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Preface

This book is about some of the dominant characteristics of Amer-
ican politics and government in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century. It is also a study of recent scholarship on these
subjects and an effort to identify fruitful directions for future
research. Originally written as separate articles, the chapters that
follow do not provide a comprehensive narrative of American
politics from the Jackson period to the Progressive era. But they
do have common themes, and they present aspects of a single
argument. Each of these essays is concerned, in one way or
another, with the mass political parties—from their emergence in
the 1820s and 1830s, through their heyday in the mid- and late-
1800s, to their transformation in the early 1900s. Each deals, as
well, with governance during that same century, especially with
the economic policies of promotion and distribution—and later
regulation—that formed the most characteristic functions of
American government at every level. Above all, each of these
essays tries to contribute to sorting out the complicated relation-
ships between politics and policy during the long era that I have
labeled the “party period” in American history.

Although these articles share the same themes, they vary in
scope and focus. First comes an introduction laying out the
leading concerns of the chapters to follow. Next are three histori-
ographic essays that summarize and critique several of the most
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important recent trends in the writing of American political
history. The first of these scrutinizes the ethnocultural voting
studies, the second looks at the studies of realignments and criti-
cal elections, and the third analyzes some more recent efforts to
do a “‘social analysis” of political history. If I have occasionally
been a tough critic of these “schools,” I hope that I have not
failed to recognize their very considerable contributions to our
understanding of American political history. The next three es-
says all treat the political parties, but they do so in diverse ways.
The first is an encyclopedia article synthesizing the history of
American parties and relating it to changing patterns of gover-
nance. This 1s the only essay in the book that strays significantly
beyond the party period, and it differs from most of the others, as
well, in having been written originally for a general rather than a
scholarly audience. In its major argument, however, this article
anticipates the more specialized piece that follows, the theme
essay for the entire volume on the party period and its policies.
The last article in this section also carries forward a subject
introduced in the general essay on parties, in this case the anti-
partyism that always formed a major element in American politi-
cal culture. The final three articles all concern the political
changes of the early 1900s when the party period’s distinctive
patterns of politics and governance were disrupted. The first of
these essays, which like the encyclopedia article was intended for
general readers, assesses contemporary interpretations of progres-
sivism and suggests some directions for study. The second traces
the course of political and governmental change in a single state,
New York, while the last essay offers a theory about how progres-
sivism brought similar changes to the nation at large.

Seven of these articles have previously appeared in print, and I
have largely resisted the temptation to try to improve them here. 1
have, however, corrected a number of errors and made certain
stylistic changes for the sake of consistency from one article to the
next. In a few instances, I have rewritten brief passages either for
the sake of clarity or to eliminate the direct repetition of an
occasional sentence that appeared in more than one essay. In no
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case have I altered the substance of the articles. They stand
essentially unchanged.

Most historical studies depend on the work of others, and this
book does so to an unusual degree. It is the product of extended
dialogues that I have carried on (usually in private but sometimes
in public) with scholars in the field of American political history
ever since I began graduate school a decade and a half ago.
Inspired partly by reactions against the work of others but more
frequently by the desire to understand and extend their labors,
these articles were written to help me come to terms with what I
considered to be some of the most important developments in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American political his-
tory. All of these essays thus rely heavily on the existing scholar-
ship, although a number of them also reflect my own original
research, My fondest hope for this book is that fellow historians
will regard the ideas it expresses as sufficiently interesting to
warrant the continuation of our dialogues.

A great number of historians have already given me their
reactions to one or more of these articles, usually prior to my
completion of the final draft. Whatever strengths these essays
may possess is due in significant part to the comments and
suggestions they provided. In listing these men and women here I
wish to thank them warmly for their help-~but not to implicate
any of them in notions they may still consider wrongheaded:
Paula Baker, Rudolph M. Bell, Paul G. E. Clemens, Mary O.
Furner, Lloyd C. Gardner, Gerald N. Grob, William H. Har-
baugh, Michael F. Holt, Paul Kleppner, Marc W. Kruman, Su-
zanne Lebsock, Arthur S. Link, William A. Link, Katheryne C.
McCormick, Richard P. McCormick, Peyton McCrary, Sa-
muel T. McSeveney, William L. O’Neill, Gerald Pomper, James
Reed, John F. Reynolds, Daniel T. Rodgers, Herbert H. Rowen,
Joel H. Silbey, Thomas P. Slaughter, Warren 1. Susman, Da-
vid P. Thelen, Barbara M. Tucker, Harry L. Watson, Robert F,
Wesser, R. Hal Williams, and C. Vann Woodward.

