




Chapter 18 

The New Social Patterns of 
Urban and Industrial America, 

1865-1917 

The New Urban Environment 
•What expectations led many people to move to 
American cities during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries? 
•What constraints did urban Americans have to 
overcome? 

Poverty and the City 
•What constraints and choices shaped the lives of 
newcomers to the growing American cities? 

• How did different groups analyze the constraints of 
urban poverty? 

•What choices about assisting the poor did their 
analyses lead them to make? 

New Americans from Europe 
•What expectations prompted immigrants to leave 
their homelands for the United States? 

•What constraints did they encounter? 

• How did immigrants' expectations and choices 
regarding assimilation compare to those of 
nativists? 

New South, Old Issues 



•What outcome did southern officials seek when they 
wrote new laws on race relations during the 1880s and 
1890s? 

•What choices did black southerners make in response 
to the state of race relations in the South? 

New Patterns of American Social 
and Cultural Life 
• How did Americans' expectations and choices 
contribute to important social and cultural trends 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries? 



INTRODUCTION  

In 1872, two neighbors in Hartford, Connecticut, 
concluded they could write a better novel than the ones 
then in vogue. The first-time novelists, Charles Dudley 
Warner and Samuel L. Clemens, titled their satire on 
business and politics The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today. 
The popular novel gave its name to the years from the 
1860s through the 1890s: the Gilded Age. The label 
suggests both the golden gleam of a gilded surface and 
the cheap nature of the base metal underneath. 

Many aspects of late nineteenth-century life justify 
terming it gilded. The dramatic expansion of business, 
the technology that typified "progress" for many people, 
the glittering wealth of the new industrial entrepreneurs, 
and the rapid economic development of the West all 
provided the gleaming surface. The grim realities of life 
for most industrial workers and the plight of racial and 
ethnic minorities, however, lay uncomfortably just 
below that golden surface. This chapter examines the ex-
pectations, constraints, choices, and outcomes of the 
period by looking at social and cultural changes in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. New 
patterns of life rocked the burgeoning cities. Ethnic and 
racial groups related to each other in new ways, and new 
developments revolutionized education, gender roles, 
creative expression, and cultural participation. 

Most of these choices and outcomes were related to the 
great transforming experiences of the late 1800s: 
industrialization, urbanization, immigration, and the 
development of the West. Together they broke down old 
constraints and created new ones. They fostered new 
expectations among Americans about how people should 
live and how social groups should relate to one another. 
Americans' expectations sometimes expanded individual 
choices and opportunities. However, some groups tried 
to impose their values and behaviors on others. 

As Americans revised old expectations for social 
relations and forged new ones, the pace of growth 
created constraints that sometimes forced troubling 
choices. Cities expanded so rapidly that municipal 
governments faced difficult choices. For example, 

Expectations  
Constraints  
Choices 
Outcomes 

should they use their limited resources to pave streets or 
build sewers? At the same time, however, the expansion 
of the educational system removed constraints on 
Americans' opportunities to learn and presented many 
Americans with new choices, such as whether to go to 
college. Educational opportunities for women helped to 
expand career choices, including such previously all-
male professions as medicine and law, or the new 
profession of social work. In the South, where 
industrialization lagged, some people made choices 
intended to develop new social and economic patterns. 

The expanding industrial economy and rapidly 
growing cities convinced people throughout Europe to 
come to America. Such choices were often made with 
the expectation of acquiring free land or earning high 
wages. Some succeeded and turned their dreams into 
reality. But the hopes of others were dashed by the 
constraints posed by the difficulty of finding available 
land or steady jobs. The outcome of these many choices 
about where to live, how to live, and how to relate to 
other groups was the transformation of American society 
and culture during the Gilded Age. 



 

Social and Cultural Change 

1865 Civil War ends 
248,120 immigrants enter U,S. 

1868 First medical school for women 

1870 25 cities exceed 50,000 people 

1871 Great Chicago fire Boss 
Tweed indicted 

1872 Clemens and Warner name the Gilded Age 

1874 Women's Christian Temperance Union 
founded 

1876 National League (professional baseball) 
formed 

1877 Reconstruction ends 

1879 Henry George's Progress and Poverty 

1882 788,992 immigrants enter U.S. 

1883 Civil Rights cases 

1885 Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn 

1886 First U.S. settlement house 

1887 American Protective Association founded 
Florida segregates railroads 

1888 First electric streetcar system 

1889 Hull House opens 

1890 58 cities exceed 50,000 people 
Jacob Riis's How the Other Half Lives 
Second Mississippi Plan 

1893 Stephen Crane's Maggie: A Girl of the 
Streets 

1895 Booker T. Washington delivers Atlanta 
Compromise 

1896 South Carolina adopts white primary 
Plessy v. Ferguson 

1897 President Cleveland vetoes immigration 
restriction 

First southern steel mill 

1899 Scott Joplin's "Maple Leaf Rag" 

1901 Frank Norris's The Octopus 
Anarchists barred from U.S. 
Oil discovered in Texas, Oklahoma, and 

Louisiana 

1903 First World Series 

1903-1906 Pogroms against Russian Jews  

1907 1,285,349 immigrants enter U.S. 

1913 President Taft vetoes immigration 
restriction 

Armory Show 

1916 Madison Grant's Passing of the 
Great Race 

1917 Congress requires literacy test to limit 
immigration, overriding President 
Wilson's veto 



The New Urban Environment 
"The city is the nerve center of our civilization. It is also 
the storm center." So said Josiah Strong, a leading 
Protestant minister, pointing up the ambivalence with 
which many Americans viewed their rapidly growing 
cities. For recent immigrants and long-time residents, for 
men and women, for industrial workers and farmers, the 
ever-expanding cities posed the greatest challenge to 
their expectations and gave them the widest range of 
choices. 
Surging Urban Growth 

What Americans saw in their cities often fascinated 
them. Cities boasted the technological innovations that 
many equated with progress. When the journalist 
William Allen White moved to Kansas City in 1891, the 
city's streetcars were "marvels" to him and its telephones 
"a miracle." But the lure of the city stemmed from far 
more than telephones, streetcars, and technological 
gadgetry. It also offered theaters, concerts, lectures, 
fairs, exhibitions, and galleries. 

Other visitors were repulsed by what they saw in 
American cities. A British traveler in 1898 described 
Pittsburgh as "a most chaotic city. A cloud of smoke 
hangs over it by day. The glow of scores of furnaces 
light the river banks by night. . . . All nations are 
jumbled up here, the poor living in tenement dens or 
wooden shanties thrown up or dumped down with very 
little reference to roads." Guillermo Prieto, visiting San 
Francisco in 1877, was struck by the contrast of 
luxurious wealth and desperate poverty: "Behind the 
palaces run filthy alleys, or rather nasty dungheaps 
without sidewalks or illumination, whose loiterers smell 
of the gallows." 

The odd mixture of fascination and repulsion 
Americans felt toward cities stemmed in part from the 
rapidity of urban growth. Cities with more than fifty 
thousand people grew almost twice as fast as rural areas. 
The nation had twenty-five cities of that size in 1870 and 
fifty-eight in 1890, most of them in the Northeast and 
Midwest. Urban growth came largely through migration 
from rural areas in Europe and, to a lesser extent, in the 
United States. The mechanization of farm work meant 
that fewer workers were required than be 

fore. High rural birth rates also contributed to urban 
growth. 

Growth of manufacturing went hand in hand with 
urban expansion. By the late nineteenth century, the 
nation had developed a manufacturing belt that included 
nearly all the largest cities as well as the bulk of the 
nation's manufacturing and finance (see chapter opener 
map). Some cities began as ports; others developed as 
industrial centers. Cities often became known for a 
particular product: iron and steel in Pittsburgh; clothing 
in New York; textiles in Lowell, Massachusetts; meat-
packing in Chicago; flour milling in Minneapolis. 

New Cities of Skyscrapers and 
Streetcars 
As the urban population swelled, technological advances 
permitted cities to expand upward and outward. In the 
early 1800s, residents got around by foot in cities that 
measured only a few miles across. Buildings were 
seldom more than three stories high. In the late 
nineteenth century, however, new building and 
transportation technologies removed previous constraints 
and spelled the end of the "walking city." 

Until the 1880s, construction techniques had limited 
building heights. The higher a building was, the thicker 
its lower walls had to be. Chicago architects, most 
notably Louis Sullivan, took the lead in designing taller 
buildings by using a steel frame to carry the weight of 
the walls. Economical and efficient, tall buildings 
created unique city skylines. 

