Article #1: Political Institutions in Transition

By Justus D. Doenecke


Despite the variety of economic and intellectual currents, astute foreign visitors, such as Bryce, saw the basis of American society lying, not in economic institutions, but in political ones, and here parties were of primary importance. Indeed, the voting public welcomed the picnics, rallies, and torchlight parades with much the same gusto as a later generation of sport fans would root for a favorite team or as an earlier generation of the pious would have attended a revival. So popular was this form of entertainment that proportionately more people went to the polls in presidential elections than had ever done so before or would do so again during "the age of reform." In the national elections of the 1880s, 80 percent of the electorate voted, and this participation involved a genuine cross section of the public, as poor whites, rural people, and blacks cast their ballots alongside their wealthier countrymen. Richard Jensen claims that "the electorate followed political developments, recognized politicians, and understood the issues." They could sit through hours of speeches without a break, absorbing minute details concerning the tariff, currency, industrial policy, and prohibition. 


Even given the disorientation of the Gilded Age, however, it remains doubtful whether such fascination reflected any serious belief that government could solve the nation's problems. The economy, so most educated people thought, was self-regulating, and natural laws controlled the forces of the market. Reasons for mass participation were different. With social dislocation so pronounced and with direct ties between nation and citizens so rare, party identification gave one a sense of a group identity and national attachment. Parties, in other words, implied certainty amid uncertainty, the one area where the individual could find links to the bucolic Eden sought by the Jacksonians or the sacred conflict to preserve the Union. Note, for example, that the nickname Grand Old Party was given to the Republicans less than twenty-five years after their birth. 


The politicos, of course, had their own interest in fostering the hoopla, for the balance of power was most precarious. The period was not, contrary to stereotype, a "Republican era"; rather, it was marked by party instability. Throughout the Gilded Age, major parties seldom received a solid mandate. Majorities continually fluctuated: for instance, the Democrats won the House in 1874, lost it in 1880, regained it in 1882, lost it again in 1888, and recaptured it in 1890. Turnovers in Congress were frequent, and the majority of representatives were always first-termers. Between 1875 and 1895, there were only two times when the Republicans were able to organize the House and the Democrats powerful enough to control the Senate. No president saw his party control both houses for a full term. During the eighties, the GOP never won a majority of the popular vote; only once, in 1880, did it receive a plurality, and this of less than one-tenth of 1 percent. Yet such shifting domination of the presidency and the Congress did not result from major changes in the sentiments of the voters. Instead, a highly delicate balance permitted minor changes to tip party control in one direction or the other, and a quick slump in the economy or the sudden entry of a new and charismatic figure could change this balance quickly indeed. 


Such a precariousness made party leaders, many of whom had learned their mobilization experiences during the Civil War, apt in conceiving of the party organization as an army, with the various troops (or voters) fighting on the battlefield (or the polls). As Jensen notes, even the language of politics was cast in military terms: 


From the opening gun of the campaign the standard bearer, along with other war-horses fielded by the party, rallied the rank and file around the party standard, the bloody shirt, and other slogans. Precinct captains aligned their phalanxes shoulder-to-shoulder to mobilize votes for the Old Guard. Meanwhile the Mugwumps warned that the palace troops sought to plunder the treasury; their strategy was to crusade against the myrmidons of corruption. Even a man on horseback could not have saved the lost cause with his jingoism. But party headquarters changed tactics and emptied its war chest to buy mercenaries and Hessians. Finally the well-drilled fugelmon in the last ditch closed ranks, overwhelmed the enemy camp, and divided the spoils of victory.


Localism and the issues that it generated often held the key to political success. Members of the House were subject to election every two years; the choice of senators depended upon state legislatures. And as for the national party, it was-in a very real sense-a confederation, organized from the bottom up. It consisted of the city, district, and county clubs, where political influence first resided, since they sent delegates to the state convention. The state group in turn, once every four years, sent representatives to the national convention, where presidential candidates and a platform were chosen. Otherwise, the national assemblage served little function. 