Among the historians listed above, fully a dozen are my col-
leagues at Rutgers University. Seeing their names reminds me
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what an imaginative and lively history department we inhabit
together. Several of these articles were completed during two
leaves of absence from teaching when I was in residence at the
Shelby Cullom Davis Center for Historical Studies at Princeton
University (1981-82) and at the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars at the Smithsonian Institution (1985). I am
very grateful to the directors of these two centers, Lawrence Stone
and James H. Billington, respectively, for the stimulating schol-
arly environments they afforded me and, even more, to the other
Davis and Wilson Fellows who shared with me their thoughts
and their camaraderie during our time together. The Rutgers
University Research Council has always been generous in pro-
viding grants to assist my research, and most of the articles in this
book have benefited from that help. Sheldon Meyer of Oxford
University Press encouraged me to publish these essays and gave
me in full measure the personal and editorial support for which
he is justly famous among American historians. I thank him very
sincerely for making this book possible.

Finally, all books depend upon some special people without
whom neither scholarship nor anything else would mean very
much. These people have helped me in different ways to write
this book, some simply by being my friends: Harvey Sudzin,
John Reinus, Marc W. Kruman, Paul G. E. Clemens, David M.
Oshinsky, Dorothy Boulia, Katheryne C. McCormick, and Rich-
ard P. McCormick. Each of them knows what I mean. Elizabeth
Wells McCormick was born too recently even to slow this book
down, but I trust she will make up for that by the ume I complete
another. I certainly hope so. Her mother, Suzanne Lebsock,
greatly assisted me in writing a number of these essays, but
Suzanne helps far more every day by sharing my life and letting
me share hers. Warren 1. Susman died as I was finishing this
book. I have placed his name at the beginning because I want
everyone who knew this extraordinary man to know how much
his scholarship and friendship meant to me.

New Brunswick R. L. M.
January 1986
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Introduction

During the 1820s and 1830s, the world’s first mass parties
emerged in the United States. Organized by skillful leaders in
nearly every state by 1840, the Democrats and Whigs soon per-
fected a spectacular style of campaigning to arouse the voters,
and in presidential elections the parties regularly drew to the
polls three-quarters of the eligible electorate. Even in the off-
years, the great majority of the nation’s adult white males loyally
voted the party tickets and relished the masculine camaraderie
found 1n torchlight parades, campaign rallies, and victory cele-
brations. When the ballots were counted, almost every man
elected—from town supervisor to president—was a representative
of one of the major parties. Fortunately for partisan office-
holders, only limited public policies were expected of the nine-
teenth-century State, and the parties usually proved able to man-
age the everyday tasks of government. Especially in allocating the
economic resources and privileges whose distribution formed the
State’s most characteristic activity, partisan legislators genuinely
excelled. Although the party system of Democrats and Whigs
lasted for only two decades, the types of parties formed in the
1830s and the patterns of partisan voting and partisan policy-
making that stabilized by the 1840s endured for the rest of the
century. This was the party period in American history.
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The nineteenth-century parties thrived for good reasons. Their
leaders understood and cultivated the popular passions for lib-
erty and independence that had been born of the Revolution and
kept alive among succeeding generations of Americans. Address-
ing voters in versions of the republican language that was the
common medium of American political discourse, Democratic,
Whig, and Republican leaders all portrayed their own party as
the instrument of republican liberty and the opposing party as its
enemy. Voters found these appeals believable because party rhet-
oric was so often accurate in identifying the dangers to liberty felt
by ordinary people—a monster bank, a Popish conspiracy, a
grasping slavocracy, or an evil trust. The precise nature of these
perceived threats varied from one place to another, and in that
geographic variation lay the parties’ second great strength: their
rootedness in local communities. Party leaders knew their con-
stituents well—their dreams for the future, their fears, their prej-
udices. And they spoke to these sentiments in terms carefully
chosen to appeal to the ethnic, religious, and sectional identities
of local voters. In a culturally heterogeneous society that was still
highly decentralized, party principles could be explained one
way in one place and another way elsewhere—using whatever
words and symbols meant the most in each locale.

