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ON A SWELTERING DAY IN 
AUGUST 1899, Scott Joplin, 

a young black pianist, signed an 

unusual contract with his music 

publisher in Sedalia, Missouri. 

Instead of receiving the usual 

one-time fee for his new piano 

composition, “Maple Leaf Rag,” 

Joplin would earn one cent for every 

copy sold. The contract signaled 

a new era in the popular music 

industry. Over the next two decades, 

“Maple Leaf Rag” would sell more than half a million copies a year and 

make Joplin the king of ragtime, the syncopated dance music that had 

become a national sensation.

Scott Joplin’s rise from unknown saloon piano player to renowned composer sheds 
light not only on the extraordinary expansion of the entertainment industry at the 
turn of the nineteenth century but also on the class and racial tensions that pervaded 
popular culture. Joplin published more than seventy-fi ve songs or piano rags before 
1917, but his success was undercut by white competitors who stereotyped his composi-
tions as “Negro music” and “Coon songs.” His publishers refused to accept his classical 
compositions, including his opera “Treemonisha.” Opera was considered a high art 
form for the upper classes; blacks, even those with Joplin’s talent, could not enter the 
fi eld. Scott Joplin died in 1917, an admired leader in the entertainment industry whose 
full genius would not be recognized for another half century. As Joplin’s experience 
revealed, racial discrimination could reinforce the barriers of social class.

Many Americans faced similar diffi  culties in moving up the economic ladder and 
adjusting to the changes taking place at the turn of the century. American society was 
slowly shift ing from a rural producer economy that stressed work and thrift  to an 
urban consumer economy in which new forms of entertainment, leisure activities, and 
material possessions were becoming the hallmarks of personal identity.

Many middle-class Americans now enjoyed unheard-of levels of comfort and con-
venience. Industrialization had opened up new jobs and destroyed older ones, rear-
ranging the occupational structure, altering the distribution of income within society, 
and sharpening class divisions. Th ese changes, together with the expansion of salaried, 
white-collar occupations such as teaching and accounting, created new expectations 
for family life and fostered growing class awareness.

Nowhere were class divisions more visible than in the cities crowded with immi-
grants where the working class created its own vigorous culture of dance halls, saloons, 
vaudeville theaters, social clubs, and amusement parks. Middle-class reformers who 
strove to remake this working-class culture into their own image of propriety were 
soon frustrated. In the long run, the culture of the masses would prove more infl uential 
in shaping modern America.

SCOTT JOPLIN (Granger Collection)

BACKYARD BASEBALL, BOSTON, 1906, BY LEWIS HINE Often idealized as a rural pastime, 
baseball at the turn of the century became immensely popular in cities where professional 
teams turned the sport into entertainment for the masses. (George Eastman House)
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568   Chapter  19 • Immigration, Urbanization, and Everyday Life, 1860–1900  

of all Americans lived in cities. (In the census, cities 
were defi ned as having more than twenty-fi ve hun-
dred inhabitants.) In 1900, New York’s 3.4 million 
inhabitants almost equaled the nation’s entire 1850 
urban population.

Th is spectacular urban growth, fueled by migra-
tion from the countryside and the arrival of nearly 
11 million immigrants between 1870 and 1900, 
stimulated economic development. Like the frontier, 
the city symbolized opportunity for all comers.

Th e city’s unprecedented scale and diversity 
threatened traditional expectations about commu-
nity life and social stability. Rural America had been 
a place of face-to-face personal relations. In con-
trast, the city was a seething caldron where immi-
grant groups contended with one another and with 
native-born Americans for jobs, power, and infl u-
ence. Moreover, the same rapid growth that ener-
gized manufacturing and production strained city 
services, generated terrible housing and sanitation 
problems, and accentuated class diff erences.

Native-born Americans complained about the 
noise, stench, and congestion of this transformed 
cityscape. Th ey fretted about the newcomers’ squalid 
tenements, fondness for drink, and strange customs. 
When native-born reformers set about cleaning up 
the city, they sought not only to improve the physi-
cal environment but also to destroy the distinctive 
customs that made immigrant culture diff erent 
from their own. Th e late nineteenth century thus 
witnessed an intense struggle to control the city and 
benefi t from its economic and cultural potential. 
Th e stakes were high, for America was increasingly 
becoming an urban nation.

Migrants and Immigrants
Th e concentration of industries in urban settings 
produced demands for thousands of new workers. 
Th e promise of good wages and a broad range of 
jobs (labeled by historians as “pull factors”) drew 
men and women from the countryside. So great 
was the migration from rural areas, especially New 
England, that some farm communities vanished 
from the map.

Young farmwomen led the exodus to the cities. 
With the growing mechanization of farming in 
the late nineteenth century, farming was increas-
ingly male work. Rising sales of factory-produced 
goods through nationally distributed mail-order 
catalogs reduced the need for rural women’s labor. 
So young farmwomen fl ocked to the cities, where 
they competed for jobs with immigrant, black, and 
city-born white women.

From 1860 to 1890, the prospect of a better life 
also attracted nearly 10 million northern European 

FOCUS Questions
How did the infl ux of immigrants before • 
1900 create an awareness of ethnic and 
class differences?

How did Victorian morality shape middle-• 
class society and culture?

How did social and religious reformers • 
address urban poverty?

How did the urban working class change • 
attitudes toward leisure and recreation by 
1900?

How did writers, artists, and educational • 
reformers address issues of cultural confl ict?

The New American City
Everyday life was transformed most visibly in cities. 
During the late nineteenth century, American cities 
grew spectacularly (see Table 19.1). Between 1870 
and 1900, New Orleans’s population increased by 
nearly fi ft y percent, Buff alo’s tripled, and Chicago’s 
increased more than fi vefold. At the start of the new 
century, Philadelphia, New York, and Chicago all 
had more than a million residents, and 40 percent 

TABLE 19.1 URBAN GROWTH: 1870–1900

City
1870 

Population
1900 

Population
Percent 
Increase

Boston 250,525 560,892 123.88

Chicago 298,977 1,698,575 468.12

Cincinnati 216,239 325,902 50.71

Los Angeles 5,728 102,479 1,689.08

Milwaukee 71,440 285,315 299.37

New Orleans 191,418 287,104 49.98

New York 1,478,103 3,437,202 132.54

Philadelphia 647,022 1,293,697 99.94

Pittsburgh 86,076 321,616 273.64

Portland 8,293 90,426 990.38

Richmond 51,038 85,050 66.64

San Francisco 149,473 342,782 129.32

Seattle 1,107 237,194 21,326.73
Source: Thirteenth Census of the United States (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Offi ce, 1913).
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The New American City   569

Warsaw. Th at same year four out of fi ve people 
 living in New York had been born abroad or were 
children of foreign-born parents.

Overpopulation, crop failure, famine, religious 
persecution, violence, or industrial depression 
drove some of these immigrants from their home-
lands. (Historians call these reasons for immigra-
tion “push factors.”) At the same time, the promise 
of high wages (a “pull factor”) lured more than one 
hundred thousand Japanese laborers to Hawaii in 
the 1890s to work on sugar plantations.

A large number of immigrants were single 
young men. Birger Osland, an eighteen-year-old 
Norwegian, explained his reasons for leaving to a 
friend: “as I now probably have a foundation upon 
which I can build my own further education, I have 
come to feel that the most sensible thing I can do is 
to emigrate to America.” Although signifi cant num-
bers of young men remained in the United States 
aft er they had become successful, large numbers, 
especially Italians and Chinese, returned home as 
well.

Single women were less likely 
to come on their own, but Irish 
women oft en did so and sent their 
earnings back home. Most com-
monly, wives and children waited 
in the old country until the fam-
ily breadwinner had secured a job 
and saved enough money to pay 

immigrants to American cities. Th eir numbers 
included nearly 3 million Germans, 2 million 
English, Scottish, and Welsh immigrants, and almost 
1.5 million Irish. By 1900 more than eight hundred 
thousand French-Canadians had entered the New 
England mills, and close to a million Scandinavian 
newcomers had put down roots in the rich farm-
lands of Wisconsin and Minnesota. On the West 
Coast, despite the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 
(see Chapter 18), more than eighty-one thousand 
Chinese remained in California and nearby states 
in 1900.

In the 1890s, these earlier immigrants from 
northern and western Europe were joined by swell-
ing numbers of “new immigrants”—Italians, Slavs, 
Greeks, and Jews from southern and eastern Europe, 
Armenians from the Middle East, and in Hawaii, 
Japanese from Asia (see Map 19.1). In the next three 
decades, these new immigrants, many from peasant 
backgrounds, would boost America’s foreign-born 
population by more than 18 million (see Map 19.2).

Th e overwhelming majority of immigrants set-
tled in cities in the northeastern and north-central 
states, with the Irish predominating in New England 
and the Germans in the Midwest. Th e eff ect of their 
numbers was staggering. In 1890, New York City 
(including Brooklyn, still a legally separate munici-
pality) contained twice as many Irish as Dublin, as 
many Germans as Hamburg, half as many Italians 
as Naples, and 2  1 _ 2   times the Jewish population of 

MAP 19.1 ASIAN AND EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS LIVING IN THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE AND HAWAII IN 1900 Migration in the 
nineteenth century was a global phenomenon.

“I have come to feel that 

the most sensible thing I 

can do is to emigrate to 

America.”
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570   Chapter  19 • Immigration, Urbanization, and Everyday Life, 1860–1900  

In 1892, the federal government built a new 
immigration facility on Ellis Island in New York 
harbor. Angel Island in San Francisco Bay on the 
West Coast served a similar purpose aft er 1910. At 
the immigrant processing centers, America’s new-
est residents exchanged foreign currency for U.S. 
dollars, purchased railroad tickets, and arranged 
lodgings. Outside the facility, immigrants were 
hounded by tavernkeepers, peddlers, and por-
ters who tried to exploit them. “When you land in 
America,” wrote one Swedish resident to friends 
back home, “you will fi nd many who will off er their 
services, but beware of them because there are so 
many rascals who make it their business to cheat 
the immigrants.”

Th ose who arrived with suffi  cient cash, includ-
ing many German artisans and Scandinavian farm-
ers, commonly traveled west to Chicago and the 
rolling prairies beyond. Most of the Irish, and later 
the Italians remained in eastern cities like Boston, 
New York, and Philadelphia. Th e Irish and Italians 
who did go west typically made the trip in stages, 
moving from job to job on the railroad and canal 
systems.

for their passage to America. Th ey then endured a 
cramped steamship journey noted for its poor food, 
lack of privacy, and rudimentary sanitary facilities. 
Immigrants arrived tired, fearful, and in some cases 
sick.

Further complications awaited the travelers 
when they reached their destination, most oft en 
New York City or San Francisco. Customs offi  cials 
inspected the newcomers for physical handicaps 
and contagious diseases. Aft er 1892, those with 
“loathsome” infections such as leprosy, trachoma 
(a contagious viral disease of the eye), or sexually 
transmitted diseases were refused admittance and 
deported. Immigrants who passed the physical 
examination then had their names recorded. If a 
customs inspector had diffi  culty pronouncing a 
foreign name, he oft en Anglicized it. One German 
Jew became fl ustered when asked for his name and 
mumbled, “Schon vergessen [already forgotten],” 
meaning that he could not recall it. Th e inspec-
tor, who did not understand German, wrote “Sean 
Ferguson” on the man’s roster. In this manner, 
many immigrants ended up with Americanized 
names.

75% and over

50–75%

35–50%

25–35%

15–25%

10–15%

5–10%

Less than 5%

MAP 19.2  PERCENT OF FOREIGN-BORN WHITES AND NATIVE WHITES OF FOREIGN OR MIXED PARENTAGE IN TOTAL POPULATION, 
BY COUNTIES, 1910 As this map indicates, new immigrants rarely settled in the South.

Source: D. W. Meinig, The Shaping of America—A Geographical Perspective of 500 Years of History. Yale University Press, Volume 3.
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The New American City   571

social customs and worried about their growing 
infl uence. Fearing the loss of the privileges and sta-
tus that were associated with their white skin color, 
native-born whites oft en stigmatized immigrants 
as racially diff erent and inferior. 
Only gradually, and with much 
eff ort, did Irish, Jews, Slavs, and 
Italians come to be considered 
“white.”