True, each convention established a national committee, supposedly to provide the party with some continuity. Although this body usually included a leader from each state, it was often ignored. In 1880, as Robert D. Marcus notes, the Republican National Committee remained "an ancillary to the state committees, with no power over the action of the national convention, little central direction, scant control of the way the funds it raised were spent, and hardly any organizational continuity."  Political leaders preferred to work through the traditional alliances of bosses and local leaders and to devote themselves to pleasing state, not national, constituencies. Most of the time, a politico's fate depended little on the success of a presidential campaign. Win or lose, he would continue to hold his office and thereby wield the power he sought. 


The voters might find politics a spectator sport or an ideological battle, but to professional politicians it was a business. Bryce called politics "a livelihood," "a gainful profession, like advocacy, stockbroking, the dry goods trade, or the setting up of companies."  To the politicos, the machine was a corporation; the electorate, stockholders; the voters, profits; the favors, dividends; and themselves, management. The sheer number of elections made professional administration important, as did the filling of patronage positions in the federal bureaucracy, a number that reached one hundred thousand by 1881. An ambitious politician, as John C. Sproat has noted, worked "hard at his job and relied on ability, perseverance, and luck to move him to the top. He crippled his competitors, took what profits the market would yield, and entrenched himself in power with a tight, efficient organization."  Such motives were particularly important in the early 1880s, because the ideological conflicts surrounding the Civil War and Reconstruction were waning, while many of the issues produced by the new industrialism had yet to come to the fore. Hence, more than ever, the maintenance of party organization, not the advancement of specific public policies, lay at the base of political life. 


Each state party had its own local units. At their weakest, they were organizations; at their strongest, machines. In New York City, for example, the classic Democratic machine was the Irish-based Tammany Hall, which had a host of positions ranging from ward heeler to city boss and was thus able to supply many welfare tasks. Within the city, Tammany was rivaled by Irving Hall; outside, by various upstate enclaves. When united, the New York unit could supply the bulk of leadership and funds for the national party, with money that came from real estate, commerce, and investment banking. 


In rural regions, perhaps because fewer dollars and positions were involved, one-party rule was relatively more relaxed. In New Hampshire, for instance, Republicans did not always fight Democrats; they often fought each other. The rival party factions were headed by two competing railroads, the Concord and the Boston and Maine. The latter road supported William E. Chandler, who led the state party, at times with difficulty, until the turn of the century. 


The South was another single-party area, this one governed by the Democrats. Here too debates were internal and factional, and states often sent members of both new and old elites to Congress. For example, Alabama's Senator John Tyler Morgan represented old-line conservatives, whereas James L. Pugh advanced the cause of the state's burgeoning steel industry. 


Ethnic or religious identity often determined the character of an area. English and Welsh usually voted Republican, although to different degrees. Similarly, many Irish Catholics were Democrats, although the percentage fluctuated from year to year and city to city. Irish Protestants tended to be Republican, as did Canadian Protestants. French-Canadians were usually Democrats. Norwegian Lutherans were strongly anti-Democratic; Swedish Lutherans, even more so. Old French, Poles, and Bohemian Catholics were ardent Democrats. Affiliations of "native" whites in the Old Northwest varied, with Methodists, Quakers, Free-Will Baptists, Congregationalists, and Presbyterians providing many anti-Democratic votes. 


Germans were far from homogeneous: they varied according to place of origin and religion. Pomeranians were strong Democrats; Wurttembergers, weak ones. German Catholics were Democrats. German Lutherans were split; only those who came between 1839 and 1845 stood steadfast in the Democracy. Such German sectarian groups as the United Brethren, the Evangelical Association, and the German Methodist Episcopal Church supported the Grand Old Party. 


