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1

The new state and American
political development

... first and chiefly, I have to convey what seems to me to be the most
significant and pregnant thing of all...I think it is best indicated by saying
that the typical American has no “‘sense of the state.”

H. G. Wells, The Future in America: A Search After Realities, 1906

A “sense of the state” pervades contemporary American politics. It is the
sense of an organization of coercive power operating beyond our im-
mediate control and intruding into all aspects of our lives. We have
labeled this organization an administrative state, a bureaucratic state, a
capitalist state, a corporate state, a postindustrial state, a regulatory
state, a welfare state, but we have yet to consider the grand historical
irony that lingers behind these labels. After all, it is the absence of a sense
of the state that has been the great hallmark of American political cul-
ture.

Our sense of the state mocks all that seemed to set the American system
of government apart as something different. If we are finally to come to
terms with the state in America, we will need more than a list of its
generic characteristics; we will need a reassessment of the significance of
our distinctive past. By defining the American state in terms of the traits it
now shares with others, we have merely replaced the old image of
“America, the exception” with an image of ‘“America, the symptom.”
The American state itself remains a historical enigma.

This is a study of American state building. It attempts to illuminate the
connection between our exceptional past and our present condition. It
argues that the exceptional character of government in early America
presented a knotty problem in American political development around
the turn of the twentieth century and that this developmental problem
shaped the character of the modern American state. Unraveling the
state-building problem in modern American political development places
the apparent statelessness of early America in a new light and makes the
past a valuable source of insight into the ominous organization of power
we are so conscious of today.



4 The State-Building Problem

America’s state-building problem will be traced through institutional
innovations forged around the turn of the century. The innovations cho-
sen for study encompass the reform of civil administration, the reorgani-
zation of the army, and the establishment of national railroad regulation.
These were selected because any given state can be readily identified by
its civil service, its army, and its regulation of the economy. The changes
that can be observed concurrently across these three institutional realms
reveal a systemic transformation of American state organization. Taken
together, they mark the pivotal turn away from a state organization that
presumed the absence of extensive institutional controls at the national
level toward a state organized around national administrative capacities.

Generally speaking, the expansion of national administrative
capacities in America around the turn of the century was a response to
industrialism. The construction of a central bureaucratic apparatus was
championed as the best way to maintain order during this period of
upheaval in economic, social, and international affairs. Viewed at this
level, the American experience fits a general pattern of institutional de-
velopment and rationalization in public administration. Indeed, specific
and contemporaneous parallels can be found throughout the rapidly in-
dustrializing Western states for each of the administrative innovations to
be examined here.

At a deeper level, however, our administrative response to industri-
alism stands apart and deserves special attention. In America, the
modernization of national administrative controls did not entail making
the established state more efficient; it entailed building a qualitatively
different kind of state. The path that had been traveled in the develop-
ment of early American government did not anticipate the need for a
strong national administrative arm. To embrace the cosmopolitan
bureaucratic remedy in meeting new demands on government, America
had to alter course and shed already well-articulated governing arrange-
ments. The expansion of national administrative capacities in the age of
industrialism became contingent on undermining the established struc-
ture of political and institutional power and on simultaneously forging an
entirely new framework for governmental operations. The state that now
supports so prominent a central bureaucracy is the product of this pre-
carious politics of negotiating an internal governmental reconstruction.

Those who championed timely cosmopolitan departures in American
administrative development around the turn of the century challenged
the most basic political and institutional relationships defining powers
and prerogatives within the established state apparatus. The analysis of
state building presented here will focus on the struggles that ensued
among government officials seeking to gain or maintain political power
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and institutional position as long-standing governmental arrangements
were being thrown into question. These struggles were the critical factor
intervening in and mediating our administrative response to industri-
alism. They kept the break with the old order suspended in institutional
irresolution and political uncertainty at a time when unprecedented new
demands for central control and direction were being pressed on the
national government. Ultimately, the problems encountered in recon-
structing American government internally affected the quality of the new
relationships established between state and society in the industrial age.