Slums and Ghettos
Every major city had its share 
of rundown, overcrowded slum 
neighborhoods. Generally clus-
tered within walking distance of 
manufacturing districts, slums 

Adjusting to an Urban Society
In the cities, immigrants clustered together with 
compatriots, oft en friends or relatives from their 
original town, to ease the stress of adjusting to 
a new life. (Historians call this tendency “chain 
migration.”) If a map of New York City’s streets 
and neighborhoods were colored in by nationality, 
Jacob Riis observed in 1890, it “would show more 
stripes than on the skin of a zebra, and more colors 
than any rainbow.” Between the West Side Irish and 
the East Side German neighborhoods, the streets 
of Manhattan teemed with Poles, Hungarians, 
Russians, Italians, and Chinese.

Within the cities, some immigrant groups 
adjusted more easily than others. Skilled workers 
and those familiar with Anglo-American customs 
had relatively few problems. Ethnic groups that 
formed a substantial percentage of a city’s popula-
tion also had a major advantage. Th e Irish, for exam-
ple, who by the 1880s made up nearly 16 percent of 
New York’s population, 8 percent of Chicago’s, and 
17 percent of Boston’s, facilitated Irish immigrants’ 
entry into the American mainstream by dominat-
ing Democratic Party politics and controlling the 
hierarchy of the Catholic church in all three cit-
ies. Because of their success, upwardly mobile Irish 
became known as “lace curtain” Irish, a reference to 
their adoption of middle-class ideals.

Th e domination of urban institutions by one 
immigrant group, however, oft en made adjustment 
to American society more diffi  cult for others. In cit-
ies like Milwaukee, Germans excluded Poles from 
desirable jobs. Elsewhere, English and German 
dominance of the building trades enabled those 
nationalities to limit the numbers of Italians hired.

Th e experience of being discriminated against 
helped create a new common ethnic identity for 
many groups. Groups of immigrants forged a new 
sense of ethnic distinctiveness as Irish-Americans, 
German-Americans, or Jewish-Americans that 
helped them compete for political power and move 
into mainstream society.

Not all immigrants intended to remain in the 
United States. Expecting only a brief stay, some 
made little eff ort to learn English or understand 
American customs. Of the Italians who immigrated 
to New York before 1914, nearly 50 percent went 
back to Italy. Although the rate of return migration 
was greatest among Chinese and Italians, signifi cant 
numbers of other nationalities eventually returned 
to their homelands as well.

As the number of foreigners in U.S. cities bal-
looned toward the turn of the century, all immigrant 
groups faced increasing hostility from white native-
born Americans who disliked the newcomers’ 

FAMILY LOOKING FOR LOST BAGGAGE, ELLIS ISLAND, 1905 In this 
photograph, Lewis Hine, the celebrated photographer, captures the fear 
that immigrants experienced if they lost any of their possessions. (George 

Eastman House)

A map of New York 

City, colored in by 

nationality, “would show 

more stripes than on 

the skin of a zebra, and 

more colors than any 

rainbow.”
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572   Chapter  19 • Immigration, Urbanization, and Everyday Life, 1860–1900  

pollution, and foul odors of tanneries, foundries, 
factories, and packing houses. Coal-fi red steam 
engines and apartment house furnaces produced 
vast quantities of soot and dust that tinged the 
atmosphere a hazy gray and coated buildings with 
a grimy patina.

Most immigrants stayed in the shabbiest tene-
ments only until they could aff ord better housing. 
Blacks, in contrast, were trapped in segregated dis-
tricts. Driven out of the skilled trades and excluded 
from most factory work, blacks took menial jobs 
whose low pay left  them little income for housing 
(see Chapter 18). Racist city-dwellers used high 
rents, real-estate covenants (agreements not to 
rent or sell to blacks), and neighborhood pressure 
to exclude them from areas inhabited by whites. 
Because the numbers of northern urban blacks in 
1890 remained relatively small—for example, they 
composed only 1.2 percent of Cleveland’s popula-
tion and 1.3 percent of Chicago’s—they could not 
overcome whites’ concerted campaigns to shut them 
out. Instead, wealthy black entrepreneurs estab-
lished their own churches and charitable organiza-
tions in the black neighborhoods where they lived.

Fashionable Avenues and Suburbs
Th e same cities that harbored slums, fi lth, suff ering, 
and violence also boasted of neighborhoods of daz-
zling opulence with the latest lighting and plumb-
ing technologies (see Technology and Culture). Th e 
wealthy built monumental residences along thor-
oughfares radiating from the city centers, among 
them Commonwealth Avenue in Boston, Euclid 
Avenue in Cleveland, and Summit Avenue in St. 
Paul (see Going to the Source).

In the 1870s and 1880s, city-dwellers began 
moving to nearby suburbs. Promoters of the sub-
urban ideal contrasted the rolling lawns and stately 
houses on the city’s periphery with the teeming 
streets, noisy saloons, and mounds of garbage and 
horse excrement downtown. Soon, many major cit-
ies could boast of their own stylish suburbs.

Middle-class city-dwellers followed the prece-
dents set by the wealthy. Skilled artisans, shopkeep-
ers, clerks, accountants, and sales personnel moved 
either to new developments at the city’s edge or to 
outlying suburban communities (although those 
at the lower fringe of the middle class typically 
rented apartments in neighborhoods closer to the 
city center). Lawyers, doctors, small businessmen, 
and other professionals moved farther out along 
the main thoroughfares served by the street railway, 
where they purchased homes on large lots.

In time, a pattern of informal residential segrega-
tion by income took shape in the cities and suburbs. 

developed when landlords subdivided long, narrow 
buildings with few windows, called tenements, and 
packed in many residents. Th e poorer the renters, 
the worse the slum. Slums became ghettos when 
laws, prejudice, and community pressure prevented 
the tenement inhabitants from renting elsewhere. 
During the 1890s Italians in New York, blacks in 
Philadelphia and Chicago, Mexican-Americans in 
Los Angeles, and Chinese in San Francisco increas-
ingly became locked in segregated ghettos.

Life in the slums was particularly diffi  cult for 
children. Whooping cough (pertussis), measles, and 
scarlet fever took a fearful toll, and infant mortality 
was high. In one immigrant ward in Chicago in 1900, 
20 percent of infants died in their fi rst year of life.

Because tenements oft en bordered industrial 
districts, residents had to put up with the noise, 

CHINATOWN, SAN FRANCISCO As evident in this photograph at the turn 
of the century, Chinese immigrants often lived in separate enclaves called 
“chinatowns.” (Picture Research Consultants & Archives)
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SOURCEGOING TO THE

Frederick Law Olmsted and the Redesign 
of the Urban Environment
No changes to the urban landscape in the late nineteenth 
century were more dramatic than the fi lling-in of Back Bay 
in Boston. Between 1857 and 1900, special gravel trains ran 
round the clock, raising the ground level by an average of 
twenty feet in the 450 acre tidal basin. But fi lling the tidal fl ats 

QUESTIONS
1. What problems does Olmsted’s plan for a connected 

park system solve?
2. Does Olmsted’s argument that the preservation of nature 

will pay for itself foreshadow features of the modern envi-
ronmental movement?

“Th e tidal part of Muddy River above the basin now under 
construction has the usual character of a salt creek winding 
through a valley. . . . Th e city is rapidly advancing in compact 
blocks towards the region, and public convenience will, before 
many years, require a more comprehensive treatment of it.

It usually happens when a town is building up on both 
sides of a small water-course and valley that the sanitary and 
other disadvantages of the low ground prevent it from being 
much occupied, except in a way damaging to the value of 
the adjoining properties. In . . . time, the stream and valley 
and the uses to which they are put, come to be regarded as a 
nuisance, and radical measures, such as the construction of 
a great underground channel, and the fi lling up of the alley, 
are urged as the only adequate remedy. Th e cost of these, and 
the local disturbance they make, excite opposition to them; 
their complete benefi cial operation is long-delayed. Th ough 
necessary, therefore, to public health and to convenience of 
general transit through the district, the result in the increased 
tax-bearing capacity of the locality is no compensation for the 
required outlay.

As an alternative to such a possible course the policy now 
suggested for Muddy River would look to the preservation 
of the present channel with certain modifi cations and 
improvements adapted to make it permanently attractive and 
wholesome, and an element of constantly increasing advantage 

left open the question of what to do with the Muddy River, 
whose noxious, sewage-soiled waters emptied into the 
Charles River basin. In 1881, landscape architect Frederick 
Law Olmsted, who had designed Central Park in New York in 
the 1850s, offered the following plan.

to the neighborhood. . . . Th e indirect course of the parkway, 
following the river bank, would prevent its being much used 
for purposes of heavy transportation. It would thus, without 
off ensive exclusiveness or special police regulation, be left  free 
to be used as a pleasure route. . . . 

. . . the result would be a chain of pleasant waters, . . . all 
of natural and in some degree picturesque outline, with 
banks wooded and easily furnished with verdure and foliage 
throughout . . . 

Taken in connection with the mall upon Commonwealth 
Avenue, the Public Garden and the Common, the parkway 
would complete a pleasure-route from the heart of the city a 
distance of six miles into its suburbs. Th ese older  pleasure-
grounds, which continuing to serve equally well all their 
present purposes, would, by becoming part of an extended 
system, acquire increased importance and value. Th ey could 
have a larger use, be more eff ective as appliances for public 
health, and every dollar expended for their maintenance would 
return a larger dividend.”

Sources: Olmsted, Frederick Law. Edited by Charles E. Beveridge, 
Carolyn F. Hoffman, and Kenneth Hawkins. Tina Hummel, Assistant 
Editor. The Papers of Frederick Law Olmsted: Parks, Politics, and 
Patronage, 1874–1882 (Vol. 7). pp. 518, 520–21. © 2007 The Johns 
Hopkins University Press. Reprinted with permission of The Johns 
Hopkins University Press.

 Go to the website at www.cengage.com/history/boyerenduring7e 

for additional primary sources on this period.
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Technology&Culture

Flush Toilets and the Invention of 
the Nineteenth-Century Bathroom

The development of a system of indoor plumbing was 
 typical of the technological breakthroughs that simplifi ed 
everyday life in the late nineteenth century. In the 1860s, 
only about 5 percent of American houses had running water. 
Most Americans used chamber pots or outhouses that emp-
tied into slimy, smelly cesspools. Two decades later, indoor 
plumbing standards had been established in most major 
U.S. cities, and wealthier urban Americans used fl ush toilets 
connected to municipal sewer systems.

The driving force for change came from outbreaks of chol-
era, typhoid, and yellow fever, diseases spread by polluted 
water, that periodically terrorized American cities. Building on 
the discovery of germs by Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, 
sanitary reformers established stringent metropolitan health 
laws, created state boards of health, and mandated the licens-
ing of plumbers and the inspection of their work. By the turn of 
the century, George E. Waring, Jr., a prominent sanitary engi-
neer, could confi dently declare that “Plumbing, as we know it, 
is essentially and almost exclusively an American Institution.”

The decision to adopt a water-based system for the 
removal of human wastes depended on a series of inventions. 
First, municipal water systems had to be built with reservoirs, 
pumps, and water towers to provide water to the pipes that 
supplied buildings. A sewage system of interconnected pipes 
was also necessary to remove and process wastes. Machines 
to manufacture lead, cast-iron, and glazed stoneware pipes 
had to be created, as did a uniform system of pipe threads 
and melted lead joints to create a reliable standardized system 
for connecting them. Finally, a porcelain toilet with a built-in 
gas trap was needed because the bacteria in feces produce 
methane or sewer gas. (A trap is a U-shaped joint in which the 
water at the low part of the U prevents gas from seeping back 
into the bathroom. The gas vents through a pipe in the roof.)

Despite its usefulness, the new technology was not rap-
idly adopted. In 1890, only 24 percent of American dwell-
ings had running water. As late as 1897, over 90 percent of 
the families in tenements had no baths and had to wash in 
hallway sinks or courtyard hydrants. By 1920, 80 percent of 
American houses, particularly those in rural areas, still lacked 
indoor fl ush toilets. The reason was simple: indoor plumbing 
was expensive and depended on the availability of water and 

sewer systems. Adding indoor plumbing increased the price 
of a new house by 20 percent.

