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Rural to Urban Note-Taking Template
Document: The Rise of 
Industrial America,  
1877–1900

Main Points:

Document: Labor Force 
and Employment

Main Points:

Document: Industrial Cities

Main Points:

Document: City Life in the 
Late 19th Century

Main Points:

Document: Increasing 
Urbanization

Main Points:

Document: American 
Dream Historical Context

Main Points:

Guiding Questions: 
• How do the documents differ with regard to the reason that cities began to grow? 

• How are the documents similar? 

• What theory or thesis corroborated by evidence is found in the different documents?
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City Life in the Late 19th Century

Between 1880 and 1900, cities in the United States grew at a dramatic rate. Owing 
most of their population growth to the expansion of industry, U.S. cities grew by about 
15 million people in the two decades before 1900. Many of those who helped account 
for the population growth of cities were immigrants arriving from around the world. A 
steady stream of people from rural America also migrated to the cities during this period. 
Between 1880 and 1890, almost 40 percent of the townships in the United States lost 
population because of migration. 
 
Industrial expansion and population growth radically changed the face of the nation’s 
cities. Noise, traffic jams, slums, air pollution, and sanitation and health problems 
became commonplace. Mass transit, in the form of trolleys, cable cars, and subways, 
was built, and skyscrapers began to dominate city skylines. New communities, known 
as suburbs, began to be built just beyond the city. Commuters, those who lived in the 
suburbs and traveled in and out of the city for work, began to increase in number. 
 
Many of those who resided in the city lived in rental apartments or tenement housing. 
Neighborhoods, especially for immigrant populations, were often the center of 
community life. In the enclave neighborhoods, many immigrant groups continued 
the practice of precious customs and traditions. Even today, many neighborhoods or 
sections of the great cities in the United States reflect this lively mix of ethnic heritages. 
 
During the final years of the 1800s, industrial cities, with all the problems brought on 
by rapid population growth and lack of infrastructure, occupied a special place in U.S. 
history. For all the issues, and there were many, the cities promoted a special bond 
between people and laid the foundation for the multiethnic, multicultural society that we 
cherish today.

Guiding Question:
• Why did cities emerge?

• Why do cities attract people?

• What factors affected the growth and distribution of the U.S. urban population?

• Why did suburbs develop?
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Increasing Urbanization

Urban and Rural Population

Americans tend to forget that the nation’s first settlements were towns, and that the 
urban population kept pace with the rural population in the early 19th century, accounting 
for a steady 6 percent to 7 percent of the population, before the urban share began 
to spurt ahead. The settlement of the West in the 19th century was structured around 
towns, with streets laid out in checkerboards awaiting the new arrivals. However, the 
20th century saw the completion of America’s transformation into an urban population.  
In 1900, 40 percent of the population lived in urban areas; by 1990, 75 percent did. 
 
Urban growth over the 20th century took place in cities of all sizes. In 1900, 8.5 percent 
of the population lived in a city of 1 million or more inhabitants, while nearly 14 percent 
lived in communities with 2,500 to 25,000 people. Three cities had over 1 million people in 
1900: New York (3.4 million), Chicago (1.7 million), and Philadelphia (1.3 million).

Guiding Question:
• What clues does this text provide about the growth of mid-sized cities in the late 19th century and 

over the 20th century?
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American Dream: Historical Context
By Edward T. O’Donnell, Ph.D College of the Holy Cross

Excerpt

Immigrants have been coming to America since the colonial era. However, it was in  
the mid-19th century that the flow of newcomers reached the level of a mass migration. 
Between 1850 and 1920 some, 33 million immigrants landed on the shores of the United 
States. 
 
Why did these people come? Some immigrants were drawn to the United States because 
of its democratic political system and its tradition of religious tolerance. However, the 
overwhelming majority of immigrants were attracted to the United States because they 
saw it as a nation that offered tremendous opportunity for economic betterment. The 
United States offered them industrial jobs in urban areas and inexpensive or free land for 
farming in rural areas. 
 
Where did these immigrants settle? Everywhere. Millions headed into the American 
West to take up farming, mining, or building railroads. By 1880, some 30 percent 
of Minnesota’s population were immigrants. But millions more immigrants took up 
residence in cities, where they found jobs in America’s booming industrial economy. 
Often these immigrants lived in ethnic enclaves with nicknames like Little Italy, Little 
Germany, and Chinatown. By 1910, almost 80% of New York’s population were either 
immigrants or children of immigrants.

Guiding Questions:
• What was the main reason why immigrants came to America?

• Why did most immigrants settle in cities?
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