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Investigating Life in Cities Express Your Opinion



In the late 1800s and early 1900s, investigative journalists called muckrakers created photographs, articles, and novels to draw attention to the problems of society, such as government corruption and living conditions for the poor in cities. In this activity, you will take on the role of a muckraker in the early 1900s. You will explore resources that provide more information about the living conditions in U.S. cities. Then, you will use your research to write your own muckraking piece to raise public attention about the plight of the poor in the U.S. cities of that period. Tenement Dwellers Sleeping on Roofs and Windowsills, 1882



Leslie, Frank. New York City—The Recent ‘Heated Term’ and its Effect Upon the Population of the Tenement Districts. 1882. Prints and Photographs Division. Library of Congress. Web.
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I. Introduction 1.



Study the illustration below.



Homes of the Poor, 1883



Thulstrup, T. De, engraver. Homes of the Poor. July 28, 1883. Prints and Photographs Division. Library of Congress. Web.



2. What does the illustration tell you about the life for poor citizens in cities during the late 1800s? What activities did people perform in the home? Why might they have done all these activities in one room? Spend three minutes on a stop-and-jot, writing a few quick ideas about the living conditions of poor citizens in U.S. cities during that time period. 3. With a partner, discuss the various formats muckrakers might use to share their message. What would be the most effective format to use? The “Homes of the Poor” image above is a print, or illustration. As a muckraker, what will be the most effective and convincing way for you to share your findings? Explain.
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4. Work together with a partner and discuss some of your ideas. Then, use the information you have gathered from studying the text to talk about these questions: • What is it like to live in a tenement? • Why might muckrakers have wanted to draw attention to these living conditions? • If you were a wealthy citizen living during the late 1800s, how might you respond to seeing illustrations like this one?



II. Research the Living Conditions for the Poor in U.S. Cities 1. In the pieces that muckrakers created, they often used sensory details to help those unfamiliar with the conditions imagine what life was like in tenements and inspire them to work for change. Review the text, images, and video segments on the following pages that describe the living conditions for the poor in U.S. cities in the late 1800s and early 1900s. In the space below, complete the Five Senses Graphic Organizer in which you will record details from the sources that describe how tenement life looked, smelled, felt, sounded, and tasted. Use the graphic organizer on the next pages to guide your note taking.
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Five Senses Graphic Organizer Looks like . . .



Sounds like . . .



Tastes like . . .
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Smells like . . .



Feels like . . .



“Life as an Immigrant” from American Heritage: Immigration to the United States This video segment describes life for immigrants in the United States. While this video segment focuses on many of the difficulties of life for immigrants, it also highlights some positives, such as the creation of ethnic neighborhoods that provided a sense of community among immigrants from a specific ethnic group. “The Tenement Museum” from Made in LA (Hecho in Los Angeles) This video segment shows modern-day citizens touring the Tenement Museum and the Museum of Immigration in New York City. Their experience at the museums shows them what life was like for immigrants living in tenements and working in sweatshops during the late 1800s.
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“Immigrant Women” from The Unfinished Nation: The Age of the City This video segment discusses the ways in which immigrant women adapted to life in cities. Some women wanted to maintain the traditions from their homeland, while other immigrant women began to assimilate into U.S. culture. “Increasing Congestion” from The Unfinished Nation: The Age of the City In this video segment, urban pollution, crowding, poverty, and crime in U.S. cities during the late 1800s are described.
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Immigrants in the Courtyard of a New York City Tenement, c. late 1800 Some tenements had small courtyards to provide limited light and fresh air to a building’s residents. Here, immigrants stand in the courtyard. For many immigrants, life in the United States was very different than they expected. The land of opportunity was really one of filth and dangerous living conditions.



Immigrants in the Courtyard of a New York City Tenement. Library of Congress, 2013. Discovery Education. Web.
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Mulberry Street in New York City, c. 1900 Immigrant groups formed communities on Mulberry Street. Mulberry Street was at the heart of Little Italy, a community named for the large number of Italian immigrants who settled there.



Mulberry Street in New York City about 1900. IRC, 2005. Image. Discovery Education. Web.
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An Immigrant Family Doing Piecework Tenement families, including children, worked hard to make ends meet. Some, such as the family shown here, took in piecework such as mending cloth. The children in this photograph range from 6 years old to 12 years old.



