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The spoils system is a significant concept in American political history that
refers to the practice of appointing individuals to government positions
based on their loyalty and support for a political party rather than on merit
or qualifications. This system emerged in the early 19th century and became
particularly prominent during the presidency of Andrew Jackson. The spoils
system had profound implications for the development of the federal
government and the political landscape of the United States, leading to
debates about the nature of democracy, governance, and public service.

Origins of the Spoils System

The term "spoils system" derives from the phrase "to the victor belong the
spoils," which was attributed to New York Senator William L. Marcy in 1832.
This phrase encapsulated the belief that political parties should reward
their supporters with government jobs upon winning elections. The roots of
the spoils system can be traced back to earlier practices in American
politics, but it became institutionalized during the Jacksonian era.

The Jacksonian Era

Andrew Jackson's presidency (1829-1837) marked a turning point in American
political culture. Jackson, a populist leader, advocated for greater
democracy and the idea that ordinary citizens should have access to
government positions. He believed that rotating government officials would
prevent corruption and ensure that the government remained responsive to the
people.

Key elements of the spoils system during this era included:

1. Political Patronage: Jobs in the federal government were awarded to loyal
party members as a reward for their support during campaigns.
2. Rotating Officeholders: Jackson encouraged the practice of regularly
rotating officials in government positions to prevent the establishment of
entrenched interests.
3. Party Loyalty: An individual’s loyalty to the Democratic Party was often
considered more important than their qualifications for the job.

Implementation of the Spoils System



The implementation of the spoils system led to significant changes in the
structure and function of the federal government.

Political Appointments

Under the spoils system, a large number of government positions were filled
through political appointments. This included roles in various departments,
agencies, and even judgeships at the local and state levels. The consequences
of this practice were both positive and negative:

- Pros:
- Increased political participation among ordinary citizens.
- Allowed new voices and ideas to enter the government.

- Cons:
- Often led to the appointment of unqualified individuals.
- Created a culture of corruption and inefficiency in government.

Impact on Political Parties

The spoils system solidified the role of political parties in American
governance. It created an environment where party loyalty was crucial for
securing government jobs. This led to a more organized and cohesive party
system, but it also fostered divisions and rivalries among different factions
within parties.

The Rise of the Republican Party

The spoils system was particularly evident in the early years of the
Republican Party, which emerged in the 1850s in opposition to the Democratic
Party. The competition for government jobs became intense, and both parties
relied on patronage to maintain their power. This environment contributed to
the development of a more robust party apparatus, and the necessity for
parties to raise funds and mobilize voters became increasingly important.

Criticism and Reform

As the spoils system became entrenched, it drew significant criticism from
various quarters. Critics argued that it undermined the integrity of
government and led to widespread corruption. The most notable criticisms
included:

1. Corruption: The practice was often associated with bribery, kickbacks, and
the appointment of individuals who were not qualified for their positions.
2. Inefficiency: The constant turnover of government officials hindered the



continuity and effectiveness of public administration.
3. Lack of Accountability: The reliance on political loyalty over merit made
it difficult to hold appointees accountable for their performance.

Reform Movements

In response to the growing discontent with the spoils system, several reform
movements emerged during the late 19th century. The assassination of
President James A. Garfield in 1881 by a disgruntled office seeker
highlighted the dangers of the spoils system and galvanized public support
for reform.

The Pendleton Act of 1883

One of the most significant reforms was the Pendleton Civil Service Reform
Act, passed in 1883. This act aimed to curb the abuses of the spoils system
by establishing a merit-based system for federal employment. Key provisions
included:

- Civil Service Commission: The act created a commission to oversee the
implementation of merit-based hiring practices.
- Competitive Examinations: Job applicants were required to take examinations
to demonstrate their qualifications for government positions.
- Protection for Employees: The act provided protections for civil servants,
making it illegal to fire or demote employees for political reasons.

Legacy of the Spoils System

The spoils system had a lasting impact on the structure of American
government and the evolution of political practices. While the Pendleton Act
marked the beginning of a shift towards professionalization in government
service, aspects of the spoils system persisted even after the reforms.

Continued Relevance

Even in the modern era, the legacy of the spoils system can be observed in
several ways:

- Political Patronage: While merit-based hiring is the standard, political
patronage still exists at various levels of government, especially in state
and local administrations.
- Campaign Contributions: The connection between political contributions and
government contracts can reflect the patronage system's legacy.
- Public Perception: The perception of government as being influenced by
political connections continues to shape public attitudes toward politicians



and bureaucrats.

Conclusion

The spoils system represents a pivotal chapter in the history of American
governance, illustrating the tensions between democratic ideals and the
realities of political practice. While it initially aimed to democratize
access to government positions, the system ultimately led to significant
challenges, including corruption and inefficiency. The reforms that followed,
particularly the Pendleton Act, sought to establish a more meritocratic
approach to public service. Understanding the spoils system is essential for
recognizing the ongoing debates about the role of political parties, public
service, and accountability in American democracy. As history continues to
unfold, the lessons learned from the spoils system remain relevant, reminding
us of the importance of integrity and professionalism in government.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the spoils system in the context of U.S.
history?
The spoils system refers to the practice of a political party giving public
office to its supporters as a reward for their loyalty, particularly after
winning an election. It became prominent in the U.S. during the early 19th
century, especially under President Andrew Jackson.

How did the spoils system impact government
efficiency?
The spoils system often led to inefficiency in government as positions were
filled by individuals based on political connections rather than merit or
qualifications, resulting in a lack of experience and expertise in key
government roles.

What legislation was introduced to reform the spoils
system?
The Pendleton Act of 1883 was introduced to reform the spoils system by
establishing a merit-based system for federal employment. It aimed to reduce
corruption and ensure that government jobs were awarded based on ability
rather than political affiliation.



Which U.S. president is most commonly associated
with the spoils system?
President Andrew Jackson is most commonly associated with the spoils system.
His administration is noted for implementing this practice widely, arguing
that it democratized government and gave power to ordinary citizens.

What were the consequences of the spoils system for
political parties?
The spoils system led to entrenched political patronage within parties,
fostering a culture of corruption and cronyism. It created a cycle where
parties prioritized loyalty over competence, which ultimately undermined
public trust in government.
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