Just as steel-frame buildings allowed cities to grow 
upward, so new forms of transportation allowed cities to 
expand outward. Electricity transformed urban transit. 
Frank Sprague, a protégé of Thomas Edison, designed a 
streetcar driven by an electric motor. Sprague's electric 
streetcars first appeared in Richmond, Virginia, in 1888, 
and quickly replaced horse cars and cars pulled by 
underground cables. 

manufacturing belt A region of the country in which an 
urban population, transportation systems, and other 
infrastructure support heavy industry. 



By the early 1900s, networks of streetcar lines 
crisscrossed most large cities, connecting neighborhoods 
to downtown. Some carried middle-class women 
wearing white gloves and stylish hats to shop at 
downtown department stores. Skilled workers rode 
others to their factory jobs. Still other lines carried 
typists and businessmen to banks and offices. Cities 
expanded by annexing suburban areas that grew up 
along the spreading transportation lines. Chicago grew 
from 17 to 178 square miles between 1860 and 1890. 

New railroad lines also brought outlying villages 
within commuting distance of cities. Wealthier urban 
residents could now escape the city at the end of the 
workday. By 1890, commuter lines brought more than 
100,000 workers daily into New York City just from its 
northern suburbs. 

The New Urban Geography 
Areas within the largest cities became increasingly 
specialized by economic function. Iron and steel making, 
meatpacking, shipbuilding, and oil refining had to be 
established on the outskirts of cities. Land was plentiful 
and relatively cheap there, and the city center suffered 
less from the noise, smoke, and odor of heavy industry. 

As heavy manufacturing moved to the outskirts of the 
cities, city centers tended to become more specialized as 
well. By 1900, a large city usually had a district of light 
manufacturing that might include clothing and printing. 
Nearby was usually a wholesale trade district with 
warehouses and offices of wholesalers. Retail shopping 
districts, anchored by department stores, emerged in a 
central location accessible by streetcar. In the largest 
cities, banks, insurance companies, and corporation 
headquarters clustered near one another to form a 
financial district. A hotel and entertainment district often 
lay close to both the financial and retail blocks. These 
areas together made up a central business district. 

Residential areas as well as downtowns developed 
according to economic status. New suburbs ranged 
outward from the city center in order of wealth. Those 
who could afford to travel the farthest could also afford 
the most expensive homes. Those too poor to ride the 
new transportation lines 

lived in crowded apartments or small houses within 
walking distance of work. 
Building an Urban Infrastructure 
During the rapid urban growth after the Civil War, local 
governments did little to regulate urban expansion or 
construction practices. Cities grew with only the most 
basic planning. Most choices about land use and 
construction were made by individual landowners, 
developers, and builders. Everywhere, builders and 
owners hoped to achieve a high return on their 
investment by producing the most living space for the 
least cost. Such profit calculations rarely left room for 
varied designs or open space. 

Private companies sometimes provided gas, electricity, 
telephone, and public transit under franchises from the 
city. Companies eagerly competed for such franchises, 
sometimes bribing city officials to secure one. As a 
result, cities usually found themselves well supplied with 
franchised utilities. New residential areas sometimes had 
gas and electric lines before any houses were framed. 

The unplanned nature of most urban growth meant that 
cities could rarely keep up with the demands for fire and 
police protection, schools, sewage disposal, street 
maintenance, parks, and water. As a result, city residents 
sometimes faced contaminated drinking water, 
inadequate disposal of sewage and garbage, and 
epidemic disease. By 1900, however, most cities had 
improved their infrastructure substantially. The quality 
and quantity of the water supply varied greatly from city 
to city. To enlarge its water supply, New York City 
spent seven years and $24 million constructing what was 
then the largest aqueduct in the world. Baltimore and 
Boston also undertook huge water projects. Water 
quality, though, remained a problem. As city officials 
began to understand that germs caused 

wholesale Engaged in the sale of goods in large 
quantities, usually for resale by a retailer. 

retail Engaged in the sale of goods in small quantities 
directly to consumers. 

franchise Government authorization allowing a 
private company to provide a public service in a 
certain area. 



 
♦ Monday was laundry day throughout much of America in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. New York tenements were no exception, as is clear from this photograph 
taken around 1900. Because buildings were so close together, hanging the laundry became a 
social event, as neighbors leaned out their windows, pinned their clothes to 
the line, and exchanged greetings. Note the high population density in such areas. Library 
of Congress. 

many diseases, cities introduced filtration and 
chlorination of their water to eliminate disease-carrying 
organisms. Even so, only 6 percent of urban residents 
received filtered water by 1900. 

Cities faced similar constraints in disposing of 
sewage, cleaning streets, and removing garbage. Even 
when cities built sewer lines, they usually emptied the 
untreated sewage into some nearby body of water. One 
sanitary expert in 1877 called Boston Harbor "one vast 
cesspool." In most cities, few streets were paved. The 
rest became mudholes in the rain, threw up clouds of 
dust in dry weather, and froze into deep ruts in the 
winter. Chicago counted 2,048 miles of streets in 1890, 
but only 629 miles were paved. In the late nineteenth 
century, however, most eastern cities began using 
asphalt paving, following the lead of Washington, D.C. 

Everywhere, urban growth outstripped cities' ability to 
provide for it. Despite the introduction of 

uniformed police during the Civil War era, urban crime 
mushroomed. The great Chicago fire of 1871, which 
devastated three square miles, killed more than 250 
people, and left 18,000 homeless, demonstrated the 
inadequacy of existing fire protection. The Chicago fire 
spurred efforts to improve fire protection by creating a 
well-trained and well-equipped staff of firefighters and 
by regulating construction practices. 

Although change came slowly, city utilities and 
services improved significantly between 1870 and 

chlorination The treatment of water with the 
chemical chlorine to purify and disinfect it. 

great Chicago fire The 1871 disaster that destroyed 
much of the city and spurred national efforts to 
improve fire protection. 



1900. By the early twentieth century, large American 
cities had more extensive sewer systems and provided 
more water to each resident than similar cities in 
Germany. But as late as 1900, no city larger than 
150,000 people had a sewage treatment plant. 

Poverty and 
the City 

In 1879, in Progress and Poverty, Henry George pointed 
out that the "enormous increase in productive power" 
had failed to eliminate poverty or to improve the lives of 
working people. He concluded that progress and poverty 
went hand in hand: "The 'tramp' comes with the 
locomotive, and almshouses and prisons are as surely the 
marks of 'material progress' as are costly dwellings, rich 
warehouses, and magnificent churches." George was one 
of many who focused attention on the growing numbers 
and problems of the urban poor. 

"How the Other Half Lives" 

In 1890, Jacob Riis shocked many Americans with his 
book How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the 
Tenements of New York. In a city of a million and a half 
inhabitants, Riis claimed, half a million had begged for 
food at some time over the preceding eight years. Of 
them, only 6 percent were physically unable to work. 
Most of Riis's book describes the appalling conditions of 
the tenements that housed three-quarters of the city's 
population. The living space for an entire family often 
consisted only of a 10-by-12-foot living room and one or 
two dark, tiny bedrooms. A tenement might house a 
dozen or more families. Such accommodations, Riis 
insisted, "make for evil; because they are the hotbeds of 
the epidemics that carry death to rich and poor alike; the 
nurseries of pauperism and crime that fill our jails and 
police courts; . . . above all, they touch the family life 
with deadly moral contagion." 

Crowded conditions in working-class areas developed 
in part because so many people were constrained by the 
need to live within walking distance of their work. By 
dividing buildings into small rental units, landlords 
packed in more tenants and collected more rent. Rents 
were high com 

pared to wages, so tenants often took in boarders. Such 
practices produced alarmingly high population densities. 
No other American city was as densely populated as 
New York, but nearly all urban, working-class 
neighborhoods throughout the United States were 
crowded. 

Few agreed on the causes or cures for the widespread 
urban poverty. Riis divided the blame among greedy 
landlords, corrupt officials, and the poor themselves. 
Henry George pointed to private ownership of property 
as the culprit. The influential Charity Organization 
Society (COS), by contrast, argued that individual 
character defects such as immorality and laziness 
produced poverty. COS officials expected the recipients 
of aid to be moral, thrifty, and hardworking. 
The Mixed Blessings of 
Machine Politics 
Not everyone blamed the urban poor for their own 
distress. In most cities, political organizations built loyal 
followings in poor neighborhoods by addressing 
desperate needs in a direct and personal way. Instead of 
repentance, they wanted the votes of the poor. 

