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This! paper! explores! the! relationship! between! members! of! Congress,! constituents,! and! the!
bureaucracy! in!the!period!roughly!bookending!the!turn!of!the!twentieth!century.! !While!most!
accounts! of! this! era! describe! a! transformation! of! the! bureaucracy! attributed! to! increasing!
independence!arising! from!civil! service! reforms!enacted! in!1883!and!expanded! in! subsequent!
years,!I!demonstrate!that!bureaucrats!continued!to!decide!cases!with!political!considerations!in!
mind! and! that! increasingly! career"minded!members! of! Congress! intensified! their! efforts! to!
influence! the!bureaucracy!as! the!appeal!of!personal"vote!activities!grew.! !The!analysis!draws!
from! the! life!histories!of!a!sample!of!more! than!35,000!Union!Army!veterans,!many!of!whom!
interacted!repeatedly!with!the!executive!agency!that!administered!their!pensions.! !The!results!
shed!light!on!previously!unexplored!issues!related!to!the!nascent!civil!service!and!its!relationship!
with!Congress!during! the!era! in!which! the! foundations!of!modern!congressional!careers!were!
laid!and!speak!to!enduring!questions!about!representation,!casework,!and! legislative! influence!
on!the!bureaucracy.!
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Constituent!Service,!Agency!Decision!Making,!and!
Legislative!Influence!on!the!Bureaucracy!in!the!Post"Civil!War!Era!

!
!
! One!of!the!central!storylines!of!American!politics!in!the!postbellum!period—from!the!close!of!

the!Civil!War!through!the!Gilded!Age!and!the!Progressive!Era—is!the!radical!transformation!of!the!

bureaucracy!from!patronage"based,!clerical!service!to!increasingly!autonomous!and,!on!occasion,!even!

innovative!administration.!!While!the!precise!timing!of!this!evolution,!and!its!consistency!across!

departments!of!the!executive!branch,!has!been!the!subject!of!much!recent!scholarship,!we!know!

relatively!little!about!the!ways!in!which!the!trio!of!inter"relationships!between!members!of!Congress!

(MCs),!the!bureaucracy,!and!ordinary!citizens!were!impacted.!!Despite!a!wealth!of!available!archival!

material,!the!changing!nature!of!inter"branch!and!constituency"oriented!politics!dealing!with!matters!at!

the!level!of!ordinary!citizens!has!been!left!largely!unexplored.!

! This!paper!begins!to!address!this!void!in!our!understanding!of!the!roots!of!modern!politics.!!In!

examining!foundational!questions!about!representation!and!agency!decision!making,!and!doing!so!with!

data!that!is!difficult!to!obtain!even!for!the!contemporary!era,!the!findings!speak!to!broad!topics!that!are!

of!interest!well!beyond!the!confines!of!this!historical!epoch.!!What!was!the!nature!of!political!influence!

on!the!bureaucracy?!!As!members!of!Congress!became!increasingly!career"oriented!and!sought!

opportunities!to!enhance!their!reelection!prospects!in!the!late!1800s,!how!did!their!interactions!with!

constituents!and!bureaucrats!change?!!When!(and!how)!did!legislators!intervene!on!behalf!of!

constituents!pressing!claims!before!a!bureaucratic!agency?!!Following!enactment!of!the!Pendleton!Act!

and!the!advent!of!the!merit!system!in!the!civil!service!in!1883,!how!did!the!bureaucracy’s!relationship!

with!the!legislature,!as!well!as!its!consideration!of!political!context,!evolve?!!More!specifically,!how!did!

agencies!respond!to!direct!congressional!intervention!on!individual!claims?!!Each!of!these!questions!

touches,!of!course,!on!wide"ranging!matters!of!representation,!congressional!influence!over!the!

bureaucracy,!and!other!issues!that!continue!to!be!prominent!today.!
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! I!pursue!these!inquiries!in!a!domain!that!lends!itself!to!systematic!study.!!As!the!largest!

bureaucracy!in!Washington!throughout!much!of!the!postbellum!period,!the!Bureau!of!Pensions!held!

enormous!responsibility!for!administering!an!early!forerunner!to!the!modern!social!welfare!state—

pensions!for!Union!Army!(UA)!veterans!and!their!dependents.!!Pensions!were!the!leading!category!of!

expenditure!in!the!federal!budget!for!a!number!of!years,!and!recipients!were!distributed!throughout!the!

country!and!in!every!congressional!district.!!In!terms!of!the!scope!of!direct!contact!between!ordinary!

citizens!and!the!federal!government!on!a!recurring!basis,!the!Pension!Bureau!was!probably!second!only!

to!the!Post!Office.!!I!will!argue!that!despite!the!prevailing!conception!that!civil!service!reform!produced!

a!more!autonomous!bureaucracy!that!became!increasingly!insulated!from!congressional!influence,!the!

agency!persisted!in!administering!benefits!with!an!eye!to!political!considerations,!and!over!time!

members!of!Congress!only!intensified!their!engagement!with!the!agency.!!One!change!that!did!occur!

reveals!itself!in!the!subject!of!influence—legislators!moved!beyond!the!traditional!focus!on!patronage!

matters!dealing!with!clerical!appointments!and!began!to!play!a!more!direct!role!in!constituent!cases!

that!were!pending!before!the!Bureau.!!While!such!behavior!on!the!part!of!MCs!certainly!occurred!before!

this!era,!the!dominant!mode!of!MC"bureaucratic!interaction!that!emerged!in!this!period—characterized!

by!an!increase!in!intervention!and!apparent!responsiveness!on!the!part!of!bureaucrats—contrasts!

starkly!with!the!conventional!wisdom!on!the!era.!