Just as party rhetoric could be tailored to individual communi-
ties, so could public policies. Indeed nineteenth-century Ameri-
can governance was ideally suited to the parties’ needs. In allocat-
ing governmental largess to individuals, corporations, and
towns, the party organizations cemented the support of diverse
constituencies. Within an expanding economy and a growing
nation, almost every white man could plausibly hope for his
share of the resources, and every community could dream of its
bank or railroad connection. Bestowing one corporation charter
seldom precluded granting another, nor did policies of allocation
seem to divide the nation into irreconcilably antagonistic classes.
The parties thrived on making these discrete, particularistic pol-
icy decisions, just as they did on distributing patronage. So many
basic features of the nineteenth-century political setting thus
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encouraged the political parties: a republican ideology that
enabled them to present themselves as defenders of liberty, a
community-based political system that permitted the parties to
fashion distinctive local appeals with little regard for nationwide
consistency, and a policy structure that gave precedence to the
very sort of governmental decisions that the parties were best
equipped to make.

Even in such a propitious environment, however, the party
organizations did not always find it easy to keep control of the
voters and the government. Many citizens remained deeply suspi-
cious of political parties. The Anglo-American political tradi-
tion taught that parties tended to divide an otherwise harmo-
nious community and that their appearance meant that some
men were putting their own selfish interests above the common
good of the whole people. The experience of the Revolution and
its aftermath had reinforced this antipartyism, and most citizens
of the early republic probably shared it. Despite the best efforts of
Democratic, Whig, and, later, Republican leaders, the suspicion
of parties never entirely disappeared from American political
culture. Parties were always required to operate within an ideo-
logical environment that was in some ways hostile to their exis-
tence.

The party organizations also had to struggle to contain the
very same cultural and sectional animosities upon which their
own appeals were often based. At the local level, party leaders
championed their constituents’ ethnic and religious values and
sought to preserve them through favorable governmental actions.
Beyond the local community, however, antagonistic cultural
groups clashed repeatedly over such subjects as education,
liquor, leisure, and social behavior, and their struggles inevitably
endangered the party coalitions. With the rise of European immi-
gration in the 1840s, ethnic and religious conflict became a
permanent—and threatening—{fact of party life. The sectional
crisis over slavery presented even greater dangers to the political
parties. Antebellum politicians in both the North and the South
capitalized on sectional differences by portraying their party as
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best able to defend their section’s rights. But when territorial
expansion forced the slavery issue into the national political
arena, neither party was able to contain the resulting emotions,
much less to resolve the controversy.

Despite the strength of nineteenth-century partisan attach-
ments, these cultural and sectional quarrels constantly threat-
ened—and frequently disrupted—party unity. Twice during the
party period electoral lines were substantially reshuffled—in the
1850s and again in the 1890s. During the first of these realign-
ments, the Whig party disappeared and the Republican party
emerged. During the second, an era of intense party competition
gave way to a generation of Republican dominance. For many
voters, the realignments brought the dissolution of existing loyal-
ties and their replacement by new partisan attachments; for oth-
ers, realignment meant departure from the active electorate. In
the aftermath of the electoral upheavals of the 1850s and the
1890s, the party organizations continued to dominate American
politics, but they could never rest easy amidst the tensions gener-
ated by differences of culture and section.

Perhaps the greatest danger to the parties lay in the dissatisfac-
tion many people felt with existing governmental policies. Some
Americans, especially petty producers on the outskirts of the
market economy, had never favored the public promotion of
economic development—the very endeavor which the party or-
ganizations found so rewarding. Entrepreneurs and their politi-
cal allies usually managed to keep developmental policies at the
top of the governmental agenda, but they rarely did so without a
struggle. As time passed, moreover, it became increasingly evi-
dent to many people that monumental social inequalities re-
sulted when the government aided particular economic enter-
prises but gave little attention to regulating them. Unlike
particularistic policies of distribution, regulatory measures ex-
plicitly grouped one social class in opposition to others and
therefore were not easy for the parties to enact. But the pressure
for such policies grew—not only from weaker elements in the
society but also from big business interests——and by the early
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1900s American governance was on the verge of a transition that
would assist in creating a far less hospitable environment for the
political parties.

Soon after 1900, in fact, the party period came to a close.
Antiparty sentiments, which had been kept in check since the
Jacksonian era, now burst forth amidst an outbreak of progres-
sive idealism and an upsurge of interest-group organizing. Parti-
san loyalties weakened and party voting declined, encouraged in
some cases by enactment of election laws that seemed to strike at
the very bases of the party organizations’ power. Governments at
every level took on new tasks of managing and ordering an
industrial society, and the parties’ control over governance de-
clined. The parties by no means disappeared (in some respects
they may even have gained from the changes of the early 1900s),
but their place in the polity was altered—and diminished—com-
pared to what it had been for most of the previous century.

