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Urbanization of America

o The United States went from being 

an overwhelmingly rural and small-

town society in 1860 (80% rural 

population) to urban industrial (51% 

urban by 1920). 

o This transformation corresponded 

with, and was caused by, rapid 

industrialization (esp. railroads), 

migration, and social reorganization 

over 30 years. 





Coal Mining in Gilded Age

Manufacturing Belt in Gilded Age





Estimated for the US population and percentage foreign-

born for the specified years:

Year

Population 

(millions)

% Foreign 

Born

1850 23.2 9.7%

1860 31.4 13.2%

1870 38.6 14.4%

1880 50.2 13.3%

1890 62.9 14.8%

1900 76.2 13.6%

Year

Population 

(millions)

% 

Foreign 

Born

2000 281.4 11.1%

2023 336 13.9%



Causes of Urbanization – the Second Industrial 

Revolution

o First Industrial Revolution in England from 1750 to 

1840

o The Second Industrial Revolution (1840 to today?) 

continued revolution in the utilization of metallurgy 

formed by advances in energy generation. 

 

o Coal usage improved by new mining technology and 

by new types of coal

o Increased heat led to increased purification of iron 

ore, producing stronger iron and steel

o Urban electric street cars would replace horse drawn 

street cars by 1890s



- Steam engines burning coal vs. wood became more 

efficient, less costly and allowed manufacturing to 

take place away from rivers that needed water 

turbines for power. Hence the manufacturing-

based city which in turn drew workers.

- Stronger iron and steel allowed for bigger, stronger 

more powerful:

o locomotives (stronger and faster)

o rails

o freight and passenger cars allowing more weight 

and volume

o Iron and steel skeleton buildings creating 

vertical real estate

o Bigger faster more precise machinery

o Standardization began of consumer market of 

low-cost standard products (cognitive ease in 

buying decisions)





o More productive agriculture per labor hour allowed 

for US intermigration to cities for work, changing 

the home-workplace dynamic

▪ Steel plows, mechanical reapers and planters 

reduced need for farm labor

▪ In 1787 nine farm families were needed to feed 

one urban family. By 1845 eight urban families 

were fed by one farm family and by 1880 33 

families were fed by one farm family.

▪ The push of citizens from the farms to the cities 

was often lack of work because of the increased 

production of the farms due to machines 

replacing labor and expense of farm startup. 

▪ The pull was employment in the cities at the 

beginning of the second industrial revolution.

o Cities also drew most foreign immigrants. 



Common Immigrant Destinations

1.New York City: Known as the "Golden Door," New York 

City was the primary entry point for immigrants, especially 

through Ellis Island. NYC manufacturing center of country.

2.Chicago: Chicago attracted many immigrants due to its 

booming industrial economy and opportunities in 

meatpacking, manufacturing, and railroads.

3.Boston: Boston was another major destination, particularly 

for Irish and Italian immigrants, who found work in 

construction, factories, and domestic service.

4.San Francisco: On the West Coast, San Francisco was a 

key destination for Chinese immigrants, who worked in 

railroads, mining, and agriculture.

5.Philadelphia: Philadelphia's industrial economy drew 

immigrants to work in factories, textiles, and shipbuilding.



Common Immigrant Occupations

o Factory Workers: Many immigrants found 

employment in factories, working long hours for 

low wages in often dangerous conditions.

o Construction Workers: Immigrants played a 

significant role in building the infrastructure of 

growing cities, including roads, bridges, and 

buildings.

o Railroad Workers: Immigrants, particularly 

Chinese and Irish, were instrumental in 

constructing the transcontinental railroads.

o Domestic Servants: Many women immigrants 

worked as domestic servants in households, 

performing tasks such as cooking, cleaning, and 

childcare.

o Agricultural Laborers: Some immigrants, especially 

those in rural areas, worked as farm laborers, 

contributing to the agricultural economy.



Several factors drove this massive movement of people:

o Economic Opportunities: The booming industries 

in cities like New York, Chicago, and Pittsburgh 

offered jobs that were often unavailable in the 

immigrants’ home countries.

o Political and Religious Freedom: Many immigrants 

fled political unrest, persecution, or religious 

intolerance, seeking a safer and more stable 

environment.

o Technological Advances: Innovations in 

transportation, such as steamships and railroads, 

made the journey to America more accessible and 

affordable.



