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1997 John M. Gaus Lecture

Administrative Practice, Organization Theory, and Political Philosophy:
Ruminations on the Reflections of John M. Gaus

James G. March, Stanford University

The 1997 recipient of the John Gaus
Award, James G. March, is Professor
of Political Science and Sociology
Emeritus and Jack Steele Pavier Pro-
fessor of International Management
Emeritus of Stanford University.
March was born in Cleveland, Ohio,
in 1928 and is a Phi Beta Kappa
gradiate of the University of Wiscon-
sin and holds graduate degrees from
Yale University. He has received six

honorary doctorates and is a Fellow of

the National Academy of Education,
the National Academy of Public Ad-
ministration and the National Acad-
emy of Sciences. Among his many
panel and committee memberships, he
served as a Vice President of the
American Political Science Associa-
tion in 1963-84.

March's best publications include
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Organizations (with Herbert A. Si-
mon), A Behavioral Theory of the
Firm (with Richard M. Cyert}, Lead-
ership and Ambiguity: The Ameri-
can College President (with Michael
D. Cohen), Rediscovering Institu-

. tions: The Organizational Basis of

Politics (with Johan P. Olsen), A
Primer on Decision Making: Haw
Decisions Happen, and Demacratic
Governance (with Johan P. Olsen).

Professor March has published
five books of poetry and is the only
recipient of the Gaus Award to have
been knighted by King Harald as
Knight First Class in the Royal Nor-
wegian (Olav V) Order of Merit
(1995).

Prepared by George Frederickson, Chair,
1997 John Gaus Award Committee.

James G. March delivers the 1997 John Gaus Lecture at the 93rd APSA Annual Meeting

W hen I entered the University of
Wisconsin as a freshman fifty-two
years ago, I was assigned a faculty
advisor. That advisor was John Mer-
riman Gaus. I suppose a more astute
or better informed freshman might
well have initiated a discussion of
organization theory with Professor
Gaus, but I did not. Nor do I recall
that he felt an uncontrollable de-
sire to talk to me about the future
of public administration. I was a
young squirt, and he was a middle-
aged giant. By the time I returned
ta the university after army service,
John Gaus had moved to Harvard.
One brief freshman advisory meet-
ing was my first and last contact
with him. It was one of many brief
encounters in life. Nevertheless, I
am happy to use that minor con-
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nection to John Gaus many years
ago to claim a tenuous bit of nos-
taigic legitimacy on this occaston.

At the same time that he was
briefly my freshman advisor, John
Gaus was delivering the University
of Alabama lectures that became the
basis for his influential book Reflec-
tions on Public Administration (1947).
I intend to use that book, published
in 1947, as a springboard for a con-
temporary set of thoughts. They are
a few personal ruminations of my
aown on John Gaus’s personal refiec-
tions on public administration, a
kind of second-order excursion into
a Platonic cave of musings.

The choice of Gaus’s Reflections
as a text is, of course, partly a bow
to his name in the context of a lec-
ture in his honor. But it is also a
modest attempt to reframe some
elements of contemporary debates in
public administration in a way that
he might recognize. Those debates
have emphasized a set of issues
associated with the increased use
of the term management in discus-
sions of public agencies (Ostrom
1989; Lynn and Wlidavsky 1990;
Boyne 1996). I think that emphasis
can be overdone.

I have an affection for the pleas-
antly masculine connotations of
“management.” I have been a pro-
fessor of management for much of
my career and have spent more than
30 years on the faculties of business
schools that have tried to develop
and propagate modern analytic tools
for effective management. I think
various forms of decision analysis,
contracts, and markets can be used
ta improve public, as well as private,
bureaucracies, And I have spent much
of my life trying to develop economic
theories of choice and the firm,

Nevertheless, I do not think the
major research questions confronting
public administration are associated
very directly with such issues. And 1
will claim John Gaus’s authority for
such a belief.

The Reflections of John Gaus

John Gaus’s Alabama lectures and
the book that resulted from them
were crafted in a particular time by
a scholar with a particular history.
He spoke and wrote from the per-
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1998 John Gaus Award Committee Seeks Nominations

The 1998 John Gaus Award Committee is currently seeking nomina-
tions for the 1998 prize. The award is presented annually to honor a
lifetime of exemplary scholarship in the joint tradition of political sci-
ence and public administration and, mare generally, recognizes and
ancourages scholarship in public admintstration. The recipient will de-
liver the John Gaus Lecture at the 1998 Annual Meeting in Boston.

