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Understanding the role of urban political bosses during the late nineteenth
century is essential to grasping the complexities of American political
history. This era, marked by rapid urbanization, immigration, and economic
change, saw the rise of powerful political figures who wielded significant
influence over city governments and local communities. These political bosses
were often at the center of political machines—organized groups that
controlled political appointments, contracts, and public services. While
their methods and motives have been widely debated, it is crucial to clarify
what they did and what they did not do during this transformative period.

Who Were Urban Political Bosses?
Urban political bosses were often local politicians or party leaders who held
substantial sway over city politics. They typically operated within political
machines—organized entities that coordinated electoral campaigns, patronage,
and governance. These bosses often garnered support from immigrant
communities, working-class neighborhoods, and business interests, making them
powerful power brokers in their cities.

Some of the most famous political bosses include William M. Tweed of Tammany
Hall in New York City, Richard J. Daley of Chicago, and Boss Plunkitt of New
York. Their influence extended beyond mere political campaigning; they
controlled access to jobs, housing, and city services, shaping the urban
landscape and the lives of millions.

The Activities of Urban Political Bosses
During the late nineteenth century, political bosses engaged in a variety of
activities to maintain and expand their power. These included:

1. Controlling Elections
Political bosses manipulated electoral processes through voter mobilization,
vote-buying, and intimidation. They often used their influence to ensure the
election of candidates loyal to their interests, thus cementing their control
over city governments.



2. Patronage and The Spoils System
The spoils system was a hallmark of political machine politics. Bosses
awarded jobs, contracts, and favors to loyal supporters, often regardless of
merit. This patronage system helped them secure political loyalty and
consolidated their power.

3. Providing Social Services
Despite their reputation for corruption, many political bosses provided
essential services to impoverished and immigrant communities, such as aid in
finding housing, employment, or legal assistance. These services helped build
a loyal voter base.

4. Managing Urban Development and Contracts
Bosses often controlled city contracts for infrastructure projects,
utilities, and public works. Their influence could determine the pace and
nature of urban development.

5. Maintaining Political Machines
They organized intricate voter networks, coordinated campaign activities, and
maintained the loyalty of their supporters to ensure electoral success.

What Did Urban Political Bosses NOT Do?
Analyzing the Exceptions
While the activities listed above exemplify the extensive involvement of
political bosses in late nineteenth-century urban politics, there are certain
actions they generally did not undertake. Understanding these exceptions
provides a nuanced view of their role.

1. They Did Not Promote Fair and Transparent
Elections
Despite controlling elections, political bosses often engaged in electoral
fraud, vote-buying, and intimidation. They did not promote fair electoral
practices; instead, their goal was to manipulate the system to retain power.
Therefore, promoting fair elections was not an activity they typically
engaged in.



2. They Did Not Prioritize Public Welfare Over
Political Gain
Though some provided social services, the primary motivation for many
political bosses was maintaining political control and personal enrichment.
Genuine concern for public welfare was often secondary to political self-
interest.

3. They Did Not Implement Progressive Reforms
Progressive reforms aimed at reducing corruption, increasing transparency,
and improving urban governance gained momentum in the early 20th century.
During the late nineteenth century, political bosses rarely supported such
reforms; instead, they resisted efforts to weaken their influence.

4. They Did Not Operate With Legal or Ethical
Standards
Many activities of political bosses involved corruption, patronage, and
illegal practices. Their operations often flouted legal and ethical
standards, making it clear that their role was rooted in political machine
politics rather than public service.

5. They Did Not Encourage Competition or Multiple
Political Parties
Political bosses often sought to suppress opposition and ensure a dominant
party or faction remained in control. They used tactics to weaken or
eliminate political rivals rather than fostering genuine political
competition.

Key Characteristics of Political Bosses’
Influence
To better understand what political bosses did and did not do, it is helpful
to examine the key characteristics of their influence.

Patronage and Clientelism
Their reliance on patronage created a web of loyalty and dependency. They
rewarded supporters with jobs, contracts, and favors, which reinforced their
authority and obstructed fair governance.



Immigrant and Working-Class Support
Many bosses built their power base among recent immigrants and working-class
citizens who relied on their services and protection.

Corruption and Abuse of Power
Corruption was endemic in their operations, including kickbacks,
embezzlement, and election fraud.

Urban Development Control
They often dictated urban planning, infrastructure projects, and city
contracting processes, shaping the physical landscape of American cities.

The Legacy of Late Nineteenth Century Political
Bosses
The influence of political bosses during this period left a lasting imprint
on American urban politics. While they often operated outside the bounds of
legality and ethics, they also contributed to urban development and provided
social services that the government was sometimes unable or unwilling to
deliver.

