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Chapter 2

Nineteenth-Century Electoral

Mobilization and Demobilization

Between the first decades of the nineteenth century and the first

decades of the twentieth, the legal right to vote was successively

extended to unpropertied white men, then to black men after the

Civil War, and finally to women in 1920. But even before this

century-long process of formal enfranchisement was completed,

a series of legal and organizational changes were introduced into

the electoral system that obstructed the actual ability of many

people to vote. Throughout the nineteenth century, turnout by

eligible voters was high. By the 1920s, however, voting in the

South among blacks and most poor whites had been virtually

eliminated, and turnout by the immigrant working class had

fallen sharply in the North.

The combination of widening formal enfranchisement and

narrowing electoral participation is not as paradoxical as it may

seem. What explains these contradictory developments was a

change in the potential importance of the vote. Under some

conditions, the franchise yields people little influence on govern-

ment; under other conditions, it may yield more. The distinctive

methods of organizing voters that emerged in the United States

during the nineteenth century produced high levels of participa-

tion among the white men who were eligible to vote, but at the
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same time these methods limited their influence on government.

As a result, there was relatively little contention over the right of

white working-class men to vote. Toward the end of the century,

however, wrenching economic change provoked a series of pop-

ular mobilizations that overtaxed the earlier methods of political

incorporation that had sustained high electoral participation but

limited its influence. Popular demands, especially popular eco-

nomic demands, began to emerge into electoral politics, and even

to dominate some electoral contests. As the possibilities of popu-

lar electoral mobilization began to threaten the interests of rul-

ing groups in the late-nineteenth-century United States, they

responded by sponsoring something like a democratic counter-

revolution. A series of "reforms" were introduced which weak-

ened the ability of local parties to maintain high participation

among lower-strata voters, and which impeded voting by lower-

strata people. The effect of these changes was to marginalize

potentially contentious groups from the electoral system.

In this chapter, we deal first with what we call the tribalist

and clientelist characteristics of nineteenth-century politics that

made high levels of mass participation possible even while lim-

iting conflict, especially class conflict. Then we investigate how

the increasingly issue-oriented and conflictual politics of the de-

cades after the Civil War strained these arrangements. Finally,

we describe the crucial election of 1896, in which a Republican-

corporate mobilization defeated the Populists, the most impor-

tant mass electoral challenge of the nineteenth century. With the

Populists smashed, the way was cleared for the acceleration of

changes in the rules governing voting and in the organization of

the local parties. Together, these changes sharply reduced mass

participation in the twentieth century, and crippled the ability of

popular movements to affect national politics.

The developments described in this chapter had a telling

impact on the evolution of American electoral politics in the

twentieth century. Still, without a sober assessment of the terms

on which mass participation was sustained in the nineteenth cen-
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tury, it is all too easy to be lulled into a nostalgia that mourns the

passing of a democratic era that, in fact, never was.

The "Golden Era" of American Democracy

The spirit and vigor of popular politics in the nineteenth century

compose the stuff of folklore. Consider Tocqueville's oft-cited

impressions in 1 83 1

:

No sooner do you set foot on American soil than you find

yourself in a sort of a tumult. ... A thousand voices are

heard at once. . . . One group of citizens assembles for the

sole object of announcing that they disapprove of the gov-

ernment's course, while others unite to proclaim that the

men in office are the fathers of their country. . . .

It is hard to explain the place filled by political concerns

in the life of an American. To take a hand in the govern-

ment of society and to talk about it is his most important

business and, so to say, the only pleasure he knows. 1

Most political historians echo Tocqueville's characterization:

"Political life was rich and vibrant," says Hays, drawing on

Handling study of Massachusetts for confirmation. 2 "By 1840,"

Gienapp exclaims, "the tide of political democracy . . . swept all

before it."
3

And the tide drove up rates of voter participation. Property

qualifications that had restricted voting in the eighteenth century

were steadily lowered in the early decades of the nineteenth, and

the electoral-representative system was gradually expanded so

that more officials were required to stand for popular election,

1 Tocqueville (1969:242-43).
2 Hays (1981:244).
3 Gienapp (1982:38).
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including presidential electors, governors, and many of those in

local government. 4 With these changes, the already high voter

participation among white men rose to unprecedented levels in

an era when the United States was the only democratic polity in

the world. 5

Early in the century, turnout levels were still volatile, surg-

ing between 1804 and 181 8, and then tapering off during the

1 820s. 6 That changed with the election of 1828, when turnout

began a steady upward swing, reaching 80 percent of the eligible

electorate in the presidential election of 1840. Moreover, stable

and high levels of participation penetrated to all levels of the

federal system. In the elections between 1824 and 1832, when
fifty gubernatorial contests were decided by popular vote, turn-

out for president exceeded the vote for governor in only sixteen

instances. 7 Turnout continued high in the second half of the

nineteenth century, ranging from a low of about 69 percent in

the presidential election of 1852, just before the electoral realign-

ment that preceded the Civil War, to 82 and 83 percent respec-

4 For a state-by-state review of suffrage restrictions and their impact in the post-Revolution-

ary period, see Williamson (i960); Campbell (1979: chapter 1); Flanigan and Zingale

(1979); Crotty (1977). See also Becker (1968) for a study in detail of the politics that led to

the relaxation of suffrage restrictions in New York during the Revolutionary period. And
see Burns (1982:362-66) for a more general discussion of the political dynamics through

which suffrage restrictions were removed in the early nineteenth century. On voter turnout

by state from 1808 to 1828, see McCormick (1960:194, table II).

5 To Tocqueville (1969:35-36), this was a remarkable development, because nearly univer-

sal white male suffrage was won in the United States by the 1 830s, and thus "a score of years

before the Second French Republic tried to enfranchise all men and two score before the

Third Republic actually did it." It was a half century ahead of England and almost a full

century ahead of Italy, Germany, Russia, and Scandinavia. Chambers (1967:11) points out

that even after the Reform Bill of 1832, the British electorate numbered only about 650,000

in a population of about 16 million. By contrast, in the United States, a population of 17

million in 1840 generated an electorate of 2,409,474.
6 See Formisano (1974:482); McCormick (1967:95-96). This volatility from election to

election notwithstanding, turnout in gubernatorial elections was almost as high as in presi-

dential elections. McCormick (1967:108) reports turnouts of 81.9 percent in Delaware in

1804; 80.8 percent in New Hampshire in 18 14; 80 percent in Tennessee in 18 17; 79.9
percent in Vermont in 1 8 1 2; 79.8 percent in Mississippi in 1823; and (an unlikely) 96.7

percent in Alabama's first gubernatorial contest in 18 19.
7 McCormick (1960:295).
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tively in the elections of i860 and 1876. And high levels of

voting also continued for lower levels of government. The mean
turnout for all elections between 1840 and i860 was 70.3 per-

cent. Turnout in presidential elections during this period ranged

from 69 to 83 percent, and it lagged only modestly behind in

nonpresidential elections, averaging 67 percent, which is spec-

tacular by modern standards. 8

Table 2 .

1

Presidential Turnout Percentages, 1 840-1896

South Non-South National

1840 IS 81 80

1844 74 80 79

1848 68 74 73

1852 59 72 69

1956 72 81 79

1860 76 83 82

1864 Civil War 76 76

1868 71 83 81

1872 67 74 72

1876 75 86 83

1880 65 86 81

1884 64 84 79

1888 64 86 81

1892 59 81 76

1896 57 86 79

Source: Burnham (1981c:100, table 1 ). Based on total of all citizens legally

eligible to vote, aliens excluded.

Most historians resort to rhetorical hyperbole in describing

the nineteenth-century politics that generated such high levels of

participation among the eligible white male electorate. There is

8 Gienapp (1982:20). See Chambers and Davis (1978) for turnout by state in the elections

of 1824 to 1844. They argue that turnout variations by state in this period are strongly

related to the level of competition and strength of party organizations. McCormick (i960)

makes the same argument. See also Formisano (1974:688-89) for a detailed analysis of voter

participation in Michigan during this period.
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an infatuation with the period, evident in the extravagant images
of popular democracy with which it is characterized. Scarcely an
account fails to remark upon and celebrate the excitement of
nineteenth-century democratic politics: the pageantry, the

marching bands, the rallies, the hoarsely shouted slogans, the

fury and excitement—in short, the extraordinary popular enthu-
siasm that marked election campaigns. aThere was no spectacle,

no contest, in America that could match an election campaign,
and all could identify with and participate in it." 9 But there is

good reason to be skeptical of the celebratory depiction of nine-

teenth-century democratic politics.

Tribalism in the Golden Era

To understand the developments that brought the Golden Era to

an end, we should identify the modes of political integration that

produced high levels of voter participation, and then ask how
they changed. Indeed, this period suggests parallels to contem-
porary politics in economically less-developed regions abroad
where democratic forms coexist with and even seem to nurture
decidedly undemocratic realities. One such parallel is suggested
by the intensity of ethnocultural issues in nineteenth-century pol-

itics, a feature we call "tribalism." Just as the politics of contem-
porary developing nations are often riven by intense tribal

identifications and conflicts, so was popular participation in the

nineteenth-century United States strongly marked by ethnic and
religious divisions. 10

9 McCormick (1967: 1 08). For a book-length discussion that applauds the spectacular politics

of the nineteenth century and mourns its passing, see McGerr (1986). See also Gienapp
(1982) and McCormick (1979:282). The spectacular aspect of American politics also im-
pressed foreign observers, although it did not always excite their admiration. Ostrogorski
(1964:165) deals with this matter; Rusk (1974) makes some contemporary observations in a

similarly sober vein.
10 Alford (1963:1) makes the point that a democratic polity requires that voters be available

for competitive party appeals, which means they are not "tightly integrated into enclaves of
traditionalism which reinforces ancestral political loyalties."
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The association of religious identification and popular poli-

tics was evident from the beginning of the nineteenth century,

and religious feelings intensified with the revival movements that

swept the North in the 1820s and 1830s. Indeed, Tocqueville's

observations of "democracy in America" in 1831 led him to

conclude that "religion should be considered as the first of their

political institutions." 11 Religion gained unique secular force

from the proliferation of church-related voluntary associations

through which an essentially civil religion was created, and

through which religious crusading and partisan fervor were

joined. This ethnoreligious infrastructure provided the vehicle,

and rapid immigration and associated labor market competition

and conflict provided the stimulus, for the nativist, temperance,

and antislavery movements of the midcentury, which in turn

strongly marked the part}' realignment of the 1850s. 12 High
levels of democratic participation, in short, were mobilized

through overlapping networks of religioethnic associations.

Consistent with these intensely felt ethnoreligious identifi-

cations, popular political enthusiasms had what Gienapp calls the

"unseemly" features of rival ethnic gangs and thugs who fought

to control access to the polls and otherwise participated in the

generally inebriated tumult, and whose impact on the exercise of

voter choices has received rather casual attention. 1
- This pugna-

cious aspect of popular politics also clearly has its parallels in less

economically developed societies, as in the Tillys' descriptions of

the battles between gangs from rival villages in preindustrial

Europe. 14

A number of commentators also maintain that ethnic and

:: Cited in Hammond (1983:208).
:: Gienapp (1982:36-37). The literature that stresses the ethnoreligious bases of partisan

identification and cleavage in the nineteenth century is extensive. See Benson (1961);

Kleppner 11970:93-100; 1979; and 198 lb: 1 14, 139-40); Hays (1967:158-59 and

1981:246); McCormick (1979:282).
13 Gienapp (1982:46-47). See, for example, the descriptions of political gangs in New York

City in Buckley (1987); Bridges (1987); and Asbury (1928).
14 Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly (1977).
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religious identities were intertwined with real differences in so-

cial position and economic interest, with the consequence that

class, ethnic, and religious identification were mutually reinforc-

ing. Thus Bridges says that the antebellum partisan appeals of

the New York Democratic party insisted "that the Democracy

was the 'true home of the working classes' " and tried to drive

the point home by employing a rhetoric that fused the issues of

religion, ethnicity, culture, class, and liberty.
15 Wilentz explains

why political appeals of this kind could be made:

To take a well-studied example: to be an evangelical Prot-

estant in the North in the 1830s and 1840s certainly signi-

fied adherence to a broad cultural outlook, a particular

moral viewpoint. It also signified something about a per-

son's social position or expected social position in an evolv-

ing class society; even more, that "culture," that moral

viewpoint, was in part defined and reinforced by changing

class relations, in which inherited religious ideals assumed

new—and in this case quintessentially bourgeois—mean-

ings and forms. 16

Sectional passions should be added to these sources of iden-

tification and association that encouraged electoral participation.

Bensel claims that sectional feelings "constitute the most massive

and complex fact in American politics and history." 17 That was

so in part because sectional passions were compounded of reli-

gious, racial, and regional identifications. It was also in part so

because sectional identities were shaped by economic interests

—

indeed, sectional economic interests often strained against and

overwhelmed class allegiances. After all, on the great political

questions of the century concerning currency policy, internal

15 Bridges (1987:106).
16 Wilentz (1984:50). See also Johnson (1978).
17 Bensel (1984:5).
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improvements, the tariff and slavery, capitalists and workers in

the Northeast had a common interest, however else their interests

may have diverged; 18 in turn, their common interests differed

from those of both rich planters and poor farmers in the South. 19

In the wake of the Civil War, sectional identification intensified.

Conflicts of this kind, as they unfold, always create their own
reality in the bitter memories of injustices done and losses suf-

fered. The Civil War in the United States complicated and

sharpened religious, ethnic, and racial identifications with bloody

memories of war and fierce sectional patriotism. The war pro-

duced scars, says Burnham, "which took at least a century to

heal. There was no town in the North without its memorial to

the Union dead; no town in the South without its Confederate

counterpart." 20

Nineteenth-century popular politics did not lack economic

or class content, but the political force of class interests was

complicated and diluted by sectional economic issues that united

industrialists and workers in the North and landowners and ten-

ants in the South. Class issues were also interwoven with ethno-

cultural and especially sectional identifications. Our purpose here

is not to disentangle the relative influences of class, religion,

ethnicity, and section, but to make a different point: high levels

of mobilization for electoral participation were typically main-

tained by the overlapping influences of religious, ethnic, and

regional identifications. The popular politics organized around

18 As in the contemporary world, tribalism did not always yield either a simple or neatly

ordered politics. For the emerging industrial working class in the North after the Civil War,

ethnic and religious identities often strained against what might otherwise be their sectional

loyalties, keeping them divided from the dominant northern Republicanism and huddled in

what Goodwyn (1978:4) calls urban Democratic "lifeboats" in a sea of Republicanism.
19 Bensel (1984:4) says, "Although expressed in cultural or religious terms at times, the

historical alignment of sectional competition in America is primarily a product of the rela-

tionship of the separate regional economies to the national political economy and the world

system." In this same vein, Shefter (1986:250) points out that the claims by Republican

party politicians that industrial workers shared the interests of their employers on the tariff

question was "substantially correct."