! Toward!this!end,!the!paper!proceeds!as!follows.!!In!the!next!section,!I!briefly!situate!this!work!in!

the!extant!literature!describing!the!bureaucracy!and!inter"branch!relations!in!the!postbellum!era.!!I!then!

turn!to!a!discussion!of!the!politics!of!UA!pensions,!which!is!followed!by!the!theoretical!framework!that!

guides!the!analysis.!!The!fourth!and!fifth!sections!review!the!data!and!present!the!analysis,!respectively,!

while!the!final!section!concludes!by!highlighting!the!key!findings!and!identifies!some!questions!for!

future!examination.!

!
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Congress!and!the!Bureaucracy!in!American!Political!Development!

! Accounts!of!the!changing!nature!of!the!bureaucracy!in!the!post"Civil!War!United!States!typically!

focus!on!congressional!and!executive!dynamics,!with!one!branch!working!to!mold!the!decisions!and!

operations!of!executive!agencies!to!the!political!disadvantage!or!against!the!policy!objectives!of!the!

other.1!!Recent!scholarship!has!also!advanced!a!narrative!in!which!bureaucrats!with!reputational!

diversity!exercise,!on!occasion,!a!degree!of!independent!and!innovative!administration.2!!Another!body!

of!literature!considers!changes!in!the!bureaucracy!arising!from!enactment!of!the!Pendleton!Act!and!the!

gradual!expansion!of!the!classified!service.3!!In!each!case,!studies!of!the!relationship!between!the!

branches!center!mostly!on!aggregate!policy—how!programmatic!decisions!with!regard!to!the!

administration!of!public!law!get!made.!!However,!most!accounts!overlook!the!relationship!between!the!

branches,!and!particularly!the!interplay!between!MCs!and!bureaucrats,!when!it!comes!to!the!day"to"day!

work!of!administration—that!is,!the!case"by"case!decision!making!on!individual"level!matters!pending!

before!bureaucratic!agencies.!!Perhaps!this!is!due!in!part!to!the!fact!that,!prior!to!the!civil!service!

reforms,!one!might!assume!a!natural!deference!to!political!factors!resulting!in!advantage!for!the!party!in!

power.!

! But!was!such!political!influence!present?!!And!if!so,!how!did!it!change!in!light!of!the!increasing!

professionalization!of!the!bureaucracy!and!growing!careerism!in!Congress?!!The!federal!government!

prior!to!the!1880s!is!often!portrayed!as!a!distributive!agent!whose!main!task!was!the!distribution!of!

government!largesse.!!The!spoils!system!involved!not!only!the!delivery!of!government!jobs!but!also!

preferential!treatment!of!land!claims,!patents,!and!veterans’!pensions—all!with!an!eye!to!partisan!

incentives.!!Thus,!the!levers!of!government!were!used!by!elected!officials!of!the!party!in!power!to!bring!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!A!sampling!of!this!large!body!of!work!includes!Skowronek!(1982),!Shefter!(1994),!Sanders!(1999),!Kernell!and!
McDonald!(1999),!and!James!(2000).!
2!This!view!is!presented!in!its!fullest!form!by!Carpenter!(2001a);!see!also!the!exchange!between!Carpenter!(2001b)!
and!Kernell!(2001).!
3!Among!the!most!prominent!works!are!Van!Riper!(1958)!and!Johnson!and!Libecap!(1994).!
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federal!goodies!back!home.!!Over!time,!as!the!story!goes,!presidents!and!MCs!lost!the!prerogative!to!

control!appointments!and!bestow!preferential!treatment!on!individual!citizens!with!claims!pending!

before!the!government!as!the!bureaucracy!became!professionalized.!!Yet!there!has!been!little!

systematic!treatment!of!the!extent!and!temporality!of!these!dynamics.!

! The!sorts!of!activities!conjured!up!by!the!preceding!discussion—elected!officials!working!for!the!

benefit!of!constituents!pressing!a!claim!before!the!government—might!be!characterized!by!modern!

observers!as!“casework.”!!The!classic!treatments!of!electorally"minded!MCs!by!Mayhew!(1974)!and!

Fiorina!(1989)!provide!compelling!accounts!of!the!motivations!for!post"World!War!II!members!to!pursue!

such!activities.!!Yet!an!open!question!remains!as!to!the!degree!to!which!nineteenth!century!legislators!

were!influenced!by!the!“electoral!connection”!(Swift!1987"88).!!Although!scholars!have!demonstrated!

the!electoral!effects!of!some!significant!votes!(what!Mayhew!terms!position"taking)!even!in!the!early!

decades!of!the!century,!there!has!been!little!consideration!of!other!aspects!of!electorally"minded!

behavior!despite!the!rise!in!careerism!that!would!eventually!usher!in!the!institutionalized!Congress!

(Kernell!1977).4!!Before!discussing!the!motivations!for!constituency!service!during!the!postbellum!

period,!it!is!necessary!to!describe!the!military!pension!system!that!will!provide!the!testing!ground!

pursued!later!in!the!paper.!

!