Such group identification could be more important than either class or occupation in determining party affiliation. For example, in major urban areas of Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin, the proportion of each party that was working class differed little. Rural areas did not go overwhelmingly Republican; or cities, Democratic. Consistently throughout the 1880s the GOP carried such metropolises as Chicago, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and Cincinnati. Indeed, it captured over half the cities that had a population of fifty thousand or more. Later historians might talk of real and nonreal issues, but for those who lived in the Gilded Age, appeals to class would have been disruptive rather than reinforcing. 


It was, it should be stressed, local attachments, not national issues, that determined most elections. About two-thirds of the voters did not split their ticket, and an additional 10 percent usually leaned towards one party. Hence, politicians could pinpoint the swing regions and could therefore exert attention there proportionately. Some Midwestern states, such as Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana, were in this category-Democrats were strong in the southern half of each of them; Republicans, in the northern. It is no accident that only twice between 1860 and 1912 did the Republicans fail to select a presidential candidate from one of these states. 

Several eastern states, New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, could, at times, decide an election. Here, in contrast to the Middle West, the rural-urban split was quite pronounced. Democrats would often hold sway in industrial areas, gaining contributions from conservative businessmen and free traders known as Bourbons. Republicans frequently dominated rural regions, but there were also many urban big businessmen and industrialists who gave to the GOP, Such states were likely to shift their allegiance when the economy was declining, and the large proportion of independent voters in them made these areas unpredictable. 


Ideologically as well as geographically, the parties were fragmented. The Democrats in particular were prone to fissure. Yet the tone of the Democracy was often set by the Bourbon wing, which adhered firmly to laissez faire and maintained that society functioned according to immutable natural laws. Government, so such Bourbons as Senator Thomas Francis Bayard of Delaware maintained, played no positive function whatsoever; its primary task was to remove those man-made obstacles that could hinder these laws from operating smoothly. Together with laissez faire went states' rights and decentralization. The party looked back to a Jacksonian golden age of national leadership; it recalled with bitterness how the GOP had attempted to centralize federal authority during and after the War between the States. For many party leaders, a low tariff, "sound" currency, and administrative economy summarized their own ideology as much as it had Jefferson's. 


Some Democrats dissented. Party factions in the South and West backed antimonopoly and inflationary movements; those in northeastern cities sought federal subsidies and appropriations. Even the tariff began to be a divisive issue. Such congressmen as Samuel J. Randall of Pennsylvania and about forty of his followers opposed any significant reduction. Southerners too would silently back Republican efforts to keep levels high in return for internal improvements. 


Despite its disunity, the Democratic party often possessed a winning strategy. Otherwise, less than a decade after Appomattox, it could never have gained control of the House, much less maintained this control for sixteen of the next twenty years. Nor could it have received the plurality of popular votes in four of the five presidential elections held between 1876 and 1892. In each such election, the party began with the Solid South and the border states, then attempted to capture the urban Northeast, California, and Nevada, and finally tried to gain such middle-western swing states as Indiana and Ohio. (Some territories-such as Arizona, Idaho, and Montana-sent nonvoting Democratic delegates to Congress, but in a presidential race, their sentiment did little good.) 


Certain Democratic principles, retrenchment and reform, for example, could well be a drawing card, because most Americans, except in an emergency, wanted to leave well enough alone. In its diffuse constituency -composed of farmers, factory workers, immigrants, small businessmen, merchants, and railroad magnates-some groups in particular would appreciate the Democratic ideology. For example, southern whites, who feared black rule, and Irish Catholics, opposed to prohibition, would find the Democratic stress upon laissez faire most attractive. 

Democratic prospects were aided by Republican weakness. By 1877, the GOP was in trouble: the House was usually beyond its reach; its hold on state governments was diminishing. Party strength was confined to the Northeast and Midwest, and as the sacred causes of antislavery and moral reform ebbed, popular support declined notably in the latter region. The effort of President Rutherford B. Hayes to conciliate the South had backfired; therefore, by 1880, any serious chances of establishing a viable organization below the Mason-Dixon Line had diminished greatly. Only in upper New England could the GOP count on victory. 