However, the era also exposed the need for political reform, leading to the
Progressive Movement's efforts to curb corruption, improve electoral
integrity, and promote good governance.

Reforms and Decline
The early 20th century saw reforms such as civil service laws, anti-
corruption commissions, and efforts to increase transparency. These measures
gradually diminished the power of political bosses, shifting urban politics
toward more democratic and transparent processes.

Conclusion
In summary, during the late nineteenth century, urban political bosses did
all of the following—controlling elections, engaging in patronage, managing
urban development, and providing social services—except promoting fair and
transparent elections. In fact, electoral manipulation and corruption were
hallmarks of their political strategy. Recognizing what they did not do helps
clarify the complex legacy of political bosses: they were pivotal figures in
shaping urban America, but their methods often undermined democratic
principles and ethical standards.



Understanding this historical context allows us to appreciate both the
challenges of urban governance during that era and the reforms that
ultimately aimed to create more equitable and transparent political systems.

Frequently Asked Questions

In the late nineteenth century, urban political
bosses did all of the following except: A. Provide
social services to immigrants.
A. Provide social services to immigrants.

Which activity was NOT typically associated with
late nineteenth-century urban political bosses? A.
Running honest government.
A. Running honest government.

During the late nineteenth century, political bosses
were known for all of the following EXCEPT: A.
Corruption and patronage.
A. Corruption and patronage.

In the context of late nineteenth-century urban
politics, bosses did all of the following except: A.
Promoting transparency and accountability in
government.
A. Promoting transparency and accountability in government.

Which of the following was NOT a role played by late
nineteenth-century political bosses? A. Supporting
civil service reform.
A. Supporting civil service reform.

In the late 1800s, urban political bosses were
involved in all of the following activities except:



A. Advocating for fair elections and reducing voter
fraud.
A. Advocating for fair elections and reducing voter fraud.

What is NOT true about the activities of late
nineteenth-century political bosses? A. They often
fought against corruption.
A. They often fought against corruption.

Which statement about late nineteenth-century urban
political bosses is incorrect? A. They generally
supported progressive reforms.
A. They generally supported progressive reforms.

In the late 1800s, political bosses typically did
all of the following except: A. Promote community
development and urban planning.
A. Promote community development and urban planning.

Additional Resources
Urban Political Bosses in the Late Nineteenth Century: An In-Depth Analysis

The late nineteenth century in American history was a period marked by rapid
urbanization, industrial growth, and the complex interplay of politics and
societal change. Central to this dynamic landscape were the urban political
bosses—powerful figures who wielded significant influence over city
governments and local politics. Their operations, methods, and the
implications of their control remain a subject of historical scrutiny. This
review aims to explore the various activities undertaken by these political
bosses and clarify what they did and did not do during this era.

---

Understanding the Role of Political Bosses in
the Late Nineteenth Century

Political bosses emerged as key figures in rapidly growing urban centers,
notably in cities like New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. These individuals



often held the reins of political machines—organized groups that coordinated
political activity and patronage—allowing them to control elections, city
departments, and public policy.

Key Characteristics of Political Bosses:

- They often rose from humble or immigrant backgrounds.
- They maintained power through a network of patronage, offering jobs,
contracts, and favors.
- They wielded influence through control over electoral processes and city
resources.
- Their operations were deeply intertwined with both political and economic
interests.

Understanding their activities involves examining the specific roles they
played, which included organizing votes, dispensing favors, and sometimes
engaging in corruption.

---

Activities of Urban Political Bosses in the
Late Nineteenth Century

During this period, political bosses engaged in a variety of activities that
could be broadly categorized as legitimate political functions, patronage and
service provision, and corruption or illegal activities.

1. Organizing and Controlling Elections

One of the primary functions of political bosses was to secure electoral
victory for their chosen candidates. They achieved this through:

- Voter Mobilization: Bosses mobilized large immigrant populations and
working-class voters by providing assistance and incentives.
- Vote Buying: In some cases, they used monetary or material incentives to
sway votes.
- Intimidation and Fraud: They sometimes resorted to ballot-stuffing,
intimidation, or manipulation of voting procedures to ensure election
outcomes favorable to their interests.

This control over elections allowed bosses to maintain power over city
governments, ensuring that their political machine remained dominant.



2. Dispensing Patronage and Public Goods

Political bosses used patronage—offering jobs, contracts, and favors—to
cement loyalty among voters and politicians. This included:

- Employment in City Departments: Bosses helped their supporters secure
government jobs, often regardless of merit.
- Public Works Projects: They directed city contracts to favored businesses
or allies, providing economic benefits and political leverage.
- Social Services: Some bosses established charitable activities or social
clubs that increased their influence within communities.