The!Politics!of!Union!Army!Pensions!

! Since!the!Revolutionary!War,!national!and!state!legislatures!have!faced!pressure!from!veterans,!

their!dependents,!and!associated!interest!groups!to!provide!for!the!well!being!of!those!who!were!

disabled!by!military!service!or!left!destitute!due!to!the!death!of!a!soldier.!!The!federal!government!

developed!a!relatively!limited!pension!system!for!revolutionary!soldiers!and!eventually!broadened!it!to!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4!On!the!effects!of!position"taking!in!the!nineteenth!century,!see!Bianco,!Spence,!and!Wilkerson!(1996)!and!Carson!
and!Engstrom!(2005).!!Polsby!(1968)!and!Katz!and!Sala!(1996)!advance!the!argument!that!internal!institutional!
arrangements—such!as!the!seniority!and!property!right!norms!of!the!committee!system—came!about!as!members!
sought!prolonged!service!in!Congress.!
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one!that!was!much!more!reflective!of!the!style!and!scope!of!provision!to!come!later!in!the!post"Civil!War!

era!(Jensen!2003).!!In!both!the!Revolutionary!and!Civil!War!cases,!the!clamor!for!benefits!led!Congress!

to!expand!statutory!law!to!cover!more!people!with!increasingly!generous!pensions!in!the!years!following!

the!cessation!of!conflict.!!For!veterans!of!the!Civil!War,!what!began!as!a!modest!system!to!provide!for!

those!disabled!in!the!war!expanded!rapidly!with!passage!of!the!Arrears!Act!in!1879,!which!offered!

considerable!lump!sum!payments,!and!the!Dependent!Pension!Act!of!1890,!which!broadened!pensions!

to!those!with!a!disability!of!any!origin!save!“vicious!habits.”!!The!1890!legislation!was!interpreted!

broadly!in!subsequent!years!until!eventually!age!alone!came!to!be!deemed!a!disability!carrying!with!it!a!

pension.!!This!interpretation!was!solidified!in!executive!construction!with!the!Bureau’s!Order!No.!78!in!

1904!and!enshrined!in!law!by!Congress!in!1907.!!Although!the!veteran!population!began!to!decline!after!

the!turn!of!the!century,!additional!laws!were!passed!to!provide!even!more!generous!benefits!in!the!

decades!that!followed.5!

! Despite!Congress’!tendency!to!respond!favorably!with!broad!programmatic!legislation,!often!

motivated!by!partisan!and!particularistic!interests!(Finocchiaro!and!Jenkins!2008;!Skocpol!1992),!

constituents!also!pressured!MCs!to!intervene!on!their!behalf!in!specific!cases.!!Members!responded!to!

these!demands!in!one!of!two!ways:!through!a!special!act!of!Congress!or!in!an!advocacy!role!before!the!

bureaucracy.!!Finocchiaro!(2008)!describes!the!considerable!extent!to!which!members!of!Congress!

introduced!and!advanced!private!bills!within!the!legislative!branch.!!These!bills!proliferated!at!the!turn!

of!the!twentieth!century,!peaking!in!the!61st!Congress!(1909"11)!with!close!to!20,000!introduced!in!the!

House!alone!and!more!than!9,600!pensions!enacted!by!special!act!of!Congress.6!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5!Glasson!(1918)!provides!a!detailed!historical!narrative!of!U.S.!military!pensions.!
6!As!early!as!the!1st!Congress,!the!House!created!select!committees!to!deal!with!private!claims,!and!by!1794!
created!a!standing!committee!for!that!purpose!(Schamel!et!al.,!1989:!Ch.!6).!!Interestingly,!Congress’!first!
appropriations!bill!funded!pensions!for!veterans!of!the!Revolutionary!War!(Stewart!1989:!73),!and!since!the!
earliest!days!of!the!Republic!members!have!not!hesitated!to!use!special!pension!acts!to!skirt!public!laws!in!favor!of!
particular!claimants.!
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! Members!of!Congress!also!became!consumed!with!the!cases!of!their!constituents!that!were!

pending!before!the!Pension!Bureau.!!The!historical!record!describes!these!processes!in!some!detail,!and!

also!offers!a!stylized!explanation!for!them—that!of!the!reluctant!public!servant.!!By!all!accounts,!MCs!of!

the!late!nineteenth!and!early!twentieth!centuries!found!themselves!involved!in!a!significant!amount!of!

constituent!business.!!One!indicator!of!the!prevalence!of!service"related!activities!is!the!mass!of!

correspondence!between!MCs!and!the!Pension!Bureau.!!For!much!of!this!time!period,!tens!of!thousands!

of!written!inquiries!were!made!annually!at!the!Bureau!by!senators!and!representatives!who!were!

chasing!down!information!on!an!applicant’s!status.!7!!White’s!(1958:!70"84)!treatment!of!congressional!

business!with!the!executive!departments!gives!a!leading!role!to!pensions!and!pension!claims,!and!

suggests!that!members,!not!so!much!by!choice!as!by!necessity,!spent!from!one"third!to!two"thirds!of!

their!time!on!such!constituent!business!(see!also!La!Follette!1913:!84).!!An!exchange!reported!in!the!

New!York!Times!between!two!legislators!in!which!one!describes!an!example!of!a!typical!letter!from!a!

constituent!is!telling:!