Nominations should be directed to the committee chair, Lois Wise at
tndiana University, SPEA 453, Bloomington, IN 47405.

spective of a man who had been
barn shortly before the nineteenth
century ended. He had matured
through the period of the First
World War, the 192{s, the Great
Depression, and the Second World
War. It was a period of enormous
change in the role and size of gov-
ernment, much of which Gaus had
seen at close hand and most of
which he viewed as benign. It was a
period in which public administra-
tion had flourished, both as a prac-
tice and as an area of study. It was a
period of great technological change,
particalarly in the means of trans-
portation, communication, and de-
struction. And it was a period that,
in retrospect at least, seems to have
been deeply (and perhaps, from a
contemporary perspective, overly)
optimistic about the possibilities for
making governance both more dem-
ocratic and more intelligent.t

Gaus’s comments were addressed
primarily to people anticipating a
career in public administration. In
1947, most Western democratic re-
gimes were about to embark on ma-
jor expansions of governmental in-
volvement in their social and
economic systems and a consequent
major expansion of their public bu-
reaucracies. (Gaus saw a post-war
environment for public institutions
characterized by complexity, volatil-
ity, and especially interest multiplic-
ity. Unlike many social democratic
commentators of his day, however,
he was an advocate neither of corpo-
ratism nor of interest competition as
a basis for administration.? Rather,
reflecting a tradition that extended
back at least to the Greek philoso-
phers, Gaus saw democracy as
served best by public officials and
institutions that exhibited the highest
professional competence yet subordi-

nated their own private interests to
the general good of the community.?

Although the primary audience for
the book and lectures consisted of
career public administrators, Gaus
had a clear secondary audience in
mind, academic researchers in public
administration. He tried to clarify
the tasks that would face public ad-
ministration researchers in the last
hif of the twentieth century. He
saw research in public administra-
tion as an strument of demao-
cratic intelligence, involving disci-
plined investigations organized
around three fundamental scholarly
commitments.

The first commitment was to un-
derstanding the detailed context of
administrative practice. Gaus saw
studies of administration as rich his-
torical and contextual investigations
of concrete activities in specific set-
tings. His study (with Leon Wolcott
in 1940} of the Department of Agri-
culture was an example. It was an
elegantly detailed examination of the
development and institutional tex-
ture of an administrative agency.

The second commitment was to a
study of public administration that
was intimately linked with organiza-
tion theory. Gaus viewed research
on public administration as drawing
from and contributing to more gen-
eral knowledge about organizations.*
For example, his 1930 report to the
Social Science Research Counci} de-
scribed the study of public adminis-
tration as a natural site for examin-
ing the most fundamental features of
modern socizal life, thus inextricably
linked with the major disciplines of
scholarship.

The third commitment was to
maintaining a close connection be-
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tween the study of public administra-
tion and democratic political philas-
ophy. Gaus saw the problems of
administrative intelligence as inter-
twined with the problems of securing
democracy. He emphasized the ways
in which the compelling questions of
public administration were also
questions of political philosophy,
seeing clearly that vital issues of
democratic theory lurked within
many mundane aspects of adminis-
trative procedure.

An Old Tradition

These three commitments—to un-
derstanding administrative practice,
to contributing to organization the-
ory, and to illuminating political phi-
losophy—are enduring themes in
Gaus’s writings and an important
part of his Reflections. In this re-
spect, he was entirely in step with
the field of public administration of
his time. Studies of public adminis-
tration in the 1940s and 1950s were,
for the most part, studies of the ad-
ministrative institutions and policy
problems of a particular political
system. They typically emphasized
the historical and contextual details
of a specific set of policies and prac-
tices.

This focus on the concrete specif-
ics of particular activities was, and is,
one of the great strengths of the
study of public administration. It has
kept the field from engaging in or-
gies of abstractions and has served
as a welcome reminder that much of
what research can contribute to an
understanding of political life lies in
the details of idiosyncratic histories
and institutions. As Gaus recog-
nized, an indispensable part of the
scholarly integrity of political science
lies in its emphasis on the profound
impaortance of historical and institu-
tional detail for comprehending po-
litical and administrative processes.

What was distinctive about re-
search on public administration im-
mediately after the Second World
War, however, was the way this em-
phasis an the micro-structure of ad-
ministrative practice associated with
specific policies in particular places
was combined with attention to
Gaus’s other two concerns-—organi-
zation theory and political philoso-
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phy. Scholars such as Robert A.
Dahl, Pendleton Herring, Charles S.
Hyneman, Herbert Kaufman,
Charles E. Lindblom, Norton E.
Long, Philip Selznick, Herbert A.
Simon, David B. Truman, Aaron
Wildavsky, and James Q. Wilson
drew from research on public institu-
tions to make major contributions to
our understandings both of organiza-
tions and of democracy.

In a recent book on organization
theory, Jefirey Pfeffer, not himself a
political scientist, comments that
“many of the most prominent early
figures in organization science came
from political science. ... Many of
the earliest studies of organizations
were studies of public bureaucracies,
so there were many connections be-
tween public administration . . . and
arganizational behavior” (1997, 12-
13). Pfeffer is right. Ideas of bounded
rationality, pluralistic competition,
muddling through, cooptation, re-
source dependence, garbage can deci-
sion processes, and loose coupling
all emerged from studies of organi-
zations in the public sector. Each has
become part of the standard reper-
toire of students of organizations.

At the same time, students of pub-
lic administration struggled with and
elaborated discussions of such cen-
tral issues in demaocratic theory as
the role of representativeness in bu-
reaucracy, concepts of accountability,
conceptions of the relation between
public duty and personal incentives,
and the relation between expertise
and politics. They tried to identify
the conditions for effective use of
markets, bureaucracies, and politics
in pursuing the common good and
reconciling conflicts of interest. For
example, one of the more influential
boaks of the period was Dah| and
Lindblom’s 1953 treatise on systems
of gavernance, a book that antici-
pated subsequent interest in gover-
nance and transaction costs (see, for
example, Williamson [996). In short,
research in public administration
contributed importantly to more
general theories of organizations and
democracy.