This patronage system created a network of dependency that strengthened their
political control and provided tangible benefits to their constituents.

3. Maintaining Political Machines and Factions

Political bosses managed and organized powerful political
machines—hierarchies of supporters and operatives—aimed at consolidating
power. These machines:

- Controlled nominations and candidate selection.
- Managed local party organizations.
- Mobilized voters during elections.
- Maintained discipline among supporters.

They often operated through a core leadership, with "ward heelers" and
precinct captains acting as intermediaries between the boss and the
grassroots voters.

4. Providing Social and Community Services

While often motivated by self-interest, some political bosses also provided
essential services to immigrant and working-class communities, including:

- Assistance with immigration issues.
- Help securing housing.
- Support during economic hardships or crises.

These services helped build loyalty and dependency, reinforcing the boss’s
influence.

5. Engaging in Corruption and Illegal Activities

Not all activities were above board. Many political bosses engaged in



corruption, including:

- Bribery and Kickbacks: Taking illicit payments from businesses seeking city
contracts.
- Vote Tampering: Engaging in electoral fraud to secure election victories.
- Protection Rackets: Extorting money from businesses, saloons, or illegal
enterprises.
- Influence Peddling: Using their position to benefit their personal or
political allies financially.

These illegal activities often led to scandals and reforms aimed at reducing
corruption.

---

What Political Bosses Did Not Do in the Late
Nineteenth Century

Despite their extensive involvement in city politics, it is equally important
to recognize what these figures generally did not do. The phrase "Did All Of
The Following Except" points to specific activities that are not
characteristic of urban political bosses during this era.

The activity they did NOT typically engage in was:

- Implementing Progressive Reforms for Good Governance

While some bosses might have adopted superficial reforms or claimed to serve
the public interest, the core of their operations was rooted in maintaining
power through patronage, corruption, and control rather than genuine efforts
to improve city governance or eliminate corruption.

---

Why Did Political Bosses Not Focus on
Progressive Reforms?

The political landscape of the late nineteenth century was dominated by
machine politics, which prioritized maintaining political power over
implementing reforms aimed at transparency, efficiency, or civil service
merit. Progressivism, which sought to curb corruption and promote good
government, was often at odds with the interests of political bosses.

Key reasons include:



- Self-Interest and Power Preservation: Political bosses relied on patronage
and electoral fraud; reforms threatened these power bases.
- Economic Interests: Many bosses had financial stakes in city contracts and
businesses that benefited from the existing system.
- Lack of Incentive: Genuine reform efforts could undermine their authority
and control over urban populations.

Therefore, although some reform-minded individuals and groups opposed boss
rule, the bosses themselves generally did not pursue progressive reforms that
would limit their influence.

---

Summary of Activities: What Did Urban Political
Bosses Do?

| Activities | Did They Do It? | Explanation |
|------------------------------|----------------|----------------------------
-------------------------------------------------|
| Organize and control elections | Yes | Ensured electoral victories through
various methods, including fraud. |
| Dispense patronage and favors | Yes | Distributed jobs, contracts, and
services to loyal supporters. |
| Maintain political machines | Yes | Managed party organizations and voter
mobilization efforts. |
| Provide social/community services | Yes | Assisted immigrant communities
with social needs, building loyalty. |
| Engage in corruption and illegal activities | Yes | Participated in
bribery, vote tampering, extortion, and other illicit acts. |
| Implement progressive reforms | No | Generally did not pursue reforms aimed
at good governance or reducing corruption. |

---

Conclusion

In conclusion, the late nineteenth-century urban political bosses played a
multifaceted role in shaping city politics. They were instrumental in
organizing elections, dispensing patronage, maintaining political machines,
and engaging in corruption. Their influence was driven by a desire to
preserve power, often at the expense of transparency and reform.

The activity they did not typically undertake was implementing progressive
reforms aimed at improving governance or reducing corruption. Instead, their
focus remained on consolidating political control and enriching themselves
and their allies. Understanding this nuanced history allows us to appreciate



the complex legacy of political bosses—figures who, for better or worse, left
a lasting imprint on American urban political development.

---

In summary, the key point is that urban political bosses in the late
nineteenth century did all of the following activities except pursue genuine
progressive reforms that aimed to improve municipal governance and reduce
corruption. Their primary activities revolved around maintaining power
through electoral control, patronage, and sometimes illegality—activities
that defined their era and shaped the urban political landscape for decades
to come.
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