Over the following pages, the modern American state will be traced to
its origins in the unique developmental challenge that conditioned the rise
of our modern bureaucratic apparatus. The distinguishing features of this
state will be found in the specific forms new administrative institutions
took, in the special place they claimed in the government as a whole, and
in the peculiar problems officials faced in reestablishing a semblance of
governmental order and political authority in their presence. The path
taken in modern American institutional development has now fully
eclipsed the sense of statelessness that so clearly marked our early poli-
tics, but that past was not without consequence for our present difficul-
ties. Its impact is uncovered in the political and institutional struggles
that attended the formation of the state in which we now live.

American exceptionalism and the study of state building

The problem of American state building in the industrial age was rooted
in the exceptional character of the early American state. This preestab-
lished governmental order was so peculiar that many have refused to
consider it a state at all.! At base, however, early America maintained an
integrated organization of institutions, procedures, and human talents
whose specific purpose was to control the use of coercion within the
national territory.2 Rather than allowing the peculiarities of this organi-
zation to preempt consideration of early America as a state, it would
seem more appropriate to treat these peculiarities as distinguishing marks
of a particular state.

The exceptional character of the early American state is neatly sum-
marized in the paradox that it failed to evoke any sense of a state. Implicit
in this paradox is a set of comparisons between early American govern-
ment and the European tradition. Indeed, the absence of a sense of the
state in early America was carefully examined by European political
theorists in the nineteenth century. From the key insights of three of these
theorists — Tocqueville, Hegel, and Marx - we can construct a composite
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portrait of early America as the great anomaly among Western states.
With this portrait, the significance of American exceptionalism for a
study of state building can be brought into focus.

Tocqueville, of course, gave the most exhaustive account of the early
American anomaly. Our most famous foreign visitor from the most re-
nowned of European states observed that government in America
functioned as an “invisible machine.” A unified legal order was effectively
maintained, but the distinction between state and society was blurred.3
The official realm of government, so clearly demarcated in Europe,
seemed to blend inconspicuously with American society.

Tocqueville traced this peculiarity directly to the early and full de-
velopment of democracy in America. The absence of any readily apparent
separation of the state from society at large was the result of America’s
“law of laws” - popular sovereignty.

In some countries a power exists which, though it is in degree
foreign to the social body, directs it, and forces it to pursue a certain
tract. In others the ruling force is divided, being partly without the
ranks of the people. But nothing of the kind is to be seen in the
United States; there society governs itself for itself. All power centers
in its bosom, and scarcely an individual is to be met with who would
venture to conceive or, still less, to express the idea of seeking it
elsewhere. The nation participates in the making of its laws by the
choice of its legislators, and in the execution of them by the choice of
agents of the executive government; it may also be said to govern
itself, so feeble and so restricted is the share left to the adminis-
trators, so little do the authorities forget their popular origin and the
power from which they emanate. The people reign in the American
political world as the Deity does in the universe. They are the cause
and the aim of all things; everything comes from them, and every-
thing is'absorbed in them.*

This relationship between the early development of democracy and the
sense of statelessness characterizing our early government is nicely com-
plemented by Hegel’s perspective on America. Hegel refused to consider
America a “Real State” because it had not developed the national gov-
ernmental forms and orientations that distinguished the state realm in
Europe. Specifically, there was no insulated bureaucratic class to give a
distinct character to national administration and no hereditary monarchy
to represent the permanent interest of the national community. There
were no great national corporations or formal estates to sort out the
major special interests in civil society and bring them to bear on these
overarching institutions. There was also no national intellectual culture,
rooted in a national church and attached to the state, that could raise
individuals above their immediate concerns and express their cultural
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ideals. Lacking these, America was defined entirely by “the endeavor of
the individual after acquisition, commercial profit, and gain; the prepon-
derance of private interest devoting itself to that of the community only
for its own advantage.”s

The absence of the formal institutional arrangements that so clearly
identified the European state was, for Hegel, directly related to the
simplicity and isolation of early American society. There were no foreign
enemies posing a threat to security, and internal social conflict could be
diffused through movement to the frontier. In this remote nation, rela-
tions between society and government could remain direct, unmediated,
and one-dimensional. The United States required no more than a “repub-
lican constitution” whose laws merely expressed the “subjective unity”
of American social life. As far as Hegel was concerned, America was only
a “land of the future.” Until such time as the subjective unity of this
society was threatened and the need for the higher form of unity offered
by great national institutions became manifest, the United States would
remain stateless.®

Although Hegel’s institutional perspective provides a crucial element in
a portrait of the early American anomaly, the absence of European state
forms need not be equated with an undeveloped state. Indeed, Marx
completely inverted this equation in the course of formulating his famous
critique of Hegel. For Marx, the United States was “‘the most perfect
example of the modern state.”” It was the state of the most advanced
class yet to come to political power. Early America presented, in purest
form, the bourgeoisie’s impulse to balance democracy and capitalism
within a single legal order.?

