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New Frontiers of Public Administration: The
Practice of Theory and the Theory of Practice

Laurence E. Lynn, Jr., University of Chicago

I t is a signal honor to join the roll of
John Gaus lecturers, a roll that includes

many on whose shoulders I stand this
evening. It is especially gratifying to re-
ceive an award memorializing a man
whose contributions to the intellectual
foundations of public administration and
management merit the greatest respect.

At some point during my years at the
University of Chicago, I found a used
copy of The Frontiers of Public Admin-
istration in a Hyde Park book store. Its
worn binding tended to fall open to the
title page, and it wasn’t until preparing
for this lecture that I discovered, on the
blank page inside the front cover, this
handwritten inscription: “To Walter
Sharp from John Gaus, October 14,
1936.” At the time, Walter R. Sharp was
Gaus’s colleague at the University of
Wisconsin and author, among other
works, of a book on the French civil ser-
vice ~Sharp 1931!. How his copy of
Frontiers found its way to Hyde Park
and into my hands more than 50 years
later is a mystery of the sort most likely
to be illuminated by Saul Bellow’s
fiction.

In his review of Gaus’s later book,
Reflections on Public Administration
~1947!, George Graham ~1947, 1,000!
claimed that Gaus was for “mature read-
ers” only—R-rated public administration.
Those of “less experience and insight,”
Graham feared, noting Gaus’s subtlety,
“might not follow him.” Gaus’s subtlety,
however, reflected his deep knowledge of

both comparative administrative history
and of what governments of his time
were actually doing. Those with less ex-
perience and insight were, subtly, being
challenged to acquire such experience
and insight themselves.

Graham also said this: “One value of
the Reflections is their frequent reference
to the observations of early students of
the problem @of administration# , nine-
teenth century as well as twentieth. We
need to be reminded that neither the
problems of ‘modern’ government nor
the understanding of them began with us
~1947, 1,000!.” Gaus and many of his
brethren deserve to be read today to ac-
quaint us with the perceptive efforts by
earlier generations of scholars and re-
formers to understand the practice of
republican governance. In the spirit of
Graham’s remark, the ideas of Gaus and
other founders of public administration
constitute a point of departure for the
argument in this lecture.

The argument I will make this evening
is this: The practice of theorizing in a
positive sense about administrative
practice—by which I mean theorizing
that accounts for administrative system
outputs—began with the founders of pub-
lic administration. Their intent, contrary
to Dwight Waldo’s savage critique in The
Administrative State, was precisely ~in
Waldo’s phrase! “to grasp the scheme of
things entire” ~1984, 99!, a scheme they
regarded as constitutional and political.1

But the spirit and intent of early theoriz-
ing is found today less in mainstream
public administration than among an in-
ternational group of political scientists
and politically-oriented economists and
sociologists identified with positive polit-
ical economy, the new institutional eco-
nomics, and public choice theory. Their
work—which might be characterized as
“the new political economy”2—is of
great importance to public administration
because, as a literature, it elaborates on
John Gaus’s most famous, and meaning-
ful, insight: “A theory of public adminis-
tration means in our time a theory of
politics also” ~Gaus 1950, 168!.

I will first provide an interpretive
commentary on the evolution of theoriz-
ing about administrative practice. Then I
will briefly summarize some of the most
important insights from that theorizing.
Finally, based on the foregoing, I will
suggest how the frontiers of public ad-
ministration might be viewed today.

The Practice of Theory
John Merriman Gaus, descendant of a

Minuteman in the American Revolution,
was a theorist. In Frontiers he put forth
“a theory of organization in public ad-
ministration.” In Reflections he proposed
“a theory of the process of govern-
ment.”3 Gaus’s most famous utterance,
just quoted, was the last sentence of his
1950 article, “Trends in the Theory of
Public Administration.” Thus, in addition
to helping shape the practice of public
administration and management, Gaus
and others of the field’s founding genera-
tions also initiated the practice of theo-
rizing about the operations of the
administrative state.

A prefatory comment on my use of the
term “theorizing” is in order.

On Theorizing

In the early public administration liter-
ature, theorizing as it is now understood
in the social sciences—conditional causal
reasoning—is difficult to distinguish from
political philosophy, or normative reason-
ing. Certainly that was true of pre-World
War II writers, for whom creating a mod-
ern, competent administrative system at
municipal, state, and federal levels was a
compelling preoccupation. Many of those
drawn to the field were, and still are, con-
cerned as much with promoting effective
democracy as with exploring, in a scien-
tific sense, how our institutions actually
work and with what consequences.