Advertisers did their best to increase demand. They skill-
fully used the fi ndings of science to advocate new standards 
of cleanliness or “hygiene,” as it was called, which they 
associated with upper-class principles of respectability and 
decorum. Bathing and hand washing were touted as sym-
bols of upper-class refi nement.

Indoor plumbing not only reinforced higher standards for 
personal hygiene; it also enmeshed the homeowner in a web 
of local and state regulations. As sewage and water systems 
expanded to cover larger constituencies, political control moved 
from local to state and sometimes national arenas. Once largely 
independent, the homeowner now had to deal with water and 
power companies that often functioned regionally.

The adoption of strict sanitation systems and the use of 
indoor plumbing did achieve their intended result: they dra-
matically reduced the spread of disease. But the advances 
had unintended consequences. Indoor plumbing encouraged 

TOILET Porcelain toilets were designed for easy cleaning. They 
contained a trap that sealed the connection to the sewer with a 
U-shaped drain that prevented sewer gas from seeping back into 
the house. (House Drainage and Sanitary Plumbing by William Paul 

Gerhard, 1882. Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and 

Photographs, The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox and Tilden 

Foundations.)
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the phenomenal waste of water. A single faulty toilet could 
easily leak a hundred gallons of water a day. Not until the 
1990s with the development of new low-water-usage toilets, 
which could save between 18,000 and 26,400 gallons of 
water a year, would new standards be established to reduce 
the use of water, an increasingly precious natural resource.

QUESTION FOR ANALYSIS
Why does the successful introduction of new technolo-• 
gies often involve a system of inventions rather than a 
single invention?

ARTISTIC TOILET DESIGN By elevating the water tank for the toilet 
and hiding it in a wooden box, designers solved the problem of low 
water pressure and eased the acceptance of the new technology. The 
additional pressure when the water dropped that distance ensured 
that the contents of the toilet bowl would be effectively fl ushed. 
(House Drainage and Sanitary Plumbing by William Paul Gerhard, 1882. 

Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The 

New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.)

PLUMBING DESIGN An architectural design shows the proper 
arrangement of waste pipes and traps in a three-story and 
basement city dwelling. (Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, 

Columbia University)
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morality, and self-control. Th ey also extended the 
antebellum ideal of separate spheres by argu-
ing that women were the driving force for moral 
improvement. While men were expected to engage 
in self-disciplined, “manly” dedication to the new 
industrial order, women would provide the gentle, 
elevating infl uence that would lead society in its 
upward march. A network of institutions, from ele-
gant department stores and hotels to elite colleges 
and universities, reinforced the privileged position 
of these groups.

Manners and Morals
Several fundamental assumptions shaped the 
Victorian worldview. First, human nature was mal-
leable: people could improve themselves. Second, 
work had social value: working hard not only 
developed self-discipline but also helped advance 
the progress of the nation. Finally, good manners 
and the cultivation of literature and art ennobled 
society. Although these genteel assumptions were 
sometimes ignored, they were held up as universal 
standards.

Victorian morality stressed the importance of 
manners and social rituals. Middle-and upper-class 
families in the 1870s and 1880s increasingly defi ned 
their own social standing in terms not only of income 
but also of behavior. Good manners, including 
knowledge of dining and entertaining etiquette, and 
good posture became important marks of status.

In her popular advice book, Th e American 
Woman’s Home (1869), Catharine Beecher (the sis-
ter of Henry Ward Beecher) displayed the typical 
Victorian self-consciousness about proper man-
ners. Th e following dinner-table behaviors, she said, 
should be avoided by those of “good breeding”:

Reaching over another person’s plate; standing up to 
reach distant articles, instead of asking to have them 
passed . . . using the table-cloth instead of napkins; eat-
ing fast, and in a noisy manner; putting large pieces 
in the mouth; . . . [and] picking the teeth at the table.

For Beecher and other molders of manners, 
meals became important rituals that diff erentiated 
the social classes. Th e elaborate china and silver 
that wealthy families exclusively possessed also pro-
vided telltale clues to a family’s level of refi nement 
and sophistication.

Th e Victorian code—with its emphasis on mor-
als, manners, and proper behavior—thus height-
ened the sense of class diff erences and created 
visible distinctions among social groups. Victorian 
Americans made bold claims about their interest 
in helping others improve themselves. More oft en 
than not, however, their self-righteous, intensely 

Built up for families of a particular income level, cer-
tain neighborhoods and suburbs developed remark-
ably similar standards for lot size and house design. 
Two-story houses with front porches, set back thirty 
feet from the sidewalk, became the norm in many 
neighborhoods. Commuters who rode the new street 
railways out from the city center could identify the 
social class of the suburban dwellers along the way as 
readily as a geologist might distinguish diff erent strata 
on a washed-out riverbank.

By 1900, whirring trolley 
cars and hissing steam powered 
trains had burst the boundaries 
of the compact midcentury city. 
As they expanded, cities oft en 
annexed contingent suburbs. 
Within this enlarged city, sharp 
dissimilarities in building height 
and neighborhood quality set 
off  business sectors from fash-
ionable residential avenues and 
diff erentiated squalid manufac-
turing districts from parklike 
suburban subdivisions. Musing 

about urban America in 1902, James F. Muirhead, a 
popular Scottish guidebook author, wrote that New 
York and other U.S. cities reminded him of “a lady in 
a ball costume, with diamonds in her ears, and her 
toes out at her boots.” To Muirhead, urban America 
had become a “land of contrasts” in which the sepa-
ration of various social groups and the increasingly 
dissimilar living conditions for rich and poor had 
heightened ethnic, racial, and class divisions. Along 
with the physical change in American cities, in 
short, had come a new awareness of class and cul-
tural disparities.

Middle- and Upper-Class 
Society and Culture
Spared the struggle for survival that confronted 
most Americans aft er the Civil War, society’s mid-
dle and upper ranks faced a diff erent challenge: how 
to rationalize their enjoyment of the products of the 
emerging consumer society. To justify the position 
of society’s wealthier members, ministers such as 
Brooklyn preacher Henry Ward Beecher and advice-
book writers appealed to Victorian  morality, a set 
of social ideas embraced by the privileged classes of 
England and America during the long reign (1837–
1901) of Britain’s Queen Victoria.

E. L. Godkin, the editor of Th e Nation, Phillips 
Brooks, minister to Boston’s Trinity Church, and 
other proponents of Victorian morality argued 
that the fi nancial success of the middle and upper 
classes arose from their superior talent, intelligence, 

A Scottish guidebook 

author wrote that U.S. 

cities reminded him 

of  “a lady in a ball 

costume, with diamonds 

in her ears, and her toes 

out at her boots.”
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Americans to loosen their purse strings and enjoy 
prosperity without reservations. Th is argument 
particularly appealed to women who, to provide 
for their families, now had to shop for soap, canned 
foods, and other products formerly made at home.

Department stores set the standard for consump-
tion. In the fi nal quarter of the nineteenth century, 
Rowland H. Macy in New York, John Wanamaker 
in Philadelphia, and Marshall Field in Chicago built 
giant department stores that transformed the shop-
ping experience for their middle- 
and upper-class patrons. Th e 
stores advertised “rock-bottom” 
prices and engaged in price wars. 
To avoid keeping their stock too 
long, they held giant end-of-
the-season sales at drastically 
marked-down prices.

Department stores made shop-
ping an exciting activity. Rapid 

moralistic outlook simply widened the gap that 
income disparities had already opened.

The Cult of Domesticity
Victorian views on morality and culture, coupled 
with the need to make decisions about a mountain of 
domestic products, had a subtle but important eff ect 
on middle-class expectations about women’s role 
within the home. From the 1840s on, architects, cler-
gymen, and other promoters of the so-called cult of 
domesticity had idealized the home as “the woman’s 
sphere.” Th ey praised the home as a protected retreat 
where women could express their maternal gift s, 
including sensitivity toward children and an aptitude 
for religion. “Th e home is the wife’s province,” asserted 
one writer; “it is her natural fi eld of labor . . . to govern 
and direct its interior management.”

During the 1880s and 1890s, Victorian advocates 
of the cult of domesticity added a new obligation to 
foster an artistic environment that would nurture 
her family’s cultural improvement. Houses became 
statements of cultural aspiration with front parlors 
cluttered with artwork and curiosities. Excluded 
from the world of business and commerce, many 
middle-and upper-class women directed their ener-
gies to decorating their homes, seeking to make the 
home, as one advice book suggested, “a place of 
repose, a refuge from the excitement and distrac-
tions of outside . . . , provided with every attainable 
means of rest and recreation.”

Not all middle-class women pursued this domes-
tic ideal. For some, housework and family respon-
sibilities overwhelmed the concern for artistic 
accomplishment. For others, the artistic ideal was 
not to their taste. Sixteen-year-old Mary Putnam 
complained privately to a friend that she played the 
piano because of “an abstract general idea . . . of a 
father coming home regularly tired at night (from 
the plow, I believe the usual legend runs), and being 
solaced by the brilliant yet touching performance of 
a sweet only daughter upon the piano.” She then con-
fessed that she detested the piano. In the 1880s and 
1890s, as middle-and upper-class women sought 
other outlets for their creative energies in settle-
ment-house work, social reform, and women’s club 
activities, the older domestic ideal began to unravel.

Department Stores
Although Victorian social thought justifi ed the 
privileges of the well-to-do, many people found it 
diffi  cult to shake the thrift iness of their early years 
and accept the new preoccupation with accumu-
lation and display. To lure these consumers, mer-
chandisers in the 1880s stressed the high quality 
and low cost of the objects they sold, encouraging 

“The home is the wife’s 

province, it is her natural 

fi eld of labor . . . to govern 

and direct its interior 

management.”

TRADE CARD, CA. 1880 For middle-and upper-class Victorian families, 
the front parlor, with its elaborate curtains and artwork, refl ected the 
domestic ideal. Like the sleeping dog in the picture, pets were seen as 
appropriate means for teaching children kindness, compassion, and 
discipline. (Picture Research Consultants & Archives)
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Wealthy capitalists gained status and a measure 
of immortality by endowing colleges and univer-
sities. Leland Stanford and his wife, Jane Lathrop 
Stanford, launched Stanford University in 1885 
with a bequest of $24 million; John D. Rockefeller 
donated $34 million to the University of Chicago in 
1891. Industrialists and businessmen dominated the 
boards of trustees of most educational institutions.

Not only the classroom experience but also social 
contacts and athletic activities—especially foot-
ball—prepared affl  uent young men for later respon-
sibilities in business and the professions. Adapted 
by American college students in the 1860s from 
English rugby, football became an elite sport played 
by college teams. But the game, initially played 
without pads or helmets, was marred by violence. In 
1905, eighteen students died of playing-fi eld inju-
ries. Many college presidents dismissed football as a 
dangerous waste of time and money. In 1873, when 
the University of Michigan challenged Cornell to a 
game in Ann Arbor, Cornell’s president Andrew D. 
White huffi  ly telegraphed back, “I will not permit 
thirty men to travel four hundred miles merely to 
agitate a bag of wind.”

But eager alumni and coaches strongly defended 
the new sport. Some—among them Henry Lee 
Higginson, the Civil War veteran and Boston banker 
who gave Harvard “Soldiers’ Field” stadium as a 
memorial to those who had died in battle—praised 
football as a character-building sport. Others, 
including famed Yale coach Walter Camp, insisted 
that football could function as a surrogate frontier 
experience in an increasingly urbanized society. By 
1900, collegiate football had become a popular fall 
ritual, and team captains were campus heroes.

More than 150 new colleges and universities 
were founded between 1880 and 1900, and enroll-
ments more than doubled. While wealthy capital-
ists endowed some institutions, others, such as the 
state universities in the South and Midwest, were 
fi nanced largely through public funds generated 
from public land sales under the Morrill Land 
Grant Act (1862). Many colleges were also founded 
and funded by religious denominations.

Following the precedent set by Oberlin College 
in 1836, coeducational private colleges and pub-
lic universities in the Midwest enrolled increasing 
numbers of women. In the East, Columbia, Brown, 
and Harvard universities admitted women to the 
affi  liated but separate institutions of Barnard (1889), 
Pembroke (1891), and Radcliff e (1894), respectively. 
Some colleges—Mount Holyoke (1837), Vassar 
(1865), Wellesley and Smith (1875), and Bryn 
Mawr (1884)—were founded solely for women. 
Th e generation of women educated at female insti-
tutions in the late nineteenth century developed 

turnover of merchandise created a sense of con-
stant novelty. With stained-glass skylights, marble 
staircases, sparkling chandeliers, and plush carpets, 
the large urban department store functioned as a 
workplace for the lower classes and as a social club 
for comfortably fi xed women. For those who could 
aff ord it, shopping became an adventure, a form of 
entertainment, and a way to affi  rm their place in 
society.