The party's Unionist ideology had become increasing irrelevant with the end of the Civil War. True, the cause of the blacks necessitated federal action, but the needed measures would far exceed party resources and could not, in any case, evoke the public commitment. The Grant scandals and Hayes's fights with selected spoilsmen did little for the GOP's ethical image; furthermore, they divided the party's leadership. At the same time, it was still doubtful whether a wholehearted effort to establish civil service could attract converts to the party. The public was simply not that interested. 


In some ways, the party's heritage was a most ambivalent one. On the one hand, it had inherited the Whig tradition of a weak presidency, said tradition one in which the duties of chief executive were limited to approving cabinet decisions and enforcing laws passed by Congress. On the other hand, it retained the doctrine of an active state; and voters needed no reminding that it was the GOP that had centralized banking, issued massive grants to railroads, passed a protective tariff, divided the South into five military districts, and confiscated millions of dollars worth of property in the form of slaves. This kind of activism, if it involved temperance and Sabbatarianism on a local level, could alienate such immigrant groups as German Lutherans. Failure to act, however, could antagonize varied pietists who often composed the base of the party. 


As was the case with the Democrats, Republican strategy was based upon a diverse constituency, one that drew upon farmers, businessmen, professional people, skilled laborers, substantial wage earners, Union veterans, and blacks. To win, one had to adopt the Democratic strategy in reverse: start with southern New England, the upper part of the Old North- west, and much of the Great Plains, basing your strength on the realization that a host of states, Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa, and Minnesota, were safely Republican. The GOP then had to capture Nevada and California, the industrial East, and such swing states as Indiana. An occasional southern state, such as Virginia, was not written off. 


Given the chaotic nature of the economy and given the precarious party system, it is little wonder that Leonard D. White observed that "the federal system from Grant through McKinley was generally undistinguished." "Executive talent," he continued, "tended to be drained off into railways, steel, manufacturing, and urban utilities."  


It was the states, not the federal government, that citizens came in contact with most directly and that did nearly all of the governing. State legislatures, for example, performed the crucial task of chartering corporations, while city and county administrators issued local licenses. "An American may," reported Bryce, "through a long life, never be reminded of the Federal Government, except when he votes at presidential and congressional elections, lodges a complaint against the post-office, and opens his trunks for a custom-house official on the pier at New York when he returns from a tour in Europe."   


Not that state and municipal government was either strong or efficient. Beginning in the 1870s, state governments had entered into what Morton Keller calls a period of atrophy, one in which fewer laws were passed, budgets declined, and taxes were reduced.  Power was usually divided into three parts. All legislatures were bicameral, and the governor was even weaker than his federal counterpart. And when a state did attempt to exert positive powers, its efforts could be destructive. State regulation of corporations, whose operations were interstate in scope, effected no meaningful change; rather, it impeded legitimate business activity, thereby forcing businessmen into convoluted and extralegal schemes in order to carry on quite acceptable pursuits. 


In large cities the mayor, and in counties a single elected board, ran the government. Even though, to use the phrasing of Loren P. Beth, the Gilded Age marked "the heyday of the elected official," terms of office were usually short, in some cases lasting only a year. Voters believed that they were acting on the assumption that "where annual elections end, tyranny begins."  At both local and state levels, however, irresponsible and petty tyranny was enhanced, inefficiency fostered. Machine politicians might realize, at least better than reformers, that cities were amalgams of neighborhoods, classes, and interests. By no means, however, could such politicos cope with pressing needs in education, sanitation, and safety. 