A recognizable intellectual curiosity
was nonetheless evident from the begin-
ning. How does our system of govern-
ment work? Why does it work that way?
What does the answer imply for the
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emerging practice of public administra-
tion? That curiosity was seldom dispas-
sionate or “academic.” It reflected an
increasing sense of urgency, driven by
the rapid transformation of American
society, about the importance of the sys-
tematic study of administrative institu-
tions and practices toward the goal of
making them effective.

Much early study was descriptive, al-
beit often insightfully so. Scholarship was
also becoming increasingly analytical,
however, employing both inductive and
deductive logic. Inductive reasoning drew
on observation and reflection as well as
on the rapidly growing body of evidence
being accumulated by the bureaus of mu-
nicipal research and other early research
organizations. Deductive reasoning re-
flected public administration’s roots in
law and its founders’ familiarity with Eu-
ropean legalistic and cameralist traditions.
The recent literature of political econom-
ics, whether formal or narrative, is, in
contrast, primarily deductive, although
not entirely so, and it is undoubtedly
more inspired by academic concerns than
by the need for institutional reform. Nev-
ertheless, as Anthony Bertelli and I argue
in our recent book, Madison’s Managers
~Bertelli and Lynn 2006!, both traditional
reasoning and the more formal, deductive
reasoning of recent years converge to re-
markably similar insights concerning the
significance of the separation of powers
for administrative practice and account-
ability and, as well, for the need for insti-
tutions and mechanisms that ensure
responsible agency.

In public administration, the particular
roles of theory, and of academic scholar-
ship in general, are, as I see it, threefold.
First is to reduce the unwieldy complexity
of administrative practice to causal propo-
sitions concerning what goes on beneath
the surface of the world as we observe it.
Second is to create models that illuminate
a significant number of important con-
texts. Third is to be useful for predicting,
or for supporting informed conjectures
about, the probable consequences of act-
ing in particular ways. That is, if you do
this under the circumstances, then that is
a likely or plausible result, or, alterna-
tively, that certain desired states tend to
require certain preconditions that are at
least partly under the control of policy
makers and public managers.

The presumption of theory-based re-
search in this sense is that people, orga-
nizations, and other social actors are
conditionally alike in certain ways and
that conceptualizing these ways will help
us derive empirical knowledge that will
enable us to be better policy makers,
managers, and clinicians. In other words,
political and administrative behavior are

not so indeterminate, and public and pri-
vate motives not so inscrutable and un-
stable, that instrumental knowledge of
considerable value to administrative
practice is impossible to obtain.

I do not claim universality for any
particular reductive approach to theoriz-
ing and knowing. My own view is that
all methods produce heuristics—aids to
learning, discovery, and problem-solving.
Theological arguments about what is “the
truth” are less useful than consideration
of how different heuristics, however pro-
duced, improve professional reasoning
and provide insight concerning political
and administrative phenomena. No mat-
ter the nature of one’s evidence, what
matters, beyond technical skill and imag-
ination, is that the books have not been
cooked and that arguments have been
crafted with transparent intellectual in-
tegrity. I do claim that the kind of theo-
rizing and theory-based work I am about
to discuss is among our most valuable
heuristics for comprehending and im-
proving administrative practice.

Traditional Theorizing

The practice of theorizing in a positive
sense began, as I said, during the found-
ing days of the profession. The following
examples are representative and cumulate
to a coherent argument.

In the preface to Congressional Gov-
ernment: A Study In American Politics,
Woodrow Wilson wrote: “My chief aim
in these essays, has been . . . an adequate
illustrative contrast @of cabinet and con-
gressional organs of government# with a
view to making as plain as possible the
conditions of federal administration”
~1885, quoted by Stillman 1973, 584!.
Wilson concluded, in a positive sense,
that “For all practical purposes the na-
tional government is supreme over the
state governments and Congress pre-
dominant over its so-called coordinate
branches.” But this was no anodyne
finding. Congressional dominance, in
Wilson’s view, “parceled out power and
confused responsibility” and thus inhib-
ited the emergence of effective adminis-
trative institutions.