The toregoing sketch of the political parties of nineteenth-cen-
tury America is in large part a product of the “new political
history” of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.! To an equally great
degree, however, it is the product of my reaction against certain
elements of that history. Because each of the first three essays in
this book analyzes and critiques an important segment of the
recent writing on nineteenth-century politics, it may be useful to
summarize the findings of that literature and to locate those
findings in relation to the interpretation of the party period
offered here.

It 1s scarcely an exaggeration to say that American political
historians rediscovered parties within the past quarter century.
To the first generation of professional historians and political
scientists in the United States (those who wrote between approxi-

1. Allan G. Bogue, “United States: The ‘New’ Political History,” in Bogue,
Clio & the Bitch Goddess: Quantification in American Political History (Beverly
Hills, 1983), pp. 57-78.
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mately 1880 and 1915), political parties were crucial institutions
in the establishment of American democracy. Scarcely uncritical
of the parties, these scholars nonetheless lavished impressive
attention on the party organizations, their nominating practices,
electoral techniques, legisiative methods, and their role in gov-
ernment. Then, somewhat inexplicably, these topics faded from
the scholarly agenda. From the 1920s through the 1940s, political
historians were preoccupied with elaborating and testing the
seminal theses of Beard and Turner, with explaining the sec-
tional crises of the mid-nineteenth century, and with the writing
of biographies. All of these valuable endeavors, to be sure, bore
some relationship to the study of party politics. But parties were
seldom central in this literature, and, by and large, its authors
tended to take for granted existing understandings of what par-
ties were and how they operated. Guided by a progressive mental-
ity that was deeply suspicious of parties, historians generally
associated parties with spoils and corruption, with subservience
to business interests, and with the thwarting of reform. The
minority of partisans who were treated with scholarly sympathy
tended to come from the ranks of third parties or of dissident
factions within the major parties. It was these dissenters, moreover,
rather than the major party leaders, who usually received credit
for the periodic upheavals—commonly termed eras of reform—
that marked American political history.?

Then in the 1960s and 1970s the scholarly tides rurned. Taking
parties seriously as agents of political mobilization, as bearers of
ideology, and (to a lesser extent) as instruments of governmental
policymaking, historians began to produce a vast literature docu-
menting nearly every aspect of party life. Especially in the early
years of the new political history, much of the research on parties

2. Richard P. McCormick, “The ‘New American Political History’: 1890-
1915,” a paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American
Historians, April 1985; Austin Ranney, The Doctirine of Responsible Party Gou-
ernment: Its Origins and Present State (Urbana, 1954); john Higham, History:
Professional Scholarship in Americe, Johns Hopkins Paperbacks Edition (Balti-
more, 1983), pp. 171-211.
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was quantitative in nature and directed toward uncovering
general patterns over time in voter turnout, in the social bases of
party politics, and in legislative roll-call votes. Together this new
work significantly enlarged what was known about the political
parties—their origins and development, their methods of organi-
zation, the backgrounds of their leaders, the policies for which
their legislators voted, the nature of their electoral coalitions, and
the belief systems of their supporters. Overall the new research
tended to improve the historical image of the nineteenth-century
parties. At the risk of some over-generalization, the heightened
appreciation of the parties may be said to have had two basic
elements, each multi-faceted and complex. First was the notion
that the political parties were reasonably democratic institutions
that expressed meaningful beliefs and values and sought to use
the government to enact—at least in general terms—the policies
they promised.? Second was the contention that the major politi-
cal parties were important instruments of the most significant
transformations in the structure of American politics—usually
associated with electoral realignments and the creation of new
party systems.*

Among the studies suggesting that nineteenth-century parties
were democratic bodies filling real needs, none were more impor-
tant—especially in the early years of the new political history—
than the works on popular voting behavior discussed in the first
article below. Published during the 1960s and early 1970s, these
studies employed quantitative methods (together with more tra-
ditional historical sources) to uncover the social origins of parti-
san behavior and to document the values and beliefs which
guided the mass of ordinary male citizens in making their voting

3. Many of the studies of popular voting behavior, of legislative roll-call votes,
and of party ideologies written during the 1960s and 1970s illustrate these trends
in interpretation; for prominent examples see the essays reprinted in Joel H.
Silbey, The Partisan Imperative: The Dynamics of American Politics Before the
Civil War (New York, 1985).