To talk of national policy was itself an illusion, because Washington administrators had neither the will nor the apparatus to supervise policy continually. They would simply pass a law, then perhaps check a few of its results later on. After Congress had acted, power went back to the recipients, and even when government intervention appeared needed, Americans managed to muddle along without it. Congressman James A. Garfield undoubtedly reflected much popular sentiment when, in the midst of depression, he spoke against appropriations for public-works measures. The proposal of President Ulysses S. Grant, Garfield said in 1874, was a "foolish notion"; it was "not part of the functions of the national government to find employment for people-and if we were to appropriate a hundred millions for this purpose, we should be taxing forty millions of people to keep a few thousand employed."  


If the national government had one central responsibility, it centered on the surplus in the treasury. From 1866 to 1893, the Treasury Department was collecting more than it was spending, and during the 1880s, the surplus averaged over $100 million a year. The situation was far more dangerous than it looked, for it kept large sums out of circulation when an expanding economy most needed them. Some Americans wanted to give the surplus away, either by directly distributing it to the states, reducing the debt, offering pensions to veterans, or passing pork-barrel bills. Others recommended cutting income, by which they often meant lowering the tariff. 


The disposal of the surplus and other decisions made by the federal government were likely to rest with Congress. Woodrow Wilson, commenting on the early eighties, claimed that the legislative branch "has virtually taken into its own hands all the substantial powers of government"; administration was merely its "clerical part."   The future president was hardly exaggerating. Congress had the authority to make appropriations, set salaries for federal employees, and pass on certain appointments. The chief executive, in fact, was not consulted on the preparation of budget estimates, and the secretary of the treasury was more a compiler than a minister of finance. 


By any reasonable definition of efficiency, however, the Congress was plainly incompetent. "Effective statesmanship," as White notes, "requires concentration of decision-making authority, steadiness of long-range goals, a national outlook, a capacity to reach timely decisions, a sense of responsibility, and an organization designed to facilitate action by securing adequate information, opportunity for open discussion, and certainty in ultimate conclusion."  In all of these characteristics, Congress was distinctly lacking. 


Part of the problem lay in the fractionalization of the major parties. Part lay in the extremely close party balances that could turn any factional dispute into a crisis. And part lay in the fact that individual senators might be so politically insecure that they felt forced to concentrate upon fence-mending in their constituencies rather than upon their legislative responsibilities. Indeed, state and party chieftains often considered national Policy- making irrelevant. 


The Senate, in a sense, was a federation of state bosses, in which-as George Frisbie Hoar (Rep., Mass.) commented in 1877-each member "kept his own orbit and shone in his sphere, within which he tolerated no intrusion from the President or from anybody else."   Here indeed were the brokers of patronage and power. A Senate seat was particularly attractive, because it gave state party leaders control over much federal patronage. 


Foremost among the Republican senators was Roscoe Conkling of New York State. Beginning his career as district attorney of Oneida County and as mayor of Utica, Conkling served in the House from 1859 to 1863 and again from 1865 to 1867. Elected to the Senate in 1867, he gained the reputation of being a staunch Radical. He once summed up his political philosophy in a single sentence. "I do not know how to belong to a party a little."   As if to offer proof of this, in 1873 he declined the post of chief justice of the United States Supreme Court, doing so in order to continue his political involvements. Tall, vain, and dressed like a dandy, he tyrannized subordinates and suspected all men's motives but his own. Congressman 

Garfield appraised Conkling as "a great fighter, inspired more by his hates than his loves," and he was corrects.”   


By 1872, Conkling was enjoying a privileged status in the Senate. Ms followers usually dominated the Committee on Committees, which in turn staffed the working committees; therefore, support for the New York senator could be rewarded with positions on the Railroad, Judiciary, or Finance committees. By 1880, his faction had become known as the Stalwarts; it centered on hostility to the South and allegiance to Ulysses S. Grant. 


Conkling's power was organizational, not legislative; he never con- trolled Senate procedure. His personality was too overbearing, his temper too short, to dictate general policy. In addition, his hold on the New York machine became increasingly shaky, particularly as President Hayes had deposed Conkling's chief lieutenant, Chester Alan Arthur, from the collectorship of the New York Customhouse. 