20 Burnham (19810:151).
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these identifications and the conflicts generated by them were
intensely felt, and stimulated high participation. But participa-

tion on these terms did not lead to challenges to nineteenth-

century elites.

Clientelism and Voter Turnout

The popular politics of preindustrial countries are often marked
by clientelist methods of organizing participation, as well as by
intense tribal identification. Here, too, there are striking similar-

ities between the nineteenth-century United States and some con-
temporary developing nations. As voter participation expanded,
so did the reliance by the political parties on government par-

tronage, and on the clientelist linkages to the electorate that gov-
ernment patronage made possible. 21 The complex federated

governmental structure with which the United States entered the

nineteenth century exposed the state to penetration by parties that

played a central role in coordinating public policy and integrat-

ing mass publics. 22 And as in other developing countries, it was
clientelist party organizations that emerged to solve the problems
of coordination and political integration. Clientelism appears to

thrive in situations where formal enfranchisement precedes in-

dustrialization and the self-organization of the working class that

industrialization makes possible. 23 In the absence of trade unions

21 Converse (1972:287) also draws a parallel between high turnout in the United States in

the nineteenth century and in some Third World contemporary countries, such as Turkey
and the Philippines, a parallel he attributes to social intimidation and large-scale corruption.

Burnham (1974b: 101 8-20) takes issue with this argument, but only by attributing rather

improbable virtues of political literacy, seriousness, and attentiveness to nineteenth-century

voters.
22 The now familiar characterization of the U.S. political system in the nineteenth century as

a "state of courts and parties" is Skowronek's (1982).
23 Bridges (1987:95) emphasizes the importance of early widespread suffrage in accounting
for the spread of machine politics in the United States during the antebellum period. See also

Bridges (1984). There are numerous suggestive parallels from our own time, including the

reliance on clientelism by the Christian Democratic party in the economically more backward
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and working-class parties, voters easily become prey to political

operatives who influence them on the basis of preexisting ethnic

or territorial loyalties, and enlist their votes in exchange for

goods, services, and friendships. In other words, when the fran-

chise is ceded to populations that are unprepared by the experi-

ence of industrialization for modern mass politics, those

populations are more likely to become the base for clientelist

organizations. 24 Also, machine politics is said to take root more
readily among people experiencing the social uprootedness asso-

ciated with economic change, as was true of many people in

nineteenth-century American cities.
25

Clientelism bears directly on nineteenth-century levels of

turnout. From the perspective of party entrepreneurs, votes were

resources for gaining control of government offices. And control

of government offices in turn yielded the patronage on which

party leaders depended to organize voters. Reports that celebrate

rising turnout and strong partisanship tend to tread lightly on

this aspect of nineteenth-century politics. As Formisano says,

"Accounts of party formation after 1828 contain perfunctory

references to the importance of patronage, but hardly a glimpse

of the enormous role played by cadre-men appointed to land

mezzogiorno region in Italy, by the New Society movement in the Philippines, by the ruling

PRI in Mexico, or the Israeli Likud bloc in its organization of newly arrived Jews from

northern Africa and the Middle East.

24 See Lemarchand (i 98 1); Mouzelis (1985); and Scott (1969). See also Key (1984: chapter

4) for a more general argument about the crucial role of.organization in making the votes of

the "lower brackets" effective. Eisenstadt and Roniger (198 1) make a similar argument about

the conditions that encourage clientelism. They go on to point out, however, that these are

not simple relations of domination. The very introduction of clientelist arrangements signals

that clients have political resources that patrons need to suppress or circumvent. In personal

correspondence with us, Shefter makes the strong point that nineteenth-century property

owners bore the costs of patronage reluctantly: "Patronage can thus be regarded as a conces-

sion to the working class extracted from the middle and upper classes, and the machine can

be seen as embodying a class compromise. Thus the impact of mass participation on politics

may have been limited in the antebellum period, but it was not completely insignificant."

25 Huntington (1968:59-64) also relates clientelism to economic development, making the

different but consistent argument that the new sources of wealth and power generated by

development provide the resources that can be used to establish a clientelist basis for assimi-

lating new groups into the polity.
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offices, post offices, customs houses, and the like, in the building
of organizations." 26 Some clues to the growing significance of
patronage are provided by the growth of government employ-
ment, which was the most important way that the functionaries

of clientelist party organizations were rewarded and supported.

The era after 1830 in which party organization flourished was
also an era in which the number of government jobs expanded.
Between 1830 and i860, the number of federal employees in-

creased 3.2 times, while the population grew 2.4 times; state

employment also expanded rapidly during this period, largely

through extensive public works projects; 27 and federal employ-
ment continued to expand after the Civil War, doubling between
i860 to 1880, and then multiplying 2.6 times by 1 901. 28 An-
other form of federal patronage grew even more rapidly after

the Civil War as Congress virtually blanketed the northern elec-

torate with veterans' pensions distributed through local Repub-
lican leagues. As a consequence, "From New England to

Minnesota, hundreds of small towns, as well as broad swathes of
rural America, became," Goodwyn says, 'Virtual rotten bor-
oughs of Republicanism." 29

If patronage was the fuel of American party politics gen-
erally, it was the cities that became the strongholds of patronage

26 Formisano (1974:486).
27 Gienapp (1982:43).
28 Polakoff (1981:244). See also Keller (1977:256-57 and 310-12) for a discussion of the

uses of federal patronage—particularly the patronage generated by the postal service—in

party building.
29 Goodwyn (1978:5). Veterans' pensions were granted by special acts of Congress, which in

the late nineteenth century constituted a substantial portion of the business of the Congress.
By 1900, 753,000 veterans and 241,000 of their dependents were receiving pensions, the

Pension Office had some 6,000 employees, and the pension program had also generated "an
extensive infrastructure of pension and claim agents, pension attorneys (an estimated 60,000
by 1898), medical boards, and 4,000 examining surgeons" (Keller, 1977:3 1 i).Bensel

(1984:60) draws a close link between Civil War pensions, the tariff, and the broad path of
American development: "Because pension recipients allied themselves with the core industrial

elite and thus formed a coalition large enough to successfully defend a high tariff as part of
the national political economy, the redistribution of this tariff revenue through the Civil War
pension system became a major element in the political strategy of development."
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politics and (usually Democratic) party "machines," particularly

as the nineteenth century wore on. 30 In fact, it is not farfetched

to think that the marked local orientation of American popular

politics, especially in the nineteenth century, owes something to

the strength of locally based machines, both urban and rural. Of
course, localism was nurtured by other features of American

politics as well: by the simple and unchangeable fact that ordi-

nary people can best organize for politics in the communities

where they live and work; by a deep popular animosity toward

central government rooted in the suspicion that a remote govern-

ment inevitably becomes the captive of elites; and by the reality

in the United States of a decentralized federal structure in which

local government did indeed do many things, although often not

the most important things. To all of these conditions that inclined

popular politics toward local issues and local government must

be added the role of the city machine in delineating alternatives

and organizing political participation,. And the strength of the

city machines, in turn, was made possible by the high degree of

decentralization embedded in the structure of the federal system.

The authority and resources vested in local and state governments

facilitated the growth of decentralized parties with the flexibility

to ignore national issues in their campaigns in favor of state and

local or even neighborhood issues.
31 Government decentraliza-

tion also made accessible the patronage resources that permitted

local clientelist parties to operate with a large degree of autonomy

from the national or even state party organizations. Before 1840,

the New York City Democracy had looked to state and federal

30 Scholarly scrutiny of clientelism in the United States has mainly been directed to the

political machines that developed in most big cities after the Civil War. See, for example,

Katznelson (198 1); Banfield and Wilson (1963); Ostrogorski (1964); Bryce (1924); Scott

(1969); Miller (1968); Gosnell (1937); Bean (1952); Riordan (1963); and Reynolds (1936).

For an exhaustive review of the literature, there is DiGaetano ( 195 1 ). The urban political

machines of nineteenth-century America have become the prototype for the study of clientel-

ism everywhere in the world.
31 Clientelism implies, accordingly to Mouzelis (1985:343), that the local partron has a

certain amount of autonomy vis-a-vis the national organization and leadership.
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appointments to support local organization, but by the 1850s,
there were seven city departments with substantial payrolls, as

well as the resources yielded by multiplying municipal franchises

and contracts. 32

Certainly, the political machines mobilized voters in the

big cities, where much of the population was already concen-
trated by the closing decades of the nineteenth century. They
brought "party loyalties to a pitch of almost military fervor and
discipline," producing peak participation rates of about 80 per-

cent in the presidential elections of 1876, 1888, and 18 96. 33 In
particular, the machines mobilized immigrant working-class
voters, whose enlarging numbers in nineteenth-century cities

might otherwise have caused turnout to fall. The machines kept
voter participation high by reaching and enlisting these potential

voters, often even before they became citizens, inducing them
with friendship, favors, small bribes, by the promise of some
protection from the harassment of city cops, or by threatening
them with the loss of any of these things. The cadres of machine
operatives who "worked" the wards and precincts were them-
selves kept diligent and loyal with city jobs, real or otherwise,

and sometimes with graft. Thus, the votes of the immigrant
working-class wards, and often the middle-class wards as well,

together with outright fraud, gave the machines control of the

municipal and state offices through which they raised the graft

and controlled the public jobs that sustained the ward and pre-

cinct apparatus. 34 Moreover, just as ethnoreligious political loy-

alties were often intertwined with class loyalties, so were

32 Bridges (1987:109-10). On the symbiotic relationship between decentralization and clien-

telism in the United States, see Piven and Cloward (1985:93-95). On the significance of
state and local issues in antebellum politics generally, see Gienapp (1982:49-51). See also

Benson (1961:292). Gienapp points out that control of the states and state patronage was
critical even to national political leaders.
33 Chambers (1967:14).
34 The stories abound of voter fraud by methods ranging from bribing voters, to stuffing

ballot boxes, to importing outsiders, to voting the names on cemetery stones, to straightfor-

ward thuggery at the polling places. Still, for all of the stories, there is not much reliable

information on the extent of voter fraud by the machines.
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allegiances to the machine intertwined with class feeling.
u
Is not

the pending contest," asked the spokesman of the New York
Democracy in 1868, "pre-eminently one of capital against labor,

of money against popular rights, and of political power against

the struggling interest of the masses?" 35 By these diverse meth-

ods, working-class political participation was kept high while

working-class political issues were suppressed—a not inconsider-

able achievement, especially at a time of massive dislocations

caused by burgeoning industrialization, rapid urbanization, and

devastating depressions.

The usual account of a spirited democratic politics in the

nineteenth century tends to skirt the question of how much that

apparent spirit was owed to tribal and clientelist modes of polit-

ical organization. Burnham's commentaries provide a fair ex-

ample, if only because he is ordinarily so skeptical and

penetrating in his analyses of electoral politics. But there is little

of that skepticism in his characterization of the nineteenth-cen-

tury American voters as primarily "independent yeomen who
were thoroughly bourgeois and 'modern,' " mostly literate, and

immersed in rich written and oral political communications

about "political issues of transcendent importance." The conclu-

sion seems to follow that "the United States was unique in that it

had a fully operating set of mass-democratic institutions and

values before the onset of industrial-capitalist development. In

every other industrializing nation of the 1 8 50— 1 950 period,

modernizing elites were effectively insulated from mass pres-

sures." 36 But this characterization hardly matches the realities of

nineteenth-century politics. The existence of issue-oriented and

informed democratic publics capable of challenging economic

elites cannot be inferred from the fact of high voter turnouts. 37

To do so ignores the evidence that tribalist and clientelist meth-

ods of political activation and incorporation insulated American

35 Myers (1971:217).
36 Burnham (1979:124).
37 This is also Rusk's (1974) point, and we consider it his most incisive criticism of Burnham.
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elites by managing and deflecting mass pressures, at least until

the closing decades of the nineteenth century. High levels of
popular participation could therefore coexist with tolerable levels

of political conflict. After the Civil War, however, a series of
wrenching economic transformations strained those methods
of incorporating working-class voters and poor farmers, and it

was then that popular economic demands emerged into national

politics.

The Rise of Issue Politics

In the post—Civil War period, rapid economic growth combined
with extreme market instability and the predatory policies of
bankers and corporations to promote the rise of popular protests

over economic issues. Increasingly, popular demands were di-

rected to the states and even to the national government for action

on economic grievances. Foremost among these popular griev-

ances was the deflationary hard-money policy promoted by finan-

ciers who held government securities issued during the war.
Naturally enough, they preferred that their investments be re-

deemed in gold rather than in the inflated "greenbacks" with
which they had been purchased. The means to this end was the

Treasury policy of holding the nation's money supply constant,

even while population and production expanded rapidly. The
resulting contraction of the currency between the end of the Civil
War and the passage of the Gold Standard Act in 1900 drove
interest rates up and prices down. 38 It was a tragedy to the na-
tion's farmers, whose debts became steadily more costly, and
whose products became steadily cheaper.

The farmers' troubles were worsened by their dependence
on the railroads. It was the expanding rail network that had lured

38 Polakoff (1981:245) reports that despite the enormous expansion of economic activity, the

currency supply per capita actually declined from $30.30 in 1865 to $27.06 in 1890.
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farmers to the prairies in the first place. Once there, the great

distances from urban markets left them with no way to transport

their products to market except by railroad, and that made them

acutely vulnerable to the exorbitant rates charged. Many simply

could not survive the combined pressures of low product prices

and high interest and shipping costs. Year after year in the

decades after the Civil War, more and more farmers were driven

by rising debts into the hands of banks and crop lien merchants,

and then, as they lost their land, into tenancy or sharecropping,

particularly in the South. In response, an extraordinary series of

protest movements emerged. By the early 1870s, farmers in the

Midwest, their indignation fired by the not unreasonable idea

that the railroads, having benefited from huge government

land grants and subsidies, ought properly to have been subject

to some government regulation, mobilized in organizations called

Granges to do battle over high shipping rates. The Grangers did

win legislation regulating railroads in a number of states, but

over time the power of the railroad interests (and a Supreme

Court ruling in 1886 that struck down state laws regulating

railroad rates) 39 ensured that these victories were short-lived.

Defeated by the political reach and staying power of the railroad

interests, the Grange movement lost momentum.
Railroad rates remained high, so did interest rates, and

commodity prices continued to fall, especially after the depres-

sion of 1873. In the late 1870s, another farmers' movement

emerged, this time among the impoverished cotton farmers of

Texas, who formed the first of the "Farmers' Alliances." In the

following years, Alliance organizers (called "lecturers") fanned

out to build chapters among the debt-ridden farmers of other

southern states.
40 In time, these Alliances matured into the orga-

39 Wabash vs. Illinois.

40 Fully half of the farmers in the South, including the overwhelming majority of black

farmers, were tenants or sharecroppers. They, along with poor farmers who still owned their

land, were preyed upon by local merchants who extended credit in exchange for liens on the

farmers' crops or on their land.
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nizational backbone of the Populist movement and of the Peo-
ple's party that the Populists launched.