Not unlike Tocqueville, Marx tied the peculiar appearance of
statelessness in early America to its political democracy. The legitimacy
of American government rested on the world’s most fully developed
principles of political equality. Here institutions were completely free
from the fixed societal divisions that had anchored feudal remnants in
European governments. American institutions were merely abstract
forms, their content periodically determined by the people at large
through an egalitarian electoral politics. In this, Marx saw a “fictive
state’”’; American politics portrayed a state ““trying to realize itself as pure
society.””®

Yet, Marx insisted that the way in which coercion is legitimized reveals
only one side of the state. On the other side, America and Europe had
much in common. The coercive apparatus in America, like that in the
most clearly distinguishable states of the continent, was used rather effec-
tively to support a particular economic system. America’s “‘real state,” its
“material state,” was revealed in its laws: “property, etc., in brief, the
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entire content of law and the state is, with small modification, the same in
North America as in Prussia.”1® America’s fully developed democratic
politics, juxtaposed to its legal protections for private property, distilled
an emergent pattern among Western states. The peculiar genius and
modernity of early American government lay in its apparent, but ulti-
mately illusory, statelessness.

Taken together, the comparative perspectives of Tocqueville, Hegel,
and Marx go far in helping us come to terms with a nineteenth-century
governmental order that failed to evoke the sense of a state. The basic
insights of these three celebrated interpretations of the appearance of
statelessness in early America can be combined into a single composite
portrait of American exceptionalism. Early America exemplified an
emergent pattern among Western states with its legal supports for de-
mocracy and capitalism, but its democracy was already highly developed,
and it maintained a meager concentration of governmental controls at
the national level. This combination of extremes — a highly developed
democratic politics without a concentrated governing capacity — made
early America the great anomaly among Western states. It also
foreshadowed a developmental problem that was unique in the experi-
ence of Western states.

Returning to our original formulation of early America’s claim to consid-
eration as a state, we can now bring the problem of modern American
state building into focus. After all the European comparisons have been
made, the extreme features of American government in the nineteenth
century are still best appreciated as distinguishing a particular organiza-
tion of institutions, procedures, and human talents that asserted control
within the national territory. In these terms, America remains an excep-
tional case; yet, it is exceptional not for the absence of a state but for the
peculiar way state power was organized. Treating the great anomaly
among Western states as a state organization with an integrity of its own
allows us to move beyond assessments of its relative modernity or back-
wardness toward an examination of a structure of power that combined
two extreme characteristics and an analysis of the way this structure of
power conditioned subsequent development.

In this light, the study of modern American state building presents a
striking variation on a classic developmental problem: that of negotiating
a systemic change in relations between an established state and its soci-
ety. This classic problem appeared in American political development
when the bucolic environment in which the early American state had
taken shape began to disappear. The close of the frontier, the rise of the
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city, the accentuation of class divisions, the end of isolation - these
changes raised demands for national governmental capacities that were
foreign to the existing state structure and that presupposed a very dif-
ferent mode of governmental operation.

To meet this challenge, American state organization had to be funda-
mentally altered. Governmental authority had to be concentrated at the
national level and governmental offices insulated from the people at
large. The institutional forms and procedures through which American
government had been working for decades would not simply give way
once their limitations became apparent. As America entered a new age,
the seemingly innocuous governmental order that had been evolving over
the nineteenth century was exposed for the tenacious organization of
power that it was. It defined a tortuous course for the development of
national institutional controls, and this course had to be negotiated
through an already highly developed democratic politics.

The governmental forms and procedures necessary for securing order
in industrial America emerged through a labored exercise in creative
destruction. Qur national bureaucratic apparatus clearly stands out as
the major constructive achievement. Yet, this achievement was premised
upon and delimited by an extended assault on the previously established
governmental order. Modern American state building worked through
this dilemma. To institutionalize a whole new range of governing
capacities, the established state organization ultimately had to be thrown
into internal disarray. The bureaucratic advance ultimately shattered the
old governmental regimen, and this dynamic turned the reestablishment
of internal governmental order into one of the most elusive problems of
the twentieth century.