“He!says,!‘When!you!go!to!the!Capitol!next!time!please!go!in!the!Pension!Office!and!get!
my!pension!increase!pushed!through,!and!then!see!if!the!Fish!Commission!will!give!us!
some!trout!seed!up!here.!!Same!time!see!the!Postmaster!General!and!have!Nils!
Swenson!made!Postmaster!at!Koday,!and!if!you!see!him!tell!Secretary![of!Agriculture]!
Wilson!we!all!up!here!want!plenty!new!cabbage!next!spring…That’s!all!now.!!Thanking!
you!for!past!favors,!yours,!&c.’…[The!legislator!goes!on!to!say!that]!lots!of!folks!think!the!
whole!Government!is!under!one!roof!and!that!I!have!only!to!go!from!one!room!to!
another!to!attend!to!their!business!and!do!up!their!errands”!(Dec.!14,!1905,!pg.!8).!
!

In!their!own!words,!and!according!to!the!conventional!wisdom,!members!of!Congress!felt!burdened!by!

this!type!of!work!and!may!well!have!preferred!to!do!without!the!bother.!

! But!the!parallel!history!with!regard!to!individual!claims!presented!to!Congress!for!legislative!

action!is!instructive.!!Despite!repeated!attempts!throughout!the!nineteenth!century!to!cede!claims"

related!authority!on!pension!matters!to!judicial!bodies,!Congress!was!unable!(or!perhaps!unwilling)!to!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7!The!Bureau!of!Pensions!received!nearly!200,000!written!communications!from!Congress!in!both!1892!and!1898.!!
One!member!alone!made!7,690!calls!upon!the!Bureau!over!an!eleven"month!period!in!1892!(Annual!Report!of!the!
Commissioner!of!Pensions,!1892,!pg.!69).!
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dispense!with!the!growing!mass!of!private!business!it!faced.!!Members!often!stated!a!conviction!that!the!

legislative!branch,!being!constitutionally!mandated!to!oversee!spending,!could!not!delegate!final!

authority!to!another!branch.!!At!the!same!time!they!frequently!observed!that!the!Congress!was!not!

well"suited!to!the!examining!of!evidence,!taking!of!testimony,!and!other!requirements!that!one!

associates!with!proceedings!of!a!judicial!nature,!particularly!since!the!institution!typically!carried!out!

these!tasks!on!an!ex!parte!basis.!!So!from!time!to!time,!special!tribunals!or!commissions!were!convened!

to!handle!large!classes!of!non"pension!claims.!!In!1855,!Congress!passed!legislation!establishing!the!

Court!of!Claims,!and!the!Bowman!Act!of!1883!and!the!Tucker!Act!of!1887!expanded!the!Court’s!

jurisdiction!and!allowed!Congress!to!refer!certain!matters!to!the!Court!for!a!determination!of!legal!

validity!and!a!recommendation!for!damages!to!be!paid.!!Final!authority!rested!with!Congress,!however,!

as!to!whether!payment!would!be!made!and!in!what!amount!(Cowen,!Nichols,!and!Bennett!1978).!

Interestingly,!when!given!the!opportunity!to!rid!itself!almost!entirely!of!private!matters!

(particularly!pension!bills)!in!the!late!1880s,!the!House!stopped!short!of!doing!so.!!From!that!point!

forward,!the!management!of!private!legislation!stayed!much!the!same!until!the!Legislative!

Reorganization!Act!of!1946!consolidated!jurisdiction!in!the!Judiciary!and!Foreign!Affairs!Committees.!!It!

was!a!change!in!incentives,!rather!than!the!reorganization!of!the!committee!system,!that!according!to!

Hill!and!Williams!(1993)!brought!about!the!decline!in!private!bills!in!the!post"World!War!II!Congress.!!

Furthermore,!the!state!of!affairs!by!the!1890s!served!the!sectional!and!partisan!interests!of!many!

members!quite!well!(Bensel!1984).!!The!pensions!that!Skocpol!(1992:!120)!depicts!as!“fuel!for!

congressional!and!party!patronage”!were!well!within!their!grasp,!while!more!thorny!(and!often!time!

consuming)!claims!were!handled,!at!least!initially,!outside!the!institution.!!And!because!congressional!

action!was!required!to!finalize!and!pay!claims!heard!before!the!courts,!Congress!could!very!simply!
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ignore!such!claims,!which!it!often!did.8!

! In!much!the!same!way!that!legislators!might!have!chosen!to!relinquish!legislative!control!over!

private!matters,!members!of!Congress!might!have!allowed!the!executive!agencies!to!move!first!in!

handing!down!a!decision!on!particular!cases!pending!before!the!bureaucracy.!!If!the!case!was!decided!

unfavorably,!then!appeal!could!be!(and!often!was)!made!to!the!claimant’s!member!of!Congress!with!the!

hope!of!passing!a!private!bill!that!would!effectively!overturn!the!agency’s!decision.!!Yet!despite!this!

possibility,!and!as!described!above,!many!constituents!insisted!on!calling!upon!their!member!of!

Congress!to!personally!inquire!about!their!pending!claim.!!Often!this!involved!the!MC!physically!visiting!

