






POLITICS OF 

THE GILDED AGE 



LOCAL GOVS GREW INEFFICIENT 

POLITICIANS SOUGHT TO 

MANIPULATE VOTERS & GAIN POWER 

SECRET INTERNAL CORRUPTION 

GOT POLITICIANS RICH 



An organized group of political 

officials who controlled activities 

of a political party within a city 

With migration & urbanization, 

political parties sought to take 

advantage of chaos to control 

office 

HOW? 

Officials gave favors and perks to 

voters & businesses in return for 

support at the ballots 

“You get my back, I’ll get yours!” 



Structure: LIKE A PYRAMID! 

rounded up votes in neighborhoods & 
city blocks 

Block Captains & Precinct Workers 

escorted voters to the ballot box 

gave local favors, ensured precinct 
votes were secured 

Ward Bosses 

controlled most local services and 
chose candidates to elect 

The City Boss 



Selects a candidate 

for public office 

jobs, housing, citizenship, courts, perks 

controlled by the city boss 



Political Machines preyed on newly-arrived 

IMMIGRANTS and struggling 

BUSINESSES the most! 

hire 2nd gen. immigrants to speak to newbies in native 
language 

how it worked 

took advantage of “culture shock”, promised housing, 
jobs, & quick naturalization for worried new immigrants 

businesses could get quick licenses and bypass 
paperwork, see competitors “disappear” in return for 
cash/votes 



1. Elected officials were  

    unqualified “lackeys” 

2. Electorate were  

     indebted to corrupt 

    officials 



MACHINES BECAME MORE BOLD 

WITH THEIR EXPLOITS, RESORTING 

TO OPEN CRIME AND CORRUPTION 

DESIRE TO KEEP POWER LED TO 

INEFFICIENT GOV., EXPLOITATION 

OF CITIZENRY 



Graft: the illegal use of political 

power for personal gain 

Machines would get “kickbacks” 

for employment 
have workers over-bill the city for 
jobs done and then skim off the top 

They would commit voter fraud 

when enough votes couldn’t be 

bought 

fake names, dead people 

they controlled police, took 
payments which allowed illegal 
business 



The most famous political machine 

was Tammany Hall in New York 

Run by “Boss” Tweed, it was a 

democratic machine that ran NY 

Helped by negative cartoons by 

Thomas Nast, outrage over 

Tammany’s graft led to it downfall 

Tweed was arrested and convicted of 
fraud 

estimates claimed Tweed defrauded 
NY out of 10s of millions of $$ in 
kickbacks 





NATIONWIDE, POLITICIANS WERE 

PRESSURED TO CHANGE WAYS 

AND PREVENT FUTURE FRAUD 

REFORMS UNCOVERED THE 

CORRUPTION HIDDEN UNDER THE 

GOLDEN “GILD” OF THE AGE 



movement’s LEGACY 

supporters of patronage, Stalwarts, 
killed Garfield so his Stalwart VP, 
Chester A. Arthur, could be Pres. 

Presidents Hayes & Garfield 

repealed patronage & gave civil 

service jobs based on merit 

Arthur turned reformer, passed 

the Pendleton Civil Service Act 
made it mandatory to give gov 
appointments based on merit 







It leads to a New Era of 

accountability and 

confidence in government! 



CLOSURE 

 1) The structure of the Political Machine 
 

2) The methods used by Political Machines 

to manipulate the system 
 

3) Civil service reform 

Write THREE things you 

learned today about


