
the plunkitt of tammany hall

the plunkitt of tammany hall is a seminal work that provides an insider’s
perspective on the workings of political machines in late 19th and early 20th
century New York City. Authored by George Washington Plunkitt, a prominent
Tammany Hall politician, the book outlines the practices, principles, and
ethical considerations of political patronage and machine politics. This
article explores the historical context of Tammany Hall, the life and role of
George Washington Plunkitt, and the key concepts introduced in the book,
including “honest graft.” Additionally, it examines the impact of Plunkitt’s
ideas on American political culture and the legacy of political machines.
This comprehensive overview aims to shed light on the significance of the
plunkitt of tammany hall in understanding urban political dynamics and
machine politics in American history. The following sections will guide
readers through the origins, main themes, and enduring influence of this
important political document.
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Impact on American Political Culture

Legacy and Modern Perspectives on Machine Politics

Historical Background of Tammany Hall

Tammany Hall was a powerful political organization that dominated New York
City politics for much of the 19th and early 20th centuries. Founded in 1789,
it evolved into a Democratic Party political machine known for its influence
over elections, government appointments, and civic operations. The
organization was notorious for its patronage system, where loyalty and
support were rewarded with jobs and contracts. Tammany Hall played a
significant role in integrating immigrant communities, especially Irish
Americans, into political life. However, it was also associated with
corruption, vote-buying, and manipulation of public resources. The plunkitt
of tammany hall offers a first-hand account of how this political machine
operated from the perspective of one of its key players.

Origins and Rise to Power

The origins of Tammany Hall trace back to a social club that became a
political force by aligning itself with the Democratic Party. Its rise to
power was facilitated by a growing immigrant population, especially Irish
immigrants seeking political representation and social services. Tammany Hall
provided these communities with jobs, legal assistance, and aid in exchange
for votes, creating a reciprocal relationship that solidified its political



dominance.

Role in Urban Politics

Throughout the 19th century, Tammany Hall controlled city government and
electoral politics in New York City. It influenced the appointment of
municipal officials, managed public works contracts, and maintained a network
of ward bosses and precinct captains who ensured voter turnout and loyalty.
This system allowed Tammany Hall to maintain power despite frequent
accusations of corruption and graft.

George Washington Plunkitt: The Man Behind the
Memoirs

George Washington Plunkitt was a prominent figure within Tammany Hall and is
best known for his candid explanations of machine politics in his book, the
plunkitt of tammany hall. Born in 1842, Plunkitt served as a state senator
and a ward boss, directly involved in the inner workings of the political
machine. His memoirs, based on informal interviews, reveal his pragmatic
approach to politics and his justification of practices that many considered
corrupt.

Political Career and Influence

Plunkitt’s political career spanned several decades during which he wielded
considerable influence within the Tammany Hall organization. As a ward boss,
he was responsible for mobilizing voters and distributing patronage jobs. His
ability to navigate the political landscape and maintain the loyalty of
constituents made him an archetype of the urban political boss.

Philosophy and Approach to Politics

Unlike many politicians who publicly condemned corruption, Plunkitt openly
embraced the realities of machine politics. He distinguished between "honest
graft" and "dishonest graft," advocating for the former as a legitimate means
of political success. His philosophy emphasized practical results and loyalty
over ideological purity, reflecting the political culture of his time.

Key Concepts in the Plunkitt of Tammany Hall

The plunkitt of tammany hall introduces several key concepts that define the
operational ethos of political machines. Central among these is the idea of
“honest graft,” which Plunkitt describes as profiting from political insider
knowledge without breaking the law. The book also highlights the importance
of patronage, loyalty, and the reciprocal relationship between politicians
and constituents.



Honest Graft

Honest graft refers to the practice of using political insight and access to
benefit financially while avoiding illegal activities. Plunkitt argued that
knowing about upcoming public projects allowed politicians to invest in land
or businesses that would increase in value, thereby profiting legitimately.
This concept distinguishes the acceptable aspects of machine politics from
outright corruption.

Political Patronage and Loyalty

Political patronage was the cornerstone of Tammany Hall’s power. By rewarding
supporters with jobs, contracts, and favors, the organization ensured loyalty
and sustained its influence. Plunkitt emphasized the importance of personal
relationships and maintaining a strong connection with the electorate to
secure votes and political stability.