4. On this literature see the essay below entitled ‘“The Realignment Synthesis
in American History.”
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choices. By now, the findings of these works are familiar to most
American historians. Party loyalties were strong and voting be-
havior was generally stable in nineteenth-century America be-
cause partisan attachments—Ilike religious affiliations—had deep
roots in family and community life. Party leaders voiced the same
values that voters learned in their homes and churches, and when
leaders discussed national issues they related them to the cultural
and communal concerns of greatest importance to most people.
Not surprisingly in this light, ethnicity and religion were the
most important determinants of party choice, although (as ob-
served below) ethnocultural factors could become politically sa-
lient in distinct—and sometimes contradictory—ways. These con-
clusions have dramatically enhanced our understanding of
nineteenth-century party politics.

Influential as they have been, however, the ethnocultural vot-
ing studies have not escaped searching examination. Some quan-
titatively oriented observers have called their methodologies into
question.’ Other critics, emanating from the ranks of social his-
torians, have rejected what they see as an ahistorical dichotomy
between “cultural” and “‘economic” factors.® Sull other re-
searchers have carried out voting studies that appear to refute an
ethnocultural interpretation, at least for particular times and
places.” The article on the ethnocultural “school” which is re-
printed here does not, for the most part, take a highly critical
position. Published first in 1974, soon after the appearance of the
most important works of this genre, it highlights their contribu-

5. J. Morgan Kousser, “The ‘New Political History’: A Methodological Cri-
tique,” Reviews in American History 4 (March 1976): 1-14.

6. Sean Wilentz, “On Class and Politics in Jacksonian America,” Reviews in
American History 10 (December 1982): 45-63; Leon Fink, Workingmen’s Democ-
racy: The Knights of Labor in American Politics (Urbana, 1983).

7. Dale Baum, The Civil War Party System: The Case of Massachusetts, 1848-
1876 (Chapel Hill, 1984); Stephen E. Maizlish, The Triumph of Sectionalism:
The Transformation of Ohio Politics, 1844-1856 (Kent, Ohio, 1983). For a vigor-
ous defense of the ethnocultural studies, see Paul Kleppner, The Third Electoral
System, 1853-1892: Parties, Voters, and Political Cultures (Chapel Hill, 1979),
pp. 357-82.
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tions and observes some distinctions between the various ways in
which ethnocultural factors were held to influence voting.? Per-
haps the most pointed questions raised in this article concern the
relationship between voting and policymaking. Although they
are not entirely consistent on the matter, the ethnocultural histo-
rians seem to suggest that most voters were unconcerned with
economic policy questions, and their studies imply that voting
and governance had little to do with one another. I was dissatis-
fied with this implication, although (as the reader will discover) I
did not entirely know what to make of it or what to put in its
place. Ever since, I have continued to try to understand the
relationships between politics and government—an effort that is
reflected in all the succeeding essays in this book.

Where the ethnocultural studies probed the social sources of
party voting, a corresponding literature on realignments and
critical elections argued that periodic transformations in voting
behavior were the “mainsprings’’ of American political history.
The work of historians and political scientists alike, the realign-
ment studies were quantitatively sophisticated and analytically
bold. To some, their findings offered a comprehensive interpreta-
tion of the course of American politics and government. Occur-
ring in the 1850s, 1890s, and 1930s, the major realignments were
said to have brought dramatic and long-lasting changes in the
parties’ electoral support and to have decisively shaped patterns
of politics and policy in the eras that followed. A number of
researchers stressed the chronological regularity with which rea-
lignments took place and emphasized the fundamental similari-
ties of each realignment to the next. Others found that the timing
of critical elections varied from place to place and denied that all
realignments were analytically identical. Despite such qualifica-

8. Allan G. Bogue has properly chided me for implying that Lee Benson
played a less important role than Samuel P. Hays in originating ethnocultural
electoral analysis. As Bogue correctly observes, Benson had privately circulated
manuscripts contending for the importance of cultural factors some years before
either he or Hays published their respective works on this subject. See Bogue, Clio
& the Bitch Goddess, pp. 50n, 109n, 135n.