As the path linking past and present is studied, the question of Ameri-
ca’s contemporary status as a state appears in a new light. Did this break
with the old order lead to “the end of American exceptionalism”?1!
Clearly, the United States is now one of several states that supports an
electoral democracy, a private economy, and a powerful central bureau-
cracy. It shares similar problems with these states in maintaining political
legitimacy, in planning for continued economic growth, and in overcom-
ing bureaucratic intransigence. But simply treating America as a typical
example of the “Western system of power” or a symptom of “‘the crisis of
the modern Western state” can obscure as much as it clarifies.’? The
study of state building in America draws out the implications of the
unique sequence and circumstances in which the modern American state
developed the basic characteristics it now shares with others.

Democracy was firmly established in America before a concentration
of national governmental controls was demanded. The development of
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the national government did not portend a ‘“Europeanization” of
America, nor, for that matter, did the democratization of Europe portend
its “Americanization.” In America, a new kind of state organization had
to be fashioned through a highly developed electoral democracy to meet
the governing challenges of the industrial age. The state-building problem
was unique, and the state-building process inevitably pushed America off
along another peculiar tangent. The modern American state, for all its
cosmopolitan features, emerged as an institutional curiosity operating in
a paradoxical but intimate relationship with the exceptional past it had
to escape.

The state-building process: developmental imperatives and
the struggle for institutional power

State building is a process basic to any nation’s political development.
Government officials seeking to maintain power and legitimacy try to
mold institutional capacities in response to an ever-changing environ-
ment. Environmental stimuli, official responses, and new forms of gov-
ernment are the basic elements of the state-building process, and these
can be compared cross-nationally to identify developmental patterns and
contextual variations.

Students of political development have focused on three kinds of en-
vironmental changes that tend to stimulate efforts to expand gov-
ernmental capacities. These are domestic or international crises, class
conflicts, and the evolving complexity of routine social interactions. The
combined impact of crisis, class conflict, and complexity was concen-
trated on a national scale for the first time in American history between
1877 and 1920. This complex of forces pressing simultaneously for an
expansion of national governmental controls will be distinguished here to
elaborate the notion of American administrative development as a re-
sponse to “industrialism.”

A crisis is a sporadic, disruptive event that suddenly challenges a state’s
capacity to maintain control and alters the boundaries defining the
legitimate use of coercion. Crisis situations tend to become the
watersheds in a state’s institutional development. Actions taken to meet
the challenge often lead to the establishment of new institutional forms,
powers, and precedents. Students of political development have called
attention to war, the most extreme environmental crisis, as “‘the mother
of all states.”3

The environmental crises encompassed in the years 1877-1920 are
benchmarks in the emergence of modern America. The end of Recon-
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struction in 1877 saw a final dismantling of the institutional machinery
that had supported the most costly war of the nineteenth century. The
extraordinary demands of the Civil War had stimulated the growth of a
powerful central government, but this rapid development had far out-
paced routine demands for institutional control.' Ironically, the final
reaction against the wartime state apparatus came in a year of unex-
pected domestic labor violence that placed new and more permanent de-
mands on government. The international and domestic crisis situations
created by the Spanish-American War and World War I posed additional
challenges of a new era in world politics. The major environmental crises
of this period punctuate America’s abortive attempt to retreat to the
provincial governmental style of its agrarian past and its emergence as a
world power in the industrial age.

The state in a capitalist society is continually involved in controlling
class conflict. Two basic stimuli for institutional development can be
identified in the evolution of the private market economy. First is the
interclass struggle between labor and capital; second is the intraclass
conflict among factions of capitalists competing for market advantages.!$
If the state is to maintain order in the private economy, it must expand its
institutional capacities for mediation and/or repression as these conflicts
develop.

From a class perspective, the period chosen for study here reveals
major institution-building stimuli. The years 1877-1920 are notable for
the emergence of a nationally based market, the rise of organized labor to
national prominence, the most violent struggles between capital and
labor in American history, the growth of trusts and oligopolies with
national orientations and national economic power, and the intrusion
onto the national political scene of factional conflicts among merchant,
finance, and industrial capital.’® Such conditions radically altered the
demands on the American state in its role as guarantor of the economic
system as a whole.