Machine Politics as a System

The book outlines how political machines operated as complex systems
involving ward bosses, precinct captains, and various operatives working
together to control electoral outcomes. This hierarchical structure allowed
Tammany Hall to manage large urban populations and maintain political
dominance despite opposition and reform efforts.

Honest Graft and Political Patronage

Understanding the distinction between honest graft and dishonest graft is
essential to grasping the plunkitt of tammany hall’s message. Plunkitt
justified honest graft as a way for politicians to capitalize on
opportunities arising from their public service without engaging in overt
corruption. This section delves deeper into the mechanics and ethical
considerations of these practices.

Mechanics of Honest Graft

Honest graft involved leveraging insider information about government
projects, such as land acquisitions or infrastructure developments, to make
profitable investments. Politicians like Plunkitt claimed this was a fair
reward for their work and knowledge. This practice was seen as a pragmatic
approach to politics rather than outright theft or bribery.

Political Patronage Practices

Patronage entailed distributing jobs and favors to loyal supporters, ensuring
a dependable voter base and reinforcing the machine’s power. These
appointments often went to immigrants or working-class citizens, providing
them with economic security in exchange for political support. Although
criticized for promoting nepotism and inefficiency, patronage was a
functional element of Tammany Hall's strategy.



Ethical and Legal Boundaries

While honest graft was defended as ethical within the machine’s context,
critics argued that it blurred the line between public service and personal
gain. Dishonest graft involved outright bribery, kickbacks, and embezzlement,
which were illegal and condemned. Plunkitt’s candid discussion of these
boundaries offers valuable insight into the moral framework of political
machines.

Impact on American Political Culture

The plunkitt of tammany hall significantly influenced how political machines
and urban politics are understood in American history. By providing a
transparent account of machine operations, it shed light on the complexities
and contradictions of political patronage and corruption. This section
explores the book’s role in shaping political discourse and reform movements.

Influence on Political Reform

The revelations in Plunkitt’s memoirs and similar exposés fueled progressive
reform efforts aimed at dismantling political machines. Reformers advocated
for civil service exams, transparency, and merit-based appointments to reduce
patronage and corruption. The book thus contributed to a broader awareness of
the need for political accountability.

Shaping Perceptions of Political Machines

Plunkitt’s frankness humanized political bosses, presenting them as pragmatic
actors navigating complex urban environments. This nuanced portrayal
challenged simplistic views of machines as purely corrupt entities and
highlighted their role in providing services and political integration for
immigrant communities.

Legacy in Political Science and History

The plunkitt of tammany hall remains a valuable primary source for scholars
studying urban politics, patronage systems, and American political
development. Its insights continue to inform debates about corruption,
political ethics, and the nature of political power in democratic societies.

Legacy and Modern Perspectives on Machine
Politics

Although Tammany Hall’s influence waned by the mid-20th century, the legacy
of machine politics endures in various forms. The plunkitt of tammany hall
offers lessons on the persistence of patronage, the challenges of political
reform, and the complexities of electoral politics in urban settings. This
final section examines the contemporary relevance of Plunkitt’s ideas and the
evolution of political machines.



Decline of Tammany Hall

The decline of Tammany Hall resulted from increasing public demand for
government transparency, legal reforms, and shifts in urban demographics.
Corruption scandals and the rise of merit-based civil service systems eroded
the machine’s power, though elements of patronage persisted in different
guises.

Modern Political Machines and Patronage

While traditional political machines like Tammany Hall are largely defunct,
patronage and machine-like politics remain present in some local governments.
Contemporary political organizations sometimes employ similar tactics to
mobilize voters and maintain influence, highlighting the enduring relevance
of Plunkitt’s observations.

Lessons for Contemporary Politics

The plunkitt of tammany hall underscores the need to balance effective
political organization with ethical governance. It serves as a reminder of
the importance of transparency, accountability, and the dangers of conflating
public service with personal enrichment. Understanding this history aids in
addressing ongoing challenges in political systems today.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is "The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" about?

"The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" is a collection of speeches and remarks by
George Washington Plunkitt, a New York politician, explaining the inner
workings of Tammany Hall politics and his concept of "honest graft."

Who was George Washington Plunkitt?

George Washington Plunkitt was a prominent Tammany Hall politician in New
York City known for his candid discussions about political patronage and
corruption in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.



What does "honest graft" mean in the context of
Plunkitt's writings?