Urban Growth

o Traditionally Americans 

despised cities, seeing rural life 

conducive to Republicanism 

and independent employment 

and health. 

o Urban concentrations were 

crowded and dirty, given to 

disease and sin



Growth in the number of cities 

o In 1820, the United States boasted only a handful of cities; by 

1860, there were nearly 400; by 1890, more than 1,300; and by 

1920, more than 2,700. 

o Many cities were true metropolises. In 1860, the U.S. had 9 cities 

with more than 100,000 people; by 1920, that number was 68.

o Industrialization required employees (from the country and 

immigration)

Example: Pittsburgh, in the middle of steel manufacturing and coal 

mining, had a population of 46,000 in 1850. Grew to 322,000 by 1900 

and to 588,000 by 1920.

Political Economy: Federal Government Legislation - Homestead 

Act and Morrill Act



Population per Square Mile in 1870

1. New York City

 - Population: 942,292

 - Area (square miles): ~22

 - Population Density: ~42,831 people per square mile

2. Philadelphia

 - Population: 674,022

 - Area (square miles): ~130

 - Population Density: ~5,185 people per square mile

3. Chicago

 - Population: 298,977

 - Area (square miles): ~18

 - Population Density: ~16,610 people per square mile

4. Cincinnati

 - Population: 216,239

 - Area (square miles): ~24

 - Population Density: ~9,010 people per square mile

5. Boston

 - Population: 250,526

 - Area (square miles): ~36

 - Population Density: ~6,959 people per square mile



Why not chose agriculture to attain Jefferson’s 

Paradise?

o Starting a farm was easier said than done without family 

help/inheritance

o General estimate of the startup costs for farming

Land cost: $6 per acre

Oxen or Horses: Cost: $100 to $300

Plow: Cost: $10 to $20

Seed: Cost: $30 to $50

Wagon: Cost: $70 to $100

Basic Tools (axes, hammers, saws, etc.): Cost: $20 to $50

Food and Supplies for the First Year: Cost: $100 to $200

House Materials: Cost: $100 to $300

Total Estimated Cost: $400 to $1,000 (approximately $11,000 to 

$28,000 in today’s dollars)

Does not include growing need for farm machinery (harvesters, 

reapers) to have a competitive farm and surplus to make it 

through low crop prices and losses.



Cities needed infrastructure: General Trends in Public 

Infrastructure Spending (1870–1890):

During Gilded Age, U.S. cities significantly expanded 

public infrastructure; key “investments” included:

- Transportation: Development of paved and unpaved 

roads, bridges, railroads, and streetcar systems (horse 

drawn, steam engines and then electric).

- Waterworks: Systems to provide clean drinking water 

and sewage disposal. Outhouses prevailed into the 

early 20th century.

- Public buildings: Construction of schools, hospitals, 

and government buildings.

- Lighting and fire services: Installation of gas and 

electric lighting, fire stations, and police 

departments.

- Social Welfare programs (housing, medical care, 

food, transportation) but counter to the US vision of 

independence and self sufficiency.



Summary of Estimated Per Capita Public Infrastructure Spending (2024 dollars):

City 1860 1870 1880 1890

New York $10-20 $20-40 $40-60 $100+

Philadelphia $10-20 $20-40 $40-60 $70-90

Chicago $10-20 $30-50 $50-70 $90-100

Cincinnati $10-15 $15-30 $30-50 $50-70

Boston $10-20 $20-40 $40-60 $80-100



Approximate per capita city spending in 2023:

New York City: $3,000 to $4,000 

Philadelphia: $1,500 to $2,500 

Chicago: $2,500 to $3,500 

Cincinnati: $1,000 to $2,000 

Boston: $2,500 to $3,500 



Sociological Effects of Urban Growth

o Gilded Age rapid urbanization had several significant sociological 

effects:

o Population Growth and Diversity: Rapid growth led to 

increased cultural and ethnic diversity along with population 

density.

o Social Stratification: Urbanization intensified social 

stratification. 

o Wealthy industrialists lived in luxurious neighborhoods, 

middle class in moderately wealthy neighbors and single-

family housing; immigrant and working-class 

populations living in overcrowded and unsanitary 

tenements.