George W. Plunkitt illustrates the kind of politics such 
organizations practiced. Born in a poor Irish 
neighborhood of New York City, Plunkitt became a 
district leader of Tammany Hall, which dominated the 
city's Democratic party. Plunkitt described how he kept 
the loyalty of the voters in his neighborhood in a 1905 
newspaper interview: 

Go right down among the poor families and help 
them in the different ways they need help. . . . It's 
philanthropy, but it's politics, too—mighty good 
politics. . . . The poor are the most grateful people 

Jacob Riis New York journalist whose exposure of 
slum conditions in American cities appalled middle-
class Americans and led to calls for slum clearance 
and new building codes. 

tenement An unsafe and often unsanitary apartment 
building usually occupied by poor families. 

Tammany Hall A New York political organization 
whose "machines" dominated city and sometimes 
state politics. 



in the world, and, let me tell you, they have more 
friends in their neighborhoods than the rich have in 
theirs. If there's a family in my district in want I 
know it before the charitable societies, and me and 
my men are first on the ground. . . . The con-
sequence is that the poor look up to George W. 
Plunkitt as a father, come to him in trouble—and 
don't forget him on election day. 

Plunkitt typified many big-city politicians across the 
country. Neighborhood saloons often served as social 
gathering places, especially for working-class men. Not 
surprisingly, would-be politicians frequented these 
saloons and often owned them. They responded to the 
needs of the urban poor by providing a bucket of coal on 
a cold winter day, a basket of food at Thanksgiving, or a 
job on a city crew. In return, they expected recipients to 
follow their lead in politics. Political organizations based 
among working-class and poor voters, usually led by 
men of poor, immigrant parentage, emerged in nearly all 
large cities. Opponents denounced the leader of the 
organization as a boss and the organization itself as a 
machine. 

One of the earliest city bosses was William Marcy 
Tweed, who became head of the Tammany Hall 
organization in 1863. Tweed and his associates built 
public support by spending tax funds on various 
charities, and they gave to the poor from their own 
pockets—pockets often lined with public funds or 
bribes. Under Tweed's direction, city government 
launched such major construction projects as public 
buildings and improvements in streets, parks, sewers, 
and docks. Much of the construction was riddled with 
corruption. Between 1868 and 1871, the Tweed Ring 
may have plundered as much as $200 million from the 
city, mostly in kickbacks from contractors. In 1871, 
evidence of corruption led to Tweed's conviction and 
imprisonment. Reformers in practically every city subse-
quently charged officeholders with corruption, but most 
bosses were more cautious than Tweed. 

Perhaps the most important single function the bosses 
served was to centralize political decision making. As 
one Boston boss said, "There's got to be in every ward 
somebody that any bloke can come to—no matter what 
he's done—to get help." If a pushcart vender needed a 
permit to sell tinware or a railroad president needed 
permission to 

build a bridge, the machine could help him—if he 
showed the proper gratitude. 
Combating Urban Poverty: 
The Settlement Houses 
By the 1890s, young college-educated men and women 
began to confront urban poverty in an altogether 
different way. These humanitarians took an 
environmental approach in assisting the poor. The 
settlement house idea, which originated in London in 
1884, involved opening a house in the slums where 
idealistic university graduates lived among the poor and 
tried to help them. The first settlement house in the 
United States opened in New York in 1886. 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull 
House in Chicago in 1889. For many Americans, Jane 
Addams became synonymous with the settlement house 
movement. Settlement house workers provided a wide 
range of assistance to slum families: cooking and sewing 
classes, public baths, childcare facilities, instruction in 
English, and housing for unmarried working women. 
Ad- 

saloon A place common to middle-class and working-
class neighborhoods where patrons could buy and 
drink alcoholic beverages. 

boss Name applied to the head of an urban political 
organization that based its success on lower-income 
voters. 

William Marcy Tweed New York City political boss 
who used the Tammany machine to maintain control 
over city and state government from the 1860s until 
his downfall in 1871. 

kickback A sum of money that a contractor illegally 
gives "under the table" to the official who awarded 
the contract. 

settlement house Community center operated by 
resident social reformers in a slum area to help poor 
people in their own neighborhood. 

Jane Addams Illinois social worker who sponsored 
child labor laws and was a leader in the settlement 
house movement. She won the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1931. 

Hull House Settlement house founded by Jane Ad-dams 
and Ellen Gates Starr in Chicago in 1889 to improve 
community and civic life in the slums. 



dams and other settlement house workers became forces 
for urban reform, promoting better education, improved 
public health, and honest government. Settlement houses 
spread rapidly, with some four hundred operating by 
1910. The settlement houses became the first institutions 
to be created and staffed primarily by college-educated 
women. 

Church-affiliated settlement houses often reflected the 
Social Gospel, a movement initiated by Protestant 
ministers who were concerned about the social and 
economic problems of the cities. One of the best known, 
Washington Gladden of Columbus, Ohio, called for an 
"Applied Christianity"—the adoption of Christian 
principles by businesses. By this he meant that 
businesses should follow Christ's injunctions to love one 
another and to treat others as you would have them treat 
you. 

New 

Americans from Europe 
The flood of immigrants that fed the burgeoning cities 
and industrial labor force from the Civil War to World 
War I represents the highest level of immigration in 
American history. In 1865, when the Civil War ended, 
248,120 immigrants entered the United States. The 
number rose to 788,992 in 1882 and peaked at 1,285,349 
in 1907. 

Most immigrants came from Europe and settled in 
cities. By 1910, in eighteen of the twenty-five largest 
cities, immigrants and their children made up more than 
half the population. Three-fourths of New Yorkers and 
Chicagoans were first- or second-generation immigrants. 

A Flood of Immigrants 
Before 1890, most immigrants came from Great Britain, 
Ireland, Germany, and Scandinavia. After 1890, most 
came from southern and eastern Europe, especially 
Austria-Hungary, Italy, and Russia. 

Most immigrants came because of the United States' 
reputation as the "land of opportunity," where farms 
were cheap or free, labor was in demand, and wages 
were high. Some were attracted by America's reputation 
for religious toleration and commitment to democracy. 
Others were re- 

 
♦ The photographer Lewis Hine took this picture of a family 

from eastern Europe who arrived in the United States in 
1905. After 1890, immigrants came ashore at Ellis Island and 
were processed by the Immigration Service. For millions of 
immigrants, Ellis Island was their portal to America. Courtesy 
George Eastman House. 

cruited by agents sent to Europe by sparsely populated 
western states or by railroad companies seeking buyers 
for their land. The reasons for coming varied from 
country to country, year to year, and person to person. 

Groups exhibited distinctive patterns of settlement in 
the United States. The greatest number of 

Social Gospel A moral reform movement of the late 
nineteenth century led by Protestant clergymen who 
drew attention to urban problems and advocated 
social justice for the poor. 

Scandinavia The region of northern Europe con-
sisting of Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. 



Irish immigrants, many desperately poor, arrived 
between 1847 and 1854, after the potato blight hit, but 
Irish immigration continued at high levels until the 
1890s. Ninety percent were Catholic. They settled 
initially in the cities of the Northeast, composing a 
quarter of the population of New York City and Boston 
as early as 1860. Although many Irish immigrants 
worked in the West, the Irish as a group remained urban. 

Germans outnumbered all other immigrant groups in 
the United States before 1900. Rural overpopulation, 
changes in agriculture, and crop failures in the 1840s and 
1850s all contributed to the desire to move from 
Germany. Religious and political persecutions affected 
some as well. German peasants sold their holdings at 
home and thus arrived in the United States with the 
expectation of buying farms. Many did so, especially in 
the north-central states. Even more German immigrants, 
however, settled in midwestern towns and cities. 

Scandinavian immigration followed the German 
patterns. The high point of Scandinavian immigration 
came in the 1880s and 1890s, when Scandinavians 
accounted for 12 percent of American immigrants. 
Scandinavian farmers left because of overpopulation and 
changes in agriculture. Many settled on farms in 
Minnesota, the Dakotas, Montana, and Nebraska; others 
landed in Washington State. 

