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george washington plunkitt honest graft is a term that originates from the
early 20th century and is closely associated with the political practices and
philosophies of George Washington Plunkitt, a New York State Senator and
Tammany Hall political figure. The concept of honest graft was Plunkitt’s way
of distinguishing between corrupt political behavior and what he considered
legitimate, if still self-serving, political profit-making. This article
explores the life of George Washington Plunkitt, the meaning and implications
of honest graft, and its place in American political history. It further
delves into how Plunkitt’s candid explanations of political patronage and
graft have influenced perceptions of politics and governance. Understanding
honest graft provides valuable insights into political ethics, machine
politics, and the blurred lines between public service and personal gain.
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Background of George Washington Plunkitt
George Washington Plunkitt was a prominent figure in early 20th-century
American politics, particularly within the Democratic political machine known
as Tammany Hall in New York City. Born in 1842, Plunkitt served as a state
senator for many years and became famous for his forthright discussions about
political patronage and graft. His career was marked by his unapologetic
embrace of the political machine system, which was widespread in urban
American politics during that era. Plunkitt’s approach to politics was
pragmatic and rooted in the belief that personal profit and political service
could coexist under a system of mutual benefit between politicians and their
constituents.

Early Life and Political Career
Plunkitt’s early life was shaped by his Irish-American background and
upbringing in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. He joined the Tammany Hall
political organization early in his career and quickly rose through its ranks
due to his loyalty and pragmatic approach to politics. As a state senator,
Plunkitt was known for being an effective legislator and a shrewd political



operator. His speeches and writings later became a primary source for
understanding political machines and graft in that period.

Relationship with Tammany Hall
Tammany Hall was a powerful political machine that controlled New York City’s
Democratic Party and wielded significant influence over local and state
politics. Plunkitt’s association with Tammany Hall was instrumental in his
political success. He worked within the organization’s framework, which
emphasized patronage, loyalty, and political favors. This relationship
allowed Plunkitt to accumulate personal wealth and political power, which he
famously defended as “honest graft.”

The Concept of Honest Graft
The term “honest graft” was coined by George Washington Plunkitt to describe
a form of political profit-making that he considered legitimate and ethical,
in contrast to corrupt or dishonest graft. Honest graft involved using
insider knowledge and political connections to benefit personally while still
serving the public interest or advancing the goals of one’s political party.
Plunkitt openly admitted to profiting from his political activities but
argued that his actions were transparent and followed the rules of the
political game.

Definition and Explanation
According to Plunkitt, honest graft meant capitalizing on opportunities that
arose from political service without breaking laws or engaging in deceit. For
example, if a politician knew about upcoming public projects and bought land
in the area before the government purchased it at a higher price, that was
honest graft. Plunkitt distinguished this from dishonest graft, which
involved bribery, embezzlement, or other illegal activities.

Examples of Honest Graft

Buying land near future public developments and profiting from increased
value.

Using political influence to secure contracts or appointments for
oneself or allies.

Leveraging insider information for financial gain without deception or
fraud.

Building political loyalty through patronage jobs and favors exchanged
openly.



Honest Graft vs. Dishonest Graft
George Washington Plunkitt’s clear distinction between honest graft and
dishonest graft reflects the complex nature of political ethics in machine
politics. Honest graft was presented as an acceptable and even admirable
practice, while dishonest graft was condemned as corruption. This distinction
provides insight into the moral framework that governed political behavior in
Tammany Hall and similar organizations.

Characteristics of Honest Graft
Honest graft was characterized by transparency, mutual benefit, and adherence
to the political system’s unwritten rules. Plunkitt believed that as long as
a politician did not break laws or deceive the public, profiting from
political connections was justified. This practice was seen as part of the
political game, rewarding loyalty and hard work within the political machine.

Characteristics of Dishonest Graft
Dishonest graft, in contrast, involved illegal or unethical activities such
as bribery, kickbacks, embezzlement, and outright theft of public funds.
These actions were hidden from the public and violated legal and moral
standards. Dishonest graft was damaging to the political machine’s reputation
and was often the target of reform movements and anti-corruption campaigns.

The Role of Tammany Hall in Plunkitt’s Politics
Tammany Hall played a central role in shaping the political environment that
allowed George Washington Plunkitt to practice and promote honest graft. The
organization’s control over New York City politics created a system where
patronage, loyalty, and political favors were integral to governance.
Plunkitt’s career exemplifies how Tammany Hall operated and how political
machines functioned in urban America at the time.

Tammany Hall’s Political Machine Structure
Tammany Hall was organized as a hierarchical political machine that
controlled nominations, elections, and appointments through a network of ward
bosses and precinct captains. The organization maintained power by delivering
votes, providing social services, and rewarding supporters with jobs and
contracts. This structure enabled politicians like Plunkitt to accumulate
power and personal wealth through the system of honest graft.

Impact on Urban Governance
The influence of Tammany Hall extended beyond mere political control to the
administration of public services and infrastructure. While often criticized
for corruption, the machine also provided essential services to immigrant and
working-class communities. Honest graft, as practiced by Plunkitt, was part



of the balancing act between self-interest and public service that
characterized Tammany Hall’s governance.

Legacy and Impact of Honest Graft on Political
Ethics
George Washington Plunkitt’s concept of honest graft has left a lasting
legacy in the study of political ethics and machine politics. His frankness
about the realities of political profit-making challenged conventional views
of corruption and provided a nuanced perspective on the relationship between
politics and personal gain. Honest graft remains a reference point in
discussions about political morality and the dynamics of patronage systems.