Frank Goodnow possessed a superb
conceptual grasp of what he termed “the
problem of administration” within the
American constitutional scheme. Good-
now perfectly expressed the dilemma of
reconciling the emerging need for admin-
istrative capacity with the constitutional
imperative of political and judicial
control:

Detailed legislation and judicial control
over its execution are not sufficient to
produce harmony between the govern-

mental body which expresses the will of
the state, and the governmental authority
which executes that will. . . . The execu-
tive officers may or may not enforce the
law as it was intended by the legislature.
Judicial officers, in exercising control
over such executive officers, may or
may not take the same view of the law
as did the legislature. No provision is
thus made in the governmental organiza-
tion for securing harmony between the
expression and the execution of the will
of the state. The people, the ultimate
sovereign in a popular government, must
. . . have a control over the officers who
execute their will, as well as over those
who express it. ~Goodnow 1900, 97–8!

Many years before his more celebrated
works, in a law review article published
as he was completing his Ph.D. at Har-
vard in 1924, John Gaus initiated, as far
as I can tell, the popular practice of pro-
claiming “the new” in the world of pub-
lic administration and management, in
his case “the new administration” ~Gaus
1923–1924, 220!. By this term he meant
a recognizable body of practice based on
significant and increasing authority del-
egated to administrators to engage in
discretionary actions that perforce posed
a challenge to democratic control of the
growing ranks of those unelected agents.
Gaus also discussed judicial reaction
against the growth of administrative
power and the increasing control of ad-
ministration by legislative and executive
agents, including overhead agencies, thus
sketching the relations among the
branches with respect to the new
administration.

A dozen years later, in the preface to
The Frontiers of Public Administration,
the authors ~Gaus, Leonard White, and
Marshall Dimock! wrote: “The student of
public administration is now confronted
with a literally overwhelming torrent of
new administrative agencies and new
problems to be assimilated and appraised”
~1936, vii!. That “@s#o many currents of
experience from industry, from psycho-
logical research, from the study of com-
parative government, . . . to name but a
few—are adding their contribution to the
main stream require@s# both improve-
ments in administrative technique and
equally more accurate ideas concerning
the nature of administration” ~vii–viii!.
They wrote these words, it should be
noted, when the field of public adminis-
tration is said by some to have been bak-
ing to a crisp in the high noon of an
inflexible and unreflective orthodoxy.

Just a few years later, White ~1942!
sounded some relatively new notes. “It is
an arresting fact,” he observed, “that the

4 PS January 2008



great improvements in government since
19104 have been designed to make the
public service more effective in the man-
agement and direction of public affairs,
not to keep it responsible or make it
more amenable to control” ~213!. He
continued: “Responsibility of officialdom
to legislature and to courts, sometimes to
the electorate, is a matter of law; . . . Re-
sponsiveness of officialdom to enacted
policies, to broad public purposes, to
sentiments and preferences, and to indi-
vidual needs is not a matter of law but of
the spirit. Both are important to the
proper administration of laws in a de-
mocracy. Neither is achieved with full
satisfaction by the formal relationship of
dependency of administration on popular
assemblies; the full responsiveness of
officialdom to citizenry requires other
and supplementary institutions of a more
intimate nature.”

Of the textbooks of the 1930s by John
Pfiffner ~1935!, Harvey Walker ~1937!,
and White ~1939!, which codified the
maturing field, Bertelli and I conclude in
Madison’s Managers that they reveal “a
professional reasoning process that ex-
plores the interrelationships among the
values of democracy; the dangers of an
uncontrolled, politically corrupted, or
irresponsible bureaucracy; the corrupt-
ibility of legislative processes; the
imprecision of popular control of admin-
istration; and @the difficulties of design-
ing# judicial and executive institutions
that can balance capacity with control in
a constitutionally appropriate manner”
~Bertelli and Lynn 2006, 43!.

Following World War II, public admin-
istration headed in divergent directions.5

Subsequent developments have produced
both good news and bad news. The good
news is that scholarship intended to
“grasp the scheme of things entire” and to
create a theory of practice that deepens
our practical understanding of governance
has been robust. The bad news—although
just how bad depends on one’s intellectual
loyalties—is that much of this work is
being done by scholars who do not iden-
tify themselves primarily with the field of
public administration.

In his own Gaus lecture, James March
~1997! criticized public administration’s
narrow concentration on administrative
practice divorced from intellectual con-
cerns. One reason for this narrowness
seems clear. Following the attacks on
traditional thinking by Dwight Waldo,
Herbert Simon, Robert Dahl, Vincent
Ostrom, and others, interest in structures,
mandates, interests, bargaining, and the
other institutional expressions of consti-
tutional governance diminished in a field
anxious to discover and describe new
modes of practice and new ways of

knowing about them, leaving an intellec-
tual vacuum that others would soon fill.

