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An Analysis of Ethics of George W. Plunkitt and Richard J. Daley
In analyzing George Washington Plunkitt and Richard Daley, via their portrayal in Riordon’s Plunkitt of Tammany Hall and Royko’s Boss, it is necessary to compare and contrast the ethical perspectives that both embodied.  More importantly, one should provide a personal critical stance on the distinctions these leaders may have drawn between public and private ethics and morality.   In doing so, the reader will draw a clear conclusion that both definitely utilized questionable ethics.  Plunkitt’s ethical bearings stemmed from financial self gratification while Daly’s hinged more on a narcissistic approach to the preservation of his name, his political control, and perceived accomplishments through sometimes disrespectful and uncaring means.  
First, ethics is described as that branch of philosophy dealing with values relating to human conduct, with respect to the rightness and wrongness of certain actions and to the goodness and badness of the motives and ends of such actions. From an ethical standpoint, what main ethical principle did these two political leaders share in common?  The answer: an absolute belief in doing whatever it took to keep “The Machine” a controlling factor in government.   Basically, “The Machine”, in Plunkitt’s and Daley’s time, consisted of three basic elements: party bosses like themselves, which governed the party machine and controlled the politicians; election district captains who mobilized and organized support at the neighborhood level; and party loyalists who supported the machine with votes and financial support in return for jobs or special favors.  It was these loyalists that were the lifeblood of “The Machine” for without their participation, the opposition would control city government.  It is the methods used by Plunkitt and Daley 
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to keep their political Machines functioning that deserve ethical scrutiny.

In Riordon’s Plunkitt of Tammany Hall, To Hold Your District: Study Human Nature and Act Accordin’, Plunkitt states that “What tells in holdin your grip on your district is to go right down among the poor families and help them... I've got a regular system for this.”  From the onset, Plunkitt’s ethical position is called into question.  Why is there a “system” in place geared towards poor families in the first place?  Answer: to keep “The Machine” running.  He elaborates on his ‘system’ by stating “…if there's a fire in Ninth or Tenth or Eleventh Avenue, for example, any hour of the day or night, I'm usually there with some of my election district captains as soon as the fire engines. If a family is burned out I don't I don't ask them if they are Republicans or Democrats… I just get quarters for them, buy clothes for them if their clothes were all burned up, and fix them up until they get things runnin' again. It's philanthropy, but it's politics too - mighty good politics. Who can tell me how many votes one of those fires brings me? The poor are the most grateful people in the world, and, let me tell you, they have more friends in their neighborhoods than the rich have in theirs.”  So basically Plunkett is saying that in order to protect, preserve, and foster “The Machine’s” political influence, one must seek fire survivors in poor communities and methodically buy their votes with warm blankets, hot food, and dry shelter.  
Richard Daley used similar such tactics to keep his Chicago political machine rolling too; especially establishing vote loyalty during funeral proceedings.  Royko writes in 
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Boss, Chapter 1, while describing Daley’s typical business day’s agenda in the late afternoon, “…funeral home wakes are still part of political courtesy and his culture.   Since he started in politics, he’s been to a thousand of them.  On the way up, the slightest connection with the deceased or his family was enough reason to attend a wake… his arrival is as big an event as the other fellow’s departure.”  Daley new the importance of wakes to “The Machine” and acknowledged that attending such functions made good practical political sense.   Plunkitt did too.    
Basically, in this comparison of morality and ethics displayed by Plunkitt and Daley, one can conclude that their obvious acts of contrived humanitarianism during fire disasters and wakes were essential in keeping Machine delegates in office.  How ethical are such methods?  Some would vehemently argue “not at all” which is a most agreeable observation.  From a public view point of morality, they sincerely thought that helping people in the time of need or comforting those after a death in the family was the “right” thing to do.  Privately, they both realized that these tactics served a greater political purpose: winning over voters during election time.   As far as they were concerned, the ends justified the means. 
In contrasting the ethical perspectives of these two leaders, one must analyze their core belief structure to capture their differences.  What did they do to differentiate their moral distortions?  Let’s consider Plunkitt’s explanation of Honest Graft and Dishonest Graft in Riordon’s book.  Plunkitt states that “…many of our men have grown rich in politics. I have myself. I've made a big fortune out of the game, and I'm gettin' richer
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 every day, but I've not gone in for dishonest graft - blackmailin' gamblers, saloonkeepers, disorderly people, etc. - and neither has any of the men who have made big fortunes in politics.  There's an honest graft, and I'm an example of how it works. I might sum up the whole thing by sayin': "I seen my opportunities and I took 'em." And what tools did Plunkitt use to cease these opportunities?  Answers:  inside government information (municipal public improvements that were tipped-off to him way in advance so he could buy the land being improved, i.e. bridges and parks, to resell at a higher inflated price later), bid rigging, and forced governmental wage hikes for job-favor employees.  Plunkitt believed in economic self preservation of the wallet; especially his. And by no means was he shy about this fact.  Though some of his methods were actually legal in his day, they were still considered ethically questionable back then.  Regardless, he rhetorically states that “…every good man looks after his friends, and any man who doesn't isn't likely to be popular. If I have a good thing to hand out in private life, I give it to a friend.  Why shouldn’t I do the same in public life?”  This is a clear indication of economic vanity.  He’s saying in effect that if he can personally profit within the public arena (as others do in the private sector) why not spread the wealth around to friends and voters.  As long as the city treasury stays intact, and the existing penal code is not adulterated, then everything is full game in his book.   These ethical principles are derived from self-rationalization and not logic and are therefore flawed. 