Italian immigrants illustrate a different situation. 
Landless farm laborers from southern Italy and Sicily 
began to leave in significant numbers in the 1880s. Their 
numbers increased slowly until, between 1900 and 1915, 
Italians outnumbered any other single group of 
immigrants arriving in the United States. At first, many 
young men worked in construction or agriculture during 
the summer and returned to Italy during the winter. 
Eventually, some chose to stay and sent for their 
families. Large numbers of Italians made the cities of the 
Northeast their home. In California, Italians became 
prominent in growing grapes and making wine. 

The immigration of Eastern European Jews reveals 
still a different pattern. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, one-third of the Jews living in 
eastern Europe left there, and 90 percent of those came 
to the United States. The largest number came from 
Russia, accounting for nearly one-eighth of all 
immigrants after 1900. Extended 

pogroms occurred in Russia in the early 1880s and from 
1903 to 1906. This religious persecution was the most 
important reason for Jewish migration. Jewish 
immigration was also different in that entire 
communities chose to emigrate as a group. They became 
the most urban of immigrant groups. Half of all the 
eastern European Jews in America resided in New York 
in 1914. 

Large numbers of Slavic-speaking immigrant groups 
came only in the 1890s and after, accounting for more 
than a third of all European immigrants between 1900 
and 1914. They immigrated primarily for economic 
opportunity. The largest single group, Poles, were nearly 
all Catholic and settled in New York and in the cities of 
the Midwest. By 1910, Chicago, Milwaukee, Detroit, 
and Buffalo had large Polish populations. Most Slavic-
speaking groups tended to locate in urban and industrial 
areas. 
An Ethnic Patchwork 
Immigrant groups tended to congregate in ethnic 
neighborhoods in American cities. For example, in 
Manhattan in 1890, the Irish predominated on the West 
Side and the Germans on the East Side. Neighborhoods 
of Italians, African Americans, Jews, Chinese, Czechs, 
Arabs, Finns, Greeks, and Swiss completed the ethnic 
patchwork. Ethnic patchworks composed of distinctive 
immigrant communities were not limited to cities. 
Scandinavians, Dutch, Swiss, Czechs, and Germans 
were most likely to be farmers, but there were rural 
farming settlements of many groups. The map at the 
beginning of the chapter reveals concentrations of 
immigrants both in the manufacturing belt and in 
western areas with cheap farmland or mines. 

These patterns of settlement reflect the expectations 
immigrants held about America as well as the 
opportunities they found when they arrived. The British, 
Germans, Scandinavians, and Czechs came with capital 
in the 1870s and 1880s, when good 

overpopulation The growth of a population beyond 
the point where it can be supported by its 
environment. 

pogrom Violent mob attacks on Jewish communities, 
often resulting in massacres. 



farmland could still be acquired relatively cheaply in the 
north-central states. By contrast, fewer Irish had the 
necessary capital, and so fewer came with the 
expectation of becoming farmers. Some post-1900 
immigrants, especially Italians and Poles, came without 
any expectations of staying in America permanently. 
They planned to work for a time and then return home 
with full pockets. After 1890, farmland was more 
difficult to obtain. Newcomers at that point were more 
likely to find work in the rapidly expanding industrial 
sectors of the economy. 

Hyphenated America 
In the nineteenth century, many old-stock Americans 
(sometimes only a generation removed from immigrant 
forebears themselves) assumed that immigrants should 
learn English quickly and become citizens resembling 
themselves. Immigrants from Britain often did assimilate 
rapidly. They already spoke English and had similar 
religious values. Most other immigrants, however, 
resisted rapid assimilation. They held fast to elements in 
their own culture at the same time that they took up a 
new life in America. Conscious of being a German or an 
Italian in America, they often came to think of 
themselves as hyphenated Americans: German-
American or Italian-American. 

On arriving in America, with its strange language and 
unfamiliar customs, many immigrants reacted by seeking 
people who shared their cultural values, practiced their 
religion, and spoke their language. Ethnic communities 
thus played significant roles in newcomers' transition 
from the old country to America. They gave immigrants 
a chance to learn about their new home with the as-
sistance of those who had come before. At the same 
time, the newcomers could retain the values and 
behaviors from their old country that they found most 
important. 

Hyphenated America developed a unique blend of 
ethnic institutions. Ethnic fraternal lodges sprang up to 
provide not only social ties but also benefits in case of 
illness or death. Among them were the Ancient Order of 
Hibernians (Irish), the Sons of Hermann (German), and 
the Sons of Italy. Singing societies devoted themselves to 
the music of the old country. Foreign-language 
newspapers 

were vital in connecting the old country to the new, for 
they provided news from the old country as well as from 
other similar communities in the United States. 

For nearly every group, the church provided the single 
most important element in ethnic group identity. 
Immigrant churches shared religion, language, and 
culture. By 1900, for example, there were separate 
Lutheran churches speaking German, Norwegian, 
Swedish, Danish, Finnish, and Icelandic. Catholic 
services were sometimes conducted in the language of 
the parish's largest ethnic group and sometimes featured 
special observances transplanted from the old country. 
Nativism 
Many old-stock Americans expected that immigrants 
would embrace the behaviors and beliefs of old-stock 
Americans and blend neatly into their culture. These 
expectations came to be identified with the image of the 
melting pot. But the melting-pot metaphor rarely 
described the reality of immigrants' lives. Most 
immigrants changed their ways slowly, over their 
lifetimes. 

Few old-stock Americans understood the immigrants' 
adjustment to their new home. Instead of seeing the ways 
immigrants changed, many old-stock Americans saw 
only immigrants' efforts to retain their own culture. They 
fretted over the multiplication of foreign-language 
newspapers and feared to go into communities where 
they rarely heard English. Such fears and misgivings 
fostered the growth of nativism: the view that old-stock 
values and social patterns were preferable to those of 

old-stock Americans Term used by the Census 
Bureau to describe people who were born in the 
United States. 

hyphenated Americans Americans with a strong 
ethnic identity based on their ancestry who felt that 
they had been shaped by two cultures—Irish-
American, for example. 

melting pot A phrase describing the vision of 
American society as a place where immigrants set 
aside their distinctive cultural identities and were 
absorbed into a homogeneous culture. 



immigrants. Nativists argued that only their values and 
institutions were genuinely American. 

American nativism was often linked to anti-
Catholicism because so many immigrant groups were 
Catholic. The American Protective Association (APA), 
founded in 1887, noisily proclaimed itself the voice of 
anti-Catholicism. Its members pledged not to hire 
Catholics, not to vote for them, and not to strike with 
them. The APA claimed a half million members by 1894. 
It dominated the Republican party in parts of the 
Midwest and occasionally fomented mob violence 
against Catholics. 

Jews, too, faced religious antagonism. Beginning in the 
1870s, organizations and businesses began to 
discriminate against Jews. By the early twentieth 
century, such discrimination intensified. Some employers 
refused to hire Jews, many college fraternities and 
sororities refused to admit them, and restrictive 
covenants constrained them from buying homes in 
certain areas. 

Labor organizations sometimes looked at unlimited 
immigration as a threat to jobs and wage levels. Anti-
Chinese sentiment among Pacific Coast unions 
contributed to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act 
in 1882 (see page 378). The depression of the 1890s 
convinced the American Federation of Labor in 1897 to 
call for a literacy test as a way to reduce the influx of 
immigrants. 

The rise of labor and radical political organizations 
also contributed to anti-immigrant sentiment. By 1900, a 
few employers had begun to argue that unions 
represented foreign, un-American interests. Far more 
serious was the association of immigrants with 
radicalism, especially anarchism. Congress banned 
anarchists from immigrating after Leon Czolgosz, an 
American-born anarchist with a foreign-sounding name, 
assassinated President William McKinley in 1901. The 
link between immigrants and radicalism seemed to be 
confirmed later when Socialist party candidates received 
strong support from immigrant voters. 

The shift in the sources of immigration from 
northwestern Europe to southern and eastern Europe also 
contributed to the rise of nativism in the 1890s. Nativists 
viewed these new immigrants as less desirable than old 
immigrants from northwestern Europe. 

The arrival of significant numbers of new immigrants 
coincided with the glorification of Anglo- 

Saxons (Germanic ancestors of the English). Relying on 
Social Darwinism and its argument for survival of the 
fittest (see page 359), proponents of Anglo-Saxonism 
were alarmed by statistics that showed old-stock 
Americans having fewer children than the new 
immigrants. Some voiced fears of a "race suicide" in 
which Anglo-Saxons were bred out of existence. 
Madison Grant, a wealthy New Yorker, epitomized this 
thinking. Grant 
claimed in The Passing of the Great Race (1916) that 
all civilization had been created by Nordics—tall, blond, 
blue-eyed northern Europeans—and that other Europeans 
had proven themselves unable to sustain civilization. 