A Tradition Lost

In the years since the 1960s, theo-
ries of organizations and democratic

political philosaphy have continued
to flower, building on those earlier
contributions. With respect to theo-
ries of arganizations, ideas of
bounded rationality and conflict have
become the basis of modern eco-
nomic theories of organization (Mil-
grom and Raberts 1992), including
ideas of agency (Levinthal 1988),
information asymmetries (Kreps
1990), and transaction costs (Wil-
liamson 1989, 1996; Teece 1987), as
well as the basis of more behavioral
theories of organizational decision
making (Shapira 1996; March 1994a,
1996). Ideas of organizational adap-
tation have been elabarated into
maodels and empirical studies of or-
ganizational survival (Nelson and
Winter 1982; Carroll 1988: Hannan
and Freeman 1989}, organizational
learning (March 1991; Cohen and
Sproull 1996), and the spread of in-
novations (White 1975; Brown 1981;
Pennings and Buitendam 1987). The
significance of rules and institutions
in shaping social systems has been
rediscovered (North 1990; March
and Olsen 1989, 1993}, along with
the intricate relations among talk,
symbols, and action (Pfeffer 1981;
Brunsson 1989) and the complexities
of reform (Brunsson and Olsen
1993; Olsen and Peters 1995). Richly
detailed studies of organizational
problem solving, history, and reac-
tion to technology have led to new
conceptions of the processes by
which organizations change (Barley
1986; Baum and Singh 1994; Garud,
et al. 1997; Tyre and von Hippel
1997} and the ways in which institu-
tions are created and become taken
for granted (Meyer and Rowan
1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983;
Haveman and Rao 1997). Careful
collections of data combined with
analytical models and the power of
maodern camputing have led to new
insights into the non-hierarchical
networks of organizations (Marsden
1982; Burt 1983, 1957} and the inter-
organizational diffusion of knowl-
edge and practice (Egeberg 1980;
Hikansson 1987; Cohen and
[evinthal 1990). And studies of the
stories and cultural myths of organi-
zations (Martin 1992; Czarniawska
1997), the significance of gender in
the construction of organizations and
organization theory (Mills and Tan-
cred 1992), and the ways organiza-
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tions make sense of their experi-
ences {Weick 1995) have clarified
the role of organizations in the con-
struction of meaning and their de-
pendence on it.

Similarly, the study of political
philosophy has flourished in the last
20 to 30 years, stimulated in part by
feminist critiques of democratic the-
ory and practice (Brown 1988, Pate-
man 1989; Bock and James 1992).
There are new debates over the po-
litical meaning of community (Mans-
bridge 1990} and the concept of rep-
resentation, particularly as it involves
the provision of voice to those not
present, for example, the unborn,
women, citizens of other jurisdic-
tions, and the weak (Pitkin 1967,
1981; Pateman 1970}. Political phi-
losophy has also been deeply af-
fected by the political and intellec-
tual triumphs of rationality and
market mechanisms of collective ac-
tion. Rational exchange ideas of the
nature of politics and governance
have been elaborated in considerable
detail, both as a basis for predicting
political outcomes and institutions
and as a political philosophy (Taylor
1975; Riker 1982; North 1990,
Shepsle 1990; Viroli 1992). They
have also been challenged, particu-
larly from philosophical and behav-
ioral perspectives that place preater
emphasis on institutions, identities,
and rules as the foundations of polit-
ical life (Moe 1990, Apter 1991;
March and Olsen 1989). Within such
perspectives, there are key debates
over the contributions of social
structure, values, and institutions to
sustaining democracy (Putnam, et al.
1992), over the processes by which
identities and rules are created
(March and Olsen 1995}, aver the role
of discourse and public argumentation
(Habermas 1981, 1992; Rawls 1971,
1987, 1988, Yack 1985; Dryzek 1990),
over the extent to which preferences
and interests should be treated as ex-
agenous to politics (Sandel 1982,
1984}, in particular over the nature
and source of civic identity (Wolin
1989; MaclIntyre 1984) and the con-
struction of the public official
{Thompson 1980, 1987).5

These elabarations of organization
theory and demacratic theory define,
I think, an impressive story, perhaps
not of pragress—for they have,
along the way, raised questions
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about the concept of progress—but
certainly of productivity and excite-
ment. The period since the 196(s
has been one of considerable devel-
opment in studies of organizations
and democratic political philosophy.

In retrospect, however, there has
been one conspicuous difference be-
tween this period of intellectual fer-
ment and the twenty years immedi-
ately after the Second World War.
The excitements in studies of organi-
zations and in theories of democracy
over the past few decades have oc-
curred in substantial isolation from
American research on public admin-
istration. American students of pub-
lic administration have continued to
produce research on the concrete
details of specific programs and
agencies, but their contributions to
the elaboration of arganization the-
ory and to debates in democratic
political philosophy have been nota-
bly fewer.