(or!making!a!“call”)!at!the!Bureau.!!Such!personal!calls!were!a!regular!occurrence!in!the!executive!

departments!of!Washington,!ranging!in!the!tens!of!thousands!per!year!through!the!1880s!and!totaling!

more!than!1.3!million!(or!an!average!of!more!than!130,000!per!year)!the!following!decade.9!!The!

unrelenting!press!of!such!business!occasionally!led!the!Pension!Commissioner!to!report!the!disruptive!

and!time"consuming!nature!of!congressional!calls,!which!he!argued!only!further!slowed!the!progress!of!

the!Bureau!in!dispensing!with!the!claims!that!were!pending.10!!Yet!such!complaints!fell!on!deaf!ears!and!

MCs!continued!to!press!for!information!and!resolution!of!constituents!claims—behavior!that,!as!noted!

earlier,!parallels!in!many!ways!modern!casework.!!I!turn!next!to!the!consideration!of!the!potential!

factors!driving!the!acceleration!in!MC!activity!during!this!period.!

!

Patronage!Bureaucracy,!Congressional!Careerism,!and!the!Nature!of!Representation!!

! This!meddling!in!the!affairs!of!the!Pension!Bureau!on!the!part!of!members!of!Congress!who!

were!in!effect!interposing!themselves!in!decision!making!regarding!individual!cases!raises!a!number!of!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8!Between!February!24,!1905!and!March!4,!1915,!not!a!single!war!claim!was!paid.!!Congress!went!most!of!the!
1890s!without!any!action,!as!well.!!See!H.!Rpt.!85,!1st!session,!64th!Congress,!pg.!4"5.!
9!These!data!were!collected!from!the!annual!reports!of!the!Commissioner!of!Pensions.!!Unfortunately,!the!volume!
of!congressional!correspondence!was!reported!only!sporadically!after!1905.!
10!See,!for!instance,!“The!Raum!Investigation”!(NYT,!Mar.!9,!1892,!pg.!3)!and!“New!Pension!Office!Rules”!(NYT,!Mar.!
13,!1898,!pg.!5),!as!well!as!the!Annual!Report!of!the!Commissioner!of!Pensions!for!various!years.!
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questions.!!!First,!if!the!Bureau!was!the!prototypical!patronage"rich!agency!that!many!accounts!maintain!

(see,!e.g.,!Skocpol!1992!and!Carpenter!2001)!why!would!this!have!been!necessary?!!That!is,!if!supportive!

clerks!at!the!Bureau!could!be!relied!on!to!make!decisions!that!were!in!the!best!interest!of!MCs!and!party!

politicians,!or!on!the!other!hand!if!members!were!serving!simply!as!trustees!of!their!constituents’!

business!in!Washington!(as!opposed!to!entrepreneurs!looking!for!credit!claiming!opportunities),!we!

might!expect!to!see!congressional!intervention!as!primarily!a!function!of!aggregate!pension!demand.!!

Although!I!will!return!to!this!matter!later,!the!short!answer!is!that!there!is!some!existing!evidence!that!

prior!to!the!1890s!the!Bureau!was!overtly!political!in!the!distribution!of!pensions!at!the!individual!level.!!

Thus,!MCs!perhaps!had!less!cause!to!take!an!active!role!in!the!day"to"day!affairs!of!the!Bureau.!!Many!

accounts!suggest!a!rising!level!of!professionalization!within!the!Bureau!by!the!mid"1890s!with!the!

departure!of!the!last!of!the!overtly!political!commissioners,!and!within!a!decade,!as!nearly!every!eligible!

veteran!who!wanted!a!pension!should!have!had!one!(age!alone!was!considered!a!disability),!it!is!

similarly!difficult!to!imagine!what!potential!positive!effect!might!be!produced!by!the!advocacy!of!a!

member!of!Congress!(Costa!1998:!164).!

Yet!as!I!will!show!below,!it!is!after!the!liberalization!of!the!law!and!the!adoption!of!automatic!

triggers!for!increased!pension!that!members!of!Congress,!in!the!latter!part!of!the!first!decade!of!the!

twentieth!century!in!particular,!ratcheted!up!their!activity.!!So!what!changed?!!At!the!same!time!that!the!

laws!and!their!implementation!were!becoming!more!generous,!why!did!the!scope!of!congressional!

intervention!expand?!!Also,!to!what!extent!did!the!activities!of!MCs!matter!in!terms!of!the!subsequent!

decision!making!on!the!part!of!the!Bureau?!!Presumably,!an!influence"seeking!MC!would!not!make!a!call!

if!he!risked!embarrassment!at!the!hands!of!an!unyielding!bureaucrat.!!To!begin!to!answer!these!

questions,!it!is!important!to!first!consider!some!theoretical!expectations!for!the!linkages!between!MCs,!

bureaucrats,!and!constituents.!
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! In!considering!the!modern!Congress,!Fiorina!(1989)!argues!that!we!should!expect!a!particular!

type!of!behavior!on!the!part!a!legislature!populated!by!careerists.!!“First,!that!the!normal!activities!of!its!

members!are!those!calculated!to!enhance!their!chances!of!reelection…![and],!second,!that!the!members!

would!devise!and!maintain!institutional!arrangements!which!facilitate!their!electoral!activities”!(39).!!