By the 1890s, these religious, economic, political, and 
racist strains resulted in demands that the government 
restrict immigration from Europe. Advocates of 
restriction initially called for immigrants to pass a 
literacy test. Opposition came from immigrant 
organizations and from employers seeking a larger 
supply of labor. Congress passed literacy measures in 
1897, 1913, and 1917, but presidential vetoes prevented 
the first two from passing. The 1917 law, which did not 
specify literacy in English, had little impact because 
most immigrants by then were literate in their own 
language. 

New South, Old 

Issues 

The term New South refers to efforts by some 
southerners to diversify the region's economy and 

restrictive covenant Provision in a property title de-
signed to restrict subsequent sale or use of the prop-
erty, often specifying sale only to a white Christian. 

new immigrants Newcomers to America from 
southern and eastern Europe who began to arrive in 
large numbers in the 1880s. 

old immigrants Newcomers to America from Britain, 
Germany, Ireland, and Scandinavia who came in 
waves that peaked during the years 1840-1880. 

New South Term first used by southern journalist Henry 
Grady to promote the image of an industrialized South 
as the region recovered from the devastation of the 
Civil War. 



to industrialize after Reconstruction. These efforts took 
place as the South grappled with the legacy of slavery, 
the Civil War, and Reconstruction. One outcome of these 
efforts was a modest diversification of the southern 
economy. Another was that white southerners created a 
society based on racial segregation that lasted for more 
than a half-century. 

The New South 
Following the Civil War, the state of southern railroads 
was a critical constraint on the region's economic growth. 
During the 1880s, however, southern railroads more than 
doubled their miles of track. In the 1890s, J. P. Morgan 
reorganized southern railroads into three large systems. 

The emergence of better transportation led some 
entrepreneurs to think in terms of new industries, 
particularly textiles. The 1880s marked a boom era for 
that industry. New southern mills had more modern 
equipment and were more productive than the mills of 
New England. By the 1890s, many New England firms 
had moved their operations south rather than compete 
with southern mills. Southern textile mills had cheaper 
labor costs than those in New England, partly because 
they relied on child labor. An estimated 70 percent of 
southern cotton-mill workers were under 21 years of age. 
A few other industries also developed in the South, 
including tobacco and cottonseed oil processing, but they 
did little to transform the regional economy. Nearly all 
these industries took advantage of the South's cheap, 
unskilled, and nonunionized labor. 

Of greater potential was the iron and steel industry that 
emerged in northern Alabama. Dominated by the 
Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company, the 
industry drew on coal from Tennessee and Alabama 
mines and iron ore from northern Alabama. By the late 
1890s, Birmingham, Alabama, had become one of the 
world's largest producers of pig iron. In 1897, the first 
southern steel mill opened in Ensley, Alabama, and soon 
became a serious rival of Pittsburgh's mills. In 1907, J. P. 
Morgan arranged the merger of the Tennessee Company 
into his United States Steel Corporation. 

The turn of the century also saw the beginning of a 
southern oil industry near Beaumont, Texas, with the 
tapping of the Spindletop Pool. The center of petroleum 
production now shifted from the Midwest to Texas, 
Oklahoma, and Louisiana, where important discoveries 
were made in 1901. These discoveries prompted the 
growth of new companies, notably Gulf and Texaco. 

Some southerners tried to diversify the region's 
agriculture. In doing so, however, they ran up against the 
cotton textile and cigarette industries. In the end, 
southern agriculture changed little: owners and 
sharecroppers farmed small plots, obligated by their 
rental contracts or crop liens to raise cotton or tobacco. 

The late nineteenth century also saw the myth of the 
Old South and of the so-called Lost Cause blossom. 
Popular fiction and song, North and South, romanticized 
the pre—Civil War South as a place of gentility and 
gallantry, where "kindly" plantation owners cared for 
"loyal" slaves. The Lost Cause myth portrayed the 
Confederacy as a heroic effort to retain the life and 
values of the Old South. Leading southerners, especially 
Democrats, promoted the Lost Cause myth. Hundreds of 
statues of Confederate soldiers appeared on courthouse 
lawns. 
The Second Mississippi Plan and the 
Atlanta Compromise 
Dreams of the Old South and the Lost Cause helped fuel 
the politics of white supremacy that dominated the South 
after Reconstruction. As long as the Civil Rights Act of 
1875 remained in place, 

crop lien A claim against a crop, typically held by a 
storekeeper as the price for extending credit. 

Old South Term used to describe the antebellum, or 
pre—Civil War, South, especially by those who 
characterized the period as a time of gentility and 
gallantry. 

Lost Cause Term used to describe the Confederate 
struggle in the Civil War, especially by white 
southerners who characterized it as a noble but 
doomed effort to preserve a way of life. 



African Americans were theoretically protected against 
discrimination in public places. Segregation existed, to 
be sure, but largely without force of law. Restrictions on 
black political voting and officeholding were also 
extralegal. 

Then, in the Civil Rights cases (1883), the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled the Civil Rights Act of 1875 
unconstitutional. The Court's decision specified that the 
"equal protection" of the Fourteenth Amendment applied 
only to state governments, not to individuals and 
companies. This meant that private businesses need not 
offer equal access to their facilities. In response, southern 
lawmakers slowly began to require businesses to practice 
segregation. In 1887, the Florida legislature required 
separate accommodations on railroad trains. By 1891, six 
other states had passed similar laws. Both social custom 
and local laws began to specify greater racial separation 
as well. 

Mississippi whites took a bolder step in 1890, holding 
a state constitutional convention to eliminate political 
participation by African Americans. Shrewdly, the new 
provisions did not mention the word race. Instead they 
specified payment of a poll tax, passing a literacy test, 
and other requirements for voting. Everyone understood 
that these measures were intended to disfranchise black 
voters. Those who failed the literacy test could still vote 
if they could understand a section of the state 
constitution or law after it was read it to them. This 
"understanding" clause gave white officials discretion in 
deciding who passed the test, and they usually permitted 
white illiterates to vote. The South followed this so-
called Second Mississippi Plan with great interest. 
Except for the poll tax, however, no other state imitated 
its provisions immediately. 

Then, in 1895, a black educator signaled his apparent 
willingness to accept disfranchisement and segregation 
in a speech at the opening of the Cotton States and 
International Exposition in Atlanta. Founder of the 
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Booker T. Washington 
seemed to accept an inferior status for blacks, at least for 
the present: "No race can prosper till it learns that there is 
as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It 
is at the bottom of life we must begin, and not at the 
top." He also seemed to condone segregation: "In all 
things that are purely social, we can be as sepa 

rate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things 
essential to mutual progress. . . . The wisest among my 
race understand that the agitation of questions of social 
equality is the extremest folly." He agreed that equal 
rights had to be earned rather than belonging to all 
citizens. 

The speech, soon dubbed the Atlanta Compromise, 
earned great acclaim for Washington among whites. His 
message that blacks were willing to accept segregation 
and disfranchisement in return for interracial peace and 
economic opportunity was one that southern whites 
wanted to hear. Northern whites, too, were receptive to 
the notion that the South would work out its race 
relations by itself. Until his death in 1915, Washington 
held sway as the most prominent black leader in the na-
tion. His message found a mixed reception among 
African Americans. Some accepted his approach as the 
best that might be secured at the time. Others criticized 
his willingness to sacrifice black rights. Henry M. 
Turner, a bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal 
church in Atlanta, declared that Washington "will have to 
live a long time to undo the harm he has done our race." 
Separate but Not Equal 
Southern lawmakers continued to redefine the legal 
status of African Americans after Washington's 

Civil Rights cases A series of cases that came before the 
Supreme Court in 1883, in which the Court ruled that 
private companies could legally discriminate against 
blacks. 

poll tax A tax that many southern states used as a 
prerequisite to voting to discourage blacks from 
taking part in the electoral process. 

Booker T. Washington A former slave, this educator 
founded and built the Tuskegee Institute into a leading 
black educational institution and urged blacks to 
accept segregation for the time being. 