The Transformation of 
Higher Education
At a time when relatively few Americans had even a 
high school education and only 4 percent of the nation’s 
eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds were enrolled in 
institutions of higher learning, colleges and universi-
ties represented another stronghold of the business 
and professional elite.

SATURDAY ON SIXTH AVENUE, 1897 Large department stores, located 
on fashionable city avenues, turned shopping into a social activity that 
telegraphed one’s social status. To return home, the wealthy took horse-
drawn cabs rather than the elevated trains. (© Collection of the New York  

Historical Society)
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universities would play in the intellectual, cultural, 
and scientifi c life of the twentieth century.

Reforming the 
Working Class
Th e contrast between the affl  uent world of the col-
lege educated middle and upper classes and the 
gritty lives of the working class was most graphically 
on display in the nation’s growing urban centers, 
where immigrant newcomers reshaped political and 
social institutions to meet their own needs. If fancy 
department stores and elegant hotels furnished 
new social spaces for the middle and upper classes, 
saloons became the poor man’s club, and dance halls 
became single women’s home away from home. 
While the rich and the wellborn looked suspiciously 
at lower-class recreational activi-
ties and sought to force the poor 
to change their ways, working-
class Americans, the immigrant 
newcomers in particular, fought 
to preserve their own distinc-
tive way of life. Indeed, the late 
nineteenth century witnessed an 
ongoing battle to eradicate social 
drinking and curb lower-class 
recreational activities.

the self-confi dence to break with the Victorian 
ideal of passive womanhood and to compete with 
men by displaying strength, aggressiveness, and 
intelligence—popularly considered male attri-
butes. Nationally, the percentage of colleges admit-
ting women jumped from 30 percent to 71 percent 
between 1880 and 1900. By the turn of the century, 
women made up more than one-third of the total 
college-student population.

At the university level, innovative presidents 
such as Cornell’s Andrew D. White and Harvard’s 
Charles W. Eliot, infl uenced by new discoveries in 
science and medicine, sought to change the focus 
of higher education. In the 1850s, most physicians 
had attended medical school for only two sixteen-
week terms. Th ey typically received their degrees 
without ever having visited a hospital or examined a 
patient. Th e Civil War exposed the abysmal state of 
American medical knowledge. Twice as many sol-
diers died from infections as from wounds. Doctors 
were so poorly trained and ignorant about sanitation 
that they oft en infected soldiers’ injuries when they 
probed wounds with hands wiped on pus-stained 
aprons. “Th e ignorance and general incompetency of 
the average graduate of American medical schools, 
at the time when he receives the degree which turns 
him loose upon the community,” wrote Eliot in 1870, 
“is something horrible to contemplate.”

In the 1880s and 1890s, leading medical profes-
sors, many of whom had studied in France and 
Germany, began restructuring American medical 
education. Using the experimental method developed 
by German scientists, they insisted that all medical 
students be trained in biology, chemistry, and physics, 
including working in a laboratory. Although medical 
school reform improved health care in some areas, it 
also eff ectively shut out African-American and poor 
women who could not aff ord the tuition. New edu-
cational and professional standards, similarly, were 
established for architects, engineers, and lawyers.

Th ese changes were part of a larger transforma-
tion in higher education, the rise of a new kind 
of institution, the research university. Unlike the 
best of the mid-nineteenth-century colleges, which 
focused on teaching Latin and Greek, theology, 
logic, and mathematics, the new research univer-
sities off ered courses in a wide variety of subject 
areas, established professional schools, and encour-
aged faculty members to pursue basic research. At 
Cornell University, President Andrew D. White’s 
objective was to create an environment “where 
any person can fi nd instruction in any study.” At 
Cornell, the University of Wisconsin at Madison, 
Johns Hopkins, Harvard, and other institutions, 
this new conception of higher education laid the 
groundwork for the central role that America’s 

CHEMISTRY CLASS, SMITH COLLEGE, 1889 Thanks to their education 
in science at colleges and universities, increasing numbers of women 
in the 1890s became physicians. Nevertheless, most medical schools 
refused to appoint women doctors to their teaching staffs. (Sophia Smith 

Collection, Smith College)

“The ignorance and 

general incompetency 

of the average graduate 

of American medical 

schools, . . . is something 

horrible to contemplate.”
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Battling Poverty
Stunned by the levels of poverty and suff ering in the 
expanding industrial cities, middle-class city leaders 
sought comprehensive solutions for relieving pov-
erty. Jacob Riis and the fi rst generation of reformers 
believed that immigrants’ lack of self-discipline and 
their unsanitary living conditions caused their prob-
lems. Consequently, Riis and his peers focused on 
moral improvement and exposing squalid tenement 
housing. Only later would Jane Addams, Florence 
Kelley, and other settlement-house workers exam-
ine the crippling impact of low wages and danger-
ous working conditions. Although many reformers 
genuinely sympathized with the suff ering of the 
lower classes, the humanitarians oft en turned their 
campaigns to help the destitute into missions to 
Americanize the immigrants and eliminate customs 
that they perceived as off ensive and self-destructive.

Poverty-relief workers fi rst targeted their eff orts 
at the young, who were thought to be most mallea-
ble. Energized by the religious revivals of the 1830s 
and 1840s, Protestant reformers started charitable 
societies to help transient youths and abandoned 
street children. In 1843, Robert M. Hartley, a for-
mer employee of the New York Temperance Society, 
organized the New York Association for Improving 
the Condition of the Poor to help poor families.

Hartley’s voluntaristic approach was supple-
mented by the more coercive tactics of Charles 

Loring Brace, who founded the New York Children’s 
Aid Society in 1853. Brace admired “these little trad-
ers of the city . . . battling for a hard living in the snow 
and mud of the street” but worried that they might 
join the city’s “dangerous classes.” Brace established 
dormitories, reading rooms, and workshops where 
the boys could learn practical skills; he also swept 
orphaned children off  the streets, shipped them to 
the country, and placed them with families to work 
as farm hands.

Where Brace’s Children’s Aid Society gave 
 adolescents an alternative to living in the slums, 
the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), 
founded in England in 1841 and exported to 
America ten years later, provided housing and 
wholesome recreation for country boys who had 
migrated to the city. Th e Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA) similarly provided housing 
and a day nursery for young women and their chil-
dren. Both organizations subjected their members 
to curfews and expelled them for drinking and 
other forbidden behavior.

By 1900, more than fi ft een hundred YMCAs 
and YWCAs served as havens for nearly a quarter-
million young men and women. But YMCA and 
YWCA leaders reached only a small portion of the 
young adult population. Although charity workers 
made some progress in their eff orts to aid youth, 
the strategy was too narrowly focused to stem the 
rising tide of urban problems.

ORPHAN TRAIN ON THE ATCHISON, TOPEKA & SANTA FE RAILROAD LINE, CA. 1900 From the 1850s to the 1920s, the Children’s 
Aid Society placed more than two hundred and fi fty thousand orphans such as these with foster families in the western United States. 
Families who wished to adopt an orphan needed recommendations from their pastor and a justice of the peace. (Santa Fe Collection, 

Kansas State Historical Society)
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Anthony Comstock, a pious young dry-goods clerk, 
founded the New York Society for the Suppression 
of Vice. Th e organization demanded that municipal 
authorities close down gambling and lottery opera-
tions and censor obscene publications.

Nothing symbolized the contested terrain between 
middle- and lower-class culture better than the fi ght 
over prostitution. Considered socially degenerate by 
some and a source of recreation by others, prostitu-
tion both exploited women and off ered them a steady 
income and a measure of personal freedom. Aft er the 
Civil War, the number of brothels expanded rapidly. 
In the 1880s, saloons, tenements, and cabarets hired 
prostitutes of their own. Even though immigrant 
women do not appear to have made up the majority 
of big-city prostitutes, reformers oft en labeled them 
as the major source of the problem.

In 1892, brothels, along with gambling dens and 
saloons, became targets for the reform eff orts of 
New York Presbyterian minister Charles Parkhurst. 
Blaming the “slimy, oozy soil of Tammany Hall” 
(the Democratic organization that dominated New 
York City politics, discussed in the next chapter) and 
the New York City police—“the dirtiest, crooked-
est, and ugliest lot of men ever combined in semi-
military array outside of Japan and Turkey”—for the 
city’s rampant evils, he organized the City Vigilance 
League to clean up the city. Two years later a non-
partisan Committee of Seventy elected a new mayor 
who pressured city offi  cials to enforce the laws against 
prostitution, gambling, and Sunday liquor sales.

Th e purity campaign lasted scarcely three years. 
Th e reform coalition quickly fell apart. New York 
City’s population was too large, and its ethnic con-
stituencies too diverse, for middle- and upper-class 
reformers to curb all the illegal activities fl ourishing 
within the sprawling metropolis.

The Social Gospel
In the 1870s and 1880s, a handful of Protestant 
ministers who served upper-class congregations 
and were appalled by slum conditions took a diff er-
ent approach to helping impoverished city dwellers. 
Th ese ministers argued that the rich and the well-
born had a Christian responsibility to do something 
about urban poverty.

William S. Rainsford, the Irish-born minister of 
New York City’s Saint George’s Episcopal Church, 
pioneered the development of the so-called institu-
tional church movement. Large downtown churches 
in once-elite districts that had been overrun by 
immigrants would provide their new neighbors 
with social services as well as a place to worship. 
With the fi nancial help of J. Pierpont Morgan, a 
warden of his church, Rainsford organized a boys’ 

New Approaches to Social Reform
Th e inability of the Children’s Aid Society, YMCA, 
YWCA, and other relief organizations to cope 
with the explosive growth of the urban poor in the 
1870s and 1880s convinced reformers to search for 
new allies in the fi ght against poverty. One eff ec-
tive agency was the Salvation Army. A church 
established along pseudomilitary lines in England 
in 1865 by Methodist minister “General” William 
Booth, the Salvation Army sent uniformed volun-
teers to the United States in 1880 to provide food, 
shelter, and temporary employment for families. 
Its members ran soup kitchens and day nurseries 
and dispatched its “slum brigades” to carry the mes-
sage of morality to the immigrant poor. Th e army’s 
strategy was simple. Attract the poor with marching 
bands and lively preaching; follow up with off ers of 
food, assistance, and employment; and then teach 
them the solid middle-class virtues of temperance, 
hard work, and self-discipline.

Th e New York Charity Organization Society 
(COS), founded in 1882 by Josephine Shaw Lowell, 
implemented a similar approach to poor relief. 
To make aid to the poor more effi  cient, Lowell 
and the COS leaders divided New York City into 
districts, compiled fi les on all aid recipients, and 
sent “friendly visitors,” who were trained, salaried 
women, into the tenements to counsel families on 
how to improve their lives. Convinced that moral 
defi ciencies lay at the root of poverty and that the 
“promiscuous charity” of overlapping church wel-
fare agencies undermined the desire to work, the 
COS tried to foster self-suffi  ciency in its charges. In 
1891, Lowell helped found the Consumers’ League 
of New York, which encouraged women to buy only 
from manufacturers who paid fair wages and main-
tained decent working conditions.

Although the COS did coordinate relief eff orts 
and developed helpful statistics on the extent of 
poverty, critics justly accused the society of seek-
ing more to control the poor than to alleviate their 
suff ering. One of the manuals, for example, stressed 
the importance of introducing “messy housekeep-
ers” to the “pleasures of a cheery, well-ordered 
home.” Unable to see slum problems from the van-
tage point of the poor, they failed, for the most part, 
in their underlying objective: to convert the poor to 
their own standards of morality and decorum.

The Moral-Purity Campaign
While Josephine Shaw Lowell and other like-
minded social disciplinarians worked to eradicate 
urban poverty, other reformers pushed for tougher 
measures against sin and immorality. In 1872, 
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coworkers conducted surveys of city housing condi-
tions and pressured politicians to enforce sanitation 
regulations. For a time, demonstrating her principle of 
direct engagement with the lives of the poor, Addams 
even served as garbage inspector for her local ward.