"Honest graft" refers to Plunkitt's idea that politicians can profit from
insider knowledge and political opportunities in a legal or semi-legal
manner, distinguishing it from "dishonest graft" which involves outright
corruption.

Why is "The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" considered
historically significant?

The book provides a firsthand account of machine politics in New York City,
revealing how political machines operated and maintained power through
patronage and practical politics during the Gilded Age.

When was "The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" published?

"The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" was published in 1905, based on interviews
conducted by journalist William L. Riordon with George Washington Plunkitt.

How did Tammany Hall influence New York politics
according to Plunkitt?

According to Plunkitt, Tammany Hall maintained power by providing services to
immigrants and the poor in exchange for votes, using patronage jobs and
political favors to build loyalty and control local politics.

What role does "The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" play in
understanding political corruption?

The book offers insight into the blurred lines between legal political
activity and corruption, illustrating how political machines exploited the
system while justifying their actions as serving the public good.

Is "The Plunkitt of Tammany Hall" still relevant
today?

Yes, it remains relevant as a classic study of political machines, patronage,
and the ethics of political behavior, providing lessons on power dynamics and
corruption that resonate in contemporary politics.

Additional Resources
1. Plunkitt of Tammany Hall: A Series of Very Plain Talks on Very Practical
Politics
This classic book by William L. Riordon offers an insider’s view of the
political machine known as Tammany Hall through the voice of George
Washington Plunkitt. It presents Plunkitt’s candid explanations of political
patronage, "honest graft," and the workings of urban politics in the late
19th and early 20th centuries. The book is both an informative historical
document and a colorful portrayal of political maneuvering in New York City.

2. Tammany Hall: Power and Politics in New York City



This book provides a comprehensive history of Tammany Hall, tracing its rise
from a social club to a powerful political machine. It explores key figures,
including Plunkitt, and the strategies they used to maintain control over
city politics. The narrative highlights the impact of Tammany Hall on New
York’s development and political culture.

3. Honest Graft: The Politics of George Washington Plunkitt
Focusing specifically on Plunkitt’s idea of "honest graft," this book delves
into the ethical complexities of political corruption and patronage. It
examines how Plunkitt differentiated between corrupt and acceptable political
practices, providing insight into the mindset of machine politicians. The
work also contextualizes these ideas within the broader framework of American
political history.

4. Boss Tweed and the Rise of Tammany Hall
This biography centers on William M. Tweed, the infamous boss whose
leadership epitomized Tammany Hall’s power and excesses. It details the
organization’s structure and its influence on urban politics during Tweed’s
era. The book also connects the legacy of Boss Tweed to later figures like
Plunkitt, illustrating the continuity of machine politics.

5. Urban Machines: Political Bosses and the Making of Modern Cities
Exploring political machines beyond just Tammany Hall, this book places
Plunkitt and his contemporaries within the broader trend of urban political
bosses in America. It analyzes how these machines shaped city governance,
social services, and immigrant integration. The book offers comparative
perspectives that deepen understanding of Plunkitt’s role and tactics.

6. Inside the Machine: The Politics of George Washington Plunkitt
This detailed account focuses closely on Plunkitt’s political career and
philosophy, using primary sources including his speeches and writings. It
highlights the practical aspects of his approach to politics and his
contributions to Tammany Hall’s enduring strength. Readers gain a nuanced
view of the man behind the myth and his influence on New York politics.

7. Political Patronage and the Tammany Machine
This scholarly work investigates the system of patronage that underpinned
Tammany Hall’s power, with Plunkitt as a central figure. It examines how
jobs, contracts, and favors were distributed to secure loyalty and votes. The
book situates these practices within the evolving American political system,
providing critical analysis of their consequences.

8. The Gilded Age and Tammany Hall: Corruption and Reform
Set during the Gilded Age, this book explores the tension between rampant
corruption exemplified by Tammany Hall and the reform movements that sought
to challenge it. It discusses Plunkitt’s era as a time when political
machines adapted to changing social and political conditions. The narrative
underscores the complexities of reform and resistance in urban governance.

9. From Tammany to Modern Politics: The Legacy of Plunkitt
This book traces the influence of Tammany Hall and Plunkitt’s political
strategies on contemporary American politics. It analyzes how machine
politics evolved and the ways in which aspects of Plunkitt’s approach persist
today. The work provides a bridge between historical political machines and
modern political practices.
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