One indicator of this feature of
recent research is that studies of
public administration have become
infrequent visitors to the major jour-
nals of political science, ecanomics,
and organization studies or to the
citation lists of leading contributors
to those fields. The most important
journal in organization studies in the
United States, the Administrative Sci-
ence Quarterly, was founded some
forty years ago. Students of public
administration were heavily invelved
in its founding and in its early issues.
In the past 20 years, however, it has
published only an occasional paper
dealing with public sector organiza-
tions. Those occasional papers were
rarely written by political scientists
and almost never gave any attention
ta issues of democratic theory. The
journal has been relatively frequently
cited by modern students of public
administration, but contributars to
the Administrative Science Quarterly
have almost never cited recent re-
search on public administration as a
source of ideas. A similar pattern
characterizes the past 20 years with
respect to the American Political Sci-
ence Review. Papers in public admin-
istration journals relatively fre-
quently cited papers from the Re-
view, but the converse was not true,

The involvement of American stu-
dents of public administration in the
elaboration of organization theory

and democratic political philosophy
declined notably after the 1960s. The
change was not because organization
theory and political philosophy re-
treated from attention to more “ap-
plied” work. Rich dependence on
applied studies was characteristic of
new developments in both. For ex-
ample, recent research on organiza-
tions is filled with new theoretical
and philosophical ideas developed
through active involvement of stu-
dents of relatively applied domains,
such as accounting, decision analysis,
strategic management, and gender.

The reality of the last few decades
has been that the philosophers of
democracy and theorists of organiza-
tion. have paid very little attention to
studies of public administrative prac-
tice. Students of public administra-
tion have paid a modest amount of
attention to organization theory and
political philosophy, but their work
has been, for the most part, deriva-
tive rather than contributory. Game
theoretic analyses of asymmetric in-
formation and problems of agency
have come, for the most part, not
from students of public sectar prob-
lems of control but from students of
similar problems in the private sec-
tor. Understandings of how organi-
zations adapt to changing environ-
ments have come, for the most part,
not from students of public sector
institutions but from students of or-
ganizational ecology and learning in
the private sector. Key conceptions
of decision making in organizations
have come, for the most part, not
from students of public sector deci-
sions but from students of decisions
in the private sector. Ideas about the
roles played by netwarks, diffusion,
and interorganizational linkages in
the spread of ideas and practices
have come, for the most part, not
from studies of the public sector but
from studies of mergers and acquisi-
tions and knowledge transfer in the
private sector and from sociological
studies of institutionalization. Inter-
est in pastmodern perspectives for
public administration (for example,
Fox and Miller 1994) does not seem
to have generated contributions
fram public administration research-
ers to the development of contempo-
rary ideas in democratic theory
(Goodin and Pettit 1997} or organi-
zatjon theory (Hatch 1997).
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In a similar fashion, developments
in philosophies of governance based
on conceptions of voluntary rational
exchange and on conceptions of
rule-based institutions have occurred
outside of research on public admin-
istration for the most part. Discus-
sions of the demacratic philosophies
of accountability, representation,
gender, and civic discourse have
arisen anly to a minor degree from
considerations of the context of pub-
lic administration. Ideas of commu-
nity, civic identity, political empathy,
social capital, and political trust have
been elaborated with only minor at-
tention to the public administrative
life for which they are fundamentat.
And modern treatments of the an-
cient prablems of power and power-
lessness in political systems come
more from observations of political
elections, legislation, and political
teadership than from observations of
public administration.

There were and are important ex-
ceptions, of course, and the story
wotld not be complete without
them.? It may be instructive to ob-
serve, however, that a disproportion-
ate number of the exceptions are not
American. Consider, for example,
the work done by Michel Crozier
and Jean-Claude Thoenig and their
associates in France, Renate Mayntz
and Fritz Scharpf and their associ-
ates in Germany, Johan P. Olsen,
Nils Brunsson, and Barbara Czar-
niawska and their associates in Scan-
dinavia, and John Halligan and Rob-
ert Goodin and their associates in
Australia. Without abandoning a
commitment to the fine contextual
detail of political life, these scholars
have made observations about public
organizations that have illuminated
not only specific political institutions
in specific countries but also theories
of organizations and theories of de-
mocracy. In their review of disserta-
tion research in public administra-
tion, Adams and White (1994) made
a similar observation {albeit qualified
by samptling problems) about the
greater theoretical relevance of non-
American dissertation research in
public administration.

As one exampie that illustrates the
contrast between American and non-
American approaches during this
period, consider Norwegian research
on public administration. Tom Chris-

December 1997

tensen and Per Lagreid (1997) have
recently reviewed that research,
They identified 215 books, book
chapters, or journal articles pub-
lished by Norwegian students of
public administration in the period
from 1954 to 1997, about 60% of
them published in the past ten
years.” An equivalent per capita pro-
ductivity rate in the United States
would have resulted in about 7,500
publications by American students of
public administration over the past
ten years. The Norwegian productiv-
ity is impressive, but what is even
meore distinctive is the extent to
which Norwegian studies of public
administration are embedded in and
contribute to broader concerns of
both organization theory and demo-
cratic potitical theory. Under the
leadership first of Knut Dahl Jacob-
sen (1960), and subsequently of Jo-
han P. Olsen (1983), the Norwegian
research establishment has consis-
tently produced studies of public
administration that tie administrative
practice, organization theory, and
political philasophy together.®

My primary intent is, however, not
to hald out non-American studies of
public administration as necessary
models for American studies. There
is ample room in scholarship for the
variety produced by national and
regional differences, and American
research on public administration
cantinues to be a primary contribu-
tor to our knowledge. Nevertheless,
I cannot help noting that the pre-
dominant intellectvat course that
came to typify public administration
research in the United States after
the 1960s was one that deviated not
only from the course followed in
some other countries but also from
an earlier American path {represent-
ed particularly by public administra-
tion and political science schotars of
the 1935-65 period). Partly because
of signs of new energy in public ad-
ministration research, I think we are
now in a position to rediscover, and
return to, our earlier course.

