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ABSTRACT

Doctoral students in the Askew School of Public Administration and Policy at the Florida State University are required to take a course on "the history and future of public administration." Emphasis is placed on the evolution of the theory of our field over the past two and a quarter centuries. Taught as a seminar, each student takes responsibility for leading class discussions on selected historical topics and writings. Particular emphasis is placed on the ways that public administration scholars' perceptions of our field's history have changed in response to then current intellectual fashions and trends. The course concludes with a look at the current and emerging societal trends and conditions that students need to understand in order to contribute to the future development of public administration theory. The faculty of the Askew School require all doctoral students to take the course in the belief that a solid understanding of the origins of our field is essential to shape its future. The presentation will discuss the rationale behind the course, particularly its bridging of historical and futures perspectives, as well as share experiences learned from teaching it.


 

INTRODUCTION

Previous generations of public administration theorists have given us a richly innovative past, one that has enabled a constitutional democracy that began in an agricultural era to successfully transition first into becoming a major industrial nation and now, thus far at least, into becoming an “information” society. Each generation of public administration theorists has been confronted by new challenges, emanating largely from societal trends and conditions. In public administration, a major test of theory is whether it facilitates the functioning of governments in accomplishing societal transformation. If future scholars of public administration are to become adept shapers of theory, they must learn how past theorists have addressed the challenges of their times. In public administration, learning the history of our theory cannot be accomplished without learning the social and historical contexts in which the theory was framed.


A decade ago, the faculty of the Askew School of Public Administration and Policy of the Florida State University concluded that our doctoral curriculum was not sufficiently exposing our students to the history of our field. We came to this conclusion as a result of students’ performance on written doctoral comprehensive examinations. Students at Florida State have always been required to learn about the history of our field, particularly the theoretical “evolution” of it, but we had not previously required a core doctoral course that focused exclusively on the history of the field. Gaps in the knowledge exhibited by our students prompted us to conclude that a course on the “history” of our field was needed.

The title of the course is “Intellectual History and Future of Public Administration.” Its catalog description is: “the history of the underlying theoretical perspectives of public administration as well as trends and conditions relevant to the future development of public administration.”  What follows is a discussion of the course, its rationale, its development, and subsequent evolution.
WHY “THE INTELLECTUAL HISTORY AND FUTURE OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION?”


 Public administration is a field of multidisciplinary study, the objective of which is the application of knowledge in service to others. Pioneer futurist Bertrand deJouvenel demonstrated in his seminal work, The Art of Conjecture (NY: Basic Books, 1967), that the future is the only time frame that can be affected and altered by human decisions and actions.  Many of the trends and conditions that are likely to shape the roles of government and of public administration during the careers of our students are not yet evident. It is likely that some of these might be quite different from current trends and conditions. For example, the trends that shaped the framing of public administration theory during the 1940s and 1950s were quite different than those that seemed most important two decades later. Nor were the persons educated during the social activism of the late 1960s and early 1970s necessarily well prepared to deal with the extraordinary pressures for devolution and privatization that emerged in the two subsequent decades.


The course does not purport to “tell” students what the future will entail. That is both presumptuous and impossible. But, by focusing on the trends and conditions that shaped the roles of government in the past, the course is designed to sharpen students’ perceptions of the ways in which contemporary trends and conditions might be shaping the future roles of government.


The work of once-famous American sociologist William Fielding Ogburn (1886-1959) has shaped the design of the course. Like many social scientists of his day, Ogburn sought to develop social theories that could help explain the enormous changes that societies underwent when new technologies were introduced into them. During his lifetime, technology in the hands of industrialists had transformed America from a rural nation to one of large cities, large organizations, enormous social transformation, great riches, and extensive poverty.  Ogburn is most famous for the formation of the theory of “culture lag.” Ogburn sought to understand the roles of government in helping to facilitate societal adaptation to the Industrial Revolution. In 1936, he published an insightful article titled "Technology and Government Change." In the article, he concluded that a good way to understand the role of government in industrial society is to understand how it has necessarily evolved to deal with problems that were once largely resolved within the context of the extended families within which Americans (and others) lived during the agricultural era that still predominated at the time of the founding of the American national government.