The traditional mode of theorizing did
not disappear entirely. Gaus’s Reflections
included observations that move the ear-
lier tradition of theorizing forward.
“@A#dministration is intermingled with
the entire process of government” he
argued, “and with the environment in
which the people affected by the govern-
ment exist” ~125!. He continues: “Gov-
ernment always presents this problem of
balancing powers sufficient to enable a
community to deal with its common
problems on the one hand, with measures
which will prevent or limit the evil ef-
fects of the abuse of power by the com-
munity’s representatives” ~134–5!.

Gaus underscored the increasing resort
to delegated authority to executive offi-
cials, with “the resources in knowledge
and experience needed to apply the gen-
eral principle to the localized situation.”
“The lesson to us is . . . to concentrate
our effort at political improvement at the
point of the political agents . . . and the
recruitment, education and training of the
bureaucracy, and at procedures whereby
their work and policies may be revised in
the light of experience” ~140!. He contin-
ued: “The chief problem . . . is to get . . .
agencies attached closely to the political
leadership so that they participate natu-
rally in the policy process as trusted and
indispensable aids to that leadership and
not as erratic particles following their
own whims or as rival claimants to pub-
lic attention” ~142!, in other words, as
responsible agents.

In 1954, John Millett published what
is the first public management book with
a contemporary thrust: pragmatic and
craft-oriented. At the same time, Millett
regarded the political context as funda-
mental. “Are administrative agencies . . .
to be regarded as a ‘fourth branch’ of
government?” he asks. “I believe that
they have no such exalted status. Rather,
they are a kind of subordinate echelon of
government subject in our scheme of
things to the supervision of legislature,
chief executive, and judiciary. . . . The
administrator in the public service is
concerned with all three, and ignores any
one branch only at his peril. So it seems
to me that the politics of public adminis-
tration is concerned with how adminis-
trative agencies in our government are
kept subject to popular direction and re-
straint in the interests of a free society,
through the operation of three coordinate
branches” ~vii–viii!.

The legacy of the early theorists is
significant. They produced a coherent,
synoptic perspective: given our constitu-
tional scheme and its separation of pow-
ers, checks and balances, and federal

structure, tensions between delegation
and control are inevitable and not easily
resolved. Ensuring the accountability and
legitimacy of the administrative state is,
therefore, both essential and problematic.
Thus the founders of public administra-
tion laid hold of the theoretical problem
at the core of public administration and
management: depicting responsible ad-
ministration within a constitutional
scheme that forces administration to
justify itself anew.

The New Political Economy

The vacuum in theorizing about ad-
ministrative practice within our constitu-
tional scheme that that I noted earlier has
been filled by “the new political econ-
omy.” This style of thinking has won a
considerable, and international, follow-
ing. British political scientist Patrick
Dunleavy ~1992! lauds “the development
and refinement of public choice into be-
haviourally realistic and theoretically
diverse explanations of broad classes of
political phenomena” ~259!. Canadian
political scientist Peter Aucoin ~1990!
says that “@t#he public choice paradigm
emphasizes the role to be played by po-
litical authorities as elected representa-
tives in governance. It does not admit to
a policy0administration dichotomy that
would carve out spheres of responsibility
for politicians on the one hand and bu-
reaucrats on the other” ~126–7!. The
public choice approach, says Aucoin,
“sees politics as pervading management,
that is, politics as being present in both
the formulation and the implementation
of policies.”

I want to note briefly some of the
more synoptic contributions to the politi-
cal economy of administrative practice.
They illustrate how the administrative
system is, as the founders understood, an
artifact of political choice. More precise
elaborations are to be found in specialist
literatures.

To begin at the logical beginning, a
synthesis of neoclassical and institutional
economics ~prominently including the
work of Douglass North! is employed by
Icelandic economist Thráinn Eggertsson
~1990! to explain the purpose of the
state, in a cameralist spirit, as creating a
regime of property rights and transaction
costs that enables it to maximize its tech-
nical economic potential. “@T#he willing-
ness of individual owners to supply
specific appropriable assets, essential for
economic growth and full utilization of
advanced technologies,” Eggertsson ar-
gues, “depends directly on the social
rules structure, including the availability
of relatively consistent and impartial dis-
pute processing by a third party, which
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in most cases can be supplied only by
the state” ~320!.