Perhaps!the!leading!activity!that!members!pursue!in!this!regard!is!casework,!which!is!essential!in!

building!a!reputation"based!personal!vote!(Cain,!Ferejohn,!and!Fiorina!1987).!!Although!Fiorina!focuses!

on!the!post"World!War!II!era!with!its!comparatively!larger!federal!government,!the!pension!system!

offered!many!of!the!same!advantages!that!modern!members!have!come!to!enjoy.!!Playing!an!

ombudsman!role!is!(and!was)!relatively!uncontroversial,!with!the!benefits!directly!targeted!to!particular!

constituents.!Furthermore,!MCs!controlled!the!budgets!of!federal!agencies!then!as!now,!giving!

bureaucrats!good!reason!to!be!responsive.!

! While!the!principal/agent!framework!of!constituency!service!and!oversight!of!the!bureaucracy!

has!been!applied!primarily!to!the!modern!era,!I!argue!that!it!also!works!particularly!well!in!

understanding!the!period!examined!here,!when!patronage!transitioned!into!merit"based!civil!service.!!

The!clerks!of!the!Pension!Bureau!were!among!the!first!to!obtain!job!security!with!the!enactment!of!the!

Pendleton!Act,!but!this!newfound!“independence”!did!not!reduce!their!need!to!cultivate!support!among!

elected!officials!(particularly!in!Congress),!which!would!go!a!long!way!in!affecting!their!agency’s!present!

and!future!well"being.!!In!fact,!they!may!well!have!had!more!reason!to!do!so!in!light!of!the!new!

circumstances.!!Similarly,!the!members!of!Congress!who!began!to!make!a!career!out!of!legislative!

service!had!something!to!gain!by!playing!the!ombudsman!role!in!constituency!matters!that!were!before!

the!bureaucracy.!!Thus,!my!argument!departs!from!the!conventional!wisdom!in!the!following!ways.!!

First,!I!would!expect!the!Bureau’s!adjudication!to!take!account!of!the!political!context!both!before!and!

after!civil!service!reforms—diminishing!perhaps!only!after!determination!of!pension!claims!became!

automatic!(based!on!age)!rather!than!subjective!(based!on!degree!of!disability).!!Presumably,!political!
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considerations!could!be!both!direct,!resulting!from!the!intervention!of!a!MC!in!a!pending!case,!and!

indirect,!with!agency!discretion!being!exercised!to!advance!certain!claimants!based!on!characteristics!

such!as!the!partisan!complexion!of!an!applicant’s!home!state!or!district.!!It!is!also!possible,!if!the!agency!

relationship!changed,!that!presidential!influence!becomes!supplanted!by!congressional!influence.!!

Second,!if!members!did,!in!fact,!become!more!oriented!toward!personal"vote!seeking!activities!as!the!

period!wore!on,!then!despite!the!apparent!lack!of!need!for!intervention!on!what!were!essentially!

automatic!pension!increases!shortly!after!the!turn!of!the!century,!MCs!competing!for!votes!would!

increasingly!engage!with!the!bureaucracy!on!behalf!of!their!constituents.!!After!all,!what!better!course!

of!action!than!to!claim!credit!for!a!benefit!that!could!be!delivered!with!a!high!degree!of!certainty?!

! While!there!has!been!no!previous!systematic!study!of!these!questions,!historical!accounts!offer!

hints!of!a!basis!on!which!to!build!this!case.!!Anecdotally,!members!of!Congress!believed!they!enjoyed!

some!political!prerogative!at!the!Bureau,!even!well!after!the!civil!service!reforms!of!the!1880s.!!For!

instance,!one!progressive!House!Republican!whose!influence!was!diminished!due!to!the!dominance!of!

GOP!stalwarts!after!the!turn!of!the!century!eventually!acceded!to!a!constituent’s!demand!that!the!two!

walk!across!town!for!a!personal!call!at!the!office!of!the!Pension!Commissioner.!!In!the!recounting!of!the!

New!York!Times,!“As!they!walked!along!the!broad!graveled!path!together!and!approached!the!main!

entrance!a!great!thought!came!to!the!Congressman.!!Two!large!swinging!doors!confronted!him,!and!

staring!from!each!in!letters!half!a!foot!high!was!the!commanding!word!‘Pull.’!!‘You!see,’!said!the!

Congressman!to!his!constituent,!‘there!is!no!use!of!my!going!in.!!It!takes!‘pull’!to!get!on!here,!and!you!

know!I’m!an!insurgent’”!(Jan.!29,!1906,!pg.!8).!!Other!anecdotal!evidence!documents!a!number!of!

investigations!into!political!manipulation!in!the!Bureau,!sometimes!resulting!in!dismissals;!it!also!reveals!

a!continuing!pattern!of!influence!on!the!part!of!the!Grand!Army!of!the!Republic!(the!chief!interest!group!

representing!UA!veterans)!and!observes!the!frequent!presence!of!both!pension!attorneys!and!politicians!
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in!the!rooms!of!the!Pension!Bureau.11!!Interestingly,!in!1922,!an!entire!section!of!28!clerks—directly!

under!the!authority!of!the!Deputy!Commissioner—was!still!dedicated!to!handling!claims!on!which!MCs!

intervened!(Weber!1923),!demonstrating!the!long"lasting!appeal!of!this!sort!of!exchange.!!And!finally,!

Logue!and!Blanck!(2008)!have!recently!documented!a!distinct!racial!bias!in!pension!disposition—the!fact!

that!the!administration!of!the!pension!system!was!not!color"blind!demonstrates!perhaps!better!than!

any!other!piece!of!evidence!the!persistent!opportunity!for!bureaucratic!discretion.!

!

Data!and!Methods!