The Civil War marked a dramatic economic turning point

in the Northeast as well, where most of the nation's burgeoning
manufacturing enterprises were concentrated. 41 At the beginning
of the Civil War, the United States ranked only fourth among
industrial nations; by the end of the century, it had become the

world's leading industrial power. 42 The transformation was tur-

bulent and costly, especially for the growing number of workers
in the new industries. Fierce competition goaded employers to

try to lower production costs, mainly by slashing wages. And
competition also led to the overproduction that worsened the

market collapses that punctuated the era.

These changes simultaneously created an industrial prole-

tariat—at first concentrated in the expanding railroads and the

growing steel industry—and the conditions for industrial war-
fare. On the one side, it was the railroad workers and later the

steelworkers who were in the forefront of the industrial battles

that erupted in the late nineteenth century. During the devastat-

ing depressions of the era, strikes and riots reached unprece-
dented levels, spreading like brush fires along the newly created

networks of rail routes. On the other side, industrialists, pressed

by competition and goaded by the predatory ethos of the age,

organized themselves into employer associations and mobilized
public and private armies to defeat strikes. Their aim was to

smash the possibilities of worker power by both breaking unions
and mechanizing production in order to lower wages and gain
firm control over the production process. 43 The ensuing conflicts,

especially in 1877, 1886, and 1894, were among the bloodiest

and costliest in peacetime American history.

41 In 1890, three-quarters of manufacturing was located in the northeastern and north-central

states, according to Burnham (19743:672-73 and table 6).
42 Gutman (1976:33).
43 See Montgomery (1980); Raybeck (1966); Shefter (1986); Brecher (1974:1-23); Taft
and Ross (1969:290-99).
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These were desperation strikes prompted by depression and

by aggressive employer efforts to cut wages and reorganize pro-

duction. The ferocity of the workers' response sent waves of alarm

through the ranks of America's upper classes. The strikes of 1877,

for example, which were met first by militia and then by three

thousand federal troops, left twenty-six dead in Pittsburgh, thir-

teen dead and forty-three wounded in Reading, Pennsylvania, and

nineteen dead and more than one hundred wounded in Chicago. 44

Property damage was estimated at about $ 5 million

.

45 Another wave

of strikes in 1886 reached a climax in the Haymarket bombing

incident and a wave of lockouts, blacklisting, and yellow-dog

contracts. In the 1890s, a new and even larger wave of strikes in

steel, railroads, and mining again brought out the National Guard

and federal troops, culminating in an estimated thirty-four dead

in the Pullman strike of 1 894, and the massive use of federal mar-

shals to protect railroad property across the country.

These intense economic conflicts spurred recurrent efforts

by workers and farmers, sometimes separately and sometimes

together, to organize independent electoral challenges. It was

probably inevitable that contention would take electoral form,

given the vigor of political participation in nineteenth-century

America, together with government's enlarging role in promot-

ing corporate growth while breaking strikes and thwarting the

demands of distressed farmers. Accordingly, as the level of con-

flict intensified, the links that bound workers and farmers to the

major political parties—and to clientelist and tribalist forms of

organization—were strained. As early as 1869, tne shoemakers

in Massachusetts fielded an Independent party that succeeded in

electing two dozen state legislators. In 1872, the Labor Reform

party formed by a number of trade union assemblies united in

the National Labor Union. Also in the 1870s, farmers backed

"antimonopoly" candidates in their fight against the railroads and

44 Brecher (1974:1-23).
45 Walsh (1937:20).
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banks. The efforts of the National Labor Union came to little,

but the farmers won important state offices in Illinois and—in

coalition with Democrats—in Minnesota, Wisconsin, Kansas,

Iowa, and California. 46

The severe depression that began in 1873 spurred renewed
electoral efforts, and in 1876 a farmer/labor coalition emerged
under the name of the Greenback-Labor party, which demanded
an expansion of the money supply, to be achieved by government
resumption of the issuance of the greenbacks that had funded the

Civil War. The Greenbacks also called for a shorter workweek,
and government labor bureaus, as well as restrictions on immi-
gration and the use of prison labor. In the midterm election of
1878, in the aftermath of the great railroad strike of 1877, the

Greenbacks (running as the National party) captured fourteen
congressional seats and over a million votes (although some of
this support was for candidates who were also backed by one of
the major parties); 47 they elected mayors in a number of indus-
trial and mining towns in New York and Pennsylvania; and they

won an astonishing 34.4 percent of the vote in Maine, 25.9
percent in Michigan, 23.8 percent in Mississippi, and 23.1
percent in Texas. 48 But as the economy recovered, support for

the Greenbacks evaporated, and James B. Weaver, their presi-

dential candidate, won only 3.3 percent of the 18 80 vote.

Other antimonopoly and labor parties took the place of the

Greenbacks. In the South, where the one-party "Southern De-
mocracy" was not yet firmly entrenched, a series of insurgent
electoral efforts in the 1880s demanded repudiation of state

debts, the abolition of crop liens and convict leasing, and tax

reform. In Virginia, "Readjusters" joined with Republicans to

46 Rosenstone et al. (1984:63). The greater vigor of these third-party movements among
western farmers might well have been owed to the fact that nineteenth-century parties were
weaker in the West and thus less able to suppress electoral challenges. Shefter suggested this

point to us in a personal communication.
47 Ibid. (65).
48 Polakoff (1981:251). For a breakdown of the regional basis of Greenback support, see

Burnham (1981C155-56 and table 5.1) and Kleppner (198^:126-29).
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elect a governor in 1 881. 49 Electoral challenges also recurred in

the North. In the spring of 1884, the new Anti-Monopoly party

declared itself, on essentially the same platform as the Green-

backs, but the economy was stronger, and the party's candidate

won few votes. Still, third-party efforts persisted. In 1886, the

United Labor party in New York City came close to winning

the mayoralty election with Henry George as its candidate. 50

Then, in the early 1890s, the Farmers' Alliances entered

the electoral lists. The Alliances came to third-party politics

gradually and reluctantly, for the strategy on which their move-

ment had been built ignored and even scorned "politics." The
movement's organizing strategy rested instead on building pro-

ducer cooperatives in an effort to buoy prices and keep the cost

of credit down. But as the cooperatives foundered on business

opposition, particularly by banks that denied credit, the move-

ment increasingly turned from the cooperative crusade to an

electoral crusade against "centralized capital, allied to irrespon-

sible corporate power." 51 The program adopted by the state

Farmers' Alliances meeting in St. Louis in 1889 (and endorsed

by the Knights of Labor) echoed and expanded upon most of the

demands of preceding third-party movements: the abolition of

national banks and the expansion of the currency, government

ownership of communication and transportation, equitable taxa-

tion, and the adoption of the Alliance "subtreasury" plan through

which the federal government itself would underwrite the farm-

ers' cooperatives. "Populism," Richard Hofstadter concluded,

"was the first modern political movement of practical importance

in the United States to insist that the federal government had

some responsibility for the common weal; indeed, it was the

first such movement to attack seriously the problems caused by

industrialism." 52

49 Polakoff (198 1:248).
50 See Shefter (1986:270-71).
51 Goodwyn (1978:1 14).
52 Hofstadter (1955:61).



Nineteenth-Century Electoral Mobilization and Demobilization / 47

With this program, the Alliances entered a number of state

electoral contests in 1890, trying to capture local Democratic

organizations in the South, and fielding third-party candidates in

the West. "Conditions in 1890 were ripe for a political push," 53

as drought in the West added to the perennial problems of the

farmers. "Lecturers" moved across the farm states to build sup-

port for Alliance-backed candidates running on a program call-

ing for an expanded (and democratically controlled) currency,

and regulation of railroad and granary rates. When the returns

were counted, they had won fifty-two seats in the House, three

Senate seats, three governorships, and majorities in seven state

legislatures. 54

After this heady beginning, the Alliances announced in

1892 the formation of the People's party, convened a national

convention, and prepared to enter the presidential campaign be-

hind the candidacy of James B. Weaver, the perennial third-

party candidate. This time, however, Weaver won 8.5 percent

of the vote, supplanting the Democrats as the opposition party in

Nebraska, South Dakota, and Oregon, ousting the Republicans

in Texas, Mississippi, and Alabama, and gaining outright ma-

jorities in Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, and Nevada. Weaver's

twenty-two electoral votes were, in fact, the first to be won by a

third party since i860. Then, in the watershed campaign of

1896, the People's party coalesced with the Democratic party by

supporting William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic presiden-

tial nominee. With that action, the Populists launched a national

election campaign in which economic elites revealed their fear of

an enfranchised populace more plainly than ever before in Amer-
ican history.

53 Rosenstone (1984:70).
54 Ibid. As it turned out, however, the new party had little leverage over its erstwhile

candidates once they were elected. See Sundquist (1973:121) and Woodward (1951:241).
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The Democratic Counterrevolution
and the Campaign of 1896

In hindsight, the challenge posed by the farmers' movement may
seem to have been hopeless, and for several reasons. For one

thing, the effort by largely Protestant farmers to build a national

coalition with the largely immigrant and Catholic working class

ran against the grain of ethnoreligious politics. For another,

experience in the United States had already showed how difficult

third-party contests were to win, and how elusive the results.

From the outset, electoral efforts by the farmers in the South

were battered by old-line Democrats who employed frenzied race

baiting, as well as force and fraud, to defeat them. 55 Just as

serious, in Goodwyn's opinion, was the ingrained loyalty of most

southern farmers to "the party of the fathers," a factor that helps

account for the reluctance of southern Populists to turn to elec-

toral politics in the first place (and for their eventual alliance

with the Democratic party). 56 Then, as the farmers' cause never-

theless gained momentum, it was often the case that southern

Democrats simply overwhelmed the Populists by co-opting their

issues and their rhetoric. "By the mid-nineties, no stump speech

in the South was complete without blasts at the railroads, the

trusts, Wall Street, the gold bugs, the saloonkeepers, or some

similarly evil 'Interest.'
" 57 William' Jennings Bryan was just

such a master of the rhetoric of the common man, as in the

peroration of his address to the Democratic nominating conven-

tion in 1896:

You come to us and tell us that the great cities are in favor

of the gold standard; we reply that the great cities rest upon

55 See, for example, the discussion in Kousser (1974:37).
56 Goodwyn (1978:142); Woodward ( 1 95 1 : chapters 9 and 10).

57 Kousser (1974:38).
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our broad and fertile prairies. Burn down your cities and
leave our farms, and your cities will spring up again as if

by magic; but destroy our farms and the grass will grow in

the streets of every city in the country. . . . Having behind
us the producing masses of this nation and the world, sup-

ported by . . . the laboring interests and toilers every-

where, we will answer their demand for a gold standard by
saying to them: You shall not press down upon the brow of
labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind
upon a cross of gold. 58

Such rhetoric helps to explain why the Populists abandoned
their third-party movement and endorsed Bryan, the Democratic
candidate. But the price of coalition was high. Very little of the

bold Populist critique of industrial capitalism, or of its visionary

program of economic cooperation, was evident in the ensuing
campaign. Even the currency issue was emasculated: if once the

Populists had sweepingly called for wresting control of the mon-
etary system from the nation's bankers, the Democratic-Populist
campaign demanded only the minting of silver currency.

But industrialists and bankers did not have the benefit, if

such it is, of the hindsight that seems to make history as it

happened inevitable. Their alarm was palpable, not only because
the farmers' movement had spread to reach the still-large pro-
portions of the population in agriculture, but also because of the

threat that the campaign might become the vehicle through
which a coalition would be forged with discontented industrial

workers in the Northeast and Midwest. Nor was the possibility

of a farmer-labor coalition entirely a fantasy. The campaign
occurred while the country was mired in the major depression
that had begun in 1893, and in the wake of the 1894 strike

wave, the largest in the nation's history to that time. The Green-
back-Labor party had drawn substantial support from voters in

58 Cited in Polakoff (1981:260).
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the Northeast in 1878, at a similar conjuncture of depression and

class conflict. And beginning in 1886, when the fledgling Texas

Alliance had organized a boycott in support of the striking

Knights of Labor, the Farmers' Alliances had often worked self-

consciously to gain the support of workers. To smooth the way
for coalition with the Knights, the National Farmers' Alliance

was renamed the Farmers' and Laborers' Union of America in

1889. The meeting in St. Louis in 1892 announcing the forma-

tion of the People's party surged with enthusiasm when Ignatius

Donnelly took up the rhetorical banner of labor with a ringing

denunciation of "corporations, national banks, rings, trusts," not

only because they plundered farmers, but because "urban work-

men are denied the right of organization for self-protection,

imported pauperized labor beats down their wages, a hireling

standing army, unrecognized by our laws, is established to shoot

them down, and they are rapidly disintegrating to European

conditions." 59 The platform adopted by the People's party went

on to denounce the Pinkertons, who were, of course, the "hire-

ling standing army."

Of themselves, these pleas for farmer-labor unity probably

would not have caused the propertied classes much alarm, partic-

ularly since the electoral successes of the Populists had been

confined entirely to states in the West and the South. Certainly,

the responses by organized labor were not thunderous. The
young American Federation of Labor merely endorsed a number

of the Populist planks. In 1893, insurgents within the Knights

of Labor toppled an increasingly timid Terence Powderly with

the demand that the Knights should support the farmers' third-

party challenge, 60 but by this time the Knights were over-

shadowed by the growing AF of L. Still, no one could be sure.

Economic depressions had triggered electoral convulsions earlier

in the nineteenth century, and the new electoral challenge sought

59 Goodwyn (1978:168).
60 Shefter (1986:257).
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to tap discontents that had surfaced again and again in the pre-

ceding decades. Moreover, popular attitudes were becoming
more hostile toward business. Galambos sums up his investiga-

tions of public opinion during the period:

[A]n entire generation of Americans had acquired distinc-

tive attitudes toward big business. Each of the occupational

groups studied . . . had become increasingly perturbed
about the trusts; all had seen the combination movement
spread to a wider range of major industries; all had changed
their concept of the corporation in some significant way.
The most general pattern that emerges is one of mounting
hostility. . . . Neutral attitudes gave way as Americans
vented their anger against the trusts and syndicates that were
remaking the structure of the industrial economy. 61

Under these unstable and unfamiliar conditions, the Democratic-
Populist challenge was alarming, even horrifying, and to

wealthy Democrats as well as Republicans.
Accordingly, corporate interests mobilized, and poured un-

precedented sums into Republican coffers for the McKinley cam-
paign, while the Bryan campaign was able to raise only

$300,000, a small fraction of the funds contributed by Cleve-
land's supporters in 18 92. 62 The huge railroad conglomerates,
such as the New York Central and the Pennsylvania Railroad,

took the lead, followed by such corporate combinations as Stan-

dard Oil, J. P. Morgan, and New York Life. Some $3,500,000
was raised for the operations of the Republican National Com-
mittee alone, which then proceeded to organize a campaign
whose scale, says McGerr, was "truly original" in American
politics. 63 With virtually unlimited resources to draw upon, a

61 Galambos (1975:1 12).
62 See Polakoff (1981:263).
63 McGerr (1986: 140-41). As McGerr goes on to say, this amount does not take account of
the funds spent by other Republican operations. The Chicago Literary Bureau, for example,
spent $500,000, and "poured out" more than a hundred million documents.
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campaign strategy unfolded under the leadership of Mark
Hanna, himself a wealthy coal magnate, that was to become the

model for the twentieth-century big-money political advertising

extravaganza. But the themes that were advertised looked back-

ward rather than forward, resonating with nineteenth-century

political culture. Across the land, the newly centralized Repub-

lican organization raised the alarm about the threat to "sound

money" posed by the Democratic-Populist challenge, a monetary

doctrine linked by incantation to national honor and prosperity.