The logic of administrative practice
then emerges from the creation of state
constitutions. Dutch political scientist
Jan-Erik Lane’s Constitutions and Politi-
cal Theory analyzes the existence, ori-
gins, and consequences of constitutions
~1996!. He argues that constitutions en-
hance national stability by recognizing
unalterable rights, by creating veto play-
ers, and by creating highly qualified ma-
jorities to amend it. He notes, however,
that these kinds of features of constitu-
tions may tend to privilege the status quo
at the expense of more participatory and
responsive forms of democracy. Other
students of endogenous institutions are
elaborating on such entry-level ideas.

The administrative system then
evolves, according to Norwegian political
scientist Kaare Strøm ~2000!, from “a
chain of delegation, in which those autho-
rized to make political decisions condi-
tionally designate others to make such
decisions in their name and place” ~266!.
Agents are accountable to their principals
if they are obliged to act on the latter’s
behalf, and if the latter are empowered to
reward or punish them for their perfor-
mance in this capacity. The citizens’ role
is to control officials, but when we “con-
sider the incumbents of political office as
agents of the citizens, we have to ac-
knowledge that they are constrained and
frequently common agents, whose respon-
sibilities may thus be manifold” ~268!.
Scholars of the policy process, credible
commitments, and related topics are fur-
ther enriching the delegation literature.

American political economists, includ-
ing Terry Moe, Mathew McCubbins,
Barry Weingast, Elinor Ostrom, and
many others, have explored the logic and
implications of the delegation of sover-
eign authority to administrative entities,
the assignment of tasks among agencies,
and the principal-agent and control prob-
lems that result. In an important series of
essays, Moe argues that “political ratio-
nality” results in public programs and
organizations that are technically irratio-
nal. “As a result of regime restraints and
the politics they authorize, the public
manager may have to deal with inade-
quate resources, unreasonable or unreal-
istic workload or reporting requirements,
inconsistent guidance, or missions de-
fined so as to be virtually unachievable”
~Lynn 2003, 21!.

Problems of agency deepen as the
chain of delegation reaches into govern-
ment organizations themselves. Patrick
Dunleavy ~1992! analyzes the behavior
of people inside such organizations. In
his model, “bureaucrats’ preferences . . .
are endogenously determined within the

budget-setting and bureau-shaping pro-
cesses which underlie agencies’ activity”
~254!. Bureau-shaping refers to activities
directed at influencing the nature of the
work and the work environment, with
associated consequences for administra-
tive practice and its outputs. Senior offi-
cials do not act like a unitary actor
because they choose differently between
individual or collective modes for im-
proving their welfare. Because bureau-
shaping presents fewer collective action
problems than, say, budget maximizing,
it is a superior way of pursuing personal
goals.

This line of theorizing is hardly re-
stricted to sterile propositions concerning
what may seem implausibly rational ac-
tors. In a more sociological view of what
Dunleavy calls “bureau-shaping,” John
Brehm and Scott Gates ~1999! argue that
organizational cultures form when sub-
ordinates look to each other for appropri-
ate behaviors. Cultures are common
stocks of information. “Subordinate per-
formance depends,” they argue, “first on
functional preferences, second on sol-
idary preferences, and lastly on the ef-
forts of the supervisor” ~195!.6 They
continue: “The chain of command looks
to be a weak mode for principals—
ultimately, democratic publics—to influ-
ence the performance of bureaucratic
agents” ~196!. Further, “the strongest and
most positive role that our @empirical#
research identifies for the potential of
supervisory control over bureaucracy is
in the process of recruitment” ~202!, an
argument developed at length in
Madison’s Managers.

In the face of such agency problems,
Gary Miller ~1990! offers a theory of
leadership that is analytical rather than
normative. Miller argues, first, that no
system of incentives can entirely elimi-
nate the non-cooperation that inhibits
organizations from achieving their goals
or priorities. Applying repeated game
theory, he notes that organizational be-
havior yields indeterminate outcomes in
the form of multiple equilibria. The role
of the manager is, in effect, to select one
of these equilibria and induce people to
cooperate in its achievement. This pro-
cess constitutes leadership, which con-
sists in creating mutually reinforcing
expectations concerning the benefits of
cooperative behavior and teamwork on
behalf of shared objectives.