The state also responds to a more general evolution in social complex-
ity. This dynamic refers to the growth and concentration of the popula-
tion, the division of labor, the specialization of functions, the differentia-
tion of social sectors, and the advance of technology. These factors affect
government internally as part of this evolving society, and they affect its
functions in society as coordination and communication become more
difficult. To use Durkheim’s metaphor, the state is the society’s ““brain,”
which develops as the social organism becomes more complex and in-
terdependent.1?

In the eyes of contemporary historians, American history between
1877 and 1920 reveals a rapid movement from social simplicity to social
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complexity. Scholars have traced in these years the destruction of the
isolated local community and its replacement with one interdependent
nation tying together every group and section.1® Provincial forms of so-
cial interaction gave way to the cosmopolitan as the dominant pattern in
American life. By 1920, men were “separated more by skill and occupa-
tion than by community, they identified themselves more by their tasks in
an urban-industrial society than by their reputation in a town or city
neighborhood.”*® To accommodate this transformation in American life,
early American government had to change dramatically.

The striking character of the combined forces of crisis, class conflict,
and complexity in these years establishes the background to a pivotal
episode in the development of American government. Each was a power-
ful catalyst for a nationalization of governmental controls. Yet, whether
considered singly or in some combination, these environmental changes
are only the stimuli for institutional development.2® Government officials
do not respond automatically with the appropriate institutional innova-
tions. New institutional forms and new relations between state and soci-
ety remain contingent on how these officials respond.

The intervention of government officials is the critical factor in the
state-building process. As managers of the state apparatus, these officials
assert the state’s claim to control the use of coercion within the territory.
Their most basic task is to vindicate this distinctive claim. It is a task that
depends upon their collective action within the state apparatus from the
determination of effective policies through their implementation.

The collective action of government officials in responding to en-
vironmental changes is mediated by the institutional and political ar-
rangements that define their positions and support their prerogatives
within the state apparatus. As an integrated organization of institutions,
procedures, and human talents, an established state structures a set of
power relationships among its discretionary officers, and it provides an
operating framework through which these officers attempt to maintain
order. This working organization of power routinizes and circamscribes
the way government officials gain and maintain their positions, the way
they relate to each other within and across institutions, and the way they
relate back to social and economic groups.

An official’s response to environmental disruptions will involve a dis-
tinctly political calculus of the impact of potential innovations on the
particular arrangements that support him in office. Though any innova-
tion can spark conflict among officials seeking to maintain or enhance
their prerogatives, a given operating framework for concerted action is
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likely to facilitate a considerable amount of institutional adaptation.
However, in the course of a nation’s development, an impasse may be
reached in relations between an established state and its society, an im-
passe in which the most basic political and institutional arrangements
structuring state operations are no longer pertinent to the task of main-
taining order.2! The collective power calculations of officeholders can
then do more to inhibit than to facilitate concerted state action. Vindicat-
ing the state’s claims to control under such conditions would require a
reconstruction of the foundations of official power within the state ap-
paratus and a redefinition of the routine mode of governmental oper-
ations.

American state building around the turn of the century involved
negotiating this kind of historical-structural impasse in relations between
state and society. Industrialism, in all its dimensions, exposed severe
limitations in the mode of governmental operations that had evolved over
the nineteenth century and that supported the powers and prerogatives of
those in office. An unprecedented concentration of environmental im-
peratives for a nationalization of governmental controls was met by a
state whose working structure of political and institutional power pre-
sumed the absence of such controls. The arrangements established to
facilitate the collective management of the state apparatus were now no
longer appropriate for effective government. Providing the national in-
stitutional capacities commensurate with the demands of an industrial
society required nothing less than building a different kind of state or-
ganization.

At this juncture, the political contingencies in the state-building pro-
cess held sway. The reconstruction of institutional relationships and the
establishment of a bureaucratic mode of governmental operations hinged
on successful political challenges to the established foundations of official
power. Reform efforts aimed at national administrative development be-
came caught in an extended contest over the redefinition of power rela-
tionships and official prerogatives, the terms of the contest shifting with
the changing shape of electoral politics. The leaders of America’s admin-
istrative reform offensives held up European administrative models as
their standard and argued the functional necessity of adopting them, but
our governmental transformation followed a logic of its own. In the final
analysis, the new American state was extorted from institutional strug-
gles rooted in the peculiar structure of the old regime and mediated by
shifts in electoral politics.

