
Corruption is dishonest or fraudulent conduct by those in power 
 
Political Machines are the people who work behind the scenes to keep their political party in power. One of the 
most famous machines was Tammany Hall, the Democratic political machine that controlled New York City in the 
1860s and 1870s and sporadically after that.  
 
Problem: Corruption at the federal level of 
government 
- during Grant’s presidency 

- Whiskey Ring scandal: whiskey distillers 
bribed federal tax collectors to not collect 
tax, costing the government millions in 
uncollected taxes 

- Secretary of War accepted bribe in return 
for a lucrative contract out west. When the 
Secretary was caught, he quickly resigned 
before his impeachment trial could begin 

- State assemblies appointed senators 
- Deadlocks meant that states didn’t have 

full representation in Congress – there 
were 45 deadlocks from 1891-1905 in 22 
states 

- Prospective senators would use bribes to 
ensure that assemblies appointed them - In 
1899, two rival mining company owners -- 
W.G. Conrad and William Clark -- paid 
more than $1 million in bribes in hopes of 
obtaining a Montana Senate seat. Nine 
bribery cases in Senate from 1866 to 1906. 

Solutions: 
Expose the problem: 
- David Graham Phillips writes series of articles 

called “Treason of the Senate” 
 
Ratify the 17th Amendment, which calls for direct 
election of senators 
 
End the spoils system, the practice of rewarding loyal 
supporters with government jobs: 
- Pendleton Act creates Civil Service, which makes 

potential federal employees take exams to ensure 
they are qualified for the position – exceptions are 
presidential appointments and military 

 
 

Problem: Political machines ran cities 
- Helped poor find homes and jobs, but if the 

building owner or employer didn’t give 
kickbacks, machine would send city 
inspectors in to buildings to discover 
violations 

- Used graft for personal gains – would 
discover location of a bridge or park and buy 
the land the city needed for the bridge or park. 
Then machine member would sell land back 
to city at great personal gain 

- Tammany Hall machine, under Tweed’s 
leadership, stole from city in construction of 
Tweed Courthouse. Overcharged city for 
materials and pocketed the difference 

- Tweed stole between $50 and $200 million 
dollars in his time in power as head of 
Tammany Hall 

 
 

Solutions:  
Expose the problem: 
- Thomas Nast drew cartoons of Tweed and the 

Tammany members that showed how much control 
they had of the city and revealed their thievery 

- New York Times wrote articles uncovering Tweed 
Courthouse abuses 

- Lincoln Steffens wrote The Shame of the Cities to 
expose political machines in New York City, 
Pittsburgh, Minneapolis, St. Louis and other cities. 

 
Create civil service at the state level so that jobs within 
the government do not go to unqualified people 
 
Create good government organizations to run candidates 
that were not part of machine politics who would 
implement progressive reforms 
 
Create municipal services for the new immigrants so 
that machine politicians could not get the immigrants’ 
votes so easily   
 

 