When the American nation was founded, nearly all that an individual needed was provided within the context of families. More than 95% (perhaps 98%) of Americans lived and worked on farms at the time of the American Revolution. In such a society, education, employment, health care, protection from intruders, food and clothing are provided within the family. Most never traveled more than 20 miles or so from home, so transportation was not a priority, except in moving farm goods to markets. Thus it was that the challenges of public administration when our nation was founded centered mostly on such matters as providing for common defense without sacrificing liberty, facilitating commerce, and occasionally engaging in public works to enhance transportation. A century later, when industrial technology had moved half the population into cities, families were no longer able to satisfy individuals’ needs for education, health care, employment, transportation, security, or sanitation. Awareness of this gave rise to the Progressive movement and especially its advocacy of competent municipal government to meet an urbanized populace’s needs.


Ogburn’s insight was that previously undreamed of forms of government were needed to provide what was once provided within families. New technologies had created social transformations that required new social inventions. Private industry was effective at production of goods and wealth but it was inherently unable to meet many of the needs of the newly urbanized society. Our field was an invention of the Progressives, essential to the creation and operation of industrial era government. In short, public administration’s roots lay in the invention of new social institutions, ones that were needed to provide that which was once provided by families.


Ogburn’s perspective on the origin of modern public administration is useful in thinking about the future of government and of public administration into the 21st century. As we enter the 21st century, technology continues to instigate social transformation. Globalization, for example, is a direct product of desk-top computing connected via new communications innovations. As before, capitalists seek to take advantage of new technologies and the result is ever greater productive capacity and wealth generation. But, as happened a century ago, the “new” economy creates problems that the private economy alone cannot resolve. Income gaps are widening, not narrowing. Individuals could once derive a sense of identity from working for a single employer, but few employers are now willing to make lasting commitments. The advent of increasingly intelligent machines is likely to either transform or render obsolete many occupations by the middle of the current century. The demand for labor might be very weak. What will be the sources of persons’ identity in the 21st century?


It is problems such as these that governments will need to address in this century. Enabling governments to cope with these problems is what public administration theory will be about. It might help us to remember that the roots of public administration lay in meeting the needs of people – needs which extended families can no longer meet and which the private, for-profit economy is inherently unable to meet. It might also help us to remember that a critical role of government, and of public administration theory, is to provide the conditions that help to grow the private sector economy. Without doing this well, the resources needed to address future social problems will not be forthcoming. Also, by remembering that the origins of our field lay in providing for needs that were once met within families, students might be able to fashion future theory that takes into consideration citizens’ social needs, such as the need for identity and efficacy, and not just theory that focuses on meeting basic economic needs. In short, students who do not understand the origins of our field are less likely to see the importance of framing public administration theory in ways that can effectively address the problems of their times.

“DEFINITIONS” OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION PROVIDE A FRAMEWORK FOR THE COURSE


Debates about what public administration entails are as old as our field. Students need to learn how the various definitions of public administration have evolved over time. The course does not seek to instill a single definition into students, but it became evident that it was quite confusing to require students to study the history of public administration without first having some sense as to how to ascertain whether something they were reading was “public administration” or not.

Syllabus definition. The syllabus of the course offers two definitions for students to consider, one written by Luther Gulick and the second by me, the course instructor. My “definition” is to underscore the multidisciplinarity of our field while also identifying that there are boundaries to what they are required to study in our doctoral program. The course syllabus’ definition emphasizes that the word “administration” comes from the Latin word “administrare” meaning to minister, to furnish a benefit, to serve by managing affairs on behalf of others. Thus, “management” is subsumed within the word “administration” but is less preferable because the former term lacks the element of service to others.


The syllabus definition is: "Public Administration is service to others, the public, within the context of the rule of law, expressed through the management of human, financial, and information resources in the development, implementation, and evaluation of policy in government organizations, as well as in those nonprofit organizations that share the ethos of service to the public, and in for-profit organizations that contract with governments to provide goods and services to the public.” 

