THE MERIT SYSTEM VERSUS TIHE PATRONAGE
SYSTEM*

In American politics there obtain at the present mo-
ment two systems in accordance with which appoint-
ments to minor governmental positions are made—the
spoils or patronage system, and the merit or reformed
system. The underlying principle of the former is that
set forth in the pithy and now famous sentence of one
of its founders, “To the victors belong the spoils.” It
treats all offices as fit objects wherewith to reward
partisan service, as prizes to be scrambled for by the
smirched victors in a contemptible struggle for political
plunder, as bribes to be parcelled out among the most
active and influential henchmen of the various party
leaders. The upholders of the merit system, on the
other hand, maintain that offices should be held for the
benefit of the whole publie, and not for the benefit of
that particular section of the public which enters into
politics as a lucrative, though rather dirty, game; they
believe that the multitude of small government posi-
tions, of which the duties are wholly unconnected with
political questions, should be filled by candidates se-
lected, not for political reasons, but solely with refer-
ence to their special fitness for the duty they seek to
perform; and, furthermore, they believe that the truly
American and democratic way of filling these offices is
by an open and manly rivalry, into which every Amer-
ican citizen has a right to enter, without any more re-
gard being paid to his political than to his religious
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creed, and without being required to render degrading
service to any party boss, or do anght save show by
common-sense, practical tests that he is the man hest
fitted to perform the particular service needed.

This is a perfectly fair and moderate statement of the
two contrasted systems; and when the question is thus
resolved into ils simplest terms it is, of course, iipos-
sible for any honest and intelligent citizen to hesitate
in his choice.  Unfortunately, however, it is almost im-
possible to get the average voter to realize that the
above really is a true statement of the gnestion, when
stripped of verbiage, and put in the language of naked
truth. Ile is apt to bhe misled by the uneeasing clamor
of the interested advocates of the old spoils system; and
their name is legion, for they include every place-mou-
gering big politician and every place-hunting small
politician in the land, not 1o speak of the malodorous
tribe of political hangers-on, who are too lazy to o
honest work, and who know very well that if tried by
the standard of merit alone they would no longer have
the faintest chance of getting easy jobs at the public
expense. These people are naturally ferocious foes of
a reform which would deprive them of their exceedingly
noxious influence in public affairs; and in their opposi-
tion they receive powerful aid from the cynicism of
many intelligent men, who do not believe it possible to
better political conditions; from the puzzle-headed in-
ability of many honest, but prejudiced and narrow-
minded, people to understand what the question really
is, and from the good nature, the indifference, the
sclfishness, the timidity, and the conservatism of that
large number of citizens who never bestir themselves
to do away with any evil that is not brought sharply
home to their pockets.



One great trouble is that, thanks to having lived
under the spoils system for sixty years, a great many
people have come to accept it as being inevitably inci-
dent to our system of politics; and they grumble at it
only as they grumble at droughts or freshets. Besides,
they know there are in every party plenty of men com-
petent to fill the offices; and they vaguely believe that
it is merely a question as to which set of competent men
is chosen. But this is not the case at all. If a party
victory meant that all offices already filled by the most
competent members of the defeated party were to be
thereafter filled by the most competent members of the
victorious party, the system would still be absurd, but
it would not be particularly baneful. TIn reality, how-
ever, this is not what the system of partisan appoint-
ments means at all. Wherever it is adopted it is in-
evitable that the degree of party service, or more often
of service to some particular leader, and not merit, shall
ultimately determine the appointment, even as among
the different party candidates themselves. Once admit
that it is proper to turn out an efficient Republican clerk
in order to replace him by an efficient Democratic clerk,
or vice versa, and the inevitable next step is to consider
solely Republicanism or Democracy, and not efficiency,
in making the appointment; while the equally inevita-
ble third step is to consider only that peculiar species
of Republicanism or Democracy which is implied in
adroit and unserupulous service rendered to the most
influential local boss. Of course, both boss and hench-
man are often—perhaps genevally—very good fellows,
anxious to make good records and serve the public well;
but it is at least safe to say that this is not necessarily
the case.

The evil of the spoils system consists much less in



the monopolizing of the oflices by one party than in the
mouopolizing of the oflices by the politicians at the ex-
pense of the people.  Yet we have become so wedded
to the vicious theory of party appointiuents that mauy
men in public life are not even able to understand what
is really the evil of which we complaiu: and hence some
sapient gentlemen have recently heen advocating a plan
to divide all the offices among the adlierents of hoth
parties, by distributing theni among the congress-
menn.