Against the temptation to overstate the
importance of bureau-shaping, cultures,
and leadership, German political scientist
Arthur Benz reminds us that,

the informal, emerging patterns of inter-
action which create intraorganizational
networks cannot be completely separated

from formal structures of decision mak-
ing and governance. . . . Actors who are
not able to coordinate informally can . . .
switch to formal mechanisms in order to
reach a solution. The availability of this
opportunity is often a necessary prereq-
uisite for the working of informal mech-
anisms. ~1993, 171!

In a similar vein, Dutch political scien-
tists Peter Bogason and Theo Toonen
~1998! are concerned that “@o#rganiza-
tions, law, constitutions, power, courts,
governments, formal mandates and legal
competencies” are disappearing from the
study of public administration ~208!.

Finally, in these comments on recent
literature, I want to note efforts by my
colleagues and I to use this line of theo-
rizing to gain sights from the very large,
often unappreciated empirical literature
concerned with public administration and
management. Carolyn Heinrich, Carolyn
Hill, and I ~Lynn, Heinrich, and Hill
2001! conceptualize governance as a sys-
tem of hierarchically-ordered institutions,
created along the chain of delegation,
which has a significant causal effect on
administrative system outputs. Melissa
Forbes and I have incorporated concepts
of organizational effectiveness into this
logic of governance ~Forbes and Lynn
2007!. Doing this highlights the fact that
policy structures and processes both con-
strain and enable managerial actors,
who are, then, both agents and principals
in the administrative system, playing a
mediating role between policy-making
and service delivery. We have used this
logic to reveal what the many research
communities concerned in one way or
another with the workings of our admin-
istrative system are learning and how
they are learning it ~Hill and Lynn 2005;
Forbes and Lynn 2005; 2007; Forbes,
Hill, and Lynn 2006; 2008!.

Critical analysis of the empirical liter-
ature within a logic of governance into
which organizational effectiveness has
been incorporated suggests some hypoth-
eses about the theory of administrative
practice: ~1! public agency direction, the
function of public management, is gov-
erned primarily by the structures incor-
porated in public policies, but not to the
point of extinguishing managerial initia-
tive; ~2! the outputs of service delivery
processes are influenced primarily by
public policies as mediated by public
management ~specifically, by managerial
choices of structures and processes that
shape the links between policy and ser-
vice delivery!, although outputs may also
be determined directly by public policies
if policies are designed so as to be, in
effect, self-executing; and ~3! the out-
comes of public policies are determined
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by the outputs of service delivery pro-
cesses, so that the study of outputs, not
outcomes, is central to a theory of ad-
ministrative practice.

The literature of political economics,
then, elaborates on how institutions, or-
ganizations, and individuals together
design and shape the outputs of the ad-
ministrative system. Within a rigorous,
relatively parsimonious theoretical para-
digm, a rich, subtle, and variegated
depiction of administrative practice
emerges without losing sight of the role
of constitutional and political institutions
in shaping that practice. The intellectual
controversies thereby generated are the
right ones for a field that aspires to un-
derstand administration fundamentally,
in its political context.

This subfield itself cannot account for
all of the particular factors that might
contribute to government performance at
all times and places. The determinants of
that performance are, as my colleagues
and I have shown elsewhere, multifarious
and influenced by context. But Kenneth
Arrow ~1985! once argued on behalf of
the principal agent model, that, as a heu-
ristic, it accommodates a wide variety of
insights into hierarchical relationships. In
a similar vein, the new political economy
can accommodate and put into broad
institutional perspective a wide variety of
contributions from many fields and disci-
plines while recognizing the most funda-
mental aspects of how political
institutions frame and contribute to ad-
ministrative practice, and how adminis-
trative practice becomes influential in its
own right within that framework.

The Theory of Practice
What theory of practice emerges from

these sustained efforts to understand the
administration of the American constitu-
tional scheme? I can summarize key ele-
ments of such a theory as follows.

First, a hierarchical backbone that is
constitutional provides structure for the
administrative state. However, because
delegation is extensive, sovereign control
and accountability are elusive. A balance
is achieved through administrative insti-
tutions created by delegated decision
making, the legitimacy of which is
established by the three branches of
government.

A second element is that the determi-
nation of administrative practice is fun-
damentally Madisonian. Very little that is
administrative is not at the same time
political, from choices of structures and
processes by public managers to the
choices of front-line workers concerning
the principles of local justice that infuse
service delivery.