And the Republican campaign did not hesitate to appropriate the

Flag and "wave the bloody shirt," reminding the nation of per-

sisting deep sectional fissures with marching companies, "sound

money" processions, flag-raisings, and a national (but Republi-

can) Flag Day. 64

The challenge of 1896 was turned aside not only by the

sheer weight of the Republican-corporate mobilization, but by

weaknesses in the Democratic-Populist fusion as well. In the

Metropole, the vast majority of urban workers rebuffed the

Populist appeal for a farmer-labor alliance. The Populist coali-

tion with the Democratic party, which had presided over the

depression of 1893, tne most severe thus far in American his-

tory, was surely one reason. 65 Another was the disarray in Dem-
ocratic ranks in the wake of the depression, as the silverites split

with eastern financial interests, which helped to account for the

rout of the Democrats in the midterm election of 1894. In ad-

dition, urban workers did, in fact, have grounds to think the

Republican economic program was in their economic interests.

They would share in the increases in jobs and wages associated

with protective tariffs and a sound money policy, while the free

silver issue and commodity price inflation that came to define the

64 The Republican campaign is described in McGerr (1986:137-45), and Goodwyn

(1978:279-83).
65 Sundquist (1973:132) reports that during 1893 alone, "one-sixth of the nation's railroads,

more than six hundred banks and other financial institutions, and some thirty-two iron and

steel companies failed."
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Democratic-Populist campaign had little meaning to workers in

the midst of a depression economy.

Finally, there was the strong and steady hold of tribalism.

Whatever the efforts of the Populist leaders to heal the rifts of

religion and section, these powerful identifications were deeply

rooted in memory and fixed by symbol and association. The

farmers remained a movement of Protestants and nativists, now

spearheaded by the Bryan of evangelical Protestant oratory, and

this must have been alienating to a heavily Catholic urban work-

ing class.
66

Similarly, the Republican sectional appeal to memo-

ries of the Civil War resonated with the northern workers who

had paid the blood price for the war.

All of this helps to explain the Republican victory, won

by a substantially larger margin than had decided presiden-

tial contests in the preceding decades. McKinley received

7,035,000 votes to Bryan's 6,46 7, 000.
67 More telling, Demo-

cratic-Populist support was almost entirely confined to the west-

ern and southern periphery of the country. Bryan failed totally

in the bid to appeal to urban working-class voters. As Burnham

sums it up, the 1892-96 swing to the Republicans was only 2.9

percent in nonmetropolitan areas, but 23.3 percent in metropol-

itan ones. 68

The election of 1896 was one of the most decisive in Amer-

ican history, the historic marker denoting the passing of the

"populist moment," 69 and the ascendance in national politics of

the conservative wing of the Republican party. At a deeper struc-

tural level, it was important because it facilitated the introduction

of a series of sweeping changes in American electoral institutions

that made possible the near total domination of the Republican

66 For this analysis, see Jensen ( 1 97 1 : chapter 10).

67 The margin of Republican victory was wide only by comparison with the narrow margins

by which presidential contests had been decided in earlier elections during the intensely

competitive post-Civil War period. In fact, 1896 was the first in a series of elections in

which the presidency was decided by comparatively large majorities.

68 Burnham (1981c: 182).

69 See Goodwyn (1978 and 1976: chapters 16 and 17). See also Jensen (197 1: chapter 10).
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party by business in the North and of the Democratic party by

planter interests in the South. These changes, taken together,

constitute what Schattschneider called "the system of 1896." 70

The system's most important and long-lasting feature was the

secular decline in voting that it initiated, a decline that with

relatively minor variations has persisted throughout the twentieth

century.

The Demobilization of the
Nineteenth-Century Electorate

The movements of the late nineteenth century culminating in the

challenge of 1896 signaled that American popular politics was

breaking out of the constrained patterns of participation that were

both created and limited by tribalism and clientelism. But even

as a more issue-oriented popular politics emerged, voting by

poor farmers and workers began to decline. As voter participa-

tion steadily contracted, the grievances of poor workers and

Table 2.2 Presidential Turnout Percentages, 1896-1924

South Non-South National

1896 SI 86 79

1900 43 83 74

1904 29 77 66

1908 31 76 66

1912 28 68 59

1916 32 69 62

1920 22 55 49

1924 19 57 49

Source: Burnham (1981c:100, table 1 J. Based on total of all citizens legally

eligible to vote, aliens excluded.

Schattschneider (i960).
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farmers disappeared from the agenda of national politics. By the

1920s, the low point of electoral turnout, businessmen (and
planters) not only dominated both parties, but it was business

rhetoric that defined the political alternatives open to Amer-
icans.

Between the elections of 1896 and 1920, turnout fell from
79 to 49 percent (table 2. 2).

71 The southern declines came first,

and were more extreme—from 57 percent in the election of
1896, to 43 percent in 1900, to 29 percent in 1904, to a low
point of 19 percent in 1924. Blacks and most poor whites vir-

tually disappeared from the polls. The contraction of the electoral

universe outside the South was less sharp and less rapid—from
86 percent in 1896 to 57 percent in 1924. The decline was
concentrated among the immigrant young, large numbers of
whom never appeared at the polls as they came of age. 72 We
should note that the northern decline cannot be explained by the

low turnout of women who gained the suffrage in 1920. 73 The
downward trend began before 1920, and it persisted afterwards,

71 We should note that the turnout levels in the nineteenth century are very probably inflated

by the undercounting of the voting-age population, owing to the crude counting techniques
employed by the Census Bureau. Using various retroactive estimations, Shortridge judges
that the consequent rate of inflation of turnout might have been 10 percent. When this

adjustment is made, the "sharp differences in turnout between the nineteenth century and the

twentieth century tend to diminish" (1981:47). The issue is not simply a technical one, since

different estimates of nineteenth-century turnout support different explanations of turnout
decline. See Rusk (1974:1041) and Converse (1972:290) in their debate with Burnham,
whose argument hinges on high turnout in the nineteenth century. In fact, Burnham
(1974b: 1004) also acknowledges the enumeration problem. We think that Shortridge's pro-

posed qualification is sensible. Underenumeration does not, however, explain the sharp
downward trend in turnout from 79 percent in the election of 1896 to an average of 60
percent in the elections of 191 2 and 19 16, unless one makes the improbable assumption that

census procedures were so radically improved in this period as to expand the enumerated
voting-age population by fully one-third. It therefore seems reasonable to conclude that while
turnout in the nineteenth century may be overestimated, the relative magnitude of the drop
in turnout that began in the early twentieth century is not.
72 See Kleppner and Baker (1980:218-19).
73 One explanation of the granting of female suffrage is that politicians were confident that

mainly middle- and upper-class women would make use of it, thus further diluting the

working-class vote.
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even when the lower rates of voting by women are taken into

account. 74

The demobilization of the American electorate in the wake

of the election of 1896 was to become a massive influence in the

shaping of twentieth-century political development. However,

the electoral demobilization was gradual, and popular protests

continued for a time. There was ample provocation. The pace of

industrial concentration that had generated discontent in the

North before 1896 did not slow down, and millions of new
immigrants poured into the crowded and pestilent cities, and

into the maws of the industrial machine. 75 Strikes became more

frequent, often leading to local warfare. 76 Moreover, political

radicalism among insurgent workers increasingly took form in

socialist and anarcho-syndicalist associations, such as the re-

nowned Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).
Furthermore, because turnout fell gradually in the North,

the triumph of northern business in the election of 1896 did not

entirely suppress electoral challenges. Even third-party efforts

reemerged after an interlude of prosperity during the first decade

of the twentieth century. 77 In 19 12, Eugene Debs's bid for the

presidency on the Socialist party ticket captured 6 percent of the

vote. Then a resurgence of farmer radicalism in the West, begin-

ning with the North Dakota Nonpartisan League, spread to

Minnesota, South Dakota, Wisconsin, and Washington. The
Nonpartisan League elected a governor in North Dakota in 19 16

and, later, under the banner of the Farmer-Labor party, also

elected two senators, two congressmen, and a governor in Min-

74 Kleppner (1982:69-70).
75 By 1904, for example, a thousand railroad lines had been consolidated into six great

combinations, each allied with either the Morgan or the Rockefeller empire (Zinn,

1980:316).
76 Zinn reports that while there had been a thousand strikes a year in the 1890s, there were

four thousand strikes each year by 1904. See also Montgomery (1979).
77 Zinn (1980:331). The downturns of 1903 and 1907 were relatively minor, and the more

serious depression of 19 13- 14 was overcome quickly as European war-production orders

revived the economy.
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nesota. 78 And in 19 17, the Socialists scored impressive victories

in a series of municipal and state elections. 79

Nor during this interim was Republican domination en-

tirely secure. True, Republican majorities in the presidential

contests of 1900, 1904, and 1908 were substantially larger than

they had been during the closely contested elections of the late

nineteenth century; and the Republican party dominated the

Congress during this period as well. But the language of one-

party hegemony with which historians often describe the outcome

of the election of 1896 overstates the firmness and durability of

Republican control. As early as 19 10, the Democrats made
something of a comeback, capturing the House of Representa-

tives and twenty-six governorships, including the state houses in

Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Ohio, and

Indiana. 80

Accordingly, national electoral politics was not, in fact,

insulated from currents of popular discontent, at least not until

after World War I. Indeed, contemporaries saw these years as a

period of extraordinary reform and innovation, and so do many
scholars. The rhetoric of progressivism employed by national

political leaders from Theodore Roosevelt to William Taft to

Woodrow Wilson, together with the string of legislative initia-

tives they sponsored, constitutes persuasive evidence of the seri-

ousness accorded to persisting popular discontents by national

elites. However little these reforms may have changed the lot of

working people, national politicians nevertheless felt the need to

conciliate. Legislation proliferated: tax reform, railroad regula-

tion, antitrust laws, the outlawing of child labor (later ruled

unconstitutional), pure food and meat inspection, the establish-

78 For a concise discussion of the electoral successes of this generation of farmer insurgents,

see Sundquist (1973:168-71).
79 The Socialist candidate for mayor of New York City, Morris Hillquit, won 22 percent of

the vote, and ten Socialists were sent to the New York state legislature. In Chicago, the

Socialists won 34.7 percent of the vote, and in Buffalo, 30.2 percent (Zinn, 1980:356). See

also Weinstein (1969).
80 Polakoff (1981:287-88).
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ment of the Federal Reserve System and a new and separate

government-sponsored system of agricultural credit, a model

workmen's compensation law covering federal employees, and

federal aid for highways, vocational education, and agricultural

extension services. A constitutional amendment provided for the

direct election of senators, and another extended the franchise to

women. 81

The propaganda that accompanied this star-studded array of

legislation celebrated the aspirations of the popular struggles of

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rather than the

doctrine of laissez faire. A delegate to the People's party conven-

tion of 1908 exclaimed that "Roosevelt's messages read like the

preamble of the Populist platform." 82 Four years later, when
Roosevelt tried to regain the presidency after the Republican

party refused to renominate him in favor of the incumbent Taft,

he ran under the banner of the new Progressive party and on a

platform calling for social insurance to buffer people against the

income losses resulting from industrial accidents, unemploy-

ment, sickness, and old age, for the abolition of child labor and

convict leasing, for the regulation of interstate corporations and

corporate securities, for women's suffrage, and for restrictions

on labor injunctions. The Democratic platform incorporated the

same themes; it denounced trusts, and called for stricter railroad

regulation, a national income tax, and the prohibition of corpo-

rate contributions to political campaigns. During the Wilson-

Roosevelt campaign, Wilson warned that

the great monopoly in this country is the money monopoly.

. . . The growth of the nation, therefore, and all our activ-

ities are in the hands of a few men who necessarily, by the

very reason of their own limitations, chill and check and

destroy genuine economic freedom. 83

81 Sundquist (1973:162).
82 Ibid. (163).
83 Polakoff (1981:290-91).
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Meanwhile, Roosevelt proclaimed himself to be

for the liberty of the oppressed, and not for the liberty of

the oppressor to oppress the weak and bind the burden on

the shoulders of the heavy laden. It is idle to ask us not to

exercise the power of government when only by that power

of the government can we curb the greed that sits in the

high places, when only by the exercise of the government

can we exalt the lowly and give heart to the humble and

downtrodden. 84

Of course, none of this was what it seemed to be. Roosevelt

was a big-business president. Hofstadter points out that "the

advisers to whom Roosevelt listened were almost exclusively rep-

resentatives of industrial and finance capital—men like Hanna
. . . George W. Perkins of the House of Morgan ... A. J.

Cassatt of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Philander C. Knox, and

James Stillman of the Rockefeller interests." 85 And Hofstadter

goes on to show that Roosevelt's intention in supporting concili-

atory government interventions was to thwart popular demands

for stronger intervention. 86 Trust-busting legislation broke few

trusts; the new regulatory agencies worked closely with the busi-

nesses they regulated; the Federal Reserve System met the de-

mands of the banking industry for a mechanism to regulate

finance in an era of extreme instability, not the pleas of hard-

pressed family farmers. 87 When Congress passed section 20 of

the Clayton Act in an effort to exempt unions from antitrust

injunctions, the Supreme Court subsequently declared otherwise.

And Roosevelt's calls for social insurance, the abolition of child

84 Ibid.

85 Hofstadter (1948:222).
86 Hofstadter (1948: chapter 9). See also Zinn (1980:342-43).
87 Hofstadter recounts Wilson's rebuff of the bankers' demand for outright control of the

Federal Reserve Board. But he makes clear that this was mostly a matter of allowing Wilson

to feel independent (1948:258-59).
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labor, and restrictions on labor injunctions were not to be acted

upon for nearly thirty years. The reforms of the Progressive era

could be summed up, Kolko thought, as "political capitalism." 88

While the legislative initiatives of the Progressive era were

clearly less than the rhetoric of the period, our central point is

that the Progressive agenda as a whole constitutes evidence that

business domination of electoral politics was still far from secure.