Rediscovering a
Lost Tradition

The earlier tradition of public ad-
ministration was one that assumed
active interaction between studies of

the institutional and contextual reali-
ties of organizational life, on the one
hand, and the development of thea-
retical ideas, on the ather. Issues of
administrative practice and issues of
organization theory and political phi-
losophy were seen as intertwined,
and intertwined in a way that led to
contributions from public adminis-
tration to organization theary and
democratic political philosaphy as
well as the other way around. The
recent separation of concrete studies
of administrative practice from
broader intellectual concerns not
only has made American research on
public administration less compel-
ling; it also has made organization
theory and political philosophy less
weil-grounded. It is this tatter failing
that is of particular concern. With-
out a linkage to ideas arising from
the empirical realities of administra-
tive practice, both organization the-
ory and political philasophy tend to
become excessively entranced with
elegance.

We know more about bounded
rationality and the scarcity of atten-
tion as theoretical problems than we
do about how organizations cope
with them. We know more about
abstract agents dealing with abstract
principals than we do about real bu-
reaucrats dealing with real politi-
cians. We know more about incre-
mental hiil climbing ¢n an imagined
surface using formally specified deci-
sion rules (or rules that learn) than
we do about problem identification,
problem solving, and change in the
messy world of real organizations.
We know more about the formal
properties of learning from experi-
ence than we do about the ways or-
ganizations evaluate, record, and
retrieve the lessons of history. We
know more about the effects of local
positive feedback in adaptive models
than we do about the ways in which
real people in real organizations re-
spond to the development of individ-
ual or collective competence. We
know more about the transfer of
abstract knowledge through abstract
networks than we do about the fine
detail of the exchange of informa-
tion in real networks. And we know
mare about the possibilities for col-
lective confusion in the development
of social meaning than we do about
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the evolution of real understandings
in real organizations.

This disparity between theoretical
ideas and empirical knowledge about
the fundamental micro-processes of
organizations embedded in a social
and historical context has led re-
cently to calls from organization the-
orists for greater attention to the
details of administrative practice.
These calls for greater empirical and
contextual reality are particularly
characteristic of recent themes asso-
ciated with three related, but some-
what different, “institutional” theo-
ries. The first is “the new
institutional economics,” the effort
to rationalize observed administra-
tive forms and practices as solutions
to hypothetical metagames by which
the rules regulating competition
among rational actors are estab-
lished (North 1990; Shepsie 1990).
The second is the “new institutional
political science™ that focuses on
organizational rules, identities, and
resources as endogenously-molded
basics of organizational behavior
{Wildavsky 1987; March and Olsen
1989, 1995, 1996). The third is the
“new institutional sociology” that
emphasizes the ways in which orga-
nizational survival involves satisfying
the “taken for granted” presump-
tions of a pepulation of organiza-
tions (Powell and DiMaggio 1991;
Scott 1995) or culture.,

All three “institutional™ ap-
proaches are strikingly in need of
ideas drawn from empirical studies.
They have gone about as far as they
can with their existing ideas. In par-
ticular, they need to identify the
rules and institutions that endure;
they need to clarify the ways in
which complicated mosaics of rules
and identities are converted into ac-
tions in particular situations; they
need to understand the detailed
micro-processes by which such rules
are created, maintained, changed,
and eliminated. Most of all, they
need some new ideas about the pro-
cesses they are modeling.

As a result, studeats of rules in all
three of the institutional traditions
are increasingly eager for empirical
work on the actual ways in which
riles change, knowledge spreads,
identities are fulfilled, and crganiza-
tions survive. This includes research
on such things as the microprocesses
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of survival in populations of organi-
zations {Carroll and Hannan 1993),
the development of new institutions
of governance (Olsen 1996), the dy-
namics of rules (Andersen 1988;
Zhou 1993), the interpretations of
technologies by the users of it {Bar-
ley 1986), the spread of institutional
fashion (Czarniawska and Sevdn
1996), and the microlevel nuances of
administrative reform (Olsen and
Peters 1995).

Because of cansciousness amaong
theorists of organizations and de-
mocracy that contemporary theoreti-
cal ideas need a more profound
grounding in the details of practice,
we are, I think, entering a period in
which research on public administra-
tion, particularly comparative admin-
istration (Bekke et al. 1994), can
play a mare significant theoretical
role than it has in the past few de-
cades (Wamsley, et al. 1990; Hood
19935; Golembiewski 1996; Rhodes
1996). It is a period in which we can
try to take seriously what everyone
knows about administration—that
organizational actions are located in
particular historical, pohtical, and
social contexts and that the fine de-
tails of organizational structure and
procedures, as well as of the se-
quencing of events in partially inter-
acting streams of history and the
networks of linkages among organi-
zations, often make a difference.
And it is a period in which we can
revitalize the connection between
administrative research and political
philosophy with a new eye ta the
administrative and poiitical contexts
of fundamental issues in democratic
theary.

