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Most commentators seem to agree that there was no definiteconception of
political power in Americathat woul d correspondto Europeanideas of the
state.” There was neither a sovereignbody of decision-makers, aunified
structure of command, or adedicatedgroup of official sready toimplement
governmental policy.” Political authority itself was believed to rest on a
broad and unwieldy concept of popular, majoritarian will. Power itself was
supposed to be dispersed among avariety of semiautonomousi nstitutions,
checking and balancing each other on a complicated, if not chaotic field,
designed to make it difficult for government to infringe upon the rightsof
individuals and established groups.? Thus, politicsrather than policy was
the name of the game. Politics generally refers to a volatile situation in
whichseveral and disparategroupsandinterestscompetefor power.Policy,
in contrast, refersto a political setting characterized by an orderly agenda,
hierarchia structures, predeterminedends, and arational choice of means
appropriatefor theachievementdf theseends. Initself, thenotion of policy
contains someof thefeaturesthat presuppose aform of statereasonwhich
isable to distanceitself from therealm of politicsand particular interests.
The rise of the progressive state is usualy seen as the outcome o a
struggle to reconcile traditional political institutions with the dynamic
economicforces embodiedinthemodemindustrial corporation. Onegroup
o historianshave argued that the progressivestate contained the embryo
thewelfare stateand shouldbeseen asapoliticalreactiontothesocial costs
that large-scalecapitalismimposed upon thepopulation.? Other historians
have viewed the progressive state as a corporate state, not a result of
pressures from below, but the political product of established economic
interests.* A third group of historians have associated progressivismwith
therise o middle-classprofessional groupswho were motivated by psy-
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chol ogical anxieties, by moralismaof abygoneage supplementedby fearfor
working class violence, and by a new self-conscious power over a new
rational language which aimed at social control and planning.’ Political
sci enti stshave pai d speci al attentionto administrativerationality, party rea-
lignment, theemergence of new formsdf political leadership,and the sys-
temicreorgani zationof institutions,procedures, and admini strativecapaci-
ties that took place after the turn of the century.®

Theintellectual originsof thenew statehaveproved difficulttoanalyze.
Whileitiswell-known that thefounding membersaf the Political Science
Quarterly were deeply interestedin German scholarship on the state, this
fieldof inquiry withered away aftertheturn of thecentury astheprogressive
state in fact began to grow.” The general discussion of Wilson's article,
"TheStudy of Administration,” seemstoexemplify someaf theseproblems
of the political and intellectual context in whichthe policy sciencesof the
progressive state originated. “The Study of Administration™ is usually
analyzed,notintermsdf itsorigins, butintermsof thedevel opmentof man-
agement principleswithin the field of public administration.®* There has
been occasional referencesto German ideas about administrationand to
Wilson's own constitutional studies, notably hisfirst work Congressional
Government, but no attempt has been made to consider the relationship
between Wilson's views on administration and the contemporary debate
about thenaturedf political economy, which wasthedominantissue within
theacademicenvironmentof whichWilsonwasapart. Although Wilson's
economicviewshaveoften been seen asafaithful reflectiondf thehomilies
of Manchesterlaissezfaire,itisnow clear that Wil son's study of economics
wasfar moreadvanced. Y et, Wilsonwasnever interestedin economicsfor
itsown sake. Hiscontribution wasnot to renew thestudy of economics, but
towork out the premises for government whichflowedfromanew concep-
tion of the economy, often referred to as the German historical school of
political economy.

Wilsonwent to Princetonfor hiscollegeeducationfrom 1875to 1879. He
wastaughtbothpolitical economy andpolitical scienceby Lyman Hotchkiss
Atwater, who was fairly well-known representative of the type of profes-
sorswho dominatedtheteachingd politicaleconomyin Americancolleges
fromthemiddledf thecentury until the 1890s. Theseteacherslooked upon
the economy as afield which revealed the mora constitutionof national
life. There was a significant distance from English political economists,
who had been persistently engaged in the attempt to establish economic
theory asan autonomousfield of inquiry. Since Adam Smith, most English
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economists had looked upon the economy as a self-governing set of
relationshipsthat expressed the deep structure of social dynamics. Hence,
they claimed that social welfare and the common good were not dependent
upon the consciouswill or therighteousnessdf the citizens, but upon their
egotism. The foundation for economic science was the maxim "' Give me
that which | want, and you shall have thiswhichyouwant," as Adam Smith
had written.

Itis not from the benevolenceof the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address
ourselves, not to their humanity, but to their self-love,and never talk to them of
our own necessities but of their advantages. Nobody but a beggar choosesto
depend chiefly upon the benevolence of hisfellow-citizens?