Turnout was edging downward, but slowly. Meanwhile, tribal-

ism and clientelism were also weakening, and as they did, pop-

ular discontent with industrial capitalism emerged into national

politics in the form of movement struggles and electoral chal-

lenges. Their impact could be read in the new language of eco-

nomic reform spoken by contenders for rulership.

Left interpretations of the Progressive era tend to overlook

the extent to which it laid the basis for the popular movements

and electoral remobilization that occurred during the Great

Depression. The rhetorical acknowledgment of grievances

helped legitimate them. And the federal legislation of the Pro-

gressive period, however biased toward capital, established a

framework of precedents that undermind laissez-faire doctrine by

exposing it as transparently false. Economy and polity were not

the separate spheres they were proclaimed to be. Taken together,

these ideological and structural shifts foreshadowed the interven-

tions of the New Deal.

But Progressivism ended, as voter turnout dropped to half

the eligible electorate by World WarT, and to far less of the

working-class electorate. Once turnout fell, elite domination of

electoral politics became more or less complete, with the conse-

quence that government postures and policies became increas-

ingly antagonistic to farmers and workers. To be sure, the

wartime need for a production mobilization and the lingering

credo of progressivism led the administration to placate the in-

88 Kolko (1977). See also Weinstein (1968).
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creasingly mainstream AF of L, whose longtime president, Sam-
uel Gompers, had served as first vice-president of that flagship

of progressivism, the business-dominated National Civic Feder-
ation. But the jingoism associated with the entry of the United
States into the war also provided the occasion for a crackdown on
working-class radicalism. A good many insurgent working-class
leaders were rounded up and imprisoned, including most of the

top leadership of the IWW, as well as many Socialists who
opposed the war, including Eugene Debs. 89 When the war
ended, the national political climate moved sharply to the right.

The strikes that spread in 19 19, as workers tried to win higher
wages to cope with rapid wartime inflation, were smashed by
government firepower. In Seattle, a general strike early in the

year was broken by thousands of special deputies and the United
States Army and Navy. Calvin Coolidge, governor of Massa-
chusetts, achieved national prominence and the Republican nom-
ination for vice-president after ordering the National Guard to

put down the Boston police strike and then firing the entire

striking force. Later that year, 350,000 steelworkers struck in

an effort to win back the union that had been smashed in 1892.
The strike was broken in part by local police and sheriffs' depu-
ties, and by Justice Department raiders who rounded up striking

aliens for deportation, while federal troops protected strikebreak-

ers in Gary, Indiana. 90 Some 120,000 textile workers struck in

New England and New Jersey, as well as silk workers in Pater-
son, New Jersey. By summer, cities such as New York and
Chicago were alive with strikes, and most of them were broken
by force. Then, on January 2, 1920, Attorney General A.
Mitchell Palmer took advantage of labor turmoil (and alarm
over the Bolshevik revolution) to announce that there was a

89 On repression during the World War I period, including a proposal to round up radicals

and detain them in camps in the central Pacific, see Burns (1985:499-507); Zinn (1980:
chapter 14); and Goldstein (1978).
90 Zinn (1980:372).
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radical plot to seize power in the United States, and rounded up

four thousand alleged revolutionaries, mainly foreign born. 91

In the election of 1920, the Republican platform roundly

denounced strikes; its only concession to farmers suffering once

more from plummeting agricultural prices was to call for the

"scientific study of agricultural prices and farm production

costs"; and it condemned the League of Nations. 92 Among those

still voting, the Republicans won overwhelmingly and Harding

took office in the midst of another depression. At a time when
European governments were inaugurating unemployment insur-

ance, Harding turned to the high-tariff policies of the nineteenth

century for a solution that clearly protected industry more than

it protected workers. 93 Then, as farm prices plummeted still

further, he announced that "it cannot be too strongly urged that

the farmer must be ready to help himself." 94 In 1923, Congress

passed the Mellon Plan, sponsored by Secretary of the Treasury

Andrew Mellon, which cut taxes in the top brackets by half,

from 50 percent to 25 percent, while reducing the lowest bracket

from 4 percent to 3 percent. 95

The 1924 election produced another business and Republi-

can government. The Democrats were in disarray, torn between

the combined southern and western wing, whose candidate, Wil-

liam Gibbs McAdoo, tacitly accepted the support of the growing

Ku Klux Klan, and the big-city politicians led by Al Smith. The
deadlocked convention went through 103 raucous ballots before

settling on John W. Davis, a conservative Wall Street lawyer.

Meanwhile, the Republicans nominated Calvin Coolidge over

91 On political hysteria in the United States, see Levin (197 1).

92 Polakoff (1981:303).
93 The Emergency Tariff of 1921 applied mainly to agricultural products, which made little

sense since the United States was primarily an exporter of agricultural goods. A year later,

the Fordney-McCumber Tariff of 1922 partially restored the high tariffs that had been

enacted after the election of 1896, but had been lowered in 1909 under the Taft administra-

tion (Polakoff, 1981:305).
94 Ibid. (306).
95 Zinn (1980:375).
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Robert La Follette by 1 ,065 votes to 34. The election itself was

a landslide, and another business president ascended to power.

Coolidge slashed the federal budget, proclaimed laissez faire as

the guiding doctrine of his regime (the tariff excepted), compla-

cently staffed the federal regulatory agencies that had been cre-

ated in response to the popular struggles of earlier decades with

representatives of industry, and vetoed a proposal for the devel-

opment of public power at Muscle Shoals, as well as a series of

farm bills intended to stabilize crop prices.
96 The corporate

forces that had mobilized in the context of 1896 were now in full

command.

The domination of both parties by economic elites would have

been less complete were it not for the sharp decline in voting. As

turnout fell, national politics moved sharply to the right, each

development both cause and consequence of the other. We turn

now to the question of what it was about "the system of 1896"

that explains why that drop occurred. After nearly a century of

vigorous participation, how were large sectors of the American

electorate demobilized?

Polakoff (1981:315-16).



Chapter 3

How Demobilizatkm

Was Accomplished

A good deal of what has been written in explanation of declining

turnout at the close of the nineteenth century fastens on the

consequences of the election of 1896—its impact on party com-
petition and especially the impact of the crushing electoral defeat

of the Populists. We think the preoccupation with the election is

misleading because it presumes that this particular defeat was
more telling and enduring than earlier electoral defeats, includ-

ing the massive reversals that the Republicans suffered only a

few years earlier in the elections of 1890 and 1892. 1 It also fails

to explain why the subsequent restoration of party competition

—

first in the North during the 1930s and then in the South in the

1960s—was not accompanied by a return to nineteenth-century

levels of turnout. An adequate explanation must look beyond
the election of 1896 to the reconstruction of the institutional

order of electoral politics that unfolded at the end of the nine-

teenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. We will be

preoccupied with these developments in both this chapter and

1 Converse (1972:301) warns that "in most instances where the division of the vote swerves

dramatically in a particular election, the worst prediction for the next election is an extrapo-

lation of the trend."
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the next. We turn first to an account of the institutional

changes themselves. In the next chapter, we will examine the

academic debates about the bearing of these developments on

nonvoting.

The impact of the election of 1896 was lasting because it

occurred in the context of a series of legal and procedural "re-

forms" that both reduced the ability of the parties to organize

voters and disenfranchised many voters. The elite mobilizations

that secured these reforms were not simply a response to the

election of 1896, although it is arguable that the election had a

galvanizing effect on some of these efforts. Rather, the recon-

struction of the legal and procedural underpinnings of party

organization and voter participation began before 1896 and con-

tinued afterward. This trend can be understood as a pervasive

response by American elites to the rising level of conflict and

electoral challenge during the closing decades of the nineteenth

century. Only by attending to the interaction between the chang-

ing patterns of party competition and the rules governing party

organization and voter participation can the decline in voter

turnout be satisfactorily explained.

The Decline of Party Competition

Party competition virtually collapsed in much of the country,

with the result that the parties lost their incentive to enlist voters

and people their incentive to vote. Schattschneider underlines

this feature of the system of 1896 in the single most influential

explanation of the ensuing transformation in electoral politics.

Before 1896, the major parties were more or less in equilibrium.

To be sure, the sectional alignment that crystallized in 1896 was

prefigured in the third-party system created by the Civil War,
in the sense that Republican strength was concentrated in the

North, and Democratic strength in the South and Border States.
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But neither region was exclusively dominated by one party, and

national elections were contested on roughly equal terms. 2

The election of 1896 left the Democratic party greatly

weakened in the North and the Republican party virtually de-

stroyed in the South. Burnham shows that in the northeastern

and north-central states, Republican presidential pluralities in-

creased from a mean of 3.6 percent in the period 1876 to 1892,

to a mean of 21 percent in the period from 1896 to 1928.

Moreover,

There is an enormous increase in noncompetitive Republi-

can bulwarks at the grass roots level. The pattern is not

monolithic as in the South. But among the most industrially

and socially developed states in the Union, we find one-

party Republican hegemony throughout lower New En-

gland, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and

California. [Later] these states are joined by Ohio and New
Jersey. Of the fourteen states of the Metropole, three were

one-party Republican bastions in the 1874- 1892 period,

nine in the 1894 period, eleven in the 191 1-1930 period,

and four in the 1932-50 period. 3

Meanwhile, in the South, where party competition had always

been weaker, Democratic party pluralities in presidential contests

2 See Kleppner (19816:124-25 and table 4.3) for a regional breakdown of party strength in

the 1876-92 period.
3 Burnham (19810:180). Burnham (19810:183) goes on to say that the "proportion of geo-

graphical areas in which there was relatively close two-party competition showed a strong

tendency to decline across the 1 896-1930 era. In particular, the near Midwest became much

more solidly Republican at most levels of election after World War I than it had been before.

By 1924 close Republican-Democratic competition at the presidential level had come to be

confined almost exclusively to the Border states and counties immediately adjacent to them,

the Appalachian uplands of the South, and the two southernmost Mountain states, Arizona

and New Mexico." See also Kleppner (1982:26 and table 2.6) for longitudinal measures of

declining competition. Schattschneider (1960:82-83) presents tables showing the singular

impact of the election of 1896 itself on sectional party strength. And Carlson (1976:134 and

table 4. 1) contains a state-by-state accounting of partisan shifts between 1896 and 1930.



How Demobilization Was Accomplished / 6y

increased from 28.9 percent in the period before 1896 to 42.3

percent in the later period. 4 'The resulting party lineup was one

of the most sharply sectional political divisions in American po-

litical history." 5

A related change was the increasingly oligarchical character

of both parties. Coming after several decades of turbulent agrar-

ian and industrial conflict, the events of 1 896 mobilized northern

manufacturing interests to participate in electoral politics

through the Republican party on a larger scale than ever before.

In the South, the decade-long organizing efforts of the Farmers'

Alliances provoked commercial, landowning, and financial elites

to line up behind the region's traditional Democratic party lead-

ers. Once the Populist organizing campaign had been wrecked,

these groups gained undisputed control of southern state govern-

ments. 6 Meanwhile, "There seems little doubt that, at some point

in the second decade of the system of 1896, a very large class

skew in [voter] participation opened up and that it tended to

grow across the lifetime of the system." 7

These changes were mutually reinforcing. The elimination

of party competition facilitated internal oligarchy, and sustained

it over the longer run. Once electoral contests were reduced to

largely internal party affairs in much of the country, at least in

national elections, the influence of voters on the calculations of

party leaders diminished, and the influence of economic elites

commensurately increased. "The results of the big Republican

monopoly in the North and the little Democratic monopoly in

the South were much the same," says Schattschneider. 8 As the

absence of party competition made voters less important to party

leaders, "both sections became more conservative because one-

4 Burnham (19740:672, table 6).

5 Schattschneider (1960:79).
6 Ferguson's (1983) effort to recast the concept of critical elections as resulting not from

electoral realignments but investor realignments is perhaps especially illuminating of this

period of party development. See Ferguson (1984) for a further discussion.
7 Burnham (19810:192).
8 Schattschneider (1960:85).
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party politics tends to strongly vest political power in the hands of

people who already have economic power\" 9 Hence, the sectional

realignment of 1896 and the accompanying decline of electoral

competition buttressed the rising power of corporate elites in the

Republican party, and of regional southern elites in the Demo-
cratic party.

Schattschneider and Burnham also think that as the parties

came more firmly under the control of economic oligarchs in the

North and South, issue appeals disappeared from campaigns.

(Kleppner holds the parallel view that ethnoreligious appeals

softened as well.) We suspect that this is only partly right. While

the parties of the system of 1 896 did not reflect the class cleavages

of a growing industrial society or boldly articulate the issues that

divided it, neither did the earlier tribalist and clientelist parties

of the nineteenth century. 10 What can perhaps be said is that, as

it unfolded, the system of 1896 inhibited the development of a

class- and issue-oriented politics that was perhaps becoming pos-

sible as the clientelist party system weakened.

These quibbles aside, we think that uncontested elections

and internal oligarchy help to account for the atrophy of voter

interest often attributed to the system of 1896." Voter disinterest

or alienation, in turn, is one explanation of the steady slide in

turnout levels after 1896. This is consistent with the widely held

9 Ibid. (1960:80). Schattschneider's view assumes the absence of effectively contested pri-

maries with a mass electorate. In fact, even after direct primaries were introduced early in

the twentieth century, they tended toward a factional politics centered on individuals, with

very narrow participation. See Key (1956:169-96).
10 Thus Kleppner's (1982:148-49) description of the major parties in the decade after the

debacle of 1896 does not much distinguish the pre- and post- 1896 periods. If anything, it

seems a more apt characterization of the party system as it had evolved by the 1920s: "Class-

based discontent percolated at the grassroots, but it could not be aggregated by the newly

emergent party system. . . . [T] he capitalist consensus limited the scope of partisan disagree-

ment. . . . Since neither major party self-consciously and explicitly represented the economic

discontents of the lower strata of society, those group interests remained unpoliticized and

unmobilized."
11 Burnham (1965) in particular stresses the alienation of voters that resulted from the

"takeover" of 1896, at least in his earlier work. For a strident attack on this thesis, see Rusk

(1974)-
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view that voter turnout generally falls, and party-voter linkages

generally weaken, when competition declines. Thus Burnham
describes the alignment established by the election of 1896 as

a structure of electoral politics marked by a continuous
narrowing of organizable general election alternatives. It

is, or should be, axiomatic that close relationships exist

between the cohesiveness and competitiveness of parties as

structures of collective action and the willingness or even
the ability of the public to participate in general elections. 12

And as applied to the United States in the twentieth century by
Schattschneider, Burnham, Kleppner, and others, this perspec-

tive is sometimes called the behavioral interpretation of low voter

turnout.