For such a transformation to oc-
cur, however, more students of orga-
nizations and democratic theory wili
have to read more of the research
on public administration. There is a
limit to what can usefully be said
theoretically about organizations or
democracy without consciousness of
empirical realities in administrative
contexts, and the habitual indiffer-
ence of some organization theorists
and some democratic political phi-
losophers to studies of those con-
texts is self-destructive.

At the same time, research on
public administration probably needs
to be more effectively oriented to
key theoretical and philosophical

problems for which it is relevant. To
some extent, this means revisiting
old issues of public administration
from the perspective of a modern
sensibility. For example, one such
issue involves the relation between
democratic demands for equality and
disparities in the possession of
knowledge. John Gaus was deeply
concerned, bath in the Reflections
and in other works, with the demo-
cratic uses of expertise. He, as well
as others, saw questions about the
role of expertise as embedded in
specific administrative contexts, in
more general arganization theory,
and in classical democratic theory.
For the mast part, he framed the
issue of expertise as one of using
knowledge while protecting democ-
racy from the disparities of informa-
tion and power that it introduced.

Time and the erosion of confi-
dence in knowledge, expertise, and
shared interests have changed our
conception of the relations among
public officials, experts, and citizens.
The neutrality of expert knowledge
has been challenged repeatedly in
discussions of medical knowledge,
engineering knowledge, and social
science knowledge, indeed virtuaily
all varieties of claims to differenti-
ated competence. The basis and
meaning of expertise have been
transformed by a combination of
pelitical pressures and inteliectual
deconstructions of knowledge. Devi-
ant scientists have claimed equal
standing with. established scientists;
voices representing religious faiths
and traditional communities have
claimed equal standing with scholars
and professionals over a wide range
of judgments. Not only have those
claims often garnered substantial
support among politicians and their
constituents, they have also been
buttressed by a trend toward greater
attention to the role of social con-
struction in establishing truth, and
thus to the problematic nature, even
illegitimacy, of special claims to
knowledge.

As a result, any discussion of the
role of bureaucratic iatelligence in
contemporary democratic govern-
ment must begin by recognizing that
the position of experts and expertise
is less secure than it was in Gaus’s
world. As various forms of construc-
tivist conceptions and ideologies
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have gained intellectual approval,
the test of knowledge has shifted
away from ex ante evaluation by cer-
tified experts. It has shifted toward
the demonstration of capabilities in
broader markets, more open public
forums, or other forms of interper-
sonal, inter organizational, or inter-
national competitions for approval.
An expert has become not o0 much
someone who knows something as
someone who wins approval, who
gains and retains customers, who
sells books or services. In a palitical
setting, in particular, an expert has
become one who secures certifica-
tion in political discourse. Knowl-
edge has become defined as a belief
shared within a palitical community.
In a way that might have surprised
John Gaus, expertise has been, in
this sense at least, significantly de-
mocratized—or at least marketized.

An obvious problem is that much
of our thinking about experts in pub-
lic administration assumes that es-
tablishing and exercising expertise
requires samething other than secur-
ing popular approval. According to
traditional views, having expettise
involves comprehension of the way
things work. It is exhibited through
an ability to articulate fundamental
principles that are demonstrable and
significant. It is confirmed by recog-
nition within a community of experts
exercising exacting professional stan-
dards developed within traditions of
competence. Knowledge, in that
sense, may often be useful to win-
ning public approval, but its vaiida-
tion is seen as distinct from general
approbation. Winning public ap-
proval often involves position, en-
ergy, power, chutzpah, style, and
luck at least as much as it invalves
knowledge. Sa, when expertise is
redefined in terms of being success-
ful in a wider public, rather than
within a community of experts, the
nature of the relation between de-
maocracy and expertise is altered
quite substantially. The issues are
ancient in political philosaphy and
connected to quarrels over the possi-
bility of political judgment (Ruder-
man 1997) and to discussions of the
proper intertwining of expertise and
lay judgment (Nelkin 1979; Marcus
and Hanson 1993).

The set of issues associated with
expertise Is only one cluster of con-
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cerus that can mobilize studies of
public sector organizations that can
make contributions to our under-
standings of fundamental issues in
organization theory and political phi-
lasophy. I would not presume to
make a definitive specification of
those issues, but I will list a few oth-
ers that seem to me of considerable
importance and in clear need of iliu-
mination through studies of practice.

First, the problem of endogenous
interests. Most standard versions of
democratic theory presume that a
political system should respond to
the preferences and identities of citi-
zens. Similarly, most standard ver-
sions of organization theory presume
that preferences and identities of
actors shape organizational actions.
Many versions of organization the-
ary, as well as many versions of the-
aries of democracy, assume that
those preferences and identities are
given exogenously. It seems clear,
however, that they are also molded
endogenously, that processes of de-
maocracy and organizational life cre-
ate identities and preferences at the
same time as they respond to them.
Fram this point of view, a classical
issue of demacratic theory—the exis-
tence of a “commaon interest”—is
less a questicn of whether such an
interest arises spontaneously than it
is whether such an interest can be
constructed. The endogeneity of in-
terests poses serious potential prob-
lems for many theories of democracy
and organization, but those problems
have been examined largely in isola-
tion from detailed understandings of
how administrative organizations
actually work.