The Grant wing of the Senate Republicans possessed other powerful figures, including J. Donald Cameron of Pennsylvania and John A. Logan of Illinois. Cameron had inherited the Republican machinery from his father, Simon, who had been Lincoln's secretary of war and minister to Russia. Himself briefly secretary of war under Grant, the young Cameron was senator from 1877 to 1897. Although urbane enough to cultivate such intellectuals as Henry Adams and John Hay, he was the most stubborn of partisans, a posture that paid off in January 1880 when he became chairman of the Republican National Committee. 


A far less sophisticated man was "Black Jack" Logan, originally a Democratic congressman, who had fought in the Civil War as a Union general. He had then helped to organize Washington's most powerful lobby, the Grand Army of the Republic, which rewarded him three times by making him its president. To be sure, Logan, with his long black hair, bristling mustache, and bad grammar, was a noisy and disagreeable man, but he ran Illinois as if it were a feudal fief. Senator from 1871 to 1877 and again from 1879 until his death in 1886, he was continually pushing for army pensions and for internal improvements and warning against a predatory South. 


Senate Republicans were divided, however, with the Stalwarts being opposed by the tall, vigorous James G. Blaine of Maine. Charming as he was ambitious, Blaine combined a quick, shrewd mind with a genial and confident manner. As Speaker of the House from 1869 to 1875 and as senator thereafter, he called for black enfranchisement and always opposed abandoning the Republican Party in the South. Marcus notes, "He supported Lincoln, stayed a shade behind the Radicals, satisfied both the Liberals and the GAR in the early seventies, played with civil service reform, and found the precise eye of every storm over the currency."  


Blaine openly sought the presidency in 1876, but a railroad-bond scandal helped cost him the nomination. "When I want a thing, I want it dreadfully," he once said, and his emotional intensity could border on hysteria.  


Blaine had his drawbacks, however, which included a suspicious nature, a bent towards intrigue, a barren legislative record, and-as one senator noted-an inexhaustible capacity for making enemies. Foremost among these enemies was Roscoe Conkling, whom Blaine had publicly insulted. By i88i, the Stalwarts had dubbed his followers "Half-Breeds," implying that they were deficient in GOP loyalty, but in reality the partisanship of the Blaine wing was just as strong. One could argue that the Half-Breeds, who increasingly put emphasis upon the tariff, were the more forward-looking of the two factions, but in day-to-day operations, there was no substantive issue dividing the two groups. Both, for example, were vehement in their opposition to reforms in the civil service. 


But if the Senate Republicans were split, the Senate Democrats were even more disunited. Usually a minority, and thereby not in control, they could neither determine the order of debate nor the chairmanship of committees. The party did not control the presidency, so it often lacked access to federal patronage. Even in 1879, when the Democrats did gain control of the Senate, the party lacked firm and united leadership. It conducted what little business it had most informally, since its southern members in particular usually knew each other before they came to Congress. Textbook stereotypes of party factions break down, because no neat divisions existed between the so-called Bourbon senators, who supposedly favored corporations, and those who opposed them. 


Senate organization, however, added to the weakness of that body. Measures were considered without reference to any guiding program. No one controlled senatorial caucuses closely, and voting fluctuated according to the discussion at hand. If parties could, at times, show surprising cohesion, the young political scientist Woodrow Wilson found little coherence concerning either legislation or debates- "To attend to such discussions is uninteresting; to be instructed by them is impossible."  


The House was, if anything, more chaotic. Business was conducted haphazardly: members conversed privately, wrote letters, read newspapers, and strutted noisily, in fact, did practically everything but attend to matters at hand. When members desired to hear a speaker, they had to crowd closely around him. No one controlled the order of debate; minorities could obstruct legislation by refusing to answer the roll or filibustering at will. Hundreds of measures were rushed through without serious deliberation. Few proposals were launched by party organizations, and parties caucused infrequently. The Speaker was expected to act in a partisan manner, but such partisanship usually had personal, not party, overtones. As far as legislation went, he was powerless. In 1880, the House voted to modernize its rules slightly, but little improvement resulted. 