Atlanta Compromise Landmark speech given by Booker 
T. Washington in 1895, in which he encouraged blacks 
to accommodate to segregation and work for economic 
advancement in the available paths. 



 
♦ During the 1890s, Ida B. Wells emerged as the leading 

opponent of lynching, refusing to be silenced even when 
threatened herself. She appealed to women especially, 
through the various women's organizations that developed in 
the late nineteenth century. Schomburg Center for Research 
in Black Culture/New York Public Library/photo by Oscar B. 
Willis. 

Atlanta speech. State after state followed the lead of 
Mississippi and disfranchised black voters. In 1898, 
Louisiana added the infamous grandfather clause. 
Under it, men who would otherwise be prohibited from 
voting were allowed to vote if their fathers or 
grandfathers had been eligible to vote in 1867, when the 
Fourteenth Amendment was enacted. The ruling 
reinstated whites into the electorate but kept blacks out. 
Throughout the South, states set up substantial barriers to 
voting 

and then carved holes through which only whites could 
squeeze. South Carolina and other southern states added 
the white primary as an additional barrier. Southern 
Democrats, the "white man's party," restricted their 
primaries and conventions to whites only. 

Southern lawmakers also extended segregation by 
law. The U.S. Supreme Court's decision in Plessy v. 
Ferguson (1896), a case involving segregated railroad 
cars, aided the advocates of such segregation. The Court 
ruled that "separate but equal" facilities did not violate 
the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. Southern legislators soon applied that 
reasoning to everything from prisons to restaurants. 

Violence against blacks accompanied the new laws. 
From 1885 to 1900, when the South was redefining race 
relations, the region witnessed more than twenty-five 
hundred lynching deaths, almost all of them African 
Americans. Once the new order was in place, lynchings 
declined to about eleven hundred between 1900 to 1915. 

African Americans fought against lynching in various 
ways, primarily by publicizing the record of brutality. 
One of the most prominent opponents was Ida B. Wells. 
In Free Speech, the black newspaper that she helped found 
in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1891, she attacked lynching, 
arguing that several local victims had been targeted as a 
means of eliminating successful black businessmen. In 
response, a mob destroyed her newspaper office. She 
moved north and spent most of the 1890s crusading 
against lynching. 

grandfather clause Provision in various southern state 
constitutions restricting suffrage to those whose 
fathers or grandfathers could vote in 1867, thus 
depriving blacks of the vote. 

Plessy v. Ferguson Case in 1896 in which the Supreme 
Court upheld a Louisiana law requiring segregated 
railroad facilities on the grounds that "separate but 
equal" accommodations were constitutional. 

Ida B. Wells Reformer and journalist who crusaded 
against lynching and advocated racial justice and 
woman's suffrage. Upon marrying in 1895, she 
changed her name to Wells-Barnett. 



African Americans also sought ways to resist 
disfranchisement and segregation. Some promoted an 
exodus from the South to Liberia, the nation created in 
western Africa before the Civil War as a home for free 
blacks. But few could afford to go to Liberia. Other 
blacks proposed leaving the South for homestead and 
railroad land in Kansas. "Kansas Fever" swept through 
the South in the late 1870s and early 1880s. Perhaps as 
many as twenty thousand blacks from Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and Texas moved to Kansas in just a few months 
in 1879. The 1890s saw another swell in migration. In 
the 1880s, interest grew in creating all-black 
communities. A number of such communities were 
organized, most of them in the South, but others were 
scattered from New Jersey to California. Between 1892 
and 1910, some twenty-five all-black towns were 
founded in Oklahoma. 

New Patterns of American 
Social and Cultural Life 

The decades following the Civil War brought far-
reaching social change to Americans in nearly every part 
of the nation. The educational system, gender roles, 
sexual relationships, artistic expression, and cultural and 
leisure activities also changed significantly during this 
period. 
The New Middle Class 
The Gilded Age brought substantial changes to the lives 
of middle-class Americans. In the cities, an army of 
accountants, lawyers, secretaries, insurance agents, and 
middle-level managers developed to staff the emerging 
giant corporations and professional offices. The streetcar 
made it possible for the middle class to live beyond 
walking distance of their work. Thus industrialization 
and urban expansion produced not only sprawling 
working-class neighborhoods and wealthy enclaves but 
also distinctively middle-class neighborhoods and 
suburbs. 

Single-family homes set amid wide and carefully 
tended lawns were common in the new middle-class 
neighborhoods. Such neighborhoods accelerated the 
tendency of American urban areasto spread outward and 
to have lower population densities than their European 
counterparts. To acquire a single-family house in the 
leafy suburbs away from urban noise and filth became a 
part of the American middle-class dream. 

Suburban households often followed different patterns 
than those of working-class or farm families. Middle-

class families often hired a servant to assist with 
household chores, and middle-class women were much 
more likely to take part in social organizations outside 
the home. Such families rarely expected their children to 
contribute to the family's finances but emphasized 
education instead. Middle-class households were likely 
to subscribe to daily newspapers and to family maga-
zines such as the Ladies' Home Journal and the Saturday 
Evening Post. The new advertising (see page 349) featured 
in these newspapers and magazines helped create a 
"consumer culture," particularly among middle-class 
women, who by 1900 were responsible for nearly all of 
their families' shopping. 
Ferment in Education 
The Gilded Age witnessed important changes in 
education, from kindergarten through the university. 
Kindergartens, created to provide childcare for working 
mothers, grew from two hundred in 1880 to three 
thousand in 1900. Between 1870 and 1900, most 
northern and western states established school attendance 
laws, typically requiring children between the ages of 8 
and 14 to attend school for a minimum number of weeks 
annually. School enrollment among those ages 5 to 19 
increased significantly, particularly at the secondary 
level. By 1890, high schools had added a fourth year 
everywhere but in the South. The high school curriculum 
changed significantly, including courses such as science, 
civics, business, home economics, and drafting. The 
number of high school graduates tripled between 1878 
and 1898. 

Liberia A nation on the west coast of Africa founded 
through the efforts of the American Colonization 
Society and settled mainly by freed slaves between 
1822 and the Civil War. 



College enrollments also grew, especially in the new 
state universities created under the Land-Grant College 
Act of 1862. Still, college students came 
disproportionately from middle-class and upper-class 
urban families. The college curriculum changed greatly, 
from a set of courses required of all students (mostly 
Latin, Greek, mathematics, rhetoric, and religion) to a 
system in which students chose a major and electives. 
New subjects included economics, political science, 
modern languages, and laboratory sciences. Many 
universities also began to offer engineering, business 
administration, and education classes. 

Far fewer women than men marched in college 
graduation processions. Vassar College became the first 
college exclusively for women in 1861. Only one college 
graduate in seven was a woman in 1870, and this 
improved only to one in four by 1900. In 1879, fewer 
than half the nation's colleges even admitted women. 
Twenty years later, four-fifths did so. Some prestigious 
private institutions such as Harvard, Princeton, and Yale, 
however, remained all-male enclaves. 

Redefining Women's Gender Roles 
Greater educational opportunities for women marked 
part of a change in social definitions of gender roles. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, most Americans 
defined women's social role in terms of the cult of 
domesticity. This held that the proper place for a woman 
was in the home as wife and mother. Advocates of 
domesticity conceded that women might also have 
important roles in the church and the classroom. They 
contended that women should avoid business and 
politics, where lax moral standards might corrupt them. 
Women should occupy a separate sphere, immune from 
such dangers. Widely advocated in the pulpits and 
journals of the day, the concept of domesticity proved 
most typical of white middle-class and upper-class 
women in towns and cities. Farm women and working-
class women worked too hard and witnessed too much of 
the world to fit the model of innocence and daintiness 
prescribed by advocates of domesticity. 

The late nineteenth century saw increasing challenges 
to domesticity. One challenge came as more 

women finished college and chose to enter the pro-
fessions. Important early successes came in medicine. In 
1849, Elizabeth Blackwell became the first woman to 
complete medical school and helped establish the first 
medical school for women in 1868. By the 1880s, some 
twenty-five hundred women held medical degrees. About 
3 percent of all physicians were women, more 
proportionately than in most of the twentieth century. 
After 1900, however, medical schools began to impose 
enrollment restrictions on women. Access to the legal 
profession proved surprisingly difficult. Arabella 
Mansfield was the first woman to be admitted to the bar 
in 1869, but the entire nation counted only sixty prac-
ticing women attorneys ten years later. Most law schools 
refused to admit women until the 1890s. Women 
predominated in the new field of social work. 