By 1895, at least fi ft y settlement houses had 
opened in cities around the nation. Settlement-
house leaders trained a generation of young college 
students, mostly women, many of whom would 
later serve as state and local government offi  cials. 
Florence Kelley, for example, who had worked 
at Hull House, became the chief factory inspector 
for Illinois in 1893. For Kelley as for other female 
settlement workers, settlement houses functioned 
as a supportive sisterhood of reform. Many settle-
ment-house veterans would later draw on their 
experience to play an infl uential role in the regula-
tory movements of the Progressive Era (covered in 
Chapter 21). Th rough their sympathetic attitudes 
toward the immigrants and their systematic pub-
lication of data about slum conditions, settlement-
house workers gave Americans renewed hope that 
urban problems could be overcome.

In their attempt to promote class cooperation 
and social harmony, however, settlement houses 
had mixed success. Although many immigrants 
appreciated the settlement houses’ resources and 
activities, they believed that the reformers had 
little interest in helping them gain political power. 
Settlement-house workers did tend to overlook 
immigrant organizations and their leaders. In 1894, 
Hull House attracted two thousand visitors per 
week, but this was only a fraction of the more than 
seventy thousand people who lived within six blocks 
of the building. “Th ey’re like the rest,” complained 
one immigrant, “a bunch of people planning for us 
and deciding what is good for us without consulting 
us or taking us into their confi dence.”

Working-Class Leisure 
in the Immigrant City
In colonial America, preachers had warned against 
leisure and idleness as temptations to sin. In the 
rural culture of the early nineteenth century, the 
unremitting routines of farm labor left  little time for 
relaxation. Family picnics, horse races, county fairs, 
revival meetings, and Fourth of July and Christmas 
celebrations had provided occasional permissible 
diversions. But most Americans continued to view 
leisure activities skeptically. Henry Clay Work’s 
popular song “My Grandfather’s Clock” (1876), 
which praised the ancient timepiece for “wasting no 
time” and working “ninety years, without slumber-
ing,” bore witness to the tenacity of this deep-seated 
reverence for work and suspicion of play.

club, built church recreational facilities for the des-
titute on the Lower East Side, and established an 
industrial training program.

Other Protestant ministers, led by Washington 
Gladden, a Congregational clergyman in Columbus, 
Ohio, launched the Social Gospel movement in 
the 1870s. Gladden insisted that true Christianity 
commits men and women to fi ght social injustice 
wherever it exists. Th us, in response to the wave of 
violent strikes in 1877, he urged church leaders to 
mediate the confl ict between business and labor. 
Th eir attempt to do so was unsuccessful.

If Gladden set the tone for the Social Gospel, 
Walter Rauschenbusch, a minister at a German 
Baptist church in New York’s notorious “Hell’s Kitchen” 
neighborhood, articulated the movement’s central 

philosophy. Educated in Germany, 
Rauschenbusch argued that a truly 
Christian society would unite all 
churches, reorganize the industrial 
system, and work for international 
peace. Rauschenbusch’s appeal for 
Christian unity led to the formation 
of the Federal Council of Churches 
in 1908, but his other goals were 
never achieved. Although the Social 
Gospel attracted only a handful 
of Protestants, their earnest voices 

blended with a growing chorus of critics bemoaning 
the nation’s urban woes.

The Settlement-House Movement
In the 1880s, a younger generation of charity work-
ers led by Jane Addams developed a new weapon 
against destitution: the settlement house. Like the 
Social Gospelers, these reformers recognized that 
the hardships of slum life were oft en beyond the 
individual’s control. Living in the poor neighbor-
hoods where they worked, they could see fi rsthand 
“the struggle for existence, which is so much harsher 
among people near the edge of pauperism.”

Th e youngest daughter of a successful Illinois 
businessman, Jane Addams purchased a dilapidated 
mansion on Chicago’s south side in 1889 and opened 
it as Hull House. Putting the middle-class ideal of 
true womanhood into action, Addams turned Hull 
House into a social center for immigrants. She invited 
them to plays; sponsored art projects; held classes 
in English, civics, cooking, and dressmaking; and 
encouraged them to preserve their traditional craft s. 
She set up a kindergarten, a laundry, an employment 
bureau, and a day nursery for working mothers. Hull 
House also sponsored recreational and athletic pro-
grams and dispensed legal aid and health care.

In the hope of upgrading the fi lthy and over-
crowded housing in its environs, Addams and her 

“They’re like the rest, a 

bunch of people planning 

for us and deciding what 

is good for us without 

consulting us.” 
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promenading, and found excitement in neighbor-
hood dance halls and amusement parks.

Streets, Saloons, and Boxing 
Matches
No segment of the population had a greater need for 
amusement and recreation than the urban working 
class. Hours of tedious, highly disciplined, and phys-
ically exhausting labor left  workers tired and thirst-
ing for excitement and escape from their cramped 
housing quarters. In 1889, a banner carried by a car-
penters’ union summed up their wishes: “EIGHT 
HOURS FOR WORK, EIGHT HOURS FOR REST, 
AND EIGHT HOURS FOR WHAT WE WILL.”

City streets provided recreation that anyone 
could aff ord. Relaxing aft er a 
day’s work, shop girls and labor-
ers clustered on busy corners, 
watching shouting pushcart 
peddlers and listening to organ 
grinders and street musicians play 
familiar melodies. For a penny or 
a nickel, they could buy bagels, 
baked potatoes, soda, and other 
foods and drinks. In the summer, 

As urban populations shot up aft er the Civil 
War, striking new patterns of leisure and amuse-
ment emerged, most notably among the urban 
working class. Aft er spending long hours in facto-
ries, in mills, behind department-store counters, or 
as domestic servants in the homes of the wealthy, 
working-class Americans craved relaxation and 
diversion. Th ey thronged the streets, patronized 
saloons and dance halls, cheered at boxing matches 
and baseball games, and organized group picnics 
and holiday celebrations. As amusement parks, 
vaudeville theaters, sporting clubs, and racetracks 
provided further outlets for workers’ need for enter-
tainment, leisure became a big business catering to 
a mass public rather than to a wealthy elite.

For millions of working-class Americans, lei-
sure time took on increasing importance as factory 
work became routinized and impersonal. Although 
many recreational activities involved both men and 
women, others attracted one gender in particular. 
Saloons off ered an intensely male environment 
where patrons could share good stories, discuss and 
bet on sporting events, and momentarily put aside 
pressures of job and family. Young working women 
preferred to share confi dences with friends in infor-
mal social clubs, tried out new fashions in street 

GARBAGE BOX, FIRST WARD, CHICAGO, CA. 1900 Lacking space for recreation, immigrant children played 
atop garbage boxes in crowded alleys. Concerned for their health, Jane Addams wrote that “this slaughter of the 
innocents, this infl iction of suffering on the newborn, is so gratuitous and so unfair, that it is only a question of time 
until an outraged sense of justice shall be aroused on behalf of these children.” (Chicago Historical Society)

“EIGHT HOURS FOR 

WORK, EIGHT HOURS 

FOR REST, AND EIGHT 

HOURS FOR WHAT WE 

WILL.”
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bosses and turned out the vote in their neighbor-
hoods, performed small services for their patrons, 
including fi nding jobs and writing letters for illit-
erate immigrants. Sports memorabilia and pictures 
of prominent prizefi ghters adorned saloon walls. 
With their rich mahogany bars, etched glass, shiny 
brass rails, and elegant mirrors, saloons provided 
patrons with a taste of high-toned luxury. Although 
 working-class women rarely joined their husbands 
at the saloon, they might send a son or daughter to 
the corner pub to fetch a “growler”—a large tin pail 
of beer.

Th e conventions of saloon culture thus stood in 
marked contrast to both the socially isolating rou-
tines of factory labor and the increasingly private 
and family-centered social life of the middle class. 
Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to view the old-
time saloon through a haze of sentimental nostalgia. 
Prostitution and crime fl ourished in the rougher 
saloons. Moreover, drunken husbands sometimes 
beat their wives and children, squandered their lim-
ited income, and lost their jobs. Th e pervasiveness 
of alcoholism was devastating. Temperance reform-
ers, in their attack on saloons, targeted a widespread 
social problem.

The Rise of Professional Sports
Contrary to the prevailing myth, schoolboy Abner 
Doubleday did not invent baseball in Cooperstown, 
New York, in 1839. As an English game called 
rounders, the pastime had existed in one form or 
another since the seventeenth century. If Americans 
did not create baseball, they did turn it into a major 
professional sport. In 1845, the fi rst organized 
baseball team, the New York Knickerbockers, was 
formed. In the 1860s, rules were codifi ed and the 
sport assumed its modern form. Overhand pitches 
replaced underhand tosses. Fielders wore gloves, 
games were standardized at nine innings, and bases 
were spaced ninety feet apart.

In that same decade, promoters organized pro-
fessional clubs and began to charge admission and 
compete for players. Th e Cincinnati Red Stockings, 
the fi rst team to put its players under contract for the 
whole season, gained fame in 1869 by touring the 
country and ending the season with fi ft y-seven wins 
and no losses. Team owners organized the National 
League in 1876, took control from the players by 
requiring them to sign contracts that barred them 
from playing for rival organizations, and limited 
each city to one professional team. Soon the own-
ers were fi lling baseball parks with crowds of ten to 
twelve thousand fans and earning enormous profi ts. 
By the 1890s, baseball had become big business.

Although baseball attracted a national following 
from all social levels, the working class particularly 

when the heat and humidity in tenement apartments 
reached unbearable levels, the streets became a hive 
of neighborhood social life. One immigrant fondly 
recalled his boyhood on the streets of New York’s 
Lower East Side: “Something was always happen-
ing, and our attention was continually being shift ed 
from one excitement to another.”

Th e streets were open to all, but other leisure 
institutions drew mainly a male clientele. For exam-
ple, in cities with a strong German immigrant pres-
ence like Baltimore, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati, 
gymnastic clubs (called Turnverein) and singing 
societies (Gesangverein) provided both companion-
ship and the opportunity to perpetuate old-world 
cultural traditions.

For workmen of all ethnic backgrounds, saloons 
off ered companionship, conviviality, and fi ve-cent 
beer, oft en with a free lunch thrown in. New York 
City had an estimated ten thousand saloons by 1900 
and Denver nearly fi ve hundred. As neighborhood 
gathering places, saloons reinforced group iden-
tity and became centers for immigrant politics. 
Saloonkeepers, who oft en doubled as local ward 

MCSORLEY’S BAR, BY GEORGE LUKS, 1912 Neighborhood saloons 
were places where friends could get together. In his novel Sister Carrie, 
Theodore Dreiser admiringly described “the long bar . . . [with its] blaze of 
lights, polished woodwork, colored and cut glassware and many fancy 
bottles.” (D. Wigmore Fine Art Ltd) 
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Louisville’s Kentucky Derby became an important 
social event for the rich, but professional boxing 
aroused more passionate devotion among labor-
ers. Bare-knuckled prizefi ghting became a testing 
ground where men could demonstrate their tough-
ness and physical prowess.

For many working-class Americans, heavyweight 
fi ghter John L. Sullivan, “the Boston Strong Boy” 
personifi ed these traits. Of Irish immigrant stock, 
Sullivan began boxing in 1877 at the age of nine-
teen. His fi rst professional fi ght came in 1880 when 
he knocked out John Donaldson, “the Champion of 
the West,” in a Cincinnati beer hall. With his mas-
sive physique, handlebar mustache, and arrogant 
swagger, Sullivan was enormously popular among 
immigrants. Barnstorming across the country, he 
vanquished a succession of local strongmen, invari-
ably wearing his trademark green tights with an 
American fl ag wrapped around his middle. Yet, 
Sullivan refused to fi ght blacks, supposedly in def-
erence to the wishes of his fans. Th is policy conve-
niently allowed him to avoid facing the fi nest boxer 
of the 1880s, the Australian black, Peter Jackson.

Sullivan loved drink and high living, and by the 
end of the eighties he was sadly out of shape. But 
when the editor of the Police Gazette, a sensational 
tabloid, designed a new heavyweight championship 
belt—allegedly containing two hundred ounces of sil-
ver and encrusted with diamonds and pure gold—and 

took the sport to heart. Th e most profi table teams 
were those in major industrial cities with a large 
working-class population. Workers avidly followed 
their team’s progress. Many saloons reported scores 
on blackboards and an estimated 50 percent of play-
ers worked in saloons in the off  season or became 
saloon owners when they retired from the game.

