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"Why the Ward Boss Rules" (1898)1

Jane Addams

Primitive people, such as the South Italian peasants who live in the Nineteenth Ward, deep
down in their hearts admire nothing so much as the good man. The successful candidate must be a
good man according to the standards of his constituents. He must not attempt to hold up a
morality beyond them, nor must he attempt to reform or change the standard. If he believes what
they believe, and does what they are all cherishing a secret ambition to do, he will dazzle them by
his success and win their confidence. Any one who has lived among poorer people cannot fail to
be impressed with their constant kindness to each other; that unfailing response to the needs and
distresses of their neighbors, even when in danger of bankruptcy themselves. This is their reward
for living in the midst of poverty. They have constant opportunities for self-sacrifice and
generosity, to which, as a rule, they respond. A man stands by his friend when he gets too drunk
to take care of himself, when he loses his wife or child, when he is evicted for non-payment of
rent, when he is arrested for a petty crime. It seems to such a man entirely fitting that his
Alderman should do the same thing on a larger scale—that he should help a constituent out of
trouble just because he is in trouble, irrespective of the justice involved.

The Alderman, therefore, bails out his constituents when they are arrested, or says a good
word to the police justice when they appear before him for trial; uses his "pull" with the
magistrate when they are likely to be fined for a civil misdemeanor, or sees what he can do to "fix
up matters" with the State's attorney when the charge is really a serious one.

Because of simple friendliness, the Alderman is expected to pay rent for the hard-pressed
tenant when no rent is forthcoming, to find jobs when work is hard to get, to procure and divide
among his constituents all the places he can seize from the City Hall. The Alderman of the
Nineteenth Ward at one time made the proud boast that he had two thousand six hundred people
in his ward upon the public pay-roll. This, of course, included day-laborers, but each one fell
under distinct obligations to him for getting the job.

If we recollect, further, that the franchise-seeking companies pay respectful heed to the
applicants backed by the Alderman, the question of voting for the successful man becomes as
much an industrial as a political one. An Italian laborer wants a job more than anything else, and
quite simply votes for the man who promises him one.

The Alderman may himself be quite sincere in his acts of kindness. In certain stages of
moral evolution, a man is incapable of unselfish action the results of which will not benefit some
one of his acquaintances; still more, of conduct that does not aim to assist any individual
whatsoever; and it is a long step in moral progress to appreciate the work done by the individual
for the community.

The Alderman gives presents at weddings and christenings. He seizes these days of family
festivities for making friends. It is easiest to reach people in the holiday mood of expansive good
will, but on their side it seems natural and kindly that he should do it. The Alderman procures
passes from the railroads when his constituents wish to visit friends or to attend the funerals of
distant relatives; he buys tickets galore for benefit entertainments given for a widow or a
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consumptive in peculiar distress; he contributes to prizes which are awarded to the handsomest
lady or the most popular man. At a church bazaar, for instance, the Alderman finds the stage all
set for his dramatic performance. When others are spending pennies he is spending dollars. Where
anxious relatives are canvassing to secure votes for the two most beautiful children who are being
voted upon, he recklessly buys votes from both sides, and laughingly declines to say which one he
likes best, buying off the young lady who is persistently determined to find out, with five dollars
for the flower bazaar, the posies, of course, to be sent to the sick of the parish. The moral
atmosphere of a bazaar suits him exactly. He murmurs many times, "Never mind; the money all
goes to the poor," or, "It is all straight enough if the church gets it."

There is something archaic in a community of simple people in their attitude towards death
and burial. Nothing so easy to collect money for as a funeral. If the Alderman seizes upon
festivities for expressions of his good will, much more does he seize upon periods of sorrow. At a
funeral he has the double advantage of ministering to a genuine craving for comfort and solace,
and at the same time of assisting at an important social function.

In addition to this, there is among the poor, who have few social occasions, a great desire
for a well-arranged funeral, the grade of which almost determines their social standing in the
neighborhood. The Alderman saves the very poorest of his constituents from that awful horror of
burial by the county; he provides carriages for the poor, who otherwise could not have them; for
the more prosperous he sends extra carriages, so that they may invite more friends and have a
longer procession; for the most prosperous of all there will be probably only a large "flower-
piece." It may be too much to say that all the relatives and friends who ride in the carriages
provided by the Alderman's bounty vote for him, but they are certainly influenced by his kindness,
and talk of his virtues during the long hours of the ride back and forth from the suburban
cemetery. A man who would ask at such a time where all this money comes from would be
considered sinister. Many a man at such a time has formulated a lenient judgment of political
corruption and has heard kindly speeches which he has remembered on election day. "Ah, well, he
has a big Irish heart. He is good to the widow and the fatherless." "He knows the poor better than
the big guns who are always about talking civil service and reform."

Indeed, what headway can the notion of civic purity, of honesty of administration, make
against this big manifestation of human friendliness, this stalking survival of village kindness? The
notions of the civic reformer are negative and impotent before it. The reformers give themselves
over largely to criticisms of the present state of affairs, to writing and talking of what the future
must be; but their goodness is not dramatic; it is not even concrete and human.

Such an Alderman will keep a standing account with an undertaker, and telephone every
week, and sometimes more than once, the kind of outfit he wishes provided for a bereaved
constituent, until the sum may roll up into hundreds a year. Such a man understands what the
people want, and ministers just as truly to a great human need as the musician or the artist does. I
recall an attempt to substitute what we might call a later standard.