12 The Party Period and Public Policy

tions, electoral realignments were commonly held to have
marked the major turning points in American political and
governmental history—and perhaps even to be America’s surro-
gate for revolution.?

As the second essay in this book indicates, not everyone was
satisfied with what came to be called realignment theory. To
some, the great variations in the nature and timing of critical
elections called into doubt what realignments actually were and
raised questions about whether they really constituted a common
class of historical events.!® Others were more willing to acknowl-
edge that realignments had occurred but wondered if they had, in
fact, been the all-transforming political and governmental wa-
tersheds they were often said to have been. The article below
raises questions of this second sort. My own research on New
York State had convinced me that an important electoral transi-
tion had indeed taken place in the mid-1890s but that political
practices and governmental policies were not decisively altered as
a result.}! The changes of the early 1900s seemed far more impor-
tant, and their connection to the realignment of the 1890s was
tenuous and complex. Most striking to me, the critical elections
of the 1890s were not immediately followed by the adoption of
new and important governmental policies. Those changes came
later—amidst the regulatory revolution of 1905 1o 1915—for rea-
sons having little directly to do with the preceding electoral
changes. Where the ethnocultural historians had implied that
voting and governance were unrelated, the realignment studies
seemed to suggest a false relationship between them: that govern-

9. The most important single work in drawing out the larger implications of
realignment theory is Walter Dean Burnham, Critical Elections and the Main-
springs of American Politics (New York, 1970).

10. Allan J. Lichtman, “Critical Election Theory and the Reality of American
Presidential Politics, 1916-1940,” American Historical Review 81 (April 1976):
817-51; Allan J. Lichtman, “The End of Realignment Theory? Toward a New
Research Program for American Political History,” Historical Methods 15 (Fall
1982): 170-88.

11. Richard L. McCormick, From Realignment to Reform: Political Change
in New York State, 1893-1910 (Ithaca, 1981).
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mental turning points could be explained as the product of
major electoral upheavals.

Intriguing as the connections between politics and govern-
ment were to me, most political historians writing during the
1970s and 1980s contributed only indirectly to working out that
puzzling relationship.!? Many of the most creative scholars de-
voted their attention to other problems—especially the ideologi-
cal and social bases of political behavior. Some traced the persis-
tence of Revolutionary republicanism into the nineteenth
century and sought to distinguish between those Americans who
retained the old ideals and those whose republicanism metamor-
phosed into liberalism. Working in a related vein, other histori-
ans probed the “political culture” of mass party politics and
explored the values and expectations men brought to their politi-
cal experiences. A great many researchers continued to study the
social origins of party alignments, although there was increasing
dissatisfaction with ethnocultural analysis and a renewed interest
in the economic bases of party choice. Some historians accord-
ingly drew on Marxist insights to explain the nature and devel-
opment of American politics. Although no new conceptual pic-
ture comparable to the ethnocultural interpretation or
realignment theory has yet emerged from these newer works, they
illustrate some of the most important directions now being taken
in the study of nineteenth-century political history. Their contri-
butions are analyzed below in an article entitled ‘“The Social
Analysis of American Political History—After Twenty Years.”

Yet while they do not explicitly probe the linkages between
party politics and governmental policy, some of these recent
works contribute a good deal by indirection to that subject. Far
from unconcerned with governmental policies, nineteenth-cen-

12. Much of the most interesting recent work on nineteenth-century American
governance has come not from political historians but from legal historians and
political scientists; see, for example, William E. Nelson, The Roots of American
Bureaucracy, 1830-1900 (Cambridge, Mass., 1982); and Stephen Skowronek,
Building a New American State: The Expansion of National Administrative
Capacities, 1877-1920 (Cambridge, England, 1982).
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tury Americans are portrayed in these studies as intensely in-
volved in the quest to shape the government’s decisions, espe-
cially those of an economic nature, Some men opposed economic
“progress” while others favored it; some wanted the government
to steer clear of entrepreneurial activity, but many others sought
their share of the goods. These issues concerning the public
promotion—and later regulation-~of economic enterprise were
the stuff of everyday politics and had important effects on party
choice. Several of these recent studies add still another piece to
the politics-policy puzzle by suggesting that the appearance of
promotional questions on the governmental agenda early in the
nineteenth century was vitally important in bringing about the
subsequent emergence of mass party politics. They imply, in
other words, that changing expectations for government may
have helped call forth the transformation of politics.'® These are
fertile insights—clues to the linkages between party politics and
governmental policy and clues to the nature and distinctiveness
of the party period in American history.