It may be mentioned, parenthetically. that the ob-
ject and scope of the law is not yet clearly comprehended
by the mass of citizens.  Public confidence is a plant of
slow growth, and public knowledge grows but little
faster; so it is not surprising that after a sixty years’
carnival of patronage polities, the average man has
grown to regard it as part of the order of nature that
only the adherents of the party in power need apply for
oflices. It is often a real labor to get men, opposed in
political faith to an Administration, to cowme forward
and be examiued even for positions in oflices where
the eivil-service law is observed in the strictest and
most non-partisan spirit.  Yet a steady improvement
is taking place in this respeet. A constantly inercasing
proportion of the adherents of one party are coming
into office while the other is in power.  Maost important
of all, the applicants are growing more and more to
realize that the change is real and not nominal, and
that their appointment and retention depend on their
own good qualities and not on political favoritism.

Of course all the politicians to whom politics is merely
a trade and means of livelihood do evervthing in their
power to hinder the growth of this fecling, to thwarl
the progress of the reform, to obstruet and hamper the



execution of the law, and to eripple the Civil Service
Commission and the other administrative bodies by
which the law is executed. Their great aim is to make
the law inoperative and bring it into contempt. By
loudly proclaiming that it is not going to be really ob-
served, they often succeed in frightening away appli-
cants for office who do not belong to their own party;
and they then, of course, turn around and rail at the
law, because of a partial failure for which they them-
selves are almost solely responsible. Were it not for
their industrious mendacity, there would be no diffi-
culty in showing all applicants that they stand equal
chances for appointment under the law without regard
to politics. Tt is especially unfortunate where one of
these men is himself appointed to some position where
he has to administer the law he has derided. He can
be held to a tolerably strict observance thercof, and in-
variably acknowledges its efficacy by shrieking that it
ties his hands and prevents his appointing the *‘best
men’’ (i. ., his own political heelers); but, for all this,
his character and utterances are sure to prevent men
from applying for positions under him unless they feel
they have some backing besides their own merit. More-
over, appointees of this tvpe often maladminister the
law; and every such case of maladministration is made
the pretext for a cry, not that the law be more strictly
enforced, but that it be repealed, which would be about
as sensible as to repeal the law against murder because
some individual murderer has been improperly ac-
quitted.

Much move serious harm than frightening off worthy
applicants results from the unscrupulous representa-
tions of the patronage advocates. By incessant repe-
tition of their falsehoods, they often persuade honest



and worthy people that they contain at least an element
of truth. Al opposition to the merit system would
cease to-morrow, save in hopelessly backward loealities,
were il possible to make people understand exaetly
what are its ends, and the methods by which these ends
are sought to be attained. 1t is only comparatively
rarely that men are to be found with ideals so low that
they are willing frankly to announce that they helieve
in teeating the oftices simply as so much plunder. Even
then they never tell the whole truth, which is not merely
that they wish the vietors to have the spoils, but, what
is even more important, that they wish them to go only
to the haser among the vietors—for these are mevitably
the beneficiaries of the spoils system.

Usnally they insist that they themselves believe in
*genuine civil-service reform,”™ but of a different kind
from the one which all intelligent reformers are pressing,
and which they proceed to try to prove to be a sham; and
the very men who are blindest to the vicions faults of
the patronage system manifest the greatest horror over
the slightest shortcomings of its suceessor.  They are
the first to show captious distrust of the sincerity of the
men who are striving to better our governmental meth-
ods.  Yet they evinee the most touching confidence in
the inbierent nobility and strength of human nature
when we point out that, without some help from the
law, the best and purest statesman cannot grapple with
the evils of the patronage system.  The moment we
deal with the merit system they insist upon comparing
it with an ideal standard, but clamoronsly defend the
abuses of patronage by reminding ns that this is a
workaday. practical world, and that we must face things
as they are. -

A favorite mental attitude of these men is the as-



sumption that at present the government officials ap-
point their own subordinates, and that to take this
power away from them does away with the respon-
sibility of the heads of the various offices. This argu-
ment is so absurdly false that no one who has ever heen
in active politics can listen to it without smiling, In
plain truth, the very essence of the patronage system,
as now develqped, is that executive officers do not ap-
point their own subordinates; on the contrary, these are
appointed for them by the congressmen and influential
local politicians. It is quite impossible for the head of
a great department, or of a large post-office or custom-
house, himself to select his hundreds of subordinates.
Either they have to be chosen for him by some test of
special fitness applied to all who choose to come forward,
as under the merit system, or else he must rely on the
recommendations of other men; and under the patron-
age system these men are of course politicians, each of
whom gets as many appointments as his local “influ-
ence”” entitles him to. No man who is himself in public
life will deny that this is the case. In fact it is accepted
as a matter of course.