A delicate little child was deserted in the Hull House nursery. An investigation showed
that it had been born ten days previously in the Cook County Hospital, but no trace could be
found of the unfortunate mother. The little thing lived for several weeks, and then, in spite of
every care, died. We decided to have it buried by the county, and the wagon was to arrive by
eleven o'clock. About nine o'clock in the morning the rumor of this awful deed reached the
neighbors. A half-dozen of them came, in a very excited state of mind, to protest. They took up a
collection out of their poverty with which to defray a funeral. We were then comparatively new in
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the neighborhood. We did not realize that we were really shocking a genuine moral sentiment of
the community. In our crudeness, we instanced the care and tenderness which had been expended
upon the little creature while it was alive; that it had had every attention from a skilled physician
and trained nurse; we even intimated that the excited members of the group had not taken part in
this, and that it now lay with us to decide that the child should be buried, as it had been born, at
the county's expense. It is doubtful whether Hull House has ever done anything which injured it so
deeply in the minds of some of its neighbors. We were only forgiven by the most indulgent on the
ground that we were spinsters and could not know a mother's heart. No one born and reared in
the community could possibly have made a mistake like that. No one who had studied the ethical
standards with any care could have bungled so completely.

Last Christmas our Alderman distributed six tons of turkeys, and four or more tons of
ducks and geese; but each luckless biped was handed out either by himself or one of his friends
with a "Merry Christmas." Inevitably, some families got three or four apiece, but what of that? He
had none of the nagging rules of the charitable societies, nor was he ready to declare that, because
a man wanted two turkeys for Christmas, he was a scoundrel, who should never be allowed to eat
turkey again.

The Alderman's wisdom was again displayed in procuring from down-town friends the
sum of three thousand dollars wherewith to uniform and equip a boys' temperance brigade which
had been formed in the ward a few months before his campaign. Is it strange that the good leader,
whose heart was filled with innocent pride as he looked upon these promising young scions of
virtue, should decline to enter into a reform campaign?

The question does, of course, occur to many minds, Where does the money come from
with which to dramatize so successfully? The more primitive people accept the truthful statement
of its sources without any shock to their moral sense. To their simple minds he gets it "from the
rich," and so long as he again gives it out to the poor, as a true Robin Hood, with open hand, they
have no objections to offer. Their ethics are quite honestly those of the merry-making foresters.
The next less primitive people of the vicinage are quite willing to admit that he leads "the gang" in
the City Council, and sells out the city franchises; that he makes deals with the franchise-seeking
companies; that he guarantees to steer dubious measures through the Council, for which he
demands liberal pay; that he is, in short, a successful boodler. But when there is intellect enough
to get this point of view, there is also enough to make the contention that this is universally done;
that all the Aldermen do it more or less successfully, but that the Alderman of the Nineteenth
Ward is unique in being so generous; that such a state of affairs is to be deplored, of course, but
that that is the way business is run, and we are fortunate when a kindhearted man who is close to
the people gets a large share of the boodle; that he serves these franchised companies who employ
men in the building and construction of their enterprises, and that they are bound in return to give
jobs to his constituency. Even when they are intelligent enough to complete the circle, and to see
that the money comes, not from the pockets of the companies' agents, but from the street-car
fares of people like themselves, it almost seems as if they would rather pay two cents more each
time they ride than give up the consciousness that they have a big, warm-hearted friend at court
who will stand by them in an emergency. The sense of just dealing comes apparently much later
than the desire for protection and kindness. The Alderman is really elected because he is a good
friend and neighbor.

During a campaign a year and a half ago, when a reform league put up a candidate against
our corrupt Alderman, and when Hull House worked hard to rally the moral sentiment of the
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ward in favor of the new man, we encountered another and unexpected difficulty. Finding that it
was hard to secure enough local speakers of the moral tone which we desired, we imported
orators from other parts of the town, from the "better element," so to speak. Suddenly we heard it
rumored on all sides that, while the money and speakers for the reform candidate were coming
from the swells, the money which was backing our corrupt Alderman also came from a swell
source; it was rumored that the president of a street-car combination, for whom he performed
constant offices at the City Council, was ready to back him to the extent of fifty thousand dollars;
that he, too, was a good man, and sat in high places; that he had recently given a large sum of
money to an educational institution, and was, therefore, as philanthropic, not to say good and
upright, as any man in town; that our Alderman had the sanction of the highest authorities, and
that the lecturers who were talking against corruption, and the selling and buying of franchises,
were only the cranks, and not the solid business men who had developed and built up Chicago.

All parts of the community are bound together in ethical development. If the so-called
more enlightened members of the community accept public gifts from the man who buys up the
Council, and the so-called less enlightened members accept individual gifts from the man who
sells out the Council, we surely must take our punishment together.

Another curious experience during that campaign was the difference of standards between
the imported speakers and the audience. One man, high in the council of the "better element," one
evening used as an example of the philanthropic politician an Alderman of the vicinity, recently
dead, who was devotedly loved and mourned by his constituents. When the audience caught the
familiar name in the midst of the platitudes, they brightened up wonderfully. But, as the speaker
went on, they first looked puzzled, then astounded, and gradually their astonishment turned to
indignation. The speaker, all unconscious of the situation, went on, imagining, perhaps, that he
was addressing his usual audience, and totally unaware that he was perpetrating an outrage upon
the finest feelings of the people who were sitting before him. He certainly succeeded in
irrevocably injuring the chances of the candidate for whom he was speaking. The speaker's
standard of ethics was upright dealing in positions of public trust. The standard of ethics held by
his audience was, being good to the poor and speaking gently of the dead. If he considered them
corrupt and illiterate voters, they quite honestly held him a blackguard.

If we would hold to our political democracy, some pains must be taken to keep on
common ground in our human experiences, and to some solidarity in our ethical conceptions. And
if we discover that men of low ideals and corrupt practice are forming popular political standards
simply because such men stand by and for and with the people, then nothing remains but to obtain
a like sense of identification before we can hope to modify ethical standards.