Second, the problem of the ineffi-
ciencies of history. Many theories of
demacracy and organization assume
that pelitical organizaticns adapt to
the distributions of interests and re-
sources among participants. Except
for lags in adjustment, organizational
forms and practices are assumed to
come to match requirements defined
by interests and their resources.
When interests and resources
change, the forms and practices are
assumed to come to match the new
situation. This conception, some-
times called historical efficiency, sug-
gests that administrative practices
and organizational forms can be pre-
dicted reliably from a knowledge of

current interests and the distribution
of resources among them.

There are ample reasons for ques-
tioning such a conception. There are
symptoms that interests and the dis-
tribution of resources coevolve with
the institutions they affect. There is
no easy way of assuring that the
adaptive processes by which organi-
zational forms and practices track
environments have only one unique
equilibrium, thus no way of assuming
that the match between the current
environment and the organization Is
independent of previcus matches.
These problems are well known in
abstract discussions of adaptation,
but there is much less in the way of
detailed empirical studies of the pre-
cise ways in which historical adjust-
ments in organizational rules occur.

Third, the prablem of imitation
and diffusion of organizational forms
and practices. Recent research on
networks has helped to identify the
social and information structures by
means af which ideas and practices
are diffused, but the ways those net-
works form, change, and are used
are little understood. Mare genet-
ally, the majority of studies of diffu-
sion adopt two convenient assump-
tions of elementary epidemiology
that are known ta be violated in dif-
fusion of organizational technologies
and practices (Mahajan 1983). The
first is the assumption of “reproduc-
tive reliability,” the idea that an ob-
ject of diffusion is reproduced pre-
cisely when it spreads from one
place to another. Most instances of
social diffusion involve clear ele-
ments of transformation in the pro-
cess of diffusion (Czarniawska and
Joerges 1996). The second assump-
tion is “network exogeniety,” the
idea that the networks through
which diffusion occurs are unaffected
by the process of diffusion. Mast
studies of diffusion among and
within organizations suggest that
networks are affected by use and hy
success or failure in diffusion. The
theoretical apparatus necessary to
consider these complications is less
of a prablem (although it is aot triv-
ial) than is an adequately detailed
understanding of what actually hap-
pens as practices spread from. one
agency to another.

Fourth, the problem of rade-offs
across time. Organizations make de-
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cisions under conditions in which the
costs and benefits of alternatives are
distributed across time. For example,
the gains to the exploitation of exist-
ing capabilities and to low risk alter-
natives are, on average, realized ear-
lier than are the gains to exploration
of possible new capabilities and high
risk alternatives. As a result, organi-
zations have difficulty engaging in
exploration or risky alternatives, and
the pursuit of short-run efficiency
undermines long-run adaptiveness
(Levinthal and March 1993; March
1994b). This is particularly the case
in political organizations where turn-
over usually assures that those whao
make decisions will be different from
thase wha incur their costs, This
problem is a difficult ane for theo-
ries of choice and theories of de-
mocracy, but it is made particularly
difficult because the ways in which
actunal administrative agencies deal
with costs and benefits that extend
over time is not well-understood.

These are not new preblems.
Quite the contrary. They are well-
known to the theoretical and philo-
sophical literature, and recent work
on them has clarified their impor-
tance to arganization theory and to
theories of democracy. But that re-
cent wark has, an the whole, been
less diligent in exploring the empiri-
cal realities of each of these in the
context of administrative practice
and using those abservations to de-
velop new theoretical ideas. How, in
fact, do interests evolve in the
course of administrative practice?
What, in fact, are the effects of his-
tory on contemporary administrative
practice and how do they determine
local equilibria? How, in fact, does
knowledge spread and transform in
an administrative system? How, in
fact, does an administrative system
deal with conflict between long run
and short run concerns? And what
are the implications for theoretical
concepts of such features of adminis-
trative practice?

Answering such questions is, or
should be, high on the priority list
for students of public administration.
And the empirical opportunities
seem extraordinarily good. The
world is currently running numerous
grand experiments in the develop-
ment of public administrative order.
In particuiar, the European Union is
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an idea in search of a warkabhle ad-
ministrative structure. Hong Kong is
a colonial city-state seeking to find
an administrative niche within a
larger nation. South Africa is a colo-
nial, white administrative structure
transforming itself to serve a new
black-dominated regime. The Inter-
net is an anarchy developing an or-
ganization. Networks of associations
among public agencies are elaborat-
ing around the world, forming new
kinds of mulitinational administrative
structures that may be transforming
the national character of public ad-
ministration. It is hard to imagine a
richer opportunity for students of
public administration to study such
theoretically vital things as the ways
interests develop, history meanders,
practices spread, and institutions bal-
ance long-run and short-run perspec-
tives. The next few decades will pro-
vide an nausually good set of
accasions for studies of public orga-
nizations to contritbute to our under-
standing of the ways in which orga-
nizations develop, stabilize, and
change.