Some would have it otherwise. The
principle of maintaining a distinction
between politics and administration was
originally a goal of Progressive reform-
ers seeking to disentangle urban service
delivery from the spoils system. It has
become a political philosophy, currently
popular with those who would disentan-
gle all public administration from the
Madisonian interplay of faction and
power and for those who would reserve
the control of delegated authority to in-
stitutions deemed to be more democratic
that those provided for by the Constitu-
tion. But administration is about the
allocation of scarce, and therefore
sought-after, resources. However much
individual actors may conceive of what
they do as fulfilling noble ideals, the end
result is allocations with consequences
that will be evaluated and acted on
politically.

A third element is that achieving an
appropriate level of accountability is a
matter both of policy and of manage-
ment. Employing legislatively authorized
and appropriated funds, structures, and
processes, the agents of public author-
ity are both constrained to publicly-
authorized means and ends and enabled
to use their discretion to help configure
the links between policies and service
delivery, with important consequences
for administrative outputs. How manage-
rial discretion is exercised is instrumen-
tal to administration that is both
effective and responsible to constitu-
tional values.

Finally, the theory of administrative
practice must analytically distinguish the
contributions to accomplishing public
purposes of its three constituent ele-
ments: institutions of constitutional legit-
imacy, the organizations that express
collectively-determined public purposes,
and individuals, both principals and
agents, whose values and judgments af-
fect all aspects of administrative practice.
In general, no single dimension of
practice—formal authority, norms and
cultures, or craft and leadership—can in
and of itself explain administrative prac-
tice. Moreover, all three dimensions are
interdependent. Sorting out and evaluat-
ing their relative importance is a major
intellectual task for public administration
theory and empirical research.

The New Frontiers of Public
Administration

Over 70 years ago, the reflections of
John Gaus and his colleagues in Chicago
led to The Frontiers of Public Adminis-
tration. Those frontiers were, and here I
will refer to the book’s chapter titles:

• the meaning and scope of public
administration—today, we would
use the term “governance”;

• principles of administration—today,
though principles are as popular in
prescriptive literature as they were
then, we might prefer the terms
“best” or “smart” practices”;

• the responsibilities of public
administration—Bertelli and I have
argued for the continuing primacy
of this concept;

• the role of discretion in public
administration—its extent and legit-
imacy remain central to the analysis
of republican governance;

• administration and society—today,
such a discussion is ongoing under
themes involving democratic partici-
pation and transparency; and, finally,

• the criteria and objectives of pub-
lic administration—today, among
other things, we would certainly talk
of “performance.”

The updated chapter titles for a second
edition of The Frontiers of Public Ad-
ministration thus might be: governance,
effective practice, managerial responsibil-
ity, delegation and control, citizens and
their governments, and performance.

But, then as now, there is an underly-
ing challenge of even greater importance
to the field: grasping the scheme of
things entire through resonant theorizing.

As did the authors of Frontiers in the
1930s and reformers even earlier in the
century, many now argue that the ground
is shifting under the field of public ad-
ministration and management and that, to
avoid collapsing into a rubble of irrele-
vance, the field must be repositioned on
new foundations ~Frederickson and
Smith 2003; Kettl 2002; Salamon 2002!.
What these foundations might be in our
time seems elusive, however, obscured
by thick overgrowths of sectarian conflict
over doctrine and epistemology and by
an unseemly eagerness to proclaim “the
new” ~Lynn 2007!. A striking aspect of
discourse about New Public Management
and about America’s movement to “re-
invent government” was how atheoretical
they were. Dramatic transformations of
public administration and management
practice were proclaimed or predicted or
advocated with only infrequent reference
to dynamics of institutional evolution
and legitimacy within our constitutional
structure. There are those whose ideas
for the field seem to have escaped alto-
gether the gravitational pull of represen-
tative institutions, of legislatures, courts,
interests, and the public will as expressed
by Madisonian means.

