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This book explores the fascinating and puzzling world of nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century American elections. It examines the strate-
gic behavior of nineteenth-century party politicians and shows how
their search for electoral victory led them to invent a number of remark-
able campaign practices. Why were parties dedicated to massive voter
mobilization? Why did presidential nominees wage front porch cam-
paigns? Why did officeholders across the country tie their electoral
fortunes to the popularity of presidential candidates at the top of the
ticket? Erik J. Engstrom and Samuel Kernell demonstrate that the defin-
ing features of nineteenth-century electoral politics were the product of
institutions in the states that prescribed how votes were cast and how
those votes were converted into political offices. Relying on a century’s
worth of original data, this book uncovers the forces propelling the
nineteenth-century electoral system, its transformation at the end of
the nineteenth century, and the implications of that transformation for
modern American politics.

Erik J. Engstrom is a professor of political science at the University
of California, Davis. He previously taught at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill. He received his PhD from the University of
California, San Diego, in 2003. Engstrom is the author of Partisan
Gerrymandering and the Construction of American Democracy. His
research articles have appeared in numerous journals including the
American Political Science Review and the American Journal of Politi-
cal Science.

Samuel Kernell is a distinguished professor of political science at the
University of California, San Diego. He has also taught at the Univer-
sity of Mississippi and the University of Minnesota and has served as
a Senior Fellow at the Brookings Institution. Kernell received his PhD
from the University of California, Berkeley. He has written numer-
ous articles and books, including Strategy and Choice in Congres-
sional Elections, second edition (1983, with Gary C. Jacobson); James
Madison: The Theory and Practice of Republican Governance (2005);
Going Public: New Strategies of Presidential Leadership, fourth edition
(2006); and The Logic of American Politics, sixth edition (2014, with
Gary C. Jacobson, Thad Kousser, and Lynn Vavreck).
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But whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he
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Prologue

During the last decade of the nineteenth century and the early decades of
the twentieth century, elections in America changed dramatically. From the
late 1820s to the end of the nineteenth century, national elections were hotly
contested affairs waged by militaristically organized state and local political
parties dedicated to mobilizing massive voter turnout. Frequently, presidential
elections were narrowly decided. Even so, thin victory margins could rever-
berate throughout the nation’s elective offices into numerous narrow victories.
Early in the next century, political parties weakened and played a diminish-
ing role in campaigns. Voter turnout declined sharply. Although presidential
candidates won more decisively, their success failed to pull as many fellow
partisans into Congress or the state capitals.

In an exchange published in a 1974 issue of the American Political Science
Review, two leading political scientists of America’s electoral history sparred
over the secular and structural forces that had transformed America’s elec-
tions. Walter Dean Burnham launched the exchange with an article (1974a)
in which he argued that it reflected nothing less than a bourgeois revolution.
Fearful of the Populist agenda, the corrupt appetites of party leaders, and the
easily manipulated votes of massive numbers of recently enfranchised immi-
grants, America’s emerging capitalist class infiltrated and wrested control of
both political parties and government, whereupon it eviscerated state and local
party organizations and curtailed participation by what had been a keenly
engaged electorate.

Jerrold Rusk followed in the same issue with a lengthy comment (1974) in
which he critiqued Burnham’s cinematic conspiracy theory and proposed an
alternative and simpler, yet fully capacious, explanation. Declining turnout,
diminished party organizations, and shortened presidential coattails were the
direct result of Australian ballot reform, which virtually all of the states had
adopted during the last decade of the nineteenth century and first decade of the
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twentieth century. It replaced public submission of a party-supplied ticket with
the secret vote of a state-supplied ballot listing all of the eligible candidates.
Perhaps anticipating Burnham’s response, Rusk further argued that rather than
an instrument of elite takeover, party leaders in many states ushered in bal-
lot reform as a practical solution to some pressing organizational problems,
problems that we examine in detail later in the book.

In his rejoinder, Burnham acknowledged that ballot reform proximately
preceded the dramatic changes in voting and elections but dismissed this
“mechanical” variable as insubstantial and, in all likelihood, one of the tools
elites enlisted to demobilize the electorate. In any event, he concluded, to ana-
lyze the minutiae of state election laws and to sort out their effects on elections
would be a daunting task:

Of course, we all await the multivariate analysis based upon total universe recovery to
which Professor Rusk alludes. Those of us who work in this area know only too well
the immensity of preliminary data recovery and combination this will require - to say
nothing of the very real problem not merely of identifying the date and nominal scope
of a legal change, but of measuring its effectiveness as concretely applied at various
points in time. (Burnham 1974b: 1054)

Blissfully ignorant of Burnham’s prescient warning, we naively undertook to
assemble more than a century’s worth of election laws for all states. Moreover,
to test the scope of these rules on election outcomes — and because state leg-
islatures enacted, modified, and eventually dismantled the nineteenth-century
electoral system — we needed to analyze voting for state legislative elections,
the only set of elections that had still not been collected. By the end of our
nearly decade-long data collection, Burnham’s characterization of the exercise
as a “total universe recovery” no longer strikes us as a florid overstatement.
We are ready, finally, to join this conversation.
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