community schools/institutions of 
higher education for blacks in the South 

– Gained support from black communities w/ 
black ministers, educators, businessmen & 
northern white liberals 

– Argued that for blacks to gain equal social 
rights needed to demonstrate "industry, thrift, 
intelligence & property“ & cooperate w/ whites 

– Funded litigation for civil rights cases 



Higher Education: African Americans  

 W.E.B. DuBois was an American sociologists, historian, 
civil rights activist, Pan-Africanist, author, and editor 

– Co-founder of NAACP 

– Leader of the Niagara Movement, which 
demanded equality, integrated education 

– Believed the talented tenth, the African-
American intellectual elite would bring about 
this change 

– Protested against lynching, Jim Crow laws, and 
discrimination in education and employment 

– Organized Pan-African Congresses to free 
African colonies from European powers 



The Stirrings of Reform 

 Herbert Spencer compares society to a living organism 
& argues that, just as biological organisms evolve 
through natural selection, society evolves and 
increases in complexity  

 Social Darwinists see attempts at social    
reform as useless and harmful 

– Tried to apply principals of Darwinian               
evolution to sociology and politics 

– Used to justify social policies that promote      
natural conflicts between social groups 

 Reformers begin to seek changes in U.S.      
living, working conditions Herbert Spencer 



Progress and Poverty 

 Henry George: The rich getting 
richer, the poor, poorer 

– Poor in cities were worse off than 
poor in less developed California 

– Wealth created by social & 
technological advances in free 
market is possessed by land 
owners & monopolists via rents & 
is main cause of poverty 

 George’s solution: Tax land, 
wealth’s  source  



New Currents in Social Thought 

 Clarence Darrow rejected Social 
Darwinism, argued poverty at 
crime’s root 

– The “Trial of the Century” - Leopold 
and Loeb, 2 teenage sons of wealthy 
Chicago families accused of 
kidnapping and killing 14-year old 
Bobby Franks. 

– “Scopes Monkey Trial” – tested the 
Butler Act of 1925 which forbade 
the teaching of “the Evolution 
Theory” in state-funded schools. 

 

 



New Currents in Social Thought 

 Richard T. Ely’s “Younger Economics” urged 
government intervention in economic affairs 

 Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class 
asserted that classic economic “laws” were masks for 
human greed  

 Liberal Protestants preach “Social Gospel”  

– Purpose: Reform industrial society  

– Means: Introduce Christian standards into  economic 
sphere 

 



The Settlement Houses 
 Famous Houses 

– 1886: Stanton Coit’s Neighborhood Guild,  New York  

– 1889: Jane Addams’ Hull House, Chicago 

– 1892: Robert A. Woods’ South End House, Boston 

– 1893: Lillian Wald’s Henry Street Settlement, New York 

 Characteristics 

– Many workers women 

– Often offered food, shelter, and classical higher  or 
practical education for poor 

– Study social composition of neighborhood 

– Services provided through charity from wealthy donors or 
scholars who volunteered time 



A Crisis in Social Welfare 

 Depression of 1893 reveals insufficiency of private 
charity  

 New professionalism in social work 

 New efforts to understand poverty’s sources 

 Increasing calls for government intervention 

 Social tensions engender sense of crisis 



The Pluralistic Society 

 Immigration and urban growth reshaped American 
politics and culture 

 By 1920, most Americans lived in cities and almost 
half of them were descendants of people who 
arrived after the Revolution 

 Society experienced a crisis between 1870 and 1900 

 Reformers turned to state and federal government 
for remedies to social ills  