An Immigrant Family Doing Piecework. IRC, 2005. Image. Discovery Education. Web.
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Excerpt from Neighbors: Life Stories of the Other Half, by Jacob Riis, 1914 “You get the money, or out you go! I ain’t in the business for me health,” and the bang of the door and the angry clatter of the landlord’s boots on the stairs, as he went down, bore witness that he meant what he said. Judah Kapelowitz and his wife sat and looked silently at the little dark room when the last note of his voice had died away in the hall. They knew it well enough—it was their last day of grace. They were two months behind with the rent, and where it was to come from neither of them knew. Six years of struggling in the Promised Land, and this was what it had brought them. A hungry little cry roused the woman from her apathy. She went over and took the baby. . . Holding it so, she sat by the window and looked out upon the gray November day. Her husband had not stirred. Each avoided the question in the other’s eyes, for neither had an answer. They were young people as men reckon age in happy days, Judah scarce past thirty; but it is not always the years that count in Ludlow Street. Behind that and the tenement stretched the endless days of suffering in their Galician home, where the Jew was hated and despised as the one thrifty trader of the country, tortured alike by drunken peasant and cruel noble when they were not plotting murder against one another. With all their little savings they had paid Judah’s passage to the land where men were free to labor, free to worship as their fathers did—a twice-blessed country, surely—and he had gone, leaving Sarah, his wife, and their child to wait for word that Judah was rich and expected them. The wealth he found in Ludlow Street was all piled on his push-cart, and his persecutors would have scorned it. A handful of carrots, a few cabbages and beets, is not much to plan transatlantic voyages on; but what with Sarah’s eager letters and Judah’s starving himself daily to save every penny, he managed in two long years to scrape together the money for the steamship ticket that set all the tongues wagging in his home village when it came: Judah Kapelowitz had made his fortune in the far land, it was plain to be seen. Sarah and the boy, now grown big enough to speak his father’s name with an altogether cunning little catch, bade a joyous good-by to their friends and set their faces hopefully toward the West. Once they were together, all their troubles would be at an end. In the poor tenement the peddler lay awake till far into the night, hearkening to the noises of the street. He had gone hungry to bed, and he was too tired to sleep. Over and over he counted the many miles of stormy ocean and the days to their coming, Sarah and the little Judah. Once they were together, he would work, work, work—and should they not make a living in the great, wealthy city? Discovery Education Techbook
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With the dawn lighting up the eastern sky he slept the sleep of exhaustion, his question unanswered…That was six years ago—six hard, weary years. They had worked together, he at his push-cart, Sarah for the sweater, earning a few cents finishing “pants” when she could. Little Judah did his share, pulling thread, until his sister came and he had to mind her. Together they had kept a roof overhead, and less and less to eat, till Judah had to give up his cart. Between the fierce competition and the police blackmail it would no longer keep body and soul together for its owner. A painter in the next house was in need of a hand, and Judah apprenticed himself to him for a dollar a day. If he could hold out a year or two, he might earn journeyman’s wages and have steady work. The boss saw that he had an eye for the business. But, though Judah’s eye was good, he lacked the “strong stomach” which is even more important to a painter. He had starved so long that the smell of the paint made him sick and he could not work fast enough. So the boss discharged him. “The sheeny was no good,” was all the character he gave him. Riis, Jacob A. Neighbors: Life Stories of the Other Half. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1914. Web
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Excerpt from How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York, by Jacob Riis, 1914 The statement once made a sensation that between seventy and eighty children had been found in one tenement. It no longer excites even passing attention, when the sanitary police report counting 101 adults and 91 children in a Crosby Street house, one of twins, built together. The children in the other, if I am not mistaken, numbered 89, a total of 180 for two tenements! . . . As we stroll from one narrow street to another the odd contrast between the low, oldlooking houses in front and the towering tenements in the back yards grows even more striking, perhaps because we expect and are looking for it. . . . Suppose we look into one? Be a little careful, please! The hall is dark and you might stumble over the children pitching pennies back there. Not that it would hurt them; kicks and cuffs are their daily diet. They have little else. Here where the hall turns and dives into utter darkness is a step, and another, another. A flight of stairs. You can feel your way, if you cannot see it. Close? Yes! What would you have? All the fresh air that ever enters these stairs comes from the hall-door that is forever