We accept the likelihood that there is a correlation between
declining party competition and declining turnout. Still, this

explanation is hardly complete. 13 The election of 1896 is fre-

quently described as a landslide that both crushed the Populists

and demolished the Democratic party in the North. But why did
even a shattering defeat in one election have such pervasive and
lasting effects? Why did the voter preferences expressed in 1896
persist? Why was the Republican party able to maintain virtual

domination of the North for three decades after 1896, and why
was the Democratic party able to maintain even more complete
domination of the South until the 1960s? In short, how was the

alignment of 1896 institutionalized?

12 Burnham (19810:190). For a discussion of this relationship that points out some of the

ambiguous findings, see Kelley (1967:365-66).
13 Kleppner, who is a qualified advocate of the party competition or behavioral explanation of
falling turnout, also makes this point about the inadequacy of the thesis (1982:73).
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The System of 1896:

The Legal and Institutional Bases

At least part of the answer lies in a series of legal and institutional

changes that began in the closing decades of the nineteenth cen-

tury and continued into the twentieth century. One set of changes

weakened the ability of the local party organizations, especially

in the big cities, to enlist working- and lower-class voters. A
second set disenfranchised many potentially contentious working-

and lower-class voters in the cities, as well as southern blacks and

many poor whites in the South. Disenfranchisement was accom-

lished either by legislating new qualifications for the suffrage or

by erecting procedural obstructions, mainly in the form of voter

registration requirements. These several legal reforms were in-

terrelated in their effects. Once the local parties were stripped

of organizational resources, they were less able to help their con-

stituents hurdle or circumvent the new legal and procedural

obstacles to the suffrage. 14 In turn, procedural barriers to

working-class turnout weakened the hold of local clientelist par-

ties in the cities and dampened insurgent electoral movements

in rural areas, most dramatically in the South. As a result, the

groups who had been constituencies for the electoral challenges

of the late nineteenth century were gradually purged from the

active electorate.

The Assault on the Parties

There are different explanations for the decades-long wave of

reforms that weakened the political parties, especially by dimin-

11 Other rule changes that made third-party challenges more difficult also may have inhibited

electoral participation, especially in the West. See Argersinger (1980).
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ishing their ability to activate and organize lower-status voters.

The reformers themselves raised the twin banners of eliminating

fraud and inefficiency in city government. These charges had a

real basis. Eliminating fraud meant eliminating clientelist parties

riddled with corruption and associated with uneducated and
rowdy immigrants, and efficiency was understood as government
run on business principles in business interests.

However, the deeper reason for the rise of anti party and anti-

suffrage agitation among upper-class businessmen and profes-

sionals had to do with the large economic and political changes
taking place in post-Civil War America. The rise of business-

backed reform can be understood as a defensive response on the

one hand to the political disturbances of the late nineteenth cen-

tury, and on the other as an aggressive effort to gain undisputed
control of governmental functions. Business leaders and profes-

sionals were unnerved by the hordes of immigrants concentrating
in burgeoning city slums, confounded by the strength of the new
city political bosses made audacious by their grip on immigrant
and working-class voters, shaken by the waves of strikes and
riots that began in the 1870s, and then finally jolted by the series

of insurgent electoral challenges that culminated in 1896. Nor
were industrialists entirely reassured by the victory of 1896,
given the scale and persistence of the disturbances associated with
the enlarging working class. At the same time, businessmen were
prompted by economic expansion to try to assert firmer control

of government, especially of those state and local agencies that

managed policies important to economic development. In the

mid-nineteenth century, government had been involved only in-

termittently in economic affairs, mainly by dispensing particu-

laristic benefits, such as land grants and favorable tariff rates.

But in the decades of rapid and unregulated industrial growth
after the Civil War, economic elites began to demand much
more from government. These demands anticipated the large

role that government on all levels would eventually come to play
in a developed capitalist economy—by bringing order to mar-
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kets, reducing barriers to entry, assuming many of the costs of

production, and by alleviating some of the side effects of untram-

meled capitalist growth. This was a crucial moment in American

development, for the increased dependence of business on the

state suggested at least the possibility that new accommodations

would have to be reached with the parties and their constituen-

cies. Instead, however, as the need for this array of government

interventions began to emerge, the parties, especially local clien-

telist parties, increasingly came to be seen as a nuisance and an

obstruction. American businessmen wanted a widening array of

governmental supports without the necessity of dealing with

party intermediaries or their voter constituencies. The code

words in this effort were efficiency and expertise in govern-

ment. 15

Accordingly, during the closing decades of the nineteenth cen-

tury, the local parties came under progressively more intense

assault from a series of business-backed reform movements. 16

The principal targets of the antiparty reformers were the local

machines, and the reformers moved on several fronts to weaken

them. They formed crusading watchdog organizations to expose

corruption and to campaign for efficient government; 17 they

fielded reform slates to challenge the machines in local elections;

and they mobilized to influence state governments to intervene

in city politics. These efforts slowly bore fruit as city and state

governments were reorganized. Beginning in the 1870s, public

15 On this point, see McCormick (1981:248); Weibe (1967); and Weinstein (1968: chapter

4)-
16 The several waves of government reform in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,

and the animus toward party organizations, especially toward big-city machines, have been

extensively examined. See Weibe (1967); Hays (1958 and 1964); Haber (1964); and Wein-

stein (1968). Shefter (1978a) distinguishes between the Mugwumps, who advocated a pos-

ture of independence toward the parties, and the later Progressive movement, which tried to

destroy the parties as an instrument of governance. See also Bridges (1984). There is a debate

among historians about whether businessmen or a disgruntled middle class made up the

leading edge of these reform campaigns. Hays (1964) and Weinstein (1968) stress the role

of business.

17 McGerr (1986: chapter 4) devotes extensive attention to these extraparty organizations.

See his discussion of "educational politics."
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jobs gradually were removed from party control by establishing

the civil service. 18 Key city functions were reorganized and set

up as independent agencies shielded from party influence on the

grounds that municipal affairs should properly be run on a non-

partisan basis. And many smaller municipalities whose machine

leaders carried less weight in state government simply were put

under the control of "expert" city managers or commission forms

of government on the grounds that city affairs were properly not

political at all.
19 All of this, of course, gradually stripped the

urban-based political parties of their patronage resources. 20

During roughly the same period, a series of electoral re-

forms—including nonpartisan and at-large elections, the intro-

duction of officially printed ballots (called Australian ballots)

during the 1880s and 1890s and, somewhat later, direct primar-

ies—made it more difficult for machines to enlist and control

voters. For example, before the introduction of officially printed

ballots, each party printed and distributed its own ballot, listing

only the names of its candidates, and these were deposited in the

ballot box by voters. Party workers could "persuade, cajole,

intimidate, and bribe voters to take their ballots as the voters

walked to the polling place." 21 Official ballots dealt the clientelist

parties a serious blow, since, as Banfield and Wilson say, "the

existence of the machine depends upon its ability to control

18 Shefter (1984:145) suggests a parallel with civil service reform in England. After having

been roundly defeated in 1854, reform was rapidly passed on the heels of the extension of

the suffrage in 1867, presumably to ensure that the aristocracy and the upper-middle class

would not be displaced by the politicians who arose on the basis of newly enfranchised

working-class and lower-middle-class voters.

19 Some three hundred smaller cities were reorganized under a commission form of govern-

ment between 1900 and 19 13, and one hundred were changed to city manager types by

19 19, according to Polakoff (1981:277).
20 Alford and Lee (1968) concluded that "cities without the council-manager form and with

partisan elections have higher voting turnout." The difference was large. Median turnout in

partisan elections was 50 percent, for example, and only 30 percent in cities with nonpartisan

elections. This is consistent with findings reported by Lee (i960). See also Lineberry and

Fowler (1967), who concluded that under reformed governments, public policy is less

responsive to demands arising out of social conflicts.

21 Rusk (1974:1901).
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votes." 22 And with less ability to control votes, the machine's

grip on city and sometimes state governments loosened. 23

Business-backed reforms gradually weakened the clientelist

parties, and diminished their ability to mobilize voters. The
alignments in these reform-machine battles were complicated,

however. The machines were also closely allied with major busi-

ness interests, as Lincoln Steffens made vividly clear in The

Shame of the Cities. The main basis of that alliance was every-

where similar. Machine politicians used their control of public

office to dole out franchises, contracts, and the use of the public

treasury to businessmen in return for graft. Moreover, clientelist

party organizations helped to prevent the political mobilization

of working people in opposition to business interests. In other

words, the machine provided a method of incorporating working

people into politics while keeping their political issues off the

electoral agenda, a conclusion reached by Gosnell half a century

ago. 24 This may well explain why it was in those rural states

where clientelism never took root as strongly that a broad popu-

lar movement with a bold political agenda emerged in the late

nineteenth century.

Nevertheless, business interests were from the start divided

in their responses to the machines. One reason was simply that

many businessmen resented the high price machine politicians

extracted in taxes and graft, often for indifferent services, or

unreliable municipal services and favors. Bridges tells of efforts

of New York City businessmen to organize a reform movement

as early as the 1850s. The reformers were spurred by the failure

of the city council to deliver contracts to businessmen from

whom bribes had already been accepted, as well as by rising taxes

and the increasingly precarious fiscal circumstances of the city.
25

As the economy and the cities expanded together after the Civil

22 Banfield and Wilson (1963:116).
23 The definitive study of the Australian or office block ballot is by Rusk (1970).
24 Gosnell (1937).
25 Bridges (1987:1 1 1 and 1984: chapter 7).
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War, the ability of the machines to make some businessmen rich

through contracts and franchises expanded. But so did the ire of

other major elements in the business community, both because

of rising municipal costs and because of the failure of the local

parties to deliver efficient and reliable public services and infra-

structures. The recurrent reform campaigns in cities across the

country during the second half of the nineteenth century were

fueled largely by these discontents.

Business interests were also divided in their attitude toward

the machines as a reflection of their sharp differences on national

economic policy, and particularly the issue of protective tariffs

that pitted low-tariff commercial and financial interests against

high-tariff industrial interests. Since the national Democratic

party opposed tariffs
26 and since the local clientelist parties in the

cities of the North were mainly Democratic and were crucial to

the fortunes of the national party in the closely contested elections

of the 1 870s and 1880s, pro-tariff industrial interests had reason

to want the machines weakened. 27

The election of 1896, however, resolved the tariff question

in favor of high-tariff industrial interests. At the same time, the

Republican sweep dissipated the threat of electoral insurgency

from below, and thus made the role of the machine in integrating

and controlling the working class less valuable. These develop-

ments smoothed the way for the introduction of a new series of

legal reforms that struck further blows at the capacities of the

party organizations to activate and organize voters.

One change was the introduction of the direct primary in

26 In the mid-nineteenth century, the major parties had been internally divided on the tariff,

but in the elections of 1880 and 1884, the Democratic party gradually adopted a low-tariff

position so that the cleavage that divided business interests became a partisan issue. See

McGerr (1986:78).
27 Shefter (1983:467). In personal correspondence with the authors, Shefter makes the addi-

tional point that businessmen who supported the national party that was the minority locally

—whether Republican or Democratic—were readier to join reform coalitions. For a general

discussion of the interrelationship between tariff policy and other key issues of the era,

including military pensions, imperialism, and federal intervention in the southern electoral

system, see Bensel (1984: chapter 3).
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the years between 1903 and 19 15. Both V. O. Key and Burnham
argue persuasively that the direct primary worked to reinforce

one-party domination where it was adopted. 28 And what Burn-

ham calls the "democratic-participatory symbolisms" evoked by

the direct primary almost surely made it more difficult for third-

party challenges to the dominant parties to emerge. 29

More frontal assaults on the local clientelist parties also

accelerated, usually mounted from the state capitals, where the

urban-based clientelist parties could be overwhelmed by busi-

ness-reformers who staged spectacular investigations of machine

corruption. The state legislature redrew the municipal bounda-

ries of New York City in 1898, for example, incorporating the

outer boroughs in an effort to swamp the Manhattan-based Tam-
many organization. Meanwhile,

The first fifteen years of the twentieth century . . . more

precisely, the brief period from 1904 to 1908 saw a re-

markable compressed political transformation. During

these years the regulatory revolution peaked; new and pow-

erful agencies of government came into being everywhere.

At the same time voter turnout declined, ticket-splitting

increased, and organized social, economic and reform-

minded groups began to exercise power more systematically

than ever before. 30

Very rapidly, investigations of machine-business corruption were

initiated in one state after another, involving the life insurance

industry in New York, public utility corporations in San Fran-

cisco, the railroads in half a dozen states in the Midwest and

South, streetcars and utilities in Denver, the liquor industry in

Iowa. The result was a battery of new state laws—McCormick

28 Burnham (19810:166) and Key (1956:169-96). See also Key (1984) for a discussion of

the role of the direct primary in the South in promoting a politics of faction.

29 Burnham (19810:166)
30 McCormick (1981:271).
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counted 130 laws in selected categories between 1903 and 1908—regulating lobbying, prohibiting corporate contributions to

campaigns, regulating or limiting free railroad passes for public

officials, and establishing commissions to regulate railroads. 31

"Electoral mobilization," in Kleppner's recapitulation, "has

always depended on the active intervention of mobilizing agents—political parties." 32 Whatever the limits of voter participation

built on the clientelist and tribalist appeals of the nineteenth

century, the investment in these appeals by the parties did signal

that party leaders needed working-class voters and had the orga-

nizational capacity to activate them. But after the turn of the

century, the local parties, weakened by relentless reform assaults,

were less able to reach voters, by any method at all. The great

spectacles and celebrations, the marching bands and parades, that

had punctuated earlier campaigns faded away. Even ethnoreli-

gious election appeals lost the force and fire of an earlier era, and
Republican campaigns in particular became almost ecumenical.

As party connections to. the working-class electorate atro-

phied, a gradual demobilization of voters occurred. The slide in

turnout was one sign. Another, more specifically revealing of the

attenuating connection between party and electorate, was the ero-

sion of party-line voting, with the result that a degree of frag-

mentation began to appear in electoral results that was unknown
earlier in the nineteenth century. Republican hegemony in the

North in national and especially presidential contests was modi-
fied by the simultaneous erosion of the partisanship that had
characterized nineteenth-century voting patterns. State and local

election results increasingly diverged from national results, so

that Democratic victories on the state and local level were not

unusual. Burnham characterizes this development as the begin-
ning of the "fragmented" politics of the modern era, by which

31 Ibid.
32 Kleppner (1982:71). Similarly, Ranney and Kendall (1956) maintain that "a community
. . . needs some agency or agencies (a) to define the alternatives open to it, [and] to make
clear to the voters what is involved in the choice among those alternatives."
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he means the dissolution of strict partisanship and the emergence

of diverse coalitions at different levels of government. 33 Shefter

makes a similar point when he says that the notion of a "one

party North" is exaggerated, and points to the vigorous party

competition that persisted in New York state politics throughout

the period. 34

Legal and Procedural Disenfranchisement

The closing decades of the nineteenth century also witnessed a

wave of legal reforms that had the effect of disenfranchising what

McCormick calls "discordant social elements."