This definition implies that scholars of public administration need to possess a sufficient amount of knowledge of each of the following topics:

ETHICS … The meaning and obligations of “service to others,” the meanings of “the public”

RULE OF LAW … administrative and constitutional law, administrators’ obligations in operationalizing the rule of law

MANAGEMENT … OF THE 3 KEY RESOURCES

HUMAN RESOURCES: institutions and organizations, organization theory,
                     OD, leadership, teamwork, motivation, group dynamics, etc.


FINANCIAL RESOURCES: financial management especially budgeting, FMIS

INFORMATION RESOURCES: information technology and policy, MIS

POLICY
 
DEVELOPMENT … the analytical methods as well as theories and political
   
       dimensions of policy formulation
 
IMLEMENTATION … in addition to knowing about the management of the three types of resources listed above, scholars of public administration need to know the specific literature related to policy implementation, especially causes of implementation failure and the conditions related to successful implementation

 
EVALUATION … research methods of program evaluation


ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT … public administration was once often defined as being limited to the actions of executive agencies, to the exclusion of administering legislatures and courts, as well as excluding the management of nonprofit and for profit organizations. Increasingly, though, public administration is viewed as the creation and management of networks of all of the above types of organization in the provision of goods and services for the public. Consequently, public administration scholarship today must extend beyond the organizational and political contexts of executive agencies, though this remains of great importance. To frame public administration theory for the future, the scholars of our field need to also understand the contexts and operation of both nonprofit and for profit organizations. This is especially true of nonprofit organizations that generally share the public serving ethos that has always been a unifying perspective in our literature.


The Gulick “definition.”   In 1990 at the age of 98, Luther Gulick wrote the following in the Public Administration Review, "... the global content of the field of public administration is set by the environment, not by logic; if government does it, it is 'public administration'."  

Gulick’s “definition” is presented for two reasons. First, it serves to show why public administration is fundamentally different from traditional academic disciplines and from other fields of professional study as well. The disciplinary boundaries of all traditional academic disciplines are defined by the academic members of those disciplines. Similarly, the boundaries of other fields of professional studies are defined primarily by the leading academicians in those professions. Physicians, for example, have legitimized the study of certain forms of medicine (allopathic) while excluding others (e.g. chiropractic). Social pressures are brought to bear on medicine to broaden its definition, but the leading academicians are still the boundary setters. Politicians have not presumed to redefine the legally accepted boundaries of medicine but, instead, have deferred to the professionals, especially the leading scholars of the medical profession, to define the boundaries of medicine.

On the other hand, when the public elects officials who are ideologically opposed to policies that have preceded them, and they proceed to change what government does and how it does it, then “public administration” has been changed. The shift in national policy toward devolution and privatization, staunchly resisted by many academics who were educated during periods of federal agency activism, has nevertheless occurred. Government now does many things differently than it did a few decades ago. The shifts in policy did not emanate from academic public administrationists, but they did occur. 

Academicians in our field sometimes bemoan our immaturity; those who do seemingly would like to define our field as they prefer. But, if we academics define what is taught on campuses with little cognizance of what governments are actually doing, we would be assuring the irrelevance of the academic study of public administration. It might meet standards of academic “purity,” but it would not be conducive to preparing students for the actual practice of the field. Theory formation in public administration must be aware of what it is that society, as expressed through the wishes of elected leaders (whether we voted for them or not), wants government to do.

Gulick’s definition underscores the importance of studying the societal trends and conditions that cause changes to occur in what government “does.” Changing trends and conditions, including technological changes such as the emergence of the Internet, have caused government to change. Across the globe, networks, not traditional bureaucracies, are praised as being models of organization. Powerful intellectual shifts, such as the applications of economics to the study of politics and policy have spurred the popularity of devolution and privatization. Officials have been elected who see these as preferable to traditional means of service delivery. They are now changing what government does.  When government changes so does “public administration.” Today, we must teach students more about skills such as creating networks and managing contracts. Governments increasingly rely upon nonprofit organizations to deliver services, so the administration of those is becoming a central concern of public administration theory and practice.

