 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Basic Problem of American Public Administration

Americans did not invent public administration.  By the nineteenth century, many European countries had already developed large government bureaucracies and American government operations remained small by comparison.  Europeans who visited the United States often commented on the sense of “statelessness” here: that is, there was far less of a presence of government, especially the national government, than in Europe.  This did not mean that there was no government.  At the local level, in particular, government played a very important role in the daily lives of Americans, though not by means of large bureaucracies.  Popularly elected local representatives, organized by political parties, were the most important and influential government actors during the nineteenth century.  How they interacted with their constituents and supporters, how they used the power they were given (for good and for ill), and how they conducted the affairs of city governments, especially, provided the essential backdrop the development of public administration in the United States.  The theory and techniques of public administration in the United States thus occurred in a peculiarly American context.  

To understand American public administration, therefore, it is useful to see it as a sort of play within a play.  The larger drama is that of representative democracy in a pluralistic society.  On this level, we see all the familiar themes of democracy as a form of government and constitutions as the means to realize that form: who participates and who does not; how to identify, organize, and institutionalize the public interest, and how to apportion and balance power so that it is not abused.  The smaller drama, intimately tied to the larger, is the on-going attempt to use administration to address the flaws and limitations of representative democracy once it is put into practice.  As our faith in the functioning of representative democracy has diminished, we have envisioned and invited a larger role for bureaucrats, and this expanding role has caused both practical and philosophical difficulties.
The reality of representative democracy showed its limits in several crucial respects during the nineteenth century.  Neither the public, nor elected representatives, nor private markets could carry out the increasingly complex work of government: fighting wars, teaching children, policing the streets, building adequate roads.  Clerks who were charged with carrying out simple instructions did not raise the problem of administration, for they were not expected to do anything but abide by the strict letter of the instructions given to them elected officials.  As the work of the public became more complicated, however, clerks were not enough.  Someone with more skills was needed: someone with expertise in the management of increasingly complex enterprises.  However, public administration has no formal role in our system of government.  It is not mentioned in the constitution.  No provision is made for a corps of skilled bureaucrats to carry out the public’s work.  So what emerges, then, is the recognition that carrying out the work of representative democracy requires a cadre of skilled professionals possessed of expertise but not authority.  Authority, in our constitutional system, rests with the people or their representatives, not with bureaucrats.  Any authority they possess is delegated to them – and can be taken away at any moment – by constitutional actors (elected executives and representatives, and the people).  Here, then, is the position of public administrators within our system of government: expertise without authority.
The context in which public administration occurred placed additional burdens on this new class of public actor, for public administration was born at a moment when the limitations of representative democracy in a pluralistic society were increasingly clear.  Four great problems presented themselves:

(1) Abuse of power by the people’s representatives: elected officials used their power (a) to enrich themselves and (b) to direct resources to their followers in order to get re-elected, (c) rather than using the power of government to address the pressing problems that prompted public interest in public action.

(2) Governing institutions ill-suited to solving problems: in spite of diligent efforts to create effective governing organizations, years of debate and adaptation had produced (a) fragmented institutions that were not co-extensive with the problems they confronted; (b) a short-term focus on elections that prevented long-term planning; (c) a system of separation of powers that caused inefficiencies and delays; and (d) an electoral system which did not include all of the people affected by public policies (in other words, our “representative” institutions were not, in fact, representative).
(3) The People, though unquestionably the sole source of legitimacy in our system of government, were ignorant: (a) they were bewitched by politicians with crass motives; (b) they lacked the knowledge necessary to respond to difficult and complex public matters; and (c) they were disinterested, preoccupied, and easily distracted.