Unitil relatively recently, the historical relationship between pol-
itics and policy was not considered to be a very difficult problem.
If they thought about the question at all, most historians proba-
bly held to something like the notion of responsible party gov-
ernment: voters chose representatives on the basis of their party’s
policy positions and those elected enacted (or at least tried to
enact) the promised policies. The older elitist focus in the writing
of American political history, particularly the emphasis on presi-
dential administrations, encouraged the assumption that politics
and governance were directly tied together. Presidential candi-

18. Harry L. Watson, Jacksonian Politics and Community Conflict: The
Emergence of the Second American Party System in Cumberland County, North
Carolina (Baton Rouge, 1981); Robert H. Wiebe, The Opening of American
Society: From the Adoption of the Constitution to the Eve of Disunion (New
York, 1984). Both of these works are discussed below in “The Social Analysis of
American Political History—After Twenty Years.”
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dates were portrayed as campaigning for election on the basis of
their party’s platform pronouncements and, if they were victori-
ous, devoting their terms of office to carrying through the an-
nounced programs.'* These assumptions no longer command
wide support among American historians. The responsible-
party-government model may be useful in accounting for partic-
ular historical outcomes, but its widespread applicability seems
doubtful. Elections in the United States seldom offered referenda
on clear policy choices, and rarely did officials enter office and
put through comprehensive programs based on preelection
pledges.

The demise of the old assumptions has been encouraged by
recent research suggesting that electoral behavior and policy
formation were primarily shaped not by one another but by
social and economic conditions. As noted above, the ethnocul-
tural studies of the 1960s and 1970s tended to treat voting deci-
sions as expressions of cultural, communal, and sectional values,
rather than as responses to policy choices. While one ethnocul-
tural historian has claimed that electoral cleavages can explain
“the general outlines of policy,” most of these historians gave
little attention to governmental decision-making and regarded
voting chiefly as a form of social behavior.’> A corresponding
literature, produced first by political scientists and then emulated
by some historians, suggests that election results and other politi-
cal factors do not make much difference in the formation of
public policy. Instead, environmental circumstances—especially
levels of economic growth—determine the course and develop-
ment of governmental decisions. “There is,” according to two
historians, “an inner logic to the industrialization process which
shapes the parameters and direction of public policy.”16

14. Thomas C. Cochran, “The ‘Presidential Synthesis’ in American History,”
American Historical Review 53 (July 1948): 748-59.

15. Kleppner, The Third Electoral System, p. 382.

16. J. Rogers Hollingsworth and Ellen Jane Hollingsworth, Dimensions in
Urban History: Historical and Social Science Perspectives on Middle-Sized Amer-
ican Cities (Madison, Wis., 1979), p. 157. For summaries of the relevant political
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These findings have not gone unchallenged, but they do make
clear that the historical linkages between elections and policy
were far more complex than once thought.!” They suggest, as
well, that any comprehensive understanding of the relationship
between politics and governance will have to make room for
social and economic forces exogenous to politics. The problem
cannot be avoided. If political history has a core subject, that
subject is the political system as whole, including the methods
and patterns of political participation and the decisions and
actions of government. And if political history has a core pur-
pose, that purpose is to explain the course of politics and govern-
ment by relating each to the larger environment and each in turn
to the other.

Within recent years, historians and political scientists have
employed several strategies to restore their grasp of what once
seemed simple but now seems much more complex: the connec-
tions between politics and policy in American history. The rea-
lignment studies represent one approach to the problem, al-
though (as indicated above) much more work remains to be done
to establish precisely what effects critical elections had upon
subsequent shifts in governmental policy. Another research tack
focuses on the relationship between legislators and their constit-
uents. By analyzing legislative roll-call decisions and linking
them up with the characteristics of the lawmakers’ local districts,
some historians have been able to chart the extent and nature of

science literature see Richard I. Hofferberi, “‘State and Community Policy
Studies: A Review of Comparative Input-Output Analyses,” Political Science
Annual 3 (1972): 3-72; and Thomas R. Dye, “Politics versus Economics: The
Development of the Literature on Policy Determination,” Policy Studies Jour-
nal 7 (Summer 1979); 652-62.