Professional careers attracted relatively few women, 
but many more became involved outside their homes 
through women's clubs or in reform activities. Women's 
clubs became popular among middle- and upper-class 
women in the late nineteenth century, claiming 800,000 
members by 1910. Crusader Ida B. Wells actively 
promoted the development of black women's clubs. Such 
clubs often began as forums to discuss literature or art, 
but they sometimes led women into reform movements. 
In 1904, Sarah Platt Decker, president of the General 
Federation of Women's Clubs, bluntly proclaimed, 
"Dante is dead. He has been dead for several centuries, 
and I think it is time that we dropped the study of his 
Inferno and turned our attention to 

Vassar College The first collegiate institution for women, 
founded in Poughkeepsie, New York, in 1861. 

cult of domesticity The nineteenth-century notion that 
women's activities were ideally rooted in domestic labor 
and the nurture of children. 

separate sphere The notion that women were meant to 
pursue occupations having to do with family, church, or 
school and not those in such traditionally male fields as 
business and politics, which were considered too 
competitive and corrupt for women. 

Dante Italian poet (1265-1321) best known for his Inferno, 
about a descent into hell. 



our own." Female reform organizations often had some 
link to domesticity: temperance, opposition to 
prostitution, and abolition of child labor. The Women's 
Christian Temperance Union, one of the most prominent, 
was formed in 1874. 

Women's church organizations, clubs, and reform 
societies all provided experience in working together 
under the leadership of women. Through them, women 
developed networks of working relationships. These 
experiences and contacts contributed to the effectiveness 
of women's efforts to establish their right to vote (see 
page 414). 

Emergence of a Gay and 
Lesbian Subculture 

Challenges to domesticity involved women seeking to 
redefine society's gender roles. A quite different 
redefinition occurred as gay and lesbian subcultures 
developed in America's burgeoning cities. Homosexuals 
and lesbians recognized that large cities offered an 
anonymity not possible in rural areas. Rural communities 
where practically everyone knew everyone else either 
prompted people physically attracted to members of their 
own sex to suppress such tendencies or to exercise them 
very discreetly. After the Civil War, however, 
homosexuals and lesbians gravitated toward the largest 
cities and began to create distinctive subcultures. By the 
1890s, one researcher reported that "perverts of both 
sexes maintained a sort of social set-up in New York 
City, had their places of meeting, and [the] advantage of 
police protection." Boston, Chicago, New Orleans, St. 
Louis, and San Francisco also had clubs, restaurants, and 
steambaths that catered to homosexuals. Although most 
homosexuals were secretive about their sexual identity, 
some flouted their sexuality at "drag balls." 

In the 1880s, physicians created medical names for 
these emerging subcultures, including "homosexual," 
"lesbian," "invert," and "pervert." Earlier, law and 
religion had defined particular actions as illegal or 
immoral. The new medical definitions emphasized not 
the actions but instead the persons taking the actions. 
Some theorists proposed that such behavior resulted from 
a mental disease, but others concluded that homosexuals 
and lesbians were born that way. The medical definition 
of homo 

sexual stigmatized expressions of deep affection between 
heterosexuals of the same sex, which became less 
common as individuals tried to avoid any suggestion that 
they were anything but heterosexual. 

New Patterns in Cultural Expression: From 
Realism to Ragtime 
Shortly after 1900, the director of the prestigious 
Metropolitan Museum of New York observed "a state of 
unrest all over the world" in art, literature, music, 
painting, and sculpture. Unrest meant dramatic changes 
in American art, literature, and music—many directly 
influenced by the new urban, industrial, multiethnic 
society. 

Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass, first published in 
1855 and reissued in revised editions until his death in 
1892, stands as a major work in world literature. 
Whitman gloried in democracy and in ordinary people. 
He dealt, too, with topics considered inappropriate for 
public print, including intimate relationships and the 
human body: 

Have you ever loved the body of a woman? 
Have you ever loved the body of a man? 

Do you not see that they are exactly the same to all 
In all nations and times all over the earth? 

Emily Dickinson, whose poetry first appeared after her 
death in 1890, rejected the formal strictures of most 
previous verse to probe the depths of anxiety and 
emotion: 

I can wade Grief 
Whole Pools of it 
I'm used to that 
But the least push of Joy 
Breaks up my feet 
And I tip—drunken- 

Women's Christian Temperance Union Women's 
organization founded in 1874 that opposed the evils of 
drink and supported reforms such as woman's suffrage. 

subculture A cultural subgroup, unified by status, 
interests, or practices, which differentiates its members 
from the dominant culture on the basis of shared values 
or loyalties. 



American novelists increasingly turned to realistic, 
critical portrayals of life, rejecting the romantic idealism 
characteristic of the pre–Civil War period. The towering 
figure of the era was Mark Twain (Samuel Langhorne 
Clemens). His Huckleberry Finn (1885) pokes fun at the 
social pretensions of the day, scorns the Old South myth, 
and challenges racial biases against blacks. The novels of 
William Dean Howells and Henry James, by contrast, 
present restrained, realistic portrayals of upper-class men 
and women. After 1890, Stephen Crane, Theodore 
Dreiser, and Frank Norris sharpened the critical edge of 
fiction. Crane's Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893) 
depicts how urban squalor turned a young woman to 
prostitution. Norris's The Octopus (1901) portrays the 
abusive power of a railroad. Kate Chopin's The 
Awakening (1899) deals with the repression of a 
woman's sexual desires. 

As American literature moved toward realism, most 
American painting was moving in the opposite direction. 
An important exception was Thomas Eakins. Although 
he received little recognition in the 1870s and 1880s, his 
work is now considered a major contribution to realism. 
American painting changed late in the century largely in 
response to French impressionism, which emphasized 
less an exact reproduction of the world and more the 
artist's impression of it. James Whistler's work showed 
impressionist influences. Mary Cassatt was the only 
American (and the only woman) to rank among the 
leaders of impressionism, but she lived and painted 
mostly in France. A prominent American impressionist 
was Childe Hassam, who often presented urban 
landscapes. 

Robert Henri and his associates in the Ash Can school 
also were preoccupied with urban poverty and ordinary 
people. The Ash Can adherents faced a challenge from 
artists influenced by the abstract approach then becoming 
prominent in France by 1910 or so. In 1913, the so-called 
Armory Show in New York City presented the art of 
radical European innovators such as Pablo Picasso, Henri 
Matisse, and Wassily Kandinsky. Critics dismissed the 
modernists, but the abstract style caught on. 

The most innovative musician at the turn of the century 
was African-American composer Scott Joplin. Joplin 
studied piano with a German-born music teacher and 
then traveled through African-American communities 
from New Orleans to 

Chicago. As he traveled, he encountered ragtime music 
and soon began to write his own. In 1899, he published 
"The Maple Leaf Rag" and soared to fame as the best-
known ragtime composer in the country. 
The Origins of Mass Entertainment 
Better transportation and communication and increased 
leisure time fostered new forms of entertainment in the 
late nineteenth century. Companies now organized 
entertainers into traveling groups and sent them from city 
to city to perform. Circuses also took advantage of 
improved transportation to establish regular circuits. Thus 
mass entertainment had its birth. 

Gilded Age booking agencies scheduled traveling 
dramatic and musical troupes into every corner of the 
country. Traveling groups of actors, singers, and other 
performers provided the entertainment mainstay, 
performing everything from Shakespeare to slapstick. In 
the late nineteenth century, these agencies developed the 
star system, in which each traveling company had one or 
two accomplished performers who attracted audiences. 

One of the most unusual traveling shows was the 
Chautauqua, a blend of inspirational oratory, 

Mark Twain Pen name of Samuel Clemens, an 
American author who drew on his childhood along the 
Mississippi River to create novels such as 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

impressionism A style of painting that developed in 
France in the 1870s. It emphasized the play of light on 
surfaces and attempted to convey the impression of 
observing nature directly. 

Ash Can school New York artists of varying styles who 
shared a dislike of academicism. 

ragtime Music blending African rhythms and Eu-
ropean form to create a unique style; popularized by 
Scott Joplin and others in the late nineteenth century. 

slapstick A boisterous form of comedy marked by 
chases, collisions, and crude practical jokes. 