Southern blacks and poor whites, by participating in the

Populist movement, and new immigrants, by supporting

the most corrupt city machines and flirting with socialism,

convinced elites everywhere that unlimited suffrage fueled

disorder. Under the banner of "reform," they enacted reg-

istration requirements, ballot laws, and other measures to

restrict suffrage. 35

Developments in the South provide the clearest illustration

of the impact of legal and procedural changes on voter turnout.

Indeed, the model for a new kind of polity that left formal voting

rights intact but stripped poorer and less-educated people of the

ability to exercise those rights was pioneered in the South. Pow-
erful and transparent economic and political interests underlay

the construction of this system. Disenfranchisement was part of

the broader effort by the southern planter class to erect a system

of political, economic, and social coercion over blacks that would

33 See Burnham (19810:170-75).
34 Shefter (1984:143).
35 McCormick (1979:295).
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permit the reestablishment of a quasi-feudal labor system. Ex-

perience showed that black enfranchisement interfered with this

objective. As late as the turn of the century, blacks were still able

to elect representatives to state and local office over much of the

South, impeding the uses of the apparatus of state and local

government to reestablish the caste labor system. Moreover,

black voters could strike alliances with dissident electoral move-

ments, as they had with northern-backed Republicans after the

Civil War. Later, as the radical farmers' movement grew and

opened new opportunities for insurgent black-white alliances, the

pressure for disenfranchisement grew, and was extended to poor

whites as well.

From the period of Reconstruction, black voting rights had

been countered by reigning Democratic parties and their Bour-

bon allies with an extraordinary repertoire of inventive tech-

niques ranging from trickery and fraud to outright violence. 36

And although fraud, trickery, and violence went far toward

reducing black voter turnout, it apparently did not go far

enough. While black voting appears to have fallen, particularly

after federal troops were withdrawn in 1877, tne evidence is that

moderate levels of black participation were maintained, keeping

southern Republican parties alive and providing significant po-

tential support for populism in the 1890s. 37 Furthermore, fraud,

trickery, and force had their limitations; they were inherently

unstable, for their effective deployment depended on vigilant

local organization, and they also made the Southern Democracy
vulnerable to a national outcry and federal intervention, a danger

that persisted long after Reconstruction. 38 "The prospect of fed-

eral enforcement of suffrage rights provoked anger, frustration

and fear," according to Bensel:

36 For an overview, see Woodward (1968). The techniques pioneered during Reconstruction

to obstruct black voting have been described by John Hope Franklin (1969: especially

chapter 18). The definitive work on the use of force in deterring blacks from voting is of

course V. O. Key (1984: chapters 25-28).
37 Kousser (1974:17-18, 28, and 78).
38 Ibid. (46-47)-
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The primary purpose . . . was to secure Republican con-

trol of the national government by recapturing marginal

areas in the South. Electoral reform simultaneously released

the Bourbons from the twin threats of federal intervention

and agrarian class-based radicalism. 39

Finally, there is some evidence that southern elites simply per-

ferred legal methods of disenfranchisement to other and more
irregular techniques. 40

The southern solution to the problems posed by the black

franchise was to attach conditions to the right to vote that did not

mention blacks, and so ostensibly would not violate the Fifteenth

Amendment, but which blacks would not fulfill. These disen-

franchising devices were not created all at once. Rather, the

campaign occurred in waves. As federal troops withdrew and the

interest of northern reformers in the freedmen waned, the south-

ern states gradually evolved the arrangements that would even-

tually strip some three-quarters of the population, black and

white, of the right to vote.

Each state became in effect a laboratory for testing one

device or another. Indeed, the cross-fertilization and coor-

dination between the movments to restrict the suffrage in

the Southern states amounted to a public conspiracy. 41

Some of the methods were already available. Georgia re-

tained on the books an optional poll tax from the time when the

payment of taxes was a common condition for the exercise of the

39 Bensel (1984:76 and 81). For a description of the heated congressional battles over legis-

lative proposals for federal intervention in southern elections before 1896, see Bensel

(1984:73-88). The last effort to impose federal supervision, known as the "Force Bill," did

not die in the Congress until Cleveland's reelection in 1892.
40 Kousser (1974:263). Rusk and Stucker (1978:207) disagree with Kousser on this point,

speculating that had informal methods of disenfranchisement been successful, the southern

states would have avoided implementing laws that were susceptible to constitutional challenge.

41 Kousser (1974:39).
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suffrage. In 1877, the state simply moved to make its poll tax

mandatory and far more onerous, 42 and turnout dropped precip-

itously. 43 Shortly afterward, in 1882, South Carolina adopted an
"eight-box" law, followed by Florida in 1889, a device that

required the voter to deposit separate ballots in each of the boxes
marked for different candidates, making it virtually impossible

for the illiterate to navigate the balloting process.

In South Carolina, the requirement that, with eight or more
ballot boxes before him, the voter must select the proper
one for each ballot, in order to insure its being counted,
furnished an effective means of neutralizing the ignorant
black vote; for though the negroes, unable to read the let-

tering on the boxes, might acquire, by proper coaching, the

power to discriminate among them by their relative posi-

tions, a moment's work by whites in transposing the boxes
would render useless an hour's laborious instruction. 44

The introduction of officially printed ballots, organized by
office rather than by party, was similarly confusing to the un-
educated. These arrangements anticipated the straightforward

literacy tests that were to come later. Meanwhile, the South
developed voter registration procedures that were distinctive for

the discretion that they granted local election officers in deciding
whether potential voters were in fact qualified. These procedures
were particularly useful in purging the electorate of blacks and
poor whites in anticipation of constitutional conventions where
more sweeping disenfranchising laws could then be enacted. 45

As Populist dissidence mounted in the late 18 80s, the

42 Rusk and Stucker (1978:21 1).
43 Kousser (1974:67 and table 3.2).
44 Dunning (1901:443). Dunning also reports a remarkable instance of gerrymandering. "In
Mississippi appeared the 'shoestring district,' three hundred miles long and about twenty
wide, including within its boundaries nearly all of the densest black communities of the

state." See Kousser (1974:50) as well.
45 Harris (1929:157) and Kousser (1974:48-49).
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southern disenfranchisement movement accelerated. Mississippi

was another pioneer, introducing both a $2.00 poll tax and a

literacy test in its constitutional convention of 1890, arrange-

ments that drove voter participation down to 17 percent by

1 900.
46 Florida and Tennessee followed quickly after, and then,

in 1894, Arkansas fell in line. Kousser offers persuasive evi-

dence of the impact of these disenfranchising measures in simul-

taneously depressing turnout and reducing support for

oppositional Republican or Populist parties in the states that

adopted them during the early 1890s, when southern electoral

challenges peaked. 47

The momentum of the disenfranchising campaign acceler-

ated again after 1896, as the earlier measures proved their effec-

tiveness, and as the resistance offered by southern Populists and

their poor white constituencies dissipated. The fact that national

Republican leaders seemed to lose interest in protecting the elec-

toral base of southern Republicanism once the party's national

dominance was assured by the 1 896 sweep of the North probably

encouraged the disenfranchisers. The rising wave of race-baiting

after Bryan's defeat also helped pave the way by appealing to the

racism of poor whites in an effort to win their support in com-

pleting the legal system of disenfranchisement.

Accordingly, after 1896, the remaining southern states fol-

lowed the path laid out by Mississippi, introducing poll tax laws

where none yet existed, or making existing poll tax measures

more restrictive by raising the amount of the tax or by making it

retroactive. In Texas, a poll tax had first been proposed in 1875,

on the ostensible grounds that it would eliminate "irresponsible

voters." But Texas was the birthplace and organizing center of

the Farmers' Alliance, and it was not until 1902, when the

Populists had disappeared, that a constitutional amendment es-

46 See Phillips and Blackman (1974:8).
47 Kousser (1974:41 and table 1.5).
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tablishing the poll tax was approved, this time frankly presented

as a white-supremacy measure. 48 By 1904, turnout in Texas had

plunged to 30 percent from its peak level of 80 percent twenty

years earlier.

After the debacle of 1896, the southern states also acted

rapidly to add literacy test barriers to poll tax barriers. To over-

come the opposition of the poor and illiterate whites who would
also be disenfranchised by these measures, complicated loopholes

were introduced that could in principle refranchise some of those

who were being disenfranchised. Thus "good character" clauses

were added that permitted voter registrars to make exceptions,

or clauses permitted registrars to accept "understanding" of some
portion of the state constitution as a substitute for literacy, or

grandfather and "fighting grandfather" clauses permitted excep-

tions to be made for those whose grandfathers had voted, or

whose grandfathers had fought for the Confederacy. But these

gestures to overcome the opposition of poor whites were usually

allowed to lapse. In any case, the loopholes did not work and
were probably not intended to work. Most poor whites were
unwilling to risk the humiliation of failing the new voter tests. 49

Table 3 . 1 Relationship of Poll Tax and Literacy Test Laws
to Presidential Turnout in Southern States, 1892-1916

Absence of Presence of
Literacy Test Literacy Test

Absence of poll tax 72 57
Presence of poll tax 40 24

Source: Rusk (1974:1043). Cell entries are presidential turnout means com-
puted over all years, 1892-1916, for states having the legal combination
listed.

48 McDonald (undated: 1 12-13).
49 A witness cited by Pendleton (1927:459) offered this description of how poor whites

reacted: "It was painful and pitiful to see the horror and dread visible on the faces of the

illiterate poor white men who were waiting to take their turn before the inquisition. . . .
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No one disputes that the southern system "worked." In the

1 8 80s and 1890s, turnout in the South had regularly exceeded

60 percent, and sometimes reached 85 percent. 50 Phillips and

Blackman provide some dramatic examples of the change. In

Arkansas, turnout dropped from over two-thirds to just over

one-third between 1884 and 1904; in Mississippi, from almost

80 percent in 1876 to less than 17 percent in 1900; and in South

Carolina participation plummeted from 83.7 percent in 18 80 to

18 percent in 1 900.
51 As the system of legal barriers was put in

place, the black vote dwindled and then disappeared, and white

turnout shrank as well. In Kousser's words, "The security of the

black belt and the Democratic party had been purchased at the

cost of abandoning popular government." 52

Table 3.2 Southern Presidential Turnout Percentages
by Race: 1876-1892; 1900-1916; 1920-1924

1876-1892 1900- 1916 1920-1924
South White Black White Black White Black

Black-belt counties IS 44 47 5 27

White counties 62 79 53 35

Total 69 60 50 2 32

Source: Kleppner (1982:53 and 65, tables 3.6 and 4.4). Black-belt counties

defined as 30 percent black.

Scholarly debate over the causes of turnout decline in the

South turns on a rather narrow dispute having to do with the

This was horrible to behold, but it was still more horrible to see the marks of humiliation

and despair that were stamped on the faces of honest but poor white men who had been

refused registration and who had been robbed of their citizenship without cause. We saw

them as they came from the presence of the registrars with bowed heads and agonized faces;

and when they spoke, in many instances, there was a tear in the voice of the humiliated

citizen." Of course, this was only one of the ways in which poor southern whites were

victimized by their own racism.
50 Kousser (1974:236).
51 Phillips and Blackman (1974:8).
52 Kousser (1974:103).
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relative weight of force and fraud on the one hand, and legal

barriers on the other hand. On the larger points, there is in fact

no dispute: millions of blacks and poor whites were disenfran-

chised, and legal barriers mattered in that process. The boldness

of the disenfranchising movement in the South makes the mo-

tives of the disenfranchisers and their techniques clear. The
South also provides strong clues, we think, to developments in

the North: uThe South is properly viewed as an extreme rather

than a wholly deviant example of processes more generally and

diffusely at work." 53

Indeed, southern elites learned many of their arguments for

disenfranchisement from reformers in the North, just as reform-

ers in the North learned some of their methods from the South.

The decades after the Civil War, when techniques for disenfran-

chising blacks and poor whites were being perfected in the states

of the Confederacy, were also the decades when something very

much like a democratic counterrevolution swept across the

North, leaving in its wake a new system of rules governing

electoral participation.

Limiting the suffrage was a solution that came easily to the

minds of northern reformers. Restricting the vote to the better

sorts of people would work toward restoring firm control of

government and politics to business and professional leaders.

Otherwise, the Nation warned in 1877, immigration would lead

to "the severance of political power from intelligence and prop-

erty." 54 Nor at the time could this sort of solution have seemed

so farfetched. It was after all still early in the "age of democ-

racy." As late as 1828, fourteen states continued to impose

property or tax-paying restrictions on white male suffrage;

Connecticut, Louisiana, and New Jersey retained these restric-

tions into the 1840s, Virginia until 1851, and South Carolina

through the Civil War. Dorr's Rebellion against suffrage re-

53 Burnham (19740:1054).
54 Cited in McGerr (1986:46).
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strictions in Rhode Island in 1842 had in fact ended in a draw

that established different property tests for native-born and nat-

uralized citizens. 55 And the democratic counterrevolution gained

momentum in the United States at a time when most European

workers had not yet won the right to vote, so precedents else-

where offered no defense of the franchise.