If baseball helped build solidarity among some 
ethnic groups, it also fostered discrimination against 
blacks. Although at least fi ft y-fi ve blacks played 
on integrated teams between 1883 and 1898, the 
refusal of the Chicago White Stockings in 1887 to 
play a team with George Stovey, a star black pitcher, 
marked a turning point. Th at same year, Colored 
baseball clubs opened in six cities. Increasingly 
thereaft er, blacks were banned from playing on pro-
fessional teams.

Newspapers thrived on baseball. Joseph Pulitzer 
introduced the fi rst separate sports page when he 
bought the New York World in 1883, and much of 
the sporting news in the World and other papers 
was devoted to baseball. Fans who cheered the 
hometown team provided cities with a shared sports 
loyalty that reduced ethnic, class, and religious dif-
ferences, but drinking and gambling continued to 
plague the game.

Although no organized sport attracted as large 
a following as baseball, horse racing and boxing 
contests drew big crowds of spectators and bettors. 

BALTIMORE, 1897 An overfl ow crowd watches the Baltimore Orioles play the Boston Beaneaters. Nestled in among 
the row houses, urban stadiums like this one drew huge crowds. (Library of Congress)
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Vaudeville, Amusement Parks, and 
Dance Halls
In contrast to the male preserve of saloons and 
prizefi ghts, the world of vaudeville, amusement 
parks, and neighborhood dance halls welcomed all 
comers regardless of gender. Some of them proved 
particularly congenial to working-class women.

Vaudeville evolved out of antebellum minstrel 
shows that featured white singers made up as blacks. 
Th e shows typically opened with a trained animal rou-
tine or a dance number, followed by a musical inter-
lude. Comic skits then ridiculed the trials of urban life, 
satirizing police and municipal ineptitude, poking fun 
at immigrant accents, and mining a rich vein of broad 
ethnic humor and stereotypes. Blackface skits were 
sometimes included. Aft er a highbrow operatic aria 
and acts by ventriloquists, pantomimes, and magi-
cians, the program ended with a “fl ash” fi nale such as 
fl ying-trapeze artists swinging against a black back-
ground. By the 1880s, vaudeville was drawing larger 
crowds than any other form of theater.

Th e white working class’s fascination with vaude-
ville’s blackface acts has been the subject of con-
siderable recent scrutiny by historians. Some have 
interpreted it as a way for the white working class 

awarded it to Sullivan’s rival 
Jake Kilrain, the champion 
had to defend himself. Th e 
two met on a sweltering, 
hundred-degree day in New 
Orleans in July 1889 for the 
last bare-knuckles champion-
ship match. Aft er seventy-fi ve 
short but grueling rounds, 
Kilrain’s managers threw 
in the towel. Newspapers 
around the nation banner-

headlined the story. Contemptuously returning the 
championship belt to the Police Gazette aft er having 
had it appraised at $175, Sullivan went on the road 
to star in a melodrama written specifi cally for him. 
Playing the role of a blacksmith, he (in the words of a 
recent historian of bare-knuckles boxing) “pounded 
an anvil, beat a bully, and mutilated his lines.” But 
his fans did not care; he was one of them, and they 
adored him. As one admirer wrote,

His colors are the Stars and Stripes,
He also wears the green,
And he’s the grandest slugger that
Th e ring has ever seen.

WORLD’S HEAVYWEIGHT BOXING CHAMPIONSHIP, 1892 In dethroning ring champion John L. Sullivan, “Gentleman 
Jim” Corbett demonstrated that speed and fi nesse were more than a match for brute strength. (Courtesy Ford Archives)

 “His colors are the Stars 

and Stripes, / He also 

wears the green, / And 

he’s the grandest slugger 

that / The ring has ever 

seen.”
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middle class preferred hymns or songs that conveyed 
a moral lesson. Th e working class delighted in rag-
time, which originated in the 1880s with black musi-
cians in the saloons and brothels of the South and 
Midwest and was played strictly for entertainment.

Ragtime developed out of the rich tradition of 
sacred and secular songs through which African-
Americans had long eased the burdens of their lives. 
Like spirituals, ragtime used syncopated rhythms 
and complex harmonies, but it blended these with 
marching-band musical structures to create a dis-
tinctive style. A favorite of “honky-tonk” piano 
players, ragtime was introduced to the broader pub-
lic in the 1890s and became a national sensation.

Th e reasons for the sudden ragtime craze were 
complex. Inventive, playful, with catchy syncopa-
tions and an infectious rhythm in the bass clef, the 
music displayed an originality that had an appeal all 
its own. Part of ragtime’s popularity also came from 
its origin in brothels and its association with blacks, 
who were widely stereotyped in the 1890s as sex-
ual, sensual, and uninhibited by the rigid Victorian 
social conventions that restricted whites. Th e “wild” 
and complex rhythms of ragtime were widely inter-
preted to be a freer and more “natural” expression 
of elemental feelings about love and sex.

Ragtime’s great popularity proved a mixed bless-
ing for blacks. It testifi ed to the achievements of 
brilliant composers like Scott Joplin, helped break 
down the barriers faced by blacks in the music 
industry, and contributed to a spreading rebellion 
against the repressiveness of Victorian standards. 
But ragtime simply confi rmed some whites’ stereo-
type of blacks as primitive and sensual, a bias that 
underlay the racism of the period and helped justify 
segregation and discrimination.

Cultures in Confl ict
Even within the elite and middle classes, Victorian 
morality and genteel cultural standards were never 
totally accepted. As the century ended, increas-
ing numbers of people questioned these beliefs. 
Women stood at the center of the era’s cultural tur-
bulence. Th warted by a restrictive code of feminine 
propriety, they made their dissatisfactions heard. 
Th e rise of women’s clubs, the growth of women’s 
colleges, and even the 1890s bicycle fad testifi ed to 
the emergence of what some began to call the “new 
woman.”

At the same time, a widening chasm divided the 
well-to-do from urban working-class immigrants. In 
no period of American history have class confl icts—
cultural as well as economic—been more open and 
raw. As middle-class leaders nervously eyed the 
sometimes disorderly culture of city streets, saloons, 

to mock middle-class ideals. By pretending to act 
like the popular stereotypes of blacks, white work-
ing-class youths could challenge traditional family 
structures, the virtue of sexual self-denial, and adult 
expectations about working hard. In this view pop-
ular culture was making fun of the ideals of thrift  
and propriety being promoted in marketplace and 
domestic ideology. Other historians have argued that 
blackface buff oonery, with its grotesque, demeaning 
caricatures of African-Americans, reinforced preju-
dice against blacks and restricted their escape from 
lower-class status. Paradoxically, therefore, the pop-
ularity of blackface vaudeville acts reinforced white 
racial solidarity and strengthened the expanding 
wall separating whites and African-Americans.

Where vaudeville off ered psychological escape 
from the stresses of working-class life, amusement 
parks provided physical escape. New York’s Coney 
Island, a section of Brooklyn’s oceanfront evolved 
into a resort for the masses in the 1870s. At Coney 
Island, young couples went dancing, rode through 
the dark Tunnel of Love, sped down the dizzying 
roller coaster in Steeplechase Park, or watched belly 
dancers in the carnival sideshows. Customers were 
encouraged to surrender to the spirit of play, forget 
the demands of the industrial world, and lose them-
selves in fantasy.

By the end of the nineteenth century, New 
York City had well over three hundred thousand 
female wage earners, most of them young, unmar-
ried women working as seamstresses, laundresses, 
typists, domestic servants, and department-store 
clerks. For this army of low-paid young work-
ing women and their counterparts in other cities, 
amusement parks exerted a powerful lure. Here they 
could meet friends, spend time with young men 
beyond the watchful eyes of their parents, show off  
their new dresses, and try out the latest dance steps. 
As a  twenty-year-old German immigrant woman 
who worked as a servant in a wealthy household 
observed, I have heard some of the high people with 
whom I have been living say that Coney Island is not 
tony. Th e trouble is that these high people don’t know 
how to dance. I have to laugh when I see them at their 
balls and parties. If only I could get out on the fl oor 
and show them how—they would be astonished.

For such women, the brightly decorated dance 
pavilion, the exciting music, and the spell of a warm 
summer night could seem a magical release from 
the drudgery of daily life.

Ragtime
Nothing could illustrate more sharply the diff erences 
between middle- and working-class culture than the 
contrasting styles of popular music they favored. Th e 
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arts. Th ey campaigned to improve American taste 
in interior furnishings, textiles, ceramics, wallpa-
per, and books. By fashioning rigorous criteria for 
excellence in writing and design, they hoped to cre-
ate a coherent national artistic culture.

In the 1880s Norton, Godkin, and Gilder, joined 
by the editors of other highbrow periodicals such as 
the Atlantic Monthly and North American Review, set 
up new guidelines for serious literature. Th ey lectured 
the middle class about the value of high culture and the 
insights to be gained from painting and music. Th ey 
censored their own publications to remove all sexual 
allusions, disrespectful treatments of Christianity, 
and unhappy endings. Expanding their combined 
circulation to nearly two hundred thousand copies, 
Godkin and the other editors of “quality” periodi-
cals created an important forum for serious writing. 
Novelists Henry James, who published virtually all of 
his work in the Atlantic, and William Dean Howells, 
who served as editor of the same magazine, helped 
lead this elite literary establishment. James believed 
that “it is art that makes life . . . . [Th ere is] no substi-
tute whatever for [its] force and beauty. . .”

Th is interest in art for art’s sake paralleled a 
broader crusade called the “aesthetic movement,” 
led in England by William Morris, Oscar Wilde, and 
other art critics, who sought to bring art into every 
facet of life. In America, Candace Wheeler and other 
reformers made its infl uence felt through the work 
of architects, jewelers, and interior decorators.

Although the magazines initially provided an 
important forum for new writers, their editors’ elit-
ism and desire to control the nation’s literary stan-
dards soon aroused opposition. Samuel Langhorne 
Clemens, better known as Mark Twain, spoke for 
many young writers when he declared that he was 
through with “literature and all that bosh.” Attacking 
aristocratic literary conventions, Twain and other 
authors who shared his concerns explored new 
forms of fi ction and worked to broaden its appeal to 
the general public.

Th ese eff orts to chart new directions for American 
literature rested on fundamental changes taking place 
in the publishing industry. To compete with elite peri-
odicals costing twenty-fi ve to thirty-fi ve cents, new 
magazines like Ladies’ Home Journal, Cosmopolitan, 
and McClure’s lowered their prices to a dime or fi f-
teen cents and tripled or quadrupled their circulation. 
Supporting themselves through advertising, these 
magazines encouraged new trends in fi ction while 
mass-marketing new products. Th eir editors sought 
writers who could provide accurate depictions of the 
“whirlpool of real life” and create a new civic conscious-
ness to heal the class divisions of American society.

Some of these authors have been called regional-
ists because they captured the distinctive dialect and 
details of local life in their environs. In Th e Country of 

boxing clubs, dance halls, and 
amusement parks, they saw a 
challenge to their own cultural 
and social values. Some middle-
class reformers promoted the 
public school as a way to impose 
middle-class values on the urban 
masses. Others battled urban 
“vice” and “immorality.” But 

ultimately it was the polite mores of the middle class, 
not urban working-class culture, that proved more 
vulnerable. By 1900, the Victorian social and moral 
ethos was crumbling on every front.

The Genteel Tradition and Its Critics
What was this genteel culture that aroused such 
opposition? In the 1870s and 1880s, a group of 
upper-class writers and magazine editors, led by 
Harvard art history professor Charles Eliot Norton 
and New York editors Richard Watson Gilder of Th e 
Century magazine and E. L. Godkin of Th e Nation, 
codifi ed Victorian standards for literature and the 

Mark Twain declared 

that he was through with 

“literature and all that 

bosh.”

MARK TWAIN Twain not only broke from highbred literary standards 
but also created unique personal style through his studied poses 
and distinctive attire. (North Wind Picture Archives)
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salesman and then moves in with the married pro-
prietor of a fancy saloon. Driven by her desire for 
expensive department-store clothes and lavish 
entertainment, Carrie is an opportunist incapable of 
feeling guilt. She follows her married lover to New 
York, knowing that he has stolen the receipts from 
his saloon, abandons him when his money runs out, 
and pursues her own career in the theater.