Chautauqua Traveling shows offering educational, 
religious, and recreational activities; part of a na-
tionwide movement of adult education that began in the 
town of Chautauqua, New York. 



education, and entertainment. Thousands of towns held 
annual Chautauqua assemblies that featured comedians, 
inspirational orators, opera, glee clubs, lectures, string 
quartets, or magic-lantern shows on foreign countries. 

Professional baseball emerged as a quite different form 
of mass entertainment after the Civil War. Teams 
traveled by train from city to city, and urban rivalries 
built loyalty among hometown fans. The formation of the 
National League in 1876 established an owners' cartel 
that monopolized the industry by excluding rival clubs 
and by controlling the movement of players from team to 
team. Because African Americans were barred from the 
National League, separate Negro Leagues emerged. In 
the 1880s and 1890s, the National League successfully 
warded off challenges from rival leagues and a players' 
union. Not until 1901 did another league—the American 
League—successfully organize. In 1903, the two leagues 
merged into a new, stronger cartel and staged the first 
World Series. Other professional sports often adopted 
baseball's patterns of organization, labor relations, and 
racial discrimination. 

SUMMARY 

Expectations  
Constraints  
Choices 
Outcomes 

In the Gilded Age, industrialization transformed the 
economy, while urbanization and immigration challenged 
many established social patterns. In the midst of 
economic and social change, Americans developed new 
expectations and faced new choices about their relations 
with each other. The outcomes 
of their many individual choices marked a major re-
definition of American social and cultural life. 

As rural Americans and European immigrants sought 
better lives in the cities, urban America changed 
dramatically. New technologies in transportation and 
communication broke down old constraints on individual 
choices about where to live and work. The outcome was 
a new urban geography with separate retail, wholesale, 
finance, and manufacturing areas and residential 
neighborhoods defined by economic status. 

Many urban Americans struggled under the constraints 
of poverty. To gain support from the poor, political 
machines like Tammany Hall in New York City helped 
them in various ways. Social reformers established 
settlement houses to address the problems of the urban 
poor in a different way. 

Many Europeans immigrated because of their 
expectations of better opportunities in America. Im-
migrants often formed separate communities, usually 
centered on a church. The flood of immigrants from 
southern and eastern Europe spawned nativist reactions 
among some old-stock Americans. 

Some southerners proclaimed the creation of a New 
South and promoted industrialization. The outcome was 
mixed. The South did acquire some industry, but 
regional poverty remained. After 1890, white southerners 
disfranchised African Americans and extended 
segregation. Booker T. Washington emerged as the best-
known African-American leader. 

Education underwent far-reaching changes from 
kindergartens through universities. Challenged in part by 
the expectations of college-educated women, socially 
defined gender roles began to change as some women 
chose professional careers. Some also chose active roles 
in reform. Urbanization offered new choices to gay men 
and lesbians by permitting the development of urban 
subcultures. The new expectations and choices generated 
by an urban, industrial, multiethnic society contributed to 
critical realism in literature, new patterns in painting, and 
ragtime music. Urbanization and changes in trans-
portation and communication also fostered the 
emergence of an entertainment industry. 
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MAKING HISTORY: USING SOURCES FROM THE PAST 

• New Choices for Women 

The Context 
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a 
good deal of public attention given to the emergence 
of the "New Woman," a consequence of the 
emergence of a mature industrial economy and a 
complex, urban society. The era of "separate spheres" 
was rapidly passing, as women moved out of the home 
and into the larger society. Young women of upper- 
and middle-income families attended college, and 
some of them entered careers. Some women, mostly 
of middle-and upper-income levels, joined women's 
associations and sought political changes. Young 
women of working-class families entered the wage-
earning work force as factory or office workers, and 
some of them became involved in unions. (For further 
information on the context, see pages 400-402.) 

The Historical Question 
At the time and since then, some people asked 
whether the breakdown of separate spheres called 
into question the concept of domesticity—the ex-
pectation that a woman has a special responsibility 
for the nurturing and protection of the family. Did 
the emergence of the "New Woman" significantly 
change expectations about women's roles in 
American society? Or were the older expectations 
of domesticity still prominent? 
The Challenge 
Using the sources provided, along with other in-
formation you have read, write an essay or hold a 
discussion on the following question. Cite evi-
dence in the sources to support your conclusions. 
Did the emergence of the "New Woman" 
significantly change expectations about women's 
roles in American society? 

 
The S

Mrs. Burton Harrison, writing in Harper's 
Bazaar in 1900 on "Home Life as a Profes-

sion," had this to say: 

ources 

Today, when hundreds of young women of our best blood 
and culture in America are standing within the open 
doors of schools and colleges, eagerly straining their 
gaze out into the future, hoping to catch a glimpse of the 
opportunity for a "career," it seems to behoove the 
conservative thinkers among us to suggest to some of 
them the profession of home life. . . . Now, as a matter of 
historic fact, the cornerstone of the highest civilization 
has always been the home, and wifehood and 
motherhood the happiest estate of woman. To my mind, 
it is a cruel wrong to a young girl to launch her in life 
unadvised on these points, 

and imbued with the determination to independence of 
the other sex. . . . 

Far be it from me to suggest a relapse to those dark 
ages of home life when a girl strummed on the piano or 
worked in cross-stitch tapestry. . . On the contrary, I 
would have her carry back into her home her sheaves of 
knowledge and accomplishment, and there try to enrich 
and broaden the domestic sphere. . . . I do not think our 
homes as they are now a sufficiently satisfying exchange 
for the broader, more interesting channels for women's 
work everywhere available. But I earnestly wish they 
might be made so; and the question of how to accomplish 
this enormously important result ties largely in the palm 
of the girl graduate of today. 
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2 Rena Rietveld Verduin, an Illinois farm wife and mother with only a fifth-grade education, presented 
these views in 1907 in a community debate sponsored by a local club that organized cultural activities. She 
spoke in opposition to the proposition "Resolved that women should not enter higher education." 
Through an education girls are enabled to become self-supporting and acquainted with the ways of the world. Through 
an education girls learn to earn a livelihood and are not so liable to throw themselves away in marriage on some 
worthless man. . . . When [men] discover that the girls don't have to marry—by getting an education and going into 
sonic profession—they will be more likely to behave themselves and be at some pains to make themselves worthy of the 
girl's acceptance. . . . Men seem to think that the women have no business on the face of the earth except to work and 
slave for them. . . . Girls, get an education and escape slavery. 

 Susan W. Fitzgerald prepared this argument for woman's suffrage in the early twentieth century. 
We are forever being told that the place of woman is in the HOME. . . . 

SHE is responsible for the cleanliness of her house. SHE is responsible for the wholesomeness of the food. 
SHE is responsible for the children's health. 
SHE, above all, is responsible for their morals, for their sense of truth, of honesty and decency, for what they turn 

out to be. 

How Far Can the Mother Control These Things? . . . [The pamphlet then surveys problems of urban life—filthy 
streets, lack of adequate sanitation, fire hazards, and more.] 

It is the MEN and NOT THE WOMEN that are really responsible for the unclean houses, unwholesome food, bad 
plumbing, danger of fire, risk of tuberculosis and other diseases, immoral influences of the street. In fact, MEN are 
responsible for the conditions under which the children live, but we hold WOMEN responsible for the results of those 
conditions. If we hold women responsible for the results, must we not, in simple justice, let them have something to say 
as to what those conditions shall be? . . . LET THEM VOTE. 

Women are by nature and training, housekeepers. Let them have a hand in the city's housekeeping, even if they 
introduce an occasional house-cleaning. 

 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who made her living as a writer and lecturer, was largely self-educated. 
This excerpt is from her article "Are Women Human Beings?" which appeared in Harper's Weekly in 

1912. 
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[The] things the women want to do and be and have are not in any sense masculine. They do not belong to men. They 
never did. They are departments of our social life, hitherto monopolized by men. . . . We find everywhere this same 
pervasive error, this naïve assumption, which would be so insolent if it were not so absurd, that only men are human 
creatures, able and entitled to perform the work of the world; while women are only female creatures, able to do 
nothing whatever but continue in the same round of duties to which they have been so long restricted. . . . 

Women will never cease to be females, but they will cease to be weak and ignorant and defenseless. They are 
becoming wiser, stronger, better able to protect themselves, one another, and their children. Courage, power, 
achievement are always respected. . . . [As they take] their full place in the world as members of society, as well as 
their partial places as mothers of it, they will gradually rear a new race of men, men with minds large enough to see in 
human beings something besides males and females. 

 