The straightforward attack on the right to vote for the

unpropertied remained largely rhetorical, however, perhaps be-

cause it was so unlikely to receive the support of politicians who,

pending the success of the disenfranchisers, would have to risk

the ire of the unpropertied at the polls. In 1875, Governor

Tilden of New York appointed a bipartisan commission to re-

form city governments that recommended restricting the fran-

chise in municipal elections to taxpayers and rent-payers, with

property and rental payment floors graduated by city size. In

New York City, it was proposed to restrict the franchise to those

with more than $500 in property, or those with annual rental

payments over $250. The Tilden Commission recommendations

were received enthusiastically by New York City businessmen,

including the Chamber of Commerce, the Stock Exchange, the

Produce Exchange, and the Cotton Exchange, all of whose rep-

resentatives rallied to its support, along with a roster of promi-

nent and wealthy New Yorkers. But the strategy was too obvious,

and too drastic in the effects it promised to have, particularly on

Tammany Hall, which led the opposition and worked to defeat

legislators who supported the plan. The Tilden Commission plan

ultimately failed. 56

Other and more circumspect routes to the same end were

explored. Seven nonsouthern states increased the length of their

residency requirements, 57 and eleven states repealed older laws

55 Kleppner (1982:8); Williamson (i960); Riker (1965:38).
56 McGerr (1986:49-50).
57 "Durational residency requirements of a year or more were a feature of most state codes

since the 1780s when," according to Riker (1965:57-58), "they were invented precisely

because universal suffrage seemed imminent, to substitute for land ownership as proof of an
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or constitutional provisions that had permitted immigrants to

vote if they declared their intention to become citizens. 58 Educa-

tional requirements were another and broader solution, and one

that matched the reformers repeated rhetorical calls for a more

intelligent electorate. 59 Moreover, there was something like a

modest precedent in the literacy requirements that existed on the

books in Massachusetts and Connecticut (although these had not

been enforced). There were soon to be stronger precedents in the

South, where seven states imposed literacy requirements between

1892 and 19 10. Accordingly, eleven states in the North and

West imposed literacy requirements between 1890 and 1926,

aimed, says Kleppner, at the lower class, and especially at natu-

ralized voters. 60 In 1953, Riker summed up the use of literacy

tests:

The real political purpose, so artfully concealed, is to de-

prive of citizen rights certain minorities believed to have a

low literacy rate. Eighteen states have adopted the test,

seven to disfranchise Negroes, five to disfranchise Indians

and Mexicans and Orientals, and six to disfranchise Euro-

pean immigrants. 61

Riker goes on to give the example of New York, where the

administration of literacy tests during the 1920s disfranchised

almost 20 percent of the people who took them. 62

But residency requirements or literacy tests were of them-

'interest' in the election of local officials." These restrictions persisted until the Voting Rights

Act amendments in 1970, which reduced the residence requirement for presidential elections

to thirty days, with the practical effect that thirty days became the requirement for all

elections.

58 Kleppner (1982:57-58 and 60). Between 1848 and 1890, eighteen states adopted these

alien-with-intent laws (Rusk and Stucker, 1978).
59 McGerr (1986:47) and Kleppner (1982:59).
60 Kleppner (1982:10).
61 Riker (1965:59-60).
62 Ibid.
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selves not sufficient to achieve the ambitious goal of restricting

electoral participation, especially in circumstances where local

party organizations were intent on recruiting voters, literate or

not. Nor indeed were any new rules likely to be very effective

without a procedure to implement them. An administrative

mechanism was needed that would sort out those who were eli-

gible from those who were not. The obvious mechanism was a

voter registration system, arrangements that were in fact devised

to serve a double purpose. On the one hand, these systems im-

plemented newly restrictive rules and tests; on the other hand,

they also provided a potentially flexible and selective administra-

tive mechanism to make it more difficult for some to vote and

easier for others.

The effort to restrict the suffrage focused more and more

on the procedures for certifying eligible voters, or voter registra-

tion. In fact, Massachusetts had required registration as early as

1800, and Connecticut and Maine also adopted early registration

systems. 63 And there had been episodic efforts to impose registra-

tion requirements in other states, although these efforts fre-

quently failed, or the systems were weak or indifferently applied,

at least until the closing decades of the nineteenth century. Be-

tween 1876 and 191 2, however, almost half the northern states

introduced amendments to their constitutions providing the au-

thority for voter registration requirements. Others already had

such authority, or simply legislated it without constitutional pro-

vision. 64 By 1929, when Joseph Harris compiled his review of

voter registration in the United States, all but three states (Ar-

kansas, Texas, and Indiana) had instituted registration proce-

dures, and these states would soon fall in line.
65

A system for registering voters seems at first glance a rea-

63 Carlson (1976:105).
64 Phillips and Blackman (1975:8).
65 There exists no adequate political history of voter registration. Harris (1929) is a fairly

thorough compilation of the main legislative developments. The review that follows also

draws on a paper by Hayduk (1986).
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sonable development. It was, after all, simply a means of com-
piling a list of those who were eligible to vote, a procedure that

became more necessary as the population grew, and as the vote

fraud perpetrated by the clientelist political parties became more
common. In practice, however, the way the lists were compiled
had a great deal to do with who was likely to be on them, and
who was likely to be omitted. The procedures for certifying

voters had, in other words, political significance, a fact recog-

nized from the earliest days of a mass suffrage. For that reason,

the procedures have always been the object of conflict. An at-

tempt to introduce an amendment to the New York constitution

in 1 82 1 providing for a registry of eligible voters provoked the

charge that men would be compelled to make an extra journey,
perhaps of some great distance, with the result that "a few should
rule the many, who have a desire that aristocracy shall triumph
but honest republicans will never take such pains.

"

66 The
amendment failed, by a vote of 60 to 43. 67 Similarly, when
Pennsylvania enacted its first registration law in 1836, requiring
the assessors in the county of Philadelphia to make up a list of
qualified voters, and providing that no one would be permitted
to vote who was not on the list, there were protests in the consti-

tutional convention the following year. The law, it was charged,
was designed to reduce the Philadelphia vote, and to cut down
the vote of the poor.

When the assessors went around, the laboring men were
necessarily and of course absent from their homes, engaged
in providing subsistence for themselves and their families;

and not finding the men at home, did not go again. When
the election came on these men . . . were spurned from the

ballot boxes. They were told their names were not on the

registry, and that, therefore, they had no right to vote. . . .

66 Cited in Harris (1929:70).
67 Ibid. (69-70).
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But how was it with the rich man? The gold and silver door

plate with name was enough, and there was no danger that

the assessor would overlook that. 68

These early objections only hint at the variable political

consequences of different registration procedures. In fact, com-

pared with the personal voter registration arrangements devel-

oped later, these first "nonpersonal" registration systems were

relatively benign, for they placed the burden of compiling lists

of eligible voters on town or county officials.
69 However, as

political insurgency spread in the late nineteenth century and the

movement to reform the franchise gathered momentum, voter

registration arrangements became not only more widespread, but

also increasingly restrictive. The trend was toward ever more

onerous procedural requirements: from nonpersonal registration

lists compiled by local officials to personal registration lists that

required citizens to appear before those officials at given times

and places; from permanent registration to periodic and even

annual registration; to earlier closing dates for registration, so

that campaigns no longer served to stimulate voters to register; 70

and toward more centralized administration of voter registration

that not only removed registration to less accessible and less

familiar sites, but also was more likely to remove it from the

control of local politicians with an interest in maintaining exist-

ing patterns of voter participation. 71

Logically enough, the big cities were marked from the

beginning as the target of these increasingly restrictive registra-

tion requirements. Partisan motives, class interests, and animus

against the machines combined to explain the urban focus. Dem-

68 Cited in ibid. (68).
69 Carlson (1976:155, table 4. 11) compares turnout in counties with nonpersonal and per-

sonal voter registration systems in early-twentieth-century elections, and shows that turnout

was consistently lower in counties with personal registration systems.

70 See Kelley et al. (1967:367) on the impact of closing dates on rates of registration. See also

Gosnell (1927:104).
71 Harris (1929:186).
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ocratic strength (outside of the South) was based on the immi-
grant working class and the political bosses, and they were based
in the cities. McGerr quotes Theodore Dwight Woolsey, a lib-

eral reformer and past president of Yale, in 1878: "The cities

are to be dreaded. . . . They take the lead in all commotions,
they have less wisdom and stability, but more energy and politi-

cal fanaticism." And historian Francis Parkman agreed: "It is in

the cities that the diseases of the body politic are gathered to a

head, and it is here that the need of attacking them is most
urgent. Here the dangerous classes are most numerous and
strong, and the effects of flinging the suffrage to the mob are

most disastrous." 72

Thus Pennsylvania's early nonpersonal system of registra-

tion applied at first only to Philadelphia, and each time the

registration system was made more restrictive, it was Philadel-

phia that was singled out for the new procedures. 73 In 1906, the

state legislature amended the registration procedure again, to

require annual personal registration in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh,

and Scranton. 74 When New Jersey Republicans succeeded in leg-

islating a permanent system of personal registration in 1870,
their earlier legislative victory having been repealed by the Dem-
ocrats, they applied the system to the seven cities in the state with
populations of more than twenty thousand. 75 Subsequently, after

a series of revisions, the registration system was changed so that

voters in cities over fifteen thousand had to register in person
each year.

72 Cited in McGerr (1986:48).
73 Even so staunch an advocate of registration as Harris (1929:80-81) was confounded by
the system that had developed in Philadelphia by 1929 as a result of the accumulation of
restrictive procedures: "No one may register who has not paid a poll tax, occupation tax, or

some other form of state taxation within a period of two years, and to pay the poll tax, one
must be listed by the assessor. In Philadelphia it is notorious that the assessors' lists are

grossly inaccurate and inflated, and serve no useful purpose. The poll tax required in

Philadelphia is only fifty cents, and payment serves to qualify one for two years, but many
persons are omitted by the assessor and find themselves unable to register."
74 Carlson (1976:107).
75 McCormick (1953: 149-53).
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The climactic national electoral challenge of 1896 only gave

greater impetus to efforts to strengthen registration require-

ments, while the landslide Republican victory over much of the

North smoothed the way politically by weakening the Demo-
cratic opposition. Harris summarizes the development:

In the period from 1896 to 1924, when the turnout de-

clined almost steadily, state after state enacted registration

laws which typically required registration annually and in

person of all voters in the nation's large cities; the registra-

tion procedures of this era have been described ... as "ex-

pensive, cumbersome, and inconvenient to the voter." 76

Kleppner makes the same point:

Beginning in the 1890s, stronger types of voter-registration

systems replaced the weak ones that had been used earlier in

some states. The key feature of this change was the imposi-

tion of a personal-registration requirement, a provision that

shifted the burden of establishing eligibility from the state

to the individual. By 1920, 31 nonsouthern states had put

some form of personal registration requirement into ef-

fect.
77

Thus, for example, Massachusetts had been more or less

content with its registration system of 1 800, which remained

unchanged until in 1896 the citizens of Boston were made sub-

ject to a personal periodic registration requirement, at a central

location. 78 And in New York, where the first registration law

passed in 1859 nad authorized precinct officers to prepare lists,

the 1894 constitution required personal annual registration in

76 Harris (1929:89).
77 Kleppner (1982:60).
78 Carlson (1976:105).
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cities over five thousand. In 1898, a state agency was created to

detect election fraud, and for the first few years it focused almost

exclusively on registration fraud in New York City. 79 Delaware
moved from permanent registration to biennial registration in

1899, and in 1896 Maryland required annual registration in the

city of Baltimore, where the police also purged the lists each year

by means of a house-to-house canvass. 80 Annual purges of this

type, which were also instituted elsewhere—in Boston and Mil-
waukee, for example 81—are especially revealing of the purposes
of the new voter registration arrangements. Where once the

door-to-door canvass had been used to add electors to the list,

now it was used exclusively to eliminate them. 82

Finally, the very intricacy inherent in variable registration

systems operated by state, county, and municipal officials was
important, for the execution of these complex arrangements in-

evitably gave officialdom the latitude for uneven and selective

enforcement of the new procedures. Literacy tests, for example,
could be administered differently in different places, and differ-

ently for different people. The new voter registration apparatus
also permitted the introduction of a series of informal barriers,

having to do with the days and hours that voter registration was
available, where the offices were located, how people were in-

formed of where and when, and the manner in which they were
treated by the officials who administered the procedures. In-

79 Harris (1929:76).
80 Carlson (1976:1 10).
81 Harris (1929:89).
82 Burnham's (19810:167) suggestion that the reliance on personal voter registration systems
in the United States owed something to the weakness of state bureaucratic caspacities in this

country is inconsistent with the historial evidence, which shows that increasingly elaborate

bureaucratic machinery did in fact exist, although it was used to impede voting. Thus he says

that "elsewhere in the West (including neighboring Canada), it was early accepted that it was
the state's task to compile and update electoral registers" because of the existence of state

bureaucracies capable of carrying out such a task or a "consensus that such a bureaucracy
should be created." But American registration systems were also initially based on the pre-
sumption that registering people was a state responsibility; only later were they changed to

shift to the citizen the obligation of getting one's name on the register.
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evitably, over the long run, these informal barriers tended to

exclude those who were less educated and less self-confident,

and in any case were often administered so as to secure that

effect. 83

The new procedures gradually took their toll, and voter

turnout dropped, specifically as a result of voter registration.

Kleppner, who thinks the decline in electoral competitiveness is

the principal explanation of falling turnout, nevertheless con-

cludes that voter registration requirements accounted for between

30 and 40 percent of the turnout decline where they were in

force. 84 Burnham comes to a similar conclusion, conceiving of

these obstacles as one of the ways in which the rules of the game
were intentionally changed to limit access to the ballot at the end

of the nineteenth century. He credits the new requirements with

responsibility for part of the decline in turnout that occurred,

although he thinks the effect less important than "behavioral"

depressants of turnout. In a statistical comparison (similar to

Kleppner's) of counties with personal registration with nonregis-

tration counties between 1890 and 19 10, Burnham finds that the

turnout decline in the registration counties is "only" 14.5 percent

greater. 85 Overall, however, Burnham concludes that about a

third of the decline in voter turnout that occurred in the early

decades of the twentieth century was attributable to rule changes,

and particularly to voter registration. 86

83 Campbell et al. (1960:152) make this point about southern systems; it is informal barriers,

rather than legislative restrictions, that account for variations in turnout among southern

blacks.

84 Kleppner (1982:61-62). His conclusion is based on a comparison of turnout rates in areas

covered by personal registration requirements, and areas in which there was either no regis-

tration or a nonpersonal registration system. It should be noted that Kleppner concludes that

the impact of personal voter registration was substantially weaker in the Metropole than in

the Periphery, especially after 1900. See also Kleppner and Baker (1980).
85 Burnham (1974b: 10 1 1, and see also 1970: chapter 4, and 1979).
86 Burnham (1981c: 191) is also pertinent; he rephrases his estimate of the turnout decline

due to voter registration "as much less than one half." Carlson (1976: chapter 4) contains a

systematic comparison of turnout in counties and states with personal registration, nonper-

sonal registration, and no registration in the presidential elections from 191 2 to 1924.

Carlson also goes on to reexamine these data controlling for a series of socioeconomic vari-



How Demobilization Was Accomplished / 95

Because the several main features of the system of 1896
worked together, each reinforcing the other, we think attempts

to estimate the separate effects of each aspect of the system can be
misleading. We will turn to this problem, and to the theoretical

disputes that have arisen in assessing these relative effects, in the

next chapter. For now, our point is simpler. The several trans-

formations in the institutional framework that governed electoral

participation—a decline in party competition, weakened and re-

organized parties, and new rules restricting access to the ballot—worked together to depress turnout. 87 In chapter 4, we show
how this integrated perspective brings together the several main
strands of thought that purport to explain the class-skewed elec-

torate in the United States.

ables. But for reasons that we will explain shortly, it is the simple correlations that are most
illuminating.
87 Not surprisingly, given the general demobilization of the electorate, the fall in turnout is

even steeper in off-year elections. And it was steepest in the South, where, in the off-year

elections between 1922 and 1926, turnout fell to 10. 6 percent. See Kleppner (1982:37).
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