(4) Profound cultural and economic conflicts: industrial and demographic change in the late nineteenth century produced a nation (a) so deeply divided on important matters (economic, cultural, social) that the political system could offer no clear consensus on how government should proceed on significant policy problems, and (b) emerging centers of private power made it difficult to sustain the belief that formal political equality was sufficient to give everyone an adequate voice in matters of state.
Advocates of public administration responded to these difficulties by saying, in effect, “listen to us”: we should be brought into the bosom of power and handed the authority of the state because we will help representative democracy achieve what it cannot achieve on its own; we will protect you (the people and your representatives) against your excesses and deficiencies; we are better at doing your job (knowing your interests, having the skill to carry them out, being responsive) than you are.  
The tragedy of American public administration turns on three problems that arise in this situation.  First, those who know best how to operate the machinery of government and determine the proper ends to which it should be put are not constitutionally empowered to do so, for public administrators have no formal standing in our government: they have expertise, but no authority.  When they do manage to achieve that power (by persuading public officials or the people to delegate it to them), they are always faced with the fact that at a moment’s notice their authority can be taken from them.  Second, public administrators cannot deliver on their own promises.  Administrators are flawed; they cannot all be honest, competent, and responsive; they may be lazy, inefficient, and aloof.  The techniques they devise to insulate themselves from corrupt officials and the ignorant public sometimes make them both less efficient and less responsive.  Third, and most important, no solution to the problems of democracy (irreconcilable conflicts of interest among constituents, ignorance and inattention by voters, corruption of elected officials) can be found in public administration, though this is where the battle is daily fought.  Expertise cannot be a substitute for a knowledgeable public, identifiable public interests, and honest elected officials.  Citizens not reconciled to the results of majoritarian decisions will likely see the bureaucrat’s efforts to enforce the law and apply policy as evidence of inflexibility and despotism even when they are only equitable and consistent.

Public administration has responded to these problems with various attempts to find a place in our constitutional system for bureaucrats:

1. By recommending a clear separation of tasks – politics versus administration.  Without altering the constitutional system, we can make up for its practical faults (chiefly, corrupt party officials hijacking their electoral victories to enrich themselves and to use public resources to perpetuate their electoral success) thus preserving politics as the voice of the people and getting things done efficiently in spite of our lack of resources.  Professionalism and a clear separation of politics and administration can lead to bureaucracy as a counter-weight to politics, though this will be tested by politicians who push for the bureaucracy to be responsive to their mandate.

2. By putting in place systems that insulate bureaucrats from the vicissitudes of politics, such as civil service and quasi-independent institutions like the Port Authority. The problem here is that any attempt to insulate civil service from politics may have the duel effect of making it less democratic and less efficient.  
3. By subdividing the public into smaller units with narrow sets of interests: for example, suburbs where the commission-manager form thrives, or educational or technical bureaucracies where the mission is clearer for a majority of the parties involved.  However, such fragmentation involves public administration in the subdivision of the public interest, forcing administrators to ally themselves with subsets of the public.

4. By augmenting the expertise of public administration (borrowing from other disciplines while trying to highlight the distinctiveness of public management) and making administrators essential to the solution of problems not solved by elections, legislatures, courts, or strong executives.

5. By charging PA with adopting new values, such as representative bureaucracy and direct contact with the public.
What we will see, in short, is a drama about decreasing faith in the ability of the established party system and periodic elections to adequately register the voice of the people, followed by decreasing faith in the ability of public administrators to respond to that failure.  The plot in this drama raises difficult questions for democracy, representation, and administration.  As we sort through the readings this semester, watch to see when these questions arise and what responses emerge:

· What is the proper relationship between elected officials (and their political appointees) and civil servants (non-political governmental employees)?
· What is the relationship between making policy and implementing policy?  
· Since public administrators have no direct connection to the people, what authority do bureaucrats have (knowledge, expertise)?  Are they merely the hand-servants of elected officials?  
· If bureaucracy is merely an extension of political will, how far down the ladder should the power of political appointment go?  Why not all the way down the very lowest public employee?  
· What happens if the elected officials are not serving the public but serving themselves or their party or some particular constituency?  
· If we retain career civil servants because of their expertise, can we still expect them to follow any order given to them by political appointees that is not illegal?  That is, if we recognize that a career civil servant will bring some level of expertise to the process of implementation and that we want to retain that expertise in lieu of putting in a politically loyal but bureaucratically inept party supporter, isn’t it still the case that the bureaucrat is supposed to do what the political appointee says?  
· If it is clear that elected officials are out of step with the public, with whom should career civil servants side?  
· Under what circumstances can bureaucrats substitute their judgment for the will of elected officials?  
· What is the proper relationship between expertise and authority in a representative democracy?