Richard J. Daley’s core belief structure centered around his incredible ego.  Ethics displayed while Mayor were happenstance at best.  His only consideration while in office
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was “what can I do to leave an unforgettable legacy on the face of Chicago?”  Whereas Plunkitt was engrossed with methods of orchestrating his next personal financial coup, Daley was strategizing his next move to publicly fund the next municipal land improvement project (presumably in his name), i.e. university parks, “affordable” housing projects (later to be unaffordable to those previous land owners that were displaced),  airports, and Lake Front convention centers.  As Royko states in Chapter V of Boss, when Daley became Chicago’s Mayor, “… “Boss” Daley was suddenly “Dick the Builder,” the man who was getting things going, revitalizing the city, pumping new life into the old town… with everybody cheering, his bond issue went through easily, and work was beginning.  The biggest expenditures were for O’Hare Airport, bridges, and train crossings, street lights and lake docking facilities.” And what public improvement expenditures were slated with the least amount of dollars?  Answer: slum land clearance and community conservation.  Royko elaborates that “…in a one-month period, 13 black adults and children died in a series of slum fires.” Slums were not Daley’s priority.  In fact, if he could, he would rather wipe these poor people off the face of Chicago (displace them indefinitely) in order to make room for a high rise housing complex for a wealthier class of constituents.  Basically, as Royko suggests, “…his urban renewal program amounted to a stack full of charts and blueprints.  Rats gnawed on black infants’ feet, while money was used to build new police stations around the corner.  The Daley years were underway with the values that would never change:  things, concrete, glass, steel, downtown, business profit.  Then if there’s anything left, maybe something for the human 
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being.” What about the ethics and morality of this, Daley’s plan for the future of Chicago?  One could surmise that when more importance is placed on structures than in the basic needs of fellow city neighbors, there is a major problem.  Even Plunkitt, with his quest for the almighty graft dollar, helped the citizenry in his district with basic goods, shelter, and sustenance in times of need.

Reducing this analysis down to its bare essentials, we see that Plunkitt and Daley were both certainly ethically challenged while also being somewhat opposite in their core principles.  Plunkitt cared about his Machine, a fat wallet, and doing good to others especially when it came to procuring votes. Daley cared about his Machine too but building a city infrastructure at the price of disenfranchising others was his only way of leaving a lasting legacy.  Consequently, as far as ethics and morality are concerned, they are both found wanting.  Publicly, they tried to shelter, avoid, and deflect their ethical ineptitude while privately understanding that in order to be a successful leader, one must at times sacrifice morals and ethics to produce overall positive results.   Ethics are therefore strategically abandoned for the sake of progress from their perspective.  Philosophically, if being “ethical” is synonymous with “goodness” or “rightness”, then Machiavelli’s maxim that a good man cannot be a great man would certainly apply in Plunkett’s and Daley’s case.  
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