The different big politicians, the senators, the con-
gressmen, and the astute leaders who do not take office,
divide up among themselves the different appointments
which are nominally made by the heads of bureaus.
The nominal appointing officers have more or less to say
about it according to their own political standing and
strength of character; hut the real officers are the out-
siders—who, by the way, generally get into a battle
royal over the division of the spail. It thus results that
the choice of subordinates falls, not on the executive
officer under whom they are to work, but on the legis-
lator, who was, or ought to have been, chosen because



of his views on the tarifl, or the silver question, or inter-
nal improvements, or a national election law, and with-
ont any reference to his fitness for seleeting elerks and
letter-carriers.  Merely to state the facts is enough to
show the inherent vicionsness and absurdity of the sys-
tem. Each congressman has very naturally grown to
regard all the appointments in lis district as rightfully
his to make: and then he himself proceeds further to
parcel them ont to satisfy the politicians back of him.
In many offices, under the old method, the different ap-
pointments were regularly credited in the books or on
the backs of the papers to the politician for whom they
were made; 1 eould mention two or three where Ihappen
personally to know that this was the practice.  Even
where this detail was omitted, the fact remained that
the outside politicians made the appointments.  Thus
formerly the railway-mail service was regularly par-
celled out, each congressman getting a definite number
of postal clerks; whereas now any sharp, capable young
fellow may come forward and be appointed on the sole
condition of proving by fair, businesslike tests that he
is better fitted than his competitors to fill the position
he seeks.  If the present snperintendent of the railway-
mail service were to retain his position under suecessive
administrations of varying political creed, the sole con-
dition of his retention being his efliciency in the man-
agement of his business, and no politician being allowed
to say anything whatever about lis subordinates, it
would he perfectly safe to leave the appointment of the
latter solely in his own hamds. But, as a matter of fact,
his retention in office four vears hence depends not in
the least upon his record as a faithful public servant,
but upon the suceess or failure of his party in the presi-
dential eleetion; and under the old system the right to



appoint his subordinates was always claimed by, and
allowed to, the congressman and influential local politi-
cians. It was therefore an immense step in advance
when the appointments to the railway-mail service were
taken away from the politicians altogether and were
made to depend solely on the success of the candidates
in honest, common-sense, competitive examinations.
Be it remembered that the blame attaches to the sys-
tem which permits and encourages congressional inter-
ference, and not to the congressmen who are obliged to
act under it. Where it has come to be an understood
thing that the congressman is the appointing power he
has often no choice but to make the appointments; if,
as is very likely, he is a pretty good fellow, he will make
zood appointments; but at any rate make them he must.
For a single congressman to refuse to say anything
about appointments, while leaving the system un-
changed, would accomplish absolutely nothing.* He
should do all he can to abolish the system; but as long
as it exists all he can do is to make the best of it and
see that only good appointments are made; and this is
the course followed by a very large number of congress-
men. To illustrate what I mean I will take an instance
from my own experience. The first vear I was in the
legislature there was a great deal of work being done

* While on this point 1 wish to express my emphatic dissent from the position
taken by some good friends of the reform who seem to mce to do positive harm by
attacking sll public men alike. TIn fact they peefer to assail, not the spoilsmen,
but stanch friends of the reform who under present cirenmstances cannot—and
ought not to be expected to—come up to the highest theoretic standard.  We must
stand by the best men who are nctoally able to do good service in public life under
its present conditions.  Undoubtedly good men in public life should be freely
criticisedd whenever they do wrong: but all should be judged by one standard in
making comparisons, It is folly to strengthen our foes by assailing our friends;
and indiscriminate and unintelligent blame is quite as harmful as indiseriminate
and unintelligent praise.  We do not, as a people, suffer from the lack of eritici=m,
but we do suffer from the lack of impartial and intelligent criticism—T, IR,



on the Capitol buildings. Stone-cutters were in espeeial
demand, and they were regularly parcelled oul among
the different State senators and assemblymen, cach of
the latter having a certaio nmunber of appointments to
which, by a custom that was then quite as binding as
law, he was entitled.  Sometimes good and sometimes
had stone-cutters were appointed under this method,
and the whole husiness was to me so intensely distaste-
ful that at first [ refused 1o lave anything to do with it.
The consequence was merely what, with a little more
experience, I might have foreseen.  The appointments
that shoulk! have come to me were given to a couple of
neighboring assemblymen, and the stone-cntiers from
my district —very decent, honest men—were left out
entirely, and felt correspondingly aggrieved.  When 1
realized how things stood | promptly asserted my rights,
claiimed the appointments for my distriet, and gave
them out to my district stone-cutters according to an
improvised merit test of my own. I then proceeded to
take the only practical way of hettering matters: that
is, I worked hard, and in the end successfully, for the
establishment of a system under which none of the as-
semblymen had any say whatever in the appointments,
In my own ease I did not need to pay any heed to the
politicat advantages or disadvantages of the patronage;
but this is an clement of the problem which cannot be
ignored. I feel sure that the possession of the patron-
age damages rather than benefits a party: but it is cer-
tainly also true that for one party to refrain from all use
of patronage, while not by luw enacting that its oppo-
nent must likewise refrain, would work little lasting
benefit to the public service, and would probably insure
party defeat. It is precisely as in boxing. In college
we used to be very fond of sparring; and of course the