This perspective on the state-building process requires some further
elaboration on two particulars. The first concerns the pressures for new
state services and supports that were brought to bear on the government
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by specific social and economic groups. These pressures obviously played
an important part in the power calculations of governmental elites.
Focusing on institutional politics will not exclude these private interests
from consideration, but it will concentrate our attention on the special
difficulties presented to an ongoing organization of state power as it is
being pressed to service groups in qualitatively new ways. In a situation
in which long-established relationships between a state and its society are
being thrown into question, the challenge of institutional development
goes far beyond the efforts of private groups working to exploit gov-
ernmental power on their own behalf. It becomes a matter of changing
the working structure of governmental power itself. Indeed, the pressures
exerted on government officials through established channels may, in
these circumstances, actually intensify the problems of making an effec-
tive response. In analyzing a period in which environmental conditions
and the nature of interest demands are changing radically, concern for
whose interests outside government are served must be balanced with a
concern for the way in which the collective power calculations of gov-
ernment officials determine the quality of the new services the private
groups actually receive.

A second and final note concerns the obvious fact that American in-
stitutional development did not stop in 1920. Indeed, the institutions that
have been added to the state apparatus and the functions that have been
assumed by the national government since 1920 may seem to dwarf the
significance of the state-building episode chosen for study here. The ex-
pansion of national administration accelerated dramatically in the 1930s
and again in the 1960s. Yet, the course of institutional development
during these more recent decades and the governmental problems en-
countered in these developments are rooted in this turn-of-the-century
departure. The internal governmental changes negotiated between the
end of Reconstruction and the end of World War I established a new
institutional politics at the national level that has proven remarkably
resistant to fundamental change. They also raised questions of political
authority and the capacity for direction within government that have yet
to be firmly resolved.

The analysis of state building in America
State building is usually identified with the development of new gov-

ernmental institutions; that is, individual institutional innovations, in
themselves, may be considered evidence of state building. This study pre-
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sents a slightly different view. It looks at American state building as the
systemic transformation of an entire mode of governmental operations
that had to be negotiated in the process of establishing new institutions.

The development of a central bureaucratic apparatus in America en-
tailed disrupting established institutional and political relationships as
they had evolved over the nineteenth century among parties, courts, the
presidency, Congress, and the individual states.?2 The great departure in
American institutional development came between 1877 and 1920, when
new national administrative institutions first emerged free from the
clutches of party domination, direct court supervision, and localistic
orientations. To comprehend this systemic change, an analysis had to be
designed that would keep the centerpiece of American state building in
the forefront without losing sight of the holistic nature of the develop-
mental problem presented.

As noted above, this study focuses on three areas of national adminis-
trative innovation - the reform of civil administration, army reorganiza-
tion, and the establishment of national railroad regulation. Scholars have
already given considerable attention to innovations in each of these areas
individually. Concern for the systemic changes that had to be negotiated
in American government at this time suggested a different kind of treat-
ment, that is, a comparison of concurrent developments across institu-
tional realms. By identifying patterns of development over three distinct
areas of administrative innovation, we can move beyond a history of each
toward a cross-sectional view of a transformation in the integrated net-
work of institutions, procedures, and human talents that constitutes the
state as a working organization. In a comparative framework, the reform
efforts complement each other in illuminating a single political process of
reconstructing the American state around national administrative
capacities in the industrial age.

The separate histories of reform in these three areas show gov-
ernmental elites responding to very different kinds of problems presented
by the crises, class conflicts, and complexity of the new industrial era.
These histories also encompass the efforts of very different private groups
as they pressed governmengél elites for new institutional controls, and
they address very different functions assumed by the state. A comparison
of reform efforts in these three areas of state concern will bring to the fore
the historical-structural problem of institutional development that they
held in common. Attention will then be focused on the shared charac-
teristics of the state-building politics that ensued to overcome this prob-
lem. Our approach will illuminate the politics of negotiating a fundamen-
tal change in the working structure of the early American state and allow



