Preface: Politics and Administration
What is the relationship between politics and administration?  This is a question that haunts public administration.  Wilson poses the question and answers clearly that the two are distinctive activities that should be kept separate.  White makes the point even more emphatically, calling for far less politics in the administration of cities.  Contemporary public administration is inclined to say that the two can be combined, that they were never separate, and that the division was false and misleading.  Why, if current thinking is so insistent that the two should be combined, would earlier writers have stressed the separation?  It will help if we begin by asking, what do we mean by politics?  Politics in America has meant many things, some good, some bad.  Writers stressing the value of the separation of politics and administration usually had some negative experience with politics, especially urban politics.  Nowhere is this clearer than in the case of boss Tweed.  I would argue that modern American public administration is, in large measure, a response to William Marcy Tweed, and to those who followed in his footsteps, like George Washington Plunkitt. What were the problems with their approach to governance? First, administrative decisions (like where to put roads and how best to build them) were made for personal financial gain at public expense; generically, we can refer to this, in its various forms, as graft and corruption. Second, staffing decisions (whom to hire for government jobs) were made to reward political supporters rather than according to a person’s competence and ability to achieve public objectives; this came in two forms: nepotism (hiring of relatives) and cronyism (hiring friends and political supporters). Third, distribution of services was directed toward rewarding political support; favoritism and political gain determined how resources were distributed. Fourth, larger public problems were left unaddressed (what we might term ineffectiveness); since the objective of public spending was to perpetuate their term in office, these politicians did not necessarily focus on solving problems: they instead preferred to use them to garner political support.  Put in more general terms, we can say that under Tweed (and his kind), administrative processes (delivering services and managing government) were subordinate to political processes (getting elected, connecting to voters).  Of course, we want administration to be subordinate to politics (if by this we mean politics as the “voice of the people” and the essence of democracy) but not to “politics,” which is concerned with perpetuating the terms of current office holders. Since Tweed and Plunkitt could claim, with a fair amount of success, that they represented the people, that getting elected showed that to be true, and that it was the very essence of democracy for them to distribute resources to those who helped them stay in office, we need to ask what public administration has to offer that is better than Plunkitt: that is, what will PA do that appeals to the “people” in the same way Plunkitt did without all the defects of his approach to governance?  What does Wilson offer that would make his approach (separating politics and administration) better?  And what do we mean by “better”?  Does it mean more “democratic,” more “representative,” more “efficient,” more “effective”?  As you study the readings for this section of the course, ask yourself what the various writers mean by “politics” and “administration.”  What values do they hold; what claims are they making?