John Gaus was an optimist about
scholarship. He thought research
was important and that research an
administrative practice could con-
tribute important insights to organi-
zation theory and political philoso-
phy. I think we have lost that vision
a bit aver the years, that we ought to
restore it, and that the conditions
exist for doing so in ways that will
move research in public administra-
tion to its classical positions as a vi-
tal part of research on organizations
and demoacratic political philosophy.
It is, to be sure, a romantic and opti-
mistic conception in an era of skepti-
cism and cynicism; but romantic and
optimistic conceptions need not be
justified by their reality, only by their
necessity and their beauty.

Notes

*This article is based an the John M. Gaus
Lecture delivered at the Annual Meeting of
the American Political Science Association,
Washington, DC, August 1997, The research
has been supported by the Spencer Founda-
tion. [ am indebted to Johan P. Olsen for his
comments an an earlier draft.

1. Naote, however, that Gaus was sensitive
to the post-Secand World War disillusionment
of citizens with bureaucratic bloat and self-

serving officials. “It 1s believed that the bu-
reaucracies are too swollen, that the attitude
of the bureauerat is too smug and too coneen-
trated on security of tenure and automatie
increases and promotions. The recruitment
has been from too limited a portion of the
population; staff and auxiliary services have
heen recognized as necessary, but in establish-
ing them we have multiplied steps to be taken
and forms ta be filled, and have become skep-
tical of the resulting jargon and patter. . . [It
is believed] . .. that any public aperation is
wasteful, and that complex arganizations are
full of shelters for the mediocre or the in-
triguer” (Gaus 1947, 148).

2. Far example, he wrate: “I wauld not like
ta live under & building code administered by
3 jaint board of cantractars and building
trade officials; or have my public medical ser-
vices, ot admissian to professions or erafts,
exclusively controlled by doctors ar ather spe-
cialists. To be sure, I do not like my building
cade admunistered, either, by a corrupt spails-
man; but in the long run it is easier to aust
him, than to oust from the minds of people
the idea that life is a series of special bits of
knowledge and interest, and that there is no
carporate responsibility for evaluating and
deciding concerning the government of the
community” (Gaus 1947, $3-54).

3. He wrote: *It is the present dury of the
administrator to stand between the expert on
the one hand and the lay citizen an the other
as interpreter and adjuster, and this, too, in a
society in which the special interest that seeks
to prevent such direction and contral can win
the attention of the public through new and
subtle forms of appeal. The research that will
lay bare and focus attention upon this rela-
tionship, which will interpret achievements
and reveal the nature of failures is, in a de-
maeracy, not merely a matter of personal cu-
riosity, but an obligation of the government,
the public servant, the civic assgeiation, and
the university” (Gaus 1947, 143).

4. In this regard, see far example the two
Gaus chapters entitled “A Theory of QOrgani-
zation in Public Administration™ and “Ameri-
can Saciety and Public Administration” in
Gaus, White, and Dimock (1234). Sece also
Gaus (1930). This latter repart is an extensive
compilation of the history and current (as of
1930) status of public administration in the
United States. After observing that much of
the research on public administration is rou-
tine and uninformative and fails to develop
the larger and more theoretical aspects of the
material, Gaus called for closer ties to histori-
cal studies of administration, to studies of in-
dustrial organization, and to legal scholarship,
citing the examples of people such as John R.
Commons, Walter Dorn, Mary Parker Fol-
lette, Walter Gellhorn, Howard Gdum, Fred-
erick Jacksan Turner, and Jessie Turner. For
example, the report noted that “the study of
financial procedure has implications for theo-
ries of ‘social control’ and the exploration of
administrative corruption may profitably bring
us to an inquiry into the bases of social psy-
chology” (Gaus 1930, 138).

5. It may be warth noting that Tohn Gaus
was unambiguous in seeing the construction
of a public official as vital to public adminis-
tration. He wrate: “We must go further and
encourage that kind of professional and per-
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sonal attitude toward the job that will operate
from within the individual person who is the
public official, and will help to fuse his private
satisfactions with his public duties™ (Gaus
1947, 123; see also, Gaus 1929).

6. Amang American students of public ad-
ministration and public policy, consider for
example, Iohn Kingdan's work an attention
(Kingdon 1984}, John Padgett’s wark an the
development of Flarentine politicai/adminis-
trative structure under the Medici (Padgett
and Ansell 1993}, Guy Peters’ work on the
politics of bureaucracy (Peters 1984), and Ju-
dith Tendler's work an development adminis-
tration {Tendler 1973, 1997). For an example
of a persistent voice for the palitical philoso-
phy of public administration, consider Norton,
E. Long (1996).

7. The research varied from single case
studies ta large survey studies. They were
heavily empirical. The publications were pre-
dominantly in Norwegian, but about 20% ap-
peared in English. The count dees nat include
graduate dissertations.

8. Note that the differences between Amer-
ican practice and that of public administration
scholars in Europe are not simply differences
in prafessional orientation and intellectual
leadership. For example, the Narwegian polit-
ical and educational system has been willing
ta devote considerably more resources to re-
search on administration than the American
system has, and the Norwegian organization
of research and teaching on administration
has treated that field more like an academic
discipline, and less like a training program or
a consulting service, than has the American
system (Christensen and Lagreid 1997).
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