Many congressmen had little standing outside of their own districts, causing Bryce to comment that "a simple member of the House of Representatives is nobody."   More than one-third of their time was spent on patronage matters, as the average congressman dealt with over a thousand applications. Indeed, it was only because the local machine screened prospective civil servants that a congressman could ever free himself from such activity. 


Of all the major branches of government, the executive was the weakest. The president played a peripheral role, and when he presented items for congressional consideration, he did so with diffidence. Congress correctly interpreted his annual message as containing mere suggestions. And unlike his successors of later generations, the president often found foreign policy too unimportant to warrant executive action. 


The function of the executive was indeed limited. Wilson declared that "the President is no greater than his prerogative of veto makes him," and Bryce agreed: "A President need not be a man of brilliant intellectual gifts.... Four-fifths of his work is the same in kind as that which devolves on the chairman of a commercial company or the manager of a railway." Since his tasks were primarily administrative, the chief executive acted as a tenured civil servant. Partisan and administrative matters-many of a trivial nature-occupied a major share of his time, and he seldom found relief possible. Ironically, although the president was head of the administrative machine, the machine itself had the power of self-propulsion and usually did not need the aid of the occupant of the White House. 


If the chief executive did not usually initiate major domestic and foreign policies, he still exercised certain administrative functions, particularly ones centering on the power of appointment. As the party leader, the president was responsible for filling over one hundred thousand posts in the federal bureaucracy. Many positions were subject to confirmation by the Senate, but the majority evaded that hurdle. His appointments were made on three levels: first, cabinet members and immediate advisers whom the president, in consultation with party leaders, chose by himself; second, relatively obscure but powerful positions that helped to build up his personal power base; and, third, lesser appointments, executed in consultation with party politicos and in particular with the senior senator from the appointee's state. On this third level, one that included postmasters and tax collectors, he almost always rubber-stamped the choice made by local political leaders. 


Presidents used spoils and appointments to keep party ranks firm. Rutherford B. Hayes, for example, in 1878 tapped Republican officeholders for "voluntary contributions." Only an unusually strong chief executive could survive the blackmail of a state machine, for if powerful, the machine could survive, independent of presidential assistance. And if located in a swing state, it could force the chief executive to bestow patronage by threatening to withdraw support. 


For the president to play any positive role, that role usually had to be symbolic. Several chief executives attempted to serve as moral leader of the nation, exemplifying public decency, honest administration, and what Robert H. Wiebe has called "an almost ostentatious propriety."  In this sense, his power of veto could make him the keeper of the federal conscience, perhaps the test of a truly moral man. 


There were several reasons for the weakness of the executive, one being historical. The battle between Andrew Johnson and Congress had resulted in such a one-sided victory that, by the time that Grant became president, the position held little power. Hayes, in fact, attempted to regain lost privileges, as he defied senatorial leadership and vetoed House appropriation bills containing riders. 


A second reason was ideological. While the Democrats adhered to the abstract doctrine of laissez faire, Republican political thought drew much from the experience of the Whigs. From the time of their battles with "King Andrew" Jackson, the Whig party had fought executive power. The president, so Whig doctrine dictated, should "execute," not "make," laws, and he should not "meddle" in legislative affairs. Even Lincoln, aside from his frequent use of emergency war powers, has been aptly called "a Whig in the White House." 


A third factor was inherent in the American political system. As we have seen, party organizations lacked discipline, and a chief executive often did not possess a majority in Congress. The presidential candidate was seldom chosen for firmness of executive grasp or for clarity of national vision, but rather because he could appeal to conflicting voting blocs. "What a party wants," Bryce commented, "is not a good President but a good candidate." And undoubtedly, Bryce had the nomination of James Abram Garfield in mind.
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