If there is a “new public administra-
tion and management” today, it lies in
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the fact that the managerialism of recent
years has both lengthened chains of del-
egation and created more complicated
and less transparent networks linking
organizations inside and outside of gov-
ernment. As a result, democratic account-
ability has become much more complex,
creating increasingly vexing challenges
not only to managerialism itself but, of
greater importance, to the effective func-
tioning of representative institutions.7

There is nothing fundamentally new
here, however. Throughout our history, a
sense of urgency about the implications
of innovation and change for democratic
control of government has fueled the
policy, practice, and study of administra-
tion. How, in theory and practice, might
traditional representational and hierarchi-
cal “chain of delegation” accountability,
still the undoubted preference of legisla-
tors and courts, be reconciled with a
managerialism variously emphasizing
polyarchy and interdependence, or com-

petition, performance, and customers, or
even deliberative, direct democracy and
power sharing? More succinctly, how
might the legitimacy of governance in
the eyes of citizens be sustained in the
future if the distance between constitu-
tional authority and the actual delivery of
services may have lengthened beyond the
practical limits of answerability to citi-
zens and their representatives?

The administration of George W. Bush
is constructive concerning the need for a
firm grasp of constitutional governance.
There are those within it who do “grasp
the scheme of things entire.” They have
mounted a direct challenge to constitu-
tional institutions by pursuing a strategy
for ensuring that governing values ema-
nate from a single oracle and for elimi-
nating Madisonian processes altogether.
The field of public administration and
management ought to be an academic
forum where we can learn not only why
such a strategy must not succeed, the

philosophical challenge, but why it can-
not and will not succeed, the theoretical
and associated empirical challenge.

I have owned a jigsaw puzzle of
10,000 pieces for over 20 years now.
Unlike the Iraqi sheiks and their bricks
of cash, however, I’ve never removed the
shrink wrap from the box. The puzzle is
too damn big. Puzzles of a more man-
ageable number of pieces, say between
500 and 1,500, are another matter; as-
sembling the edges and the specific
scenes that belong within them is not so
daunting that the challenge is avoided.
Blessed, then, are those theorists who, in
a positive spirit, work at levels of ab-
straction that clarify the central intellec-
tual and practical challenges of public
administration and management in ways
that accommodate insights from other
fields and perspectives. In his time, John
Gaus and his colleagues did that, and in
our time, we must do it, too.

Notes
* The 2007 John Gaus Lecture was presented

at the American Political Science Association
Annual Meeting, Chicago, IL, on August 31,
2007.

1. Waldo’s critique was this: “The indict-
ment against public administration can be only
that, at the theoretical level, it has contributed
little to the ‘solution’ or even the systematic
statement of @problems posed by large-scale,
technically advanced, democratic society# . . . .
We have had a spate of shallow and spurious
answers. And no one has had the temerity in his
thinking to attempt to ‘grasp the scheme of
things entire’” ~Waldo 1984, 98, 99!.

2. The original Rousseauvian concept of po-
litical economy concerned the scientific study of
relationships between private production and
exchange, on the one hand, and laws, customs,
and government, on the other; cameralism was a
version of political economy. “New” political
economy as used in the text, then, concerns the

application of concepts originating in the study
of production, exchange, and distribution to the
analysis of these relationships.

3. This, the concluding essay in the book,
was not one of the lectures that comprise the
bulk of the book but was written later.

4. Why did White pick 1910? One reason
might be that on August 31, 1910, former presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt delivered the most rad-
ical speech of his political career at Osawatomie,
Kansas. In his “New Nationalism” speech, Roo-
sevelt outlines a new role for the government in
dealing with social issues. His program takes
American progressivism in a new direction, en-
dorsing conservation, control of trusts, labor pro-
tection, and a graduated income tax. It also
embraces the growing conviction that the nation
must address the plight of children, women, and
the underprivileged.

5. These are discussed at greater length in
Madison’s Managers.

6. Reflecting Michael Lipsky’s earlier ~1980!
insights concerning street-level bureaucrats,
Brehm and Gates find that clients have a sub-
stantial influence on the performance of bureau-
crats, especially of social workers. Moreover,
they found no evidence for “shirking”; bureau-
crats want to work. They argue that “the
principal-agent models which have made their
way into the political science literature have
overemphasized the importance of moral hazard
and ignored issues of adverse selection” ~199!.

7. Think of the Office of the Special Inspec-
tor General for Iraq Reconstruction, under the
watchful eye of Henry Waxman, auditing con-
tracts made by U.S. battalion commanders with
the Sunni sheiks of the Jenabi tribe in Iraq’s north
Babil Province to purchase operational security in
exchange for construction funds disbursed in
shrink-wrapped bricks of cash. We can’t even
figure out what the Bechtel Corporation has been
doing throughout the occupation of Iraq.
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