Twain and Dreiser broke decisively with the 
genteel tradition’s emphasis on manners and deco-
rum. Century magazine readers complained that 
Huckleberry Finn was coarse and “destitute of a 
single redeeming quality.” Th e publisher of Sister 
Carrie was so repelled by Dreiser’s novel that he 
printed only a thousand copies (to fulfi ll the legal 
terms of his contract) and then stored them in a 
warehouse, refusing to promote them.

Growing numbers of scholars and critics similarly 
challenged the self-serving certitudes of Victorian 
mores, including assumptions that moral worth and 
economic standing were closely linked and that the 
status quo of the 1870s and 1880s 
represented a social order decreed 
by God and nature alike. Whereas 
Henry George, Lester Ward, and 
Edward Bellamy elaborated their 
visions of a cooperative and har-
monious society (see Chapter 18), 
economist Th orstein Veblen in Th e 
Th eory of the Leisure Class (1899) 
off ered a caustic critique of the 
lifestyles of the new capitalist elite. 
Raised in a Norwegian farm com-
munity in Minnesota, Veblen looked 
at the captains of industry and their families with a 
jaundiced eye, documenting their “conspicuous con-
sumption” of expensive products and lamenting the 
widening gap between “those who worked without 
profi t” and “those who profi ted without working.”

Within the new discipline of sociology, Annie 
MacLean exposed the exploitation of department-
store clerks, Walter Wyckoff  uncovered the hand-
to-mouth existence of unskilled laborers, and W. E. 
B. Du Bois documented the suff ering and hardships 
faced by blacks in Philadelphia. Th e publication of 
these social scientists’ writings, coupled with the eco-
nomic depression and seething labor agitation of the 
1890s, made it increasingly diffi  cult for turn-of-the-
century middle-class Americans to accept the smug, 
self-satisfi ed belief in progress and gentility that had 
been a hallmark of the Victorian outlook.

Modernism in Architecture 
and Painting
Th e challenge to the genteel tradition also found 
strong support among architects and painters. 

the Pointed Firs (1896), for example, Sarah Orne Jewett 
wrote of the New England village life that she knew in 
South Berwick, Maine. Others, most notably William 
Dean Howells, have been called realists because of 
their focus on the truthful depiction of the common-
place and the everyday, especially in urban areas. Still 
others have been categorized as naturalists because 
their novels and stories deny free will and stress the 
ways in which life’s outcomes are determined by 
economic and psychological forces. Stephen Crane’s 
Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1892), a bleak story of 
an innocent girl’s exploitation and ultimate suicide in 
an urban slum, generally is considered the fi rst natu-
ralistic American novel. Yet in practice, these catego-
ries are imprecise and oft en overlap. What many of 
these writers shared was a skepticism about literary 
conventions and an intense desire to understand the 
society around them and portray it in words.

Th e careers of Mark Twain and Th eodore 
Dreiser highlight the changes in the publishing 
industry and the evolution of new forms of writing. 
Both authors grew up in the Midwest, outside the 
East Coast literary establishment. Twain was born 
near Hannibal, Missouri, in 1835, and Dreiser in 
Terre Haute, Indiana, in 1871. As young men, both 
worked as newspaper reporters and traveled widely. 
Both learned from direct and sometimes bitter 
experience about the greed, speculation, and fraud 
that fi gured centrally in Gilded Age life.

Of the two, Twain more incessantly sought a 
mass-market audience. With his drooping mus-
tache, white hair, and white suits, Twain turned him-
self into a media personality, lecturing from coast to 
coast, founding his own publishing house, and using 
door-to-door salesmen to sell his books. Th e name 
Mark Twain became his trademark, identifying him 
to readers as a literary celebrity much as the labels 
Coca-Cola and Ivory Soap won instant consumer 
recognition. Although Dreiser possessed neither 
Twain’s fl amboyant personality nor his instinct for 
salesmanship, he, too, learned to crank out articles.

Drawing on their own experiences, Twain and 
Dreiser wrote about the human impact of the wrench-
ing social changes taking place around them: the fl ow 
of people to the cities and the relentless scramble 
for power, wealth, and fame. In Th e Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn (1884), Twain tells a story of two run-
aways, the rebellious Huck and the slave Jim, drift ing 
down the Mississippi in search of freedom. Th eir phys-
ical journey, which contrasts idyllic life on the raft  with 
the tawdry, fraudulent world of small riverfront towns, 
is a journey of identity that brings with it a deeper 
understanding of contemporary American society.

Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900) also tells of a jour-
ney. In this case, the main character, Carrie Meeber, 
an innocent girl on her way from her Wisconsin 
farm home to Chicago, is seduced by a traveling 

Veblen lamented the 

widening gap between 

“those who worked 

without profi t” and 

“those who profi ted 

without working.”
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world of the . . . past, from the complex, closely associ-
ated life of the present.” Th e increasingly evident gap 
between rural or small-town life—a world of quiet 
parlors and fl ickering kerosene lamps—and life in the 
big, glittering, electrifi ed cities of iron and glass made 
nineteenth-century Americans acutely aware of dif-
ferences in upbringing and wealth. Given the dispari-
ties between rich and poor, between rural and urban, 
and between native-born Americans and recent 
immigrants, it is no wonder that pious Victorian 
platitudes about proper manners and graceful arts 
seemed out of touch with the new social realities.

Distrusting the idealistic Victorian assumptions 
about social progress, middle-class journalists, nov-
elists, artists, and politicians nevertheless remained 
divided over how to replace them. Not until the 
Progressive Era would social reformers draw on a 
new expertise in social research and an enlarged 
conception of the federal government’s regulatory 
power to break sharply with their Victorian prede-
cessors’ social outlook.

From Victorian Lady to New Woman
Although middle-class women fi gured importantly 
in the revolt against Victorian refi nement, their 
role was complex and ambiguous. Dissatisfaction 
with the cult of domesticity did not necessarily lead 
to open rebellion. Many women, although chaf-
ing against the constraints of deference and the 
assumption that they should limit their activities to 
the home, remained committed to playing a nurtur-
ing role within the family. In fact, early advocates of 
a “widened sphere” for women oft en fused the tra-
ditional Victorian ideal of womanhood with a fi rm 
commitment to political action.

Th e career of temperance leader Frances Willard 
illustrates how the cult of domesticity, with its cele-
bration of special female virtues, could evolve into a 
broader view of women’s social and political respon-
sibilities. Like many of her contemporaries, Willard 
believed that women were compassionate and nurtur-
ing by nature. She was also convinced that drinking 
encouraged thrift lessness and profoundly threatened 
family life. Resigning as dean of women and profes-
sor of English at Northwestern University in 1874, 
Willard devoted her energies full-time to the temper-
ance cause. Five years later she was elected president 
of the newly formed Woman’s Christian Temperance 
Union (WCTU).

Willard took the traditional belief that women 
had unique moral virtues and transformed it into a 
rationale for political action. Th e domestication of 
politics, she asserted, would protect the family and 
improve public morality. Choosing as the union’s 
badge a bow of white ribbon, symbolizing the purity 

By the 1890s Chicago archi-
tects William Holabird, John 
Wellborn Root, and others 
had tired of copying European 
designs. Breaking with estab-
lished architects such as Richard 
Morris Hunt, the designer of 
French châteaux for New York’s 
Fift h Avenue, these Chicago 
architects followed the lead of 
Louis Sullivan, who argued that 
a building’s form should fol-
low its function. In their view, 
banks should look like the 
fi nancial institutions they were, 
not like Greek temples. Striving 
to create functional American 
design standards, the Chicago 
architects looked for inspira-

tion to the future—to  modernism—not to the past.
Th e Chicago architect Frank Lloyd Wright 

designed “prairie-school” houses that represented 
a typical modernist break with past styles. Wright 
scorned the three-story Victorian house with its 
large attic and basement. His designs, which fea-
tured broad, sheltering roofs and horizontal silhou-
ettes, used interconnecting rooms to create a sense 
of spaciousness.

Th e call of modernism, with its rejection of 
Victorian refi nement, infl uenced late-nineteenth-
century American painting as well. Th e water-
colors of Winslow Homer, a magazine illustrator 
during the Civil War, revealed nature as brutally 
tough and unsentimental. In Homer’s grim, ele-
mental seascapes, lone men struggle against mas-
sive waves that constantly threaten to overwhelm 
them. Th omas Eakins’s canvases of swimmers, box-
ers, and rowers (such as his well-known Champion 
Single Sculls, painted in 1871) similarly captured 
moments of vigorous physical exertion in everyday 
life. While Mary Cassatt shared Eakins’s interest in 
everyday life, she oft en took as her subject the bond 
between mother and child, as in her painting Th e 
Bath  (ca. 1891). Aft er studying at the Pennsylvania 
Academy of Fine Arts, she moved to Paris in 1874, 
where she worked closely with French Impressionist 
painters such as Monet and Degas.

Th e revolt by architects and painters against 
Victorian standards was symptomatic of a larger shift  
in middle-class thought. Th is shift  resulted from fun-
damental economic changes that had spawned a far 
more complex social environment than that of the 
past. As Protestant minister Josiah Strong percep-
tively observed in 1898, the transition from muscle to 
mechanical power had “separated, as by an impass-
able gulf, the simple, homespun, individualistic 
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that the transition from 
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as by an impassable gulf, 
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Changing attitudes about femininity and women’s 
proper role also found expression in gradually shift -
ing ideas about marriage. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, 
a suff rage advocate and speaker for women’s rights, 
asserted that women would make an eff ective con-
tribution to society only when they won economic 
independence from men through work outside the 
home (see Chapter 21). One very tangible indicator 
of women’s changing relationship to men was the 
substantial rise in the divorce rate between 1880 and 
1900. In 1880, one in every twenty-one marriages 
ended in divorce. By 1900, the rate had climbed to 
one in twelve. Women who brought suit for divorce 
increasingly cited their husbands’ failure to act 
responsibly and to respect their autonomy. Accepting 
such arguments, courts frequently awarded the wife 
alimony, a monetary settlement payable by the ex-
husband to support her and their children.

Women writers generally welcomed the new 
female commitment to independence and self-
 suffi  ciency. In the short stories of Mary Wilkins 
Freeman, for example, women’s expanding role is 
implicitly compared to the frontier ideal of freedom. 

of the home, she launched a crusade in 1880 to win 
the franchise for women so that they could vote to 
outlaw liquor. Willard soon expanded WCTU activ-
ities to include welfare work, prison reform, labor 
arbitration, and public health. Under her leadership 
the WCTU, with a membership of nearly 150,000 
by 1890, became the nation’s fi rst mass organization 
of women. Th rough it, women gained experience as 
lobbyists, organizers, and lecturers, in the process 
undercutting the assumption of “separate spheres.”

An expanding network of women’s clubs off ered 
another means by which middle- and upper-class 
women could hone their skills in civic aff airs, pub-
lic speaking, and intellectual analysis. In the 1870s, 
many well-to-do women met weekly to study topics 
of mutual interest. Th ese clubwomen soon became 
involved in social-welfare projects, public library 
expansion, and tenement reform. By 1892, the 
General Federation of Women’s Clubs, an umbrella 
organization established that year, boasted 495 affi  l-
iates and a hundred thousand members. Middle-
class black women, excluded from many white 
clubs, formed their own National Association of 
Colored Women’s Clubs in 1900.

While older women eroded the Victorian con-
straints placed on them by social conventions by 
joining women’s clubs, younger women challenged 
social conventions by joining the bicycling craze that 
swept urban America at the turn of the century. Th e 
fascination with bicycle riding developed as part of 
a new interest in health and physical fi tness. Middle-
and upper-class Americans explored various ways to 
improve their vigor. Some used health products such 
as cod liver oil and sarsaparilla for “weak blood.” 
Others played basketball, invented in 1891 by a 
physical education instructor at Springfi eld College 
in Massachusetts to keep students in shape during 
the winter months. But bicycling, which could be 
done individually or in groups, quickly became the 
most popular sport for those who wished to com-
bine exercise with recreation.