Influence on Political Thought
Plunkitt’s articulation of honest graft influenced political scientists,
historians, and ethicists by highlighting the pragmatic aspects of political
behavior. His perspective suggests that the line between legitimate political
activity and corruption is often blurred, especially within patronage-based
systems. This understanding has informed debates on political reform and
transparency.

Modern Relevance
While political machines like Tammany Hall have largely disappeared, the
issues raised by honest graft continue to resonate in modern politics.
Questions about the ethics of insider trading, lobbying, and political
fundraising echo Plunkitt’s themes of self-interest and public service.
Honest graft serves as a historical example of how political actors justify
personal profit within public roles.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was George Washington Plunkitt?
George Washington Plunkitt was a New York State Senator and a prominent
member of the Tammany Hall political machine in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries.

What is 'honest graft' according to George
Washington Plunkitt?
'Honest graft' is a term coined by Plunkitt to describe a form of political
corruption where politicians use their insider knowledge to make personal
profit in ways they consider legitimate and ethical, as opposed to 'dishonest
graft' which involves outright theft or fraud.



How did Plunkitt differentiate 'honest graft' from
corrupt practices?
Plunkitt claimed 'honest graft' involved exploiting opportunities that arose
from political connections, such as buying land before the government planned
to develop it, whereas corrupt practices involved stealing public funds or
bribery.

What role did George Washington Plunkitt play in
Tammany Hall?
Plunkitt was a key figure in Tammany Hall, serving as a state senator and
acting as a ward boss who controlled local political appointments and
patronage, using 'honest graft' to maintain power and influence.

Why is George Washington Plunkitt's concept of
'honest graft' significant in political history?
Plunkitt's concept highlights the blurred lines between legal political
maneuvering and corruption, providing insight into the practices of political
machines and raising questions about ethics in politics.

Did George Washington Plunkitt admit to engaging in
corrupt activities?
Plunkitt openly admitted to engaging in 'honest graft' but denied involvement
in dishonest activities like bribery or embezzlement, portraying his actions
as part of pragmatic politics.

How was George Washington Plunkitt's philosophy of
'honest graft' revealed to the public?
His views were publicized through the writings of journalist William L.
Riordon, especially in the book 'Plunkitt of Tammany Hall,' which compiled
Plunkitt's speeches and interviews explaining his political practices.

What impact did Plunkitt's ideas about 'honest
graft' have on modern political thought?
Plunkitt's ideas have influenced discussions on political ethics,
illustrating how political insiders can exploit their positions legally, and
prompting ongoing debates about transparency and accountability in
governance.



Additional Resources
1. Plunkitt of Tammany Hall: A Series of Very Plain Talks on Very Practical
Politics
This classic book compiles the candid speeches of George Washington Plunkitt,
a Tammany Hall politician, who openly discusses the concept of "honest
graft." It provides an insightful look into the workings of machine politics
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Plunkitt’s straightforward
language demystifies political maneuvering and reveals the blurred lines
between corruption and legitimate political gain.

2. Honest Graft: The Political Philosophy of George Washington Plunkitt
This book analyzes Plunkitt’s unique political philosophy known as "honest
graft," where he justifies profiting from political connections without
outright corruption. It explores the ethical debates surrounding machine
politics and the practical realities faced by urban politicians. The author
contextualizes Plunkitt’s ideas within the broader framework of American
political history.

3. Tammany Hall and the Rise of Honest Graft
Focusing on the infamous Tammany Hall political machine, this book traces its
evolution and the role George Washington Plunkitt played in shaping its
identity. It highlights the mechanisms of power, patronage, and graft that
defined the organization. The narrative delves into how honest graft was
rationalized as a form of political entrepreneurship.

4. The Life and Legacy of George Washington Plunkitt
A comprehensive biography that chronicles Plunkitt’s life from humble
beginnings to a key figure in New York politics. The book explores his role
in the Tammany Hall machine and his development of the "honest graft"
concept. It also examines his impact on political culture and the lasting
implications of his actions.

5. Machine Politics in America: Lessons from George Washington Plunkitt
This work investigates the broader phenomenon of machine politics through the
lens of Plunkitt’s career. It discusses how political machines operated,
their social functions, and the moral complexities involved. The book offers
a critical perspective on the balance between political pragmatism and
corruption.

6. Honest Graft and Political Ethics: Revisiting Plunkitt’s Legacy
A philosophical inquiry into the ethical dimensions of Plunkitt’s
justifications for graft within politics. The author debates whether "honest
graft" can exist as a legitimate practice or if it inherently undermines
democratic principles. This book encourages readers to reconsider assumptions
about corruption and integrity.

7. Tales from Tammany: Inside the World of George Washington Plunkitt
A narrative-driven account that brings to life the colorful stories and
characters surrounding Plunkitt and Tammany Hall. It captures the vibrant
political culture of New York City during Plunkitt’s era. Through anecdotes,



the book illustrates the practical workings of honest graft in everyday
politics.

8. Political Corruption and Reform: The Era of George Washington Plunkitt
This historical study focuses on the challenges of political corruption
during Plunkitt’s time and the subsequent reform movements. It assesses how
honest graft fit into the wider context of political abuses and public
responses. The book is essential for understanding the dynamics between
entrenched machines and emerging reformers.

9. From Patronage to Honest Graft: The Transformation of Urban Politics
Examining the shift in urban political strategies, this book highlights how
figures like Plunkitt redefined patronage through the lens of honest graft.
It explores the economic and social factors that influenced this
transformation. The text offers a nuanced view of how urban governance
adapted to changing political landscapes.
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