Gulick’s simple assertion underscores that it is necessary to understand how environmental trends and conditions gave rise to past, and present, perceptions and beliefs as to what government should do. What should government do to effectively address the problems of society as the future unfolds and how should this be accomplished? This is a fundamental question, one that should always guide the framing of the theory of our field. Preparing students to address that question is the central purpose of the course.


CHRONOLOGICAL APPROACH SEEMS TO WORK BEST


It is possible to organize a course on the history of public administration in several ways. For example, a course could be organized around the histories of each of a number of different sub-fields of public administration. For the FSU course, however, we decided to an encompassing chronological approach. The unfolding theoretical perspectives in several subfields are studied simultaneously. The major trends and conditions for each time period are discussed as a framework for understanding what it is that theorists in numerous arenas were trying to accomplish.

The specific breakdown of the chronology as outlined in the parts of the syllabus are as follows:

1. Late 18th and Early 19th Century: The End of the Agricultural Era and the Beginnings of Modern Democracies

2. 19th Century: Reformers Respond to the Industrial Era

3. Early 20th Century to WWI: The Formal Birthing of Public Administration in the US

4. Between the World Wars: Progressivism to Professionalism

5. WWII to 1960: Competing Paradigms

6. 1960's to 1980: From the Industrial Era "Great Society" to PostIndustrial Reactions

7. 1980's to the Present: Multiple Paradigms to Cope with Postmodernism and the Information Era

8. The Future: Where SHOULD We Be Going?



(note: the current syllabus for Spring 2005 can be accessed at:
http://www.pubadm.fsu.edu:8080/~askew/upload/SYLINTEL%281%29.doc)



CONCLUSION: STUDYING THE INTELLECTUAL HISTORY OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION REVEALS THE “ART”

 
The utility of using an encompassing chronological approach was evident from the outset. The course was designed to educate students about the many ways in which contemporary trends and conditions, including prevailing social theories, have influenced thought in public administration. The “art” of public administration can only be learned by studying how both theorists and practitioners behaved to enhance the performance of government within the context of their own times. 


It is possible to teach doctoral students a natural science without requiring them to study the history of their discipline. In those fields, mastery of current knowledge might be sufficient preparation to begin to contribute to new theory.  It is not possible to teach scholars in the fine arts in the same manner. Does not a scholar of painting or sculpture need to understand the historical context within which past masters created their w3orks of art? The same can be said about scholarship in public administration. Understanding the literature of public administration cannot be accomplished without understanding the historical contexts within which past “masters,” scholars and practitioners alike, dealt with the problems of their times. When we neglect this perspective, we often fail to appreciate the extraordinary creativity that is a part of our intellectual heritage. With a knowledge of this perspective, perhaps some of our students will become adept at fashioning future theory for public administration. That is the hope and purpose of the course.
Currently required texts. The following are required purchases for all students. These are supplemented by many required articles. All students are required to read extensively beyond these common texts. Each students is required to read the original works of selected authors and lead seminar presentations on the contributions of those authors.


- George Frederickson, The Spirit of Public Administration, Jossey Bass, 1997

- Fry, Brian R., Mastering Public Administration: From Max Weber to Dwight Waldo, 
 
Chatham House, 1998 (see Amazon for this one)

- Richard J Stillman, Creating the American State: The Moral Reformers and the Modern 

Administrative World They Made, Univ. of Alabama Press, 1998

- Jay Shafritz and Albert Hyde, Classics of Public Administration,


 Brooks/Cole Pub., 3rd or 4th ed, 1992 or 1997

Recommend: George Frederickson and Kevin B. Smith, The Public Administration Theory Primer, Westview Press, 2003


REFERENCES

DeJouvenel, Bertrand, The Art of Conjecture, NY: Basic Books, 1967.
William F. Ogburn, "Technology and Government Change," (1936) in Otis Dudley Duncan (ed.),  On Culture and Social Change, a collection of Ogburn's writings, Chicago: U. of Chicago Press, , 1964.