Bicycles of various designs had been manufac-
tured since the 1870s, but bicycling did not become 
a national craze until the invention in the 1880s of 
the so-called safety bicycle, with smaller wheels, 
ball-bearing axles, and air-fi lled tires. By the 1890s, 
over a million Americans owned bicycles.

Bicycling especially appealed to young women 
who had chafed under the restrictive Victorian atti-
tudes about female exercise, which held that proper 
young ladies must never sweat and that the female 
body must be fully covered at all times. Pedaling along 
in a shirtwaist or “split” skirt, a woman bicyclist made 
an implicit feminist statement suggesting that she 
had broken with genteel conventions and wanted to 
explore new activities beyond the traditional sphere.

BICYCLING AND COURTSHIP: SHEET MUSIC, 1896 The bicycling fad 
not only allowed women to get outdoor exercise, it also became a way for 
young women and men to meet away from the watchful eyes of parents. 
(© Collection of the New York Historical Society)
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modern industrial society depended on citizens’ 
conforming to the timetables of the factory and the 
train, he envisioned the schools as models of punc-
tuality and precise scheduling: “Th e pupil must 
have his lessons ready at the appointed time, must 
rise at the tap of the bell, move to the line, return; 
in short, go through all the evolutions with equal 
precision.”

To achieve these goals and to wrest control 
of the schools from neighborhood leaders and 
ward politicians, reform-minded educators like 
Harris elaborated a philosophy of public education 
stressing punctuality, centralized administration, 
 compulsory-attendance laws, and a tenure system 
to insulate teachers from political favoritism and 
parental pressure. By 1900, thirty-one states required 
school attendance of all children from eight to four-
teen years of age.

Th e steamroller methods used by Harris and 
likeminded administrators to systematize public 
education quickly prompted protests. New York 
pediatrician Joseph Mayer Rice, who toured thirty-
six cities and interviewed twelve hundred teachers 
in 1892, scornfully criticized an educational estab-
lishment that stressed singsong memorization and 
prisonlike discipline.

Rice’s biting attack on public education over-
looked the real advances in reading and mathemat-
ics made in the previous two decades. Nationally, 
despite the infl ux of immigrants, the illiteracy 
rate in English for individuals ten years and older 
dropped from 17 percent in 1880 to 13 percent in 
1890, largely because of the expansion of urban 
educational facilities. American high schools were 
also coeducational, and girls made up the majority 
of the students by 1900. But Rice was on target in 
assailing many teachers’ rigid emphasis on silence, 
docility, and unquestioning obedience to the rules. 
When a Chicago school inspector found a thirteen-
year-old boy huddled in the basement of a stock-
yard building and ordered him back to school, the 
weeping boy blurted out, “[T]hey hits ye if yer don’t 
learn, and they hits ye if ye whisper, and they hits ye 
if ye have string in yer pocket, and they hits ye if yer 
seat squeaks, and they hits ye if ye don’t stan’ up in 
time, and they hits ye if yer late, and they hits ye if 
ye ferget the page.”

By the 1880s, several diff erent groups found 
themselves in opposition to centralized urban public 
school bureaucracies. Although many working-class 
families valued education, those who depended on 
their children’s meager wages for survival resisted 
the attempt to force their sons and daughters to 
attend school past the elementary grades. Although 
some immigrant families made great sacrifi ces to 
enable their children to get an education, many 

Feminist Kate Chopin pushed the debate to the 
extreme by having Edna Pontellier, the married her-
oine of her controversial 1899 novel Th e Awakening, 
violate social conventions. First Edna falls in love 
with another man; then she takes her own life when 
his ideas about women prove as narrow and tradi-
tional as those of her husband.

Despite the eff orts of these and other champi-
ons of the new woman, attitudes changed slowly. 
Th e enlarged conception of women’s role in society 
exerted its greatest infl uence on college-educated, 
middle-class women who had leisure time and 
could reasonably hope for success in journalism, 
social work, or nursing. For female immigrant fac-
tory workers and for shop girls who worked sixty 
hours a week to try to make ends meet, however, 
the ideal remained a more distant goal. Although 
many women were seeking more independence and 
control over their lives, most still viewed the home 
as their primary responsibility.

Public Education as an Arena 
of Class Confl ict
While the debate over women’s proper role remained 
largely confi ned to the middle class, a very diff erent 
controversy, over the scope and function of public 
education, engaged Americans of all socioeconomic 
levels. Th is debate starkly highlighted the class and 
cultural divisions in late-nineteenth-century soci-
ety. From the 1870s on, viewing the public schools 
as an instrument for indoctrinating and controlling 
the lower ranks of society, middle-class educators 
and civic leaders campaigned to expand public 
schooling and bring it under centralized control. 
Not surprisingly, the reformers’ eff orts aroused 
considerable opposition from ethnic and religious 
groups whose outlook and interests diff ered sharply 
from theirs.

Th anks to the crusade for universal public edu-
cation started by Horace Mann and other antebel-
lum educational reformers, most states had public 
school systems by the Civil War, and more than half 
the nation’s children were receiving some formal 
education. But most attended school for only three 
or four years, and few went on to high school.

Concerned that many Americans lacked suf-
fi cient knowledge to participate wisely in public 
aff airs or function eff ectively in the labor force, 
reformers such as William Torrey Harris worked 
to increase the number of years that children spent 
in school. First as superintendent of the St. Louis 
public schools in the 1870s and later as the federal 
commissioner of education, Harris urged teachers 
to instill in their students a sense of order, deco-
rum, self-discipline, and civic loyalty. Believing that 
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daughters in female seminaries such as Chatham 
Hall in Chatham, Virginia, and their sons in private 
academies and boarding schools like St. Paul’s in 
Concord, New Hampshire. Th e proliferation of pri-
vate and parochial schools, together with the contro-
versies over compulsory education, school funding, 
and classroom decorum, reveals the extent to which 
public education had become mired in ethnic and 
class diff erences. Unlike Germany and Japan, which 
created national education systems in the late nine-
teenth century, the United States, refl ecting its social 
heterogeneity, maintained a system of locally run 
public and private institutions that allowed each 
segment of society to retain some infl uence over the 
schools attended by its own children. Amid the dis-
putes, school enrollments dramatically expanded. 
In 1870, fewer than seventy-two thousand students 
were attending the nation’s 1,026 high schools. By 
1900, the number of high schools had jumped to 
more than fi ve thousand and the number of stu-
dents to more than half a million.

withdrew their off spring from school as soon as 
they had learned the rudiments of reading and writ-
ing, and sent them to work.

Furthermore, Catholic immigrants objected to 
the overwhelmingly Protestant orientation of the 
public schools. Distressed by the use of the King 
James translation of the Bible and by the schools’ fail-
ure to observe saints’ days, Catholics set up separate 
parochial school systems. In response, Republican 
politicians, resentful of Catholic immigrants’ over-
whelming preference for the Democratic Party, tried 
unsuccessfully to pass a constitutional amendment 
cutting off  all public aid to church-related schools 
in 1875. Catholics in turn denounced federal aid 
to public schools as intended “to suppress Catholic 
education, gradually extinguish Catholicity in this 
country, and to form one homogeneous American 
people aft er the New England Evangelical type.”

At the other end of the social scale, upper-class 
parents who did not wish to send their children to 
immigrant-thronged public schools enrolled their 

ELEMENTARY CLASS PHOTOGRAPH, LOWER EAST SIDE, NEW YORK Dressed in native costumes, these elementary 
school students posed with their teacher, costumed as the Statute of Liberty, to indicate the diversity of their immigrant 
backgrounds. (Picture Research Consultants & Archives)
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educators, lawyers, doctors, and other profession-
als. As defenders of the new Victorian morality, 
educated middle- and upper-class women were 
expected to become the protectors of the home. 
Some members of the upper classes also tried to 
address the problems of poverty and congestion in 
the inner city. While Jacob Riis, Jane Addams, and 
other reformers worked to improve overcrowded 
housing and dangerous working conditions, 
Anthony Comstock and less sympathetic reformers 
attacked immigrant values and cultures in an eff ort 
to uplift  and Americanize them.

Nowhere was the confl ict between the social 
classes more evident than in the controversy over 
leisure entertainment. Caught up in the material 
benefi ts of a prospering industrial society, middle-
and upper-class Americans battled against what 
they deemed “indecent” lower-class behavior in all 
its forms, from dancing to ragtime, gambling, and 
prizefi ghting to playing baseball on Sunday and 
visiting bawdy boardwalk sideshows. Even pub-
lic parks became arenas of class confl ict. Whereas 
the elite favored large, impeccably groomed urban 
parks that would serve as models of orderliness and 
propriety, working people fought for parks where 
they could picnic, play ball, drink beer, and escape 
the stifl ing heat of tenement apartments.

Although the well-to-do classes oft en appeared 
to have the upper hand in these clashes, signifi cant 
disagreements about moral standards surfaced 
early within their own ranks. Critics, among them 

CONCLUSION
By the 1890s, class confl ict was evident in practi-
cally every area of city life, from mealtime manners 
to popular entertainment and recreation. As new 
immigrants fl ooded the tenements and spilled out 
onto neighborhood streets, it became impossible 
for native-born Americans to ignore their strange 
religious and social customs. Ethnic diff erences 
were compounded by class diff erences. Oft en poor 
and from peasant or working-class backgrounds, 
the immigrants from southern and eastern Europe 
took unskilled jobs and worked for subsistence-level 
wages. Th e slums and tenements in which they lived 
had high rates of disease. Middle- and upper-class 
Americans oft en responded by moving to fashion-
able avenues or suburbs and by stigmatizing them 
as nonwhite and racially inferior.

To distinguish themselves from these newcom-
ers, native-born Americans stressed their com-
mitment to Victorian morality, with its emphasis 
on manners, decorum, and self-control. Although 
never fully accepted even among the well-to-do, 
these Victorian ideals were meant to apply new 
standards for society. Lavish department stores and 
artistically designed houses refl ected the middle-
and upper-class faith that the consumption of mate-
rial goods indicated good taste.

To raise standards, the prosperous classes 
expanded the number of high schools and cre-
ated a new research university system for training 

CHRONOLOGY  –
1865 Vassar College founded.

1869 First intercollegiate football game.

1872 Anthony Comstock founds New York Society for the Sup-
pression of Vice.

1873 John Wanamaker opens his Philadelphia department 
store.

1875 Smith and Wellesley colleges founded.

1876 National League of baseball organized.

1880 William Booth’s followers establish an American branch 
of the Salvation Army.

1881 Josephine Shaw Lowell founds New York Charity Organi-
zation Society (COS).

1884 Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn.

1885 Stanford University founded.

1889 Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr open Hull House.

1891 University of Chicago founded.
 Basketball invented at Springfi eld College, Massachusetts.

1892 Ellis Island Immigration Center opened.
 General Federation of Women’s Clubs organized.

1895 Coney Island amusement parks open in Brooklyn, 
New York.

1899 Scott Joplin, “Maple Leaf Rag.”
 Kate Chopin, The Awakening.

 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class.

1900 Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie.

 National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs 
 organized.

1910 Angel Island Immigration Center opens in 
San Francisco.
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman, faulted middle-class 
society for its obsession with polite manners, empty 
social rituals, and restrictions on the occupations 
open to women.

By 1900, the contest for power between the elite 
classes and the largely immigrant working class was 
heading toward a partial resolution. As Victorian 
morality eroded, undermined by dissension from 
within and opposition from without, new standards 
emerged that blended elements of earlier positions. 
For example, new rules regulated behavior in the 
boxing ring and on the baseball fi eld. Still, it was 
immigrant heroes who captured the popular imagi-
nation. Th e elite vision of sport as a vehicle for instill-
ing self-discipline and self-control was transformed 

into a new commitment to sports as spectacle and 
entertainment. Sports had become big business and 
an important part of the new consumerism.

Similar patterns of compromise and change took 
place in other arenas. Vaudeville houses, attacked by 
the affl  uent for their risqué performances, evolved 
into the nation’s fi rst movie theaters. Ragtime music, 
with its syncopated rhythms, gave rise to jazz. In 
short, the dashing, disreputable, and raucous work-
ing-class culture of the late-nineteenth-century city 
can be seen as the seedbed of twentieth-century 
mass culture. And everywhere popular culture 
became increasingly dominated by commercial 
interests that capitalized on the disposable income 
created by the nation’s explosive urban growth. 
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