o Ethnic groups formed their own ghettos or were forced into 

ghettos. Result was separation and reduced understanding 

and sympathy by middle class and natives saw ghettos as 

rejection of American norms and values. Photography would 

eventually change some attitudes.



o Labor Issues and Class Conflict: Industrialization and 

urbanization fueled labor exploitation and class conflict. Workers 

faced long hours (akin to pre-industrial farm work), low wages, 

and dangerous working conditions, leading to labor unrest, strikes, 

and the rise of labor movements seeking better rights and 

conditions.

o Poor Living Conditions: Many urban residents lived in poverty 

with inadequate housing, sanitation, and healthcare. Tenement 

housing was often overcrowded and lacked basic amenities, 

contributing to public health issues and high mortality rates.

o Political and Social Reform Movements: The challenges of 

urbanization spurred reform movements. Progressives advocated 

for social reforms, improved living conditions, and regulations on 

industry to address issues such as child labor, unsafe working 

conditions, and housing reform. Attitudes are hard to change.



o Cultural and Intellectual Growth: Cities became 

hubs of cultural and intellectual activity. Fostered 

growth of arts, literature, journalism, and social 

movements as diverse populations interacted and 

shared ideas.

o Infrastructure Development: Urbanization 

necessitated the development of infrastructure such 

as transportation networks (streetcars, subways) and 

utilities (gas and electricity, water supply, sewage 

systems), which transformed urban landscapes and 

improved living conditions over time.

Overall, rapid urbanization during the Gilded Age had 

profound and complex economic and sociological 

effects, shaping the social, economic, and political 

landscape of the United States into the 20th century.



Living Conditions and Mortality

During the Gilded Age, the mortality rates in urban and 

nonurban areas of the United States showed significant 

differences.

o Overcrowding: Rapid urbanization led to overcrowded 

living conditions, which facilitated the spread of 

infectious diseases. Poor understanding of causes of 

disease,

o Poor Sanitation: Many urban areas lacked proper 

sanitation and clean water, contributing to higher rates of 

disease and mortality.

o Industrial Hazards: The rise of industrialization brought 

about hazardous working conditions, leading to accidents 

and health issues among workers.

In contrast, nonurban areas, while not free from health 

challenges, generally had lower mortality rates due to less 

crowded living conditions and fewer industrial hazards.



Urban Problems from Growth and Solutions

As cities grew in size, a range of serious problems emerged; 

for example, rates for every category of crime, from 

prostitution to murder, soared. 

o American cities in this period saw frequent outbreaks of 

rioting.

o Primary source of crime spike was poverty. Because a 

large percentage of the populations of cities lived in 

poverty, some turned to illegal means to survive—robbing 

or engaging in prostitution. 

o E.g., Cincinnati experienced large  riots in 1866 from 

racial tensions involving African Americans and 

Irishmen, 1884 from contested election and 

allegations of corruption, and in 1886 from labor 

unrest and perceived economic exploitation.



o Alcoholism 

o The anonymity of urban life; unlike in small towns, 

citizens typically were thousands of strangers.

o Adam Smith’s fear of social cohesion reduced 

by specialization realized

o Lack of experienced police; trying to police 19th-

century cities with 18th-century watchmen, who 

were generally poorly paid, untrained, and unarmed. 

o Lack of experienced city management



Obstacles rooted in a combination of political, economic, 

and social ideologies, which influenced both policymakers 

and the public. 

o Laissez-faire Economics (Private Property and 

Economic Liberty)

o Expectation of Limited Government 

o Fear of Corruption and Patronage Politics 

(Jacksonian Era)

o Social Darwinism and Class Attitudes (boot strap 

narrative)

Ideological/attitudinal obstructions to federal, state and local government spending during the Gilded Age



o Hostility to Taxes (continuing the 

American Revolution)

o Individualism and the “Self-Made Man" 

Ideal

o Ethnic and Racial Divides

o Resistance from Wealthy Elites and 

Corporate Interests

o Resistance from Southern Plantation 

owners (keeping freedmen on the 

plantation)

o Industry owners purchasing political power

o Industry owners’ propaganda



Next Week: Gilded Age New York
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