! The!data!for!this!analysis!are!drawn!from!the!accumulated!life!histories!of!Union!Army!veterans!

compiled!by!various!federal!agencies!and!now!housed!in!the!National!Archives.!!This!study!is!based!on!a!

sample!of!about!35,000!veterans,!representing!303!UA!companies,!whose!military,!pension,!medical,!

and!census!records!from!the!nineteenth!and!early!twentieth!centuries!were!pieced!together!as!part!of!

the!Early!Indicators!of!Later!Work!Levels,!Disease,!and!Death!(EI)!project.12!!For!each!veteran,!the!EI!

project!identifies!a!host!of!personal,!economic,!family,!military!service,!and!medical!characteristics!at!

various!points!in!his!life.!!A!component!of!this!rich!history!is!captured!in!the!official!records!of!the!

Pension!Bureau,!which!documented!every!instance!in!which!a!veteran!formally!interacted!with!the!

agency!by!applying!for!an!original!or!increased!pension.!!These!applications!often!required!a!medical!

exam,!so!repeated!applications!generated!a!series!of!surgeons’!certificates!detailing!the!health!of!the!

veteran!over!his!life!span.!!As!time!passed!and!old!age!came!to!be!considered!a!disability,!nearly!every!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11!On!the!role!of!the!Grand!Army!Republic,!see!Ainsworth!(1995).!!In!addition!to!the!stories!noted!earlier,!the!New!
York!Times!gives!an!example!of!the!prominence!of!pension!attorneys!and!members!of!Congress!in!calling!for!
information!on!pending!cases!in!“Bothered!by!Congressmen”!(Apr.!20,!1892,!pg.!2).!!The!Times!also!recounts!the!
influence!of!clerks,!and!their!ability!to!steer!cases!toward!positive!or!negative!disposition,!in!“Aged!Clerks!Defend!
Jobs”!(Mar.!22,!1906)!and!“Women!on!the!Pension!Board”!(Nov.!17,!1905).!!Aron’s!(1987)!fascinating!account!of!
life!in!federal!offices!after!the!civil!service!reforms!is!similarly!replete!with!examples!of!dubious!behavior!on!the!
part!of!clerks.!!
12!These!data!were!produced!and!are!managed!by!the!Center!for!Population!Economics!at!the!University!of!
Chicago!(CPE).!!See!Fogel!(1993)!for!an!overview!of!the!Early!Indicators!project,!and!the!CPE!website!for!the!data!
and!documentation:!http://www.cpe.uchicago.edu/unionarmy/unionarmy.html.!
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living!UA!veteran!had!claim!to!a!pension!and!was!likely!to!be!on!the!rolls.!!Furthermore,!it!was!official!

practice!in!the!Pension!Bureau!to!document!any!congressional!intervention!in!the!case!of!a!claimant.!!

Prior!to!1898,!the!name!of!the!MC!was!recorded!in!the!margin!of!the!application,!and!from!that!point!

forward!claim!forms!were!printed!with!a!blank!for!the!name!of!the!applicant’s!MC!should!he!make!a!call!

at!the!Bureau.!!While!this!particular!information!was!not!coded!as!part!by!the!Early!Indicators!project!

due!to!limitations!in!the!scope!of!what!could!be!collected!and!stored!when!the!project!was!launched,!I!

have!made!a!second!pass!through!a!random!sample!of!1,000!veterans!who!applied!at!least!once!for!a!

pension!to!ascertain!congressional!contact!as!well!as!other!omitted!information!such!as!the!length!of!

time!it!took!to!process!the!claim.13!!The!first!pension!claim!in!this!sub"sample!was!filed!in!1863!with!the!

last!coming!in!1932,!although!the!preponderance!of!claims!is!observed!from!1879!to!1912.!!This!

information!affords!a!unique!opportunity!to!trace!in!a!systematic!way!the!changing!relationship!

between!constituents,!the!bureaucracy,!and!members!of!Congress!over!a!lengthy!period!of!American!

history!within!which!major!structural!changes!in!the!political!landscape!were!occurring.!

! Because!I!am!interested!in!various!aspects!of!bureaucratic!decision!making!I!will!consider!an!

array!of!dependent!variables,!each!of!which!requires!a!particular!methodological!approach.!!Ordinary!

least!squares!regression!will!be!employed!when!investigating!the!dollar!value!of!pensions!granted!by!the!

Bureau,!whereas!logit!is!appropriate!in!the!context!of!the!dichotomous!measure!of!whether!an!original!

or!increased!pension!was!awarded.!!Finally,!in!considering!the!length!of!time!it!took!the!bureaucracy!to!

dispose!of!a!claim,!a!hazard!model!is!appropriate—in!this!case!the!Cox!proportional!hazards!model!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13!The!sub"sample!is!reflective!of!the!broader!35,000"man!sample!in!all!relevant!respects.!!States!are!represented!
roughly!in!proportion!to!their!representation!in!the!living!veteran!population!at!the!time,!more!applications!are!
obtained!later!in!the!time!series!as!the!frequency!of!applications—typically!for!increased!pension—rose!(the!
average!per!individual!is!about!seven),!and!so!forth.!!Collecting!the!data!for!the!sub"sample!involved!identifying!the!
soldier!and!relevant!pension!certificate!numbers!in!the!General!Index!to!Pension!Files,!1861"1934!(National!
Archives!microfilm!publication!T288),!pulling!the!pension!file!from!the!bureau’s!records!at!Archives!I!in!
Washington,!DC,!and!then!culling!the!collected!papers!for!each!claimant!to!link!the!existing!application!data!from!
the!Early!Indicators!project!to!the!new!material!being!collected.!
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because!I!do!not!have!a!particular!theoretical!or!empirical!expectation!on!which!to!base!a!

parameterization!of!the!baseline!hazard!with!respect!to!time!(Box"Steffensmeier!and!Jones!2004).!