17. For a critique of the policy outputs literature, see J. Morgan Kousser,
“Restoring Politics to Political History,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 12
(Spring 1982): 569-95. My article on “The Party Period and Public Policy”
(reprinted below) too readily accepts the notion that socioeconomic factors alone
can largely explain the course of politics and policy. See my comments later in
this introduction on how I might revise this article now.
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legislative responsiveness to the electorate.’® A third approach
involves tracing the impact of political rules and institutional
arrangements upon governmental decisions. Suffrage restric-
tions, ballot laws, party competition, and bureaucratic arrange-
ments all have been shown to affect governmental outcomes.!®

The articles in this book have been influenced by these endeav-
ors, but my own approach to the politics-policy puzzle is some-
what different. I assume that because political behavior is always
directed toward obtaining governmental power the conditions
and expectations surrounding the exercise of that power will
fundamentally determine the kind of politics in which people
engage. Under many circumstances, in fact, the nature of gover-
nance may exert more influence upon politics than politics does
upon government. What people expect the government to-do, the
actual policies and structures of government, and the rules for
filling public office all will shape political behavior whether or
not that behavior is successful in gaining for its practitioners
control of the government. Men and women strive through polit-
ical means to get power in the State. Sometimes they succeed,
sometimes they fail. Either way, the State--by which I mean the
visions people hold for the government as well as its institutions
and actions—structures the political efforts of those who would
control it.

These abstractions can be made concrete by returning specifi-
cally to American politics. The article below entitled “Political
Parties in American History” argues that parties always shaped
themselves around perceived opportunities for gaining and exer-
cising governmental power. Successful in filling the offices, par-
ties nonetheless experienced great difficulty in exercising the

18. Ballard C. Campbell, Representative Democracy: Public Policy and Mid-
western Legislatures in the Late Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1980).

19. J. Morgan Kousser, “Progressivism—For Middle-Class Whites Only:
North Carolina Education, 1880~1910,” Journal of Southern History 46 (May
1980): 169-94; Skowronek, Building a New American State; Theda Skocpol,
“Political Response to Capitalist Crisis: Neo-Marxist Theories of the State and
the Case of the New Deal,”” Politics & Society 10 (1980): 155-201.
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authority they won. As V. O. Key observed, parties are ‘‘bound
together at least by the ambition to contro! the machinery of
government.”’?0 Certainly this has been true of the American
parties, ever since the colonial period when they were more
commonly termed factions. In every era, the kind of party politics
that people practiced depended primarily upon the rules for
obtaining office, the accepted functions of government, and the
actual State structures. When governance changed, the parties
changed, although the reverse was not always the case. All the
major turning points in American party history—including the
creation of the first national parties, the later emergence of mass
politics, the transformation and decline of parties in the early
1900s, the creation of the New Deal coalition, and the contempo-
rary withering of party loyalties—may be traced to governmental
changes. Or, to rephrase and reverse Walter Dean Burnham’s
formulation, it is not elections (critical or otherwise) that have
been the “mainsprings”’ of American politics, it is government,
including popular expectations for governmental actions and the
rules and opportunities for getting and using the power of the
State.

“The Party Period and Public Policy,” the fifth article below,
illustrates these propositions by relating nineteenth-century
party politics to the most important governmental policies of the
era. Drawing heavily on the new political history, this essay
describes the intense partisanship of American voters, the cul-
tural basis of party politics, and the persistence of these patterns
from the Jacksonian period to the early 1900s. Relying equally
heavily upon a somewhat older literature in economic and legal
history, the article next gives an account of the distributive eco-
nomic policies undertaken by nineteenth-century governments at
every level. What, it then asks, was the relationship between these
chronologically corresponding patterns of politics and policy-
making? The answer is complicated, for partisanship and distrib-

20. V. O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics: In State and Nation (New York, 1949),
p- 15.
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utive policies affected and supported each other in many ways.
Both, however, fundamentally derived not from one another but
from social conditions and economic opportunities. When those
conditions and opportunities changed, the ninéteenth century’s
distinctive patterns of party politics and governmental policies
were transformed.

If I were to rewrite this article now, I would lay less stress upon
the autonomy of politics and governance from one another and
give more emphasis to the role of distributive policies in calling
forth and fueling party competition. In a nutshell, my argument
would go as follows: During the first decades of the nineteenth
century, economic and social conditions encouraged entrepre-
neurial-minded Americans to ask for governmental policies pro-
moting capitalist development. The policies themselves were not
new—they may be traced back at least to Alexander Hamilton—
but now they were demanded not by national authorities posses-
sing an all-embracing vision for the repu