slamming, and from the windows of dark bedrooms that in turn receive from the stairs their sole supply of the elements God meant to be free. . . . That was a woman filling her pail by the hydrant you just bumped against. The sinks are in the hallway, that all the tenants may have access— and all be poisoned alike by their summer stenches. Hear the pump squeak! It is the lullaby of tenement-house babes. In summer, when a thousand thirsty throats pant for a cooling drink in this block, it is worked in vain. But the saloon, whose open door you passed in the hall, is always there. The smell of it has followed you up. . . . Come over here. Step carefully over this baby—it is a baby, spite of its rags and dirt— under these iron bridges called fire-escapes, but loaded down, despite the incessant watchfulness of the firemen, with broken household goods, with washtubs and barrels, over which no man could climb from a fire. This gap between dingy brick-walls is the yard. That strip of smoke-colored sky up there is the heaven of these people. Do you wonder the name does not attract them to the churches? That baby’s parents live in the rear tenement here. She is at least as clean as the steps we are now climbing. There are plenty of houses with half a hundred such in. The tenement is much like the one in front we just left, only fouler, closer, darker—we will not say more cheerless. The word is a mockery. . . .
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I tried to count the children that swarmed there, but could not. Sometimes I have doubted that anybody knows just how many there are about. Bodies of drowned children turn up in the rivers right along in summer whom no one seems to know anything about. When last spring some workmen, while moving a pile of lumber on a North River pier, found under the last plank the body of a little lad crushed to death, no one had missed a boy, though his parents afterward turned up. The truant officer assuredly does not know, though he spends his life trying to find out, somewhat illogically, perhaps, since the department that employs him admits that thousands of poor children are crowded out of the schools year by year for want of room. . . . The old question, what to do with the boy, assumes a new and serious phase in the tenements. Under the best conditions found there, it is not easily answered. In nine cases out of ten he would make an excellent mechanic, if trained early to work at a trade, for he is neither dull nor slow, but the short-sighted despotism of the trade unions has practically closed that avenue to him. Trade-schools, however excellent, cannot supply the opportunity thus denied him, and at the outset the boy stands condemned by his own to low and ill-paid drudgery, held down by the hand that of all should labor to raise him. Home, the greatest factor of all in the training of the young, means nothing to him but a pigeon-hole in a coop along with so many other human animals. Its influence is scarcely of the elevating kind, if it have any. . . . That the education comes slowly need excite no surprise. The forces on the other side are ever active. The faculty of the tenement for appropriating to itself every foul thing that comes within its reach, and piling up and intensifying its corruption until out of all proportion to the beginning, is something marvelous. Drop a case of scarlet fever, of measles, or of diphtheria into one of these barracks, and, unless it is caught at the very start and stamped out, the contagion of the one case will sweep block after block, and half people a graveyard. . . . Riis, Jacob A. 1849–1914. How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1914. Web.
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2. After you review the research on the living conditions in tenements in U.S. cities, complete the graphic organizer below by answering the questions from the perspective of a muckraking journalist living during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Notes Question 1: What was life like for poor citizens living in U.S. cities?



Question 2: Why should government leaders and the public in the late 1800s and early 1900s pay attention to the living conditions in tenements?



Question 3: What details about the living conditions in tenements might shock the government leaders and the public?



Question 4: What words and phrases could you use to capture the audience’s attention?



Question 5: What do you hope will be the outcome of writing and publishing your article?
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III. Write a Muckraking Article Now think about the information you have in your notes and chart. Imagine that you are a muckraker living during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Write a muckraking article that raises the public’s awareness about the living conditions for immigrants and other groups of poor citizens living in cities. Your article should • use sensory details to clearly describe the living conditions for poor citizens in cities during the late 1800s and early 1900s • explain to the audience (the public and government officials) why it should pay attention to the living conditions of the urban poor • give a call to action, meaning you should provide an explanation of how the public should respond now that it knows the truth • support your ideas with evidence gathered from the research materials you explored Write your article on a separate sheet of paper.
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