!

Analysis!

Political!Factors!in!Bureaucratic!Decision!Making!

At!the!outset,!pensions!for!UA!veterans!were!granted!solely!on!the!basis!of!death!or!disability!

attributable!to!service!in!the!war.!!Known!as!the!“General!Law!System,”!the!initiating!legislation!

established!a!rating!system!for!degrees!of!disability!that!was!tied!to!loss!of!earning!power!as!measured!

by!inability!to!perform!manual!labor.!!For!those!soldiers!who!died!in!service!or!as!a!result!of!their!

injuries,!pensions!were!extended!to!widows!and!dependents.!!The!first!major!expansion!of!the!pension!

system!came!about!in!1879!with!the!passage!of!the!Arrears!Act.!!This!legislation!called!for!the!payment!

of!claims!to!be!made!retroactive!to!the!date!of!discharge!or!death!(rather!than!the!date!of!application!

for!a!pension),!such!that!those!who!filed!for!a!pension!(and!the!pension!attorneys!who!represented!

them)!stood!to!gain!a!considerable!lump!sum!payment!in!their!first!pension!check.!

Scholars!have!argued!that!around!the!same!time,!the!process!of!adjudicating!pension!claims!

became!politicized,!at!least!in!part!because!of!the!large!backlog!generated!by!the!Arrears!Act.!!

Essentially,!it!became!impossible!for!the!Pension!Bureau!to!settle!all!applications!in!a!timely!manner,!

and!to!the!degree!that!discretion!was!exercised!in!choosing!where!to!focus!the!Bureau’s!resources,!that!

discretion!was!frequently!exercised!with!partisan!considerations!in!mind.!!For!instance,!it!was!not!

unheard!of!for!the!Bureau’s!Commissioner!to!expend!his!limited!resources!in!places!like!Indiana!and!

Ohio!where!elections!were!sure!to!be!competitive!and!there!was!no!shortage!of!union!veterans!(see,!

e.g.,!Sanders!1980,!Logue!1992,!and!Skocpol!1992:!120"124).!!One!of!the!persistent!challenges!facing!the!

agency!was!that!it!was!forced!to!rely!on!ex!parte!evidence—medical!exams,!affidavits,!etc.—compiled!in!

or!close!to!the!applicant’s!hometown.!!In!addition!to!the!clerks!in!Washington,!the!boards!of!examining!
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surgeons!dispersed!throughout!the!country!were!often!drawn!from!the!friendly!ranks!of!partisan!

supporters,!former!veterans,!and!the!like.!

! Thus,!while!previous!scholarship!assumes!agency!decision!making!followed!at!least!a!degree!of!

partisan!manipulation,!there!has!been!little!direct!examination.!!Skocpol!(1992)!notes!the!degree!to!

which!fraud!was!uncovered!when!government!examiners!probed!individual!cases—but!such!

investigations!were!infrequent!and!failed!to!thoroughly!examine!recurrent!claims!of!widespread!fraud.!!

In!the!first!stage!of!my!analysis,!I!investigate!the!question!of!partisan!administration!more!directly!by!

examining!a!large!sample!of!applications.!!By!linking!the!applications!to!the!partisan!context!while!

controlling!for!a!number!of!factors!that!are!known!to!influence!the!disposition!of!a!case,!some!light!can!

be!shed!on!the!extent!and!timing!of!political!influence!on!agency!decision!making.!

! Previous!analysis!has!grappled!with!the!same!question,!albeit!in!a!limited!fashion!and!with!

mixed!results.!!Logue!(1992)!finds!a!connection!between!the!proportion!of!pensioners!in!a!county!and!its!

support!for!the!party!in!the!White!House!in!the!1880s—an!effect!that!holds!for!both!Democratic!and!

Republican!administrations.!!In!looking!at!individual!pension!applications,!Costa!(1993:!123"124)!finds!no!

evidence!that!the!ratio!of!Republican!to!Democratic!votes!in!the!applicant’s!county!in!the!1898!

congressional!elections!impacted!the!dollar!value!of!pension!awarded.!!More!recently,!Blanck!and!Song!

(2002)!report!that!applicants!from!solid!Republican!states!(measured!dichotomously)!had!a!better!

chance!of!approval!and!a!higher!rate!of!pension!throughout!the!pre"1907!(disability"based)!time!period,!

while!Logue!and!Blanck!(2008)!find!that!applicants!from!swing!states!(also!a!dichotomous!measure)!saw!

an!increased!odds!of!success!under!the!General!Law!system!(1862"1890).!!No!treatment!of!the!potential!

effects!of!politics!has!considered!the!disposition!of!individual!applications!using!partisan!vote!shares!

across!a!range!of!elections!and!presidential!administrations!to!test!the!conventional!wisdom!that!politics!

mattered!once!but!was!no!longer!relevant!by!the!mid"1890s.!