In sharp contrast to this view, American economists of the middle of the
nineteenthcentury refused todivorcepolitical economy from common and
especialy from Christian morality. They were often preoccupied with
drawing out the interconnections between moral and economic behavior.
Thefoundation of both spheresof actionwasseen toinhere innaturallaws
whichwereultimately derived from divineauthority. These economistsar-
gued that moral behavior, such as may be associated with hard work, fru-
gality, rectitude, honesty, and other republican virtues, supplied the cause
not only for individual happinessand its material rewards, but for national
prosperity as well. As Donald H. Meyer has concluded, the college
economistswereconcernedto “prove not only that virtues paysbut also that
the economic order provides a key to understanding the moral universe.
Their real aimwas not to justify ihe ambitionsof arising capitalist society
but to show thateven suchasociety, withsuchambitions,ispart of themoral
government, that traditional ethical principles are relevant to every eco-
nomic order.”°

While this idea of political economy was undoubtedly a welcome
sermon for the new capitaists—the Carnegies, the Rockefellers, and their
like—it depended upon a gloomy view of general economic prospects. It
wasaconception which soothed the consciencesadf the economicelite, but
it had few comforts, no hopes, and only a little encouragement for the
masses. Thiswasaserious deficiency in the late nineteenth century, when
new radical conceptions of the economy were being promoted by propo-
nentsfor cheap money in the turmoil of the politicsof Greenbacksand re-
sumption. Soonthevoicesof “republican” laborunionists, of Henry George
and hisfollowers, and early populistssignified the beginning of apolitici-
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zation of theidea of theeconomy.™ In 1876 the conservativeeconomist,
Charles F. Dunbar, warned that “the incredulity of ignorance™ multiplied
the difficulties of "restoring financial health” to the nation. "As our
condition approachesmore and moreto that of old countries, our ability to
rely upon theincreasing abundanced our resourcesto cure all [economic]
mistakes will disappear,” Dunbar wrote. “With the dangerous forces how
growing within our democracy," thelack of moreeffectivedoctrinescould
well mean "political death.”**

Americaneconomistscouldfind noindustrial equivalentto theexpand-
ing frontier of theagrarianeconomy. Their belief inthe wagefund dictated
that thegrowing working classwasdoomed tocompetefor a predetermined
fund of wages. The prospectsof scarcity and of industrial conflict turned
into thereality of thepanic of theearly 1870s andthesevere strikes and labor
unrest of themiddledf thedecade.’ But perhaps even more important was
the fact that economists, such as Atwater, who strongly believed in the
ethical foundations of the economy, were troubled by their Puritan belief
that the majority of mankind was marked by itsproclivity to sin and vice.
The few who wereelected for economic salvationwereliterally fightinga
loosing battle against corruption that infected the growing army of middle-
men, managers, unionists, and otherswho conspiredin restraint of trade.
These fears have generally been overlooked when the doctrines of social
Darwinism and William Sumner are allowed to dominate the historical
pictured late nineteenth century economic doctrine."* In social Darwin-
ism, thosefit for survival could be expected to measureup to adversity. But
for economists who adhered to the residue of Puritan doctrine, there were
strictlimits on human improvement. Theidead theeconomy wascyclical
rather than genuinely progressive. Atwater and others saw the depression
asameansof cleaning out the unworthy, asaritual of purification that at
best would restore rather than improve the moral foundations of the
economy. Despite enormous material advances during the century, eco-
nomic doctrine a the collegelevel remained deeply punitive in spirit.

In 1883, afew years after he had | eft Princeton, Wilson returned to the
study of political economy. At The JohnsHopkins University Wilson met
the outspokenteachersaof an aternativeconception, aprogressiveconcep-
tion of economics, whichwaslargely carried over from Germany, whereit
had been developedin part as a defense against the Marxist challenge to
liberal economics,andin partinsupport of the economicpoliciesof thenew
German Empire.’S For thosewho believedthat material prosperity waslim-
ited to what the ethical improvement of man would allow, the new ideaof
astate-directed economy came as a greet relief. The central ideawas that
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state power could be brought to bear upon theeconomy in such away asto
make moral elevation dispensable. Wilson's teachers, especialy Richard
T. Ely, who becamethebest known spokesmanfor progressiveeconomics,
were under no illusion that human conscience and moral rectitude were
enough for the effective promotion of arationa industrial development.
While Wilson was at the Johns Hopkins, Ely worked to organize the
American Economic Association, which wasto take asits article of faith
that " aprogressi vedevel opmentaf economicconditions*should be matched
""by corresponding changesof policy.”'® Theresult of this modedf thinking
led to aconceptionaf “the state” intended as asubstitutefor the spontane-
ous forces for moral irnprovement.

At the founding meeting of the American Economic Association in
September 1886, the first article of the platform stated that the state wasto
be understood as a permanent agency "whose positiveassistance wasone
of the"indispensableconditionsof human progress.” The organizational
needsof modem society were beyond the stage where they could be safely
managed by shifting popular majorities and changing governments. The
actionsdf the state werenot to be directed by constitutional or legal reaso-
ning, but wereto be developed by "' science,” that i s, by empirical and stati-
stical study of “the actual conditionsof economiclife.” Themodeof action
was not politics, but 'legidative policy.” It was underlined that the new
approach should be oriented toward the solution of "social problems.”
Despite itsadvocacy of stateinterventioninthe“conflict betweenlabor and
capital” and despite its condemnationin an early draft of "the doctrine of
laissez-faire," the founders of the new association repeatedly stressed a
view-point which sought to bypass the politics of interest which was
associated with constitutional government. " Wetake no partisanattitude,”
asit wasput in the platformof the American Economic Association.!”

Ely and other teachers at the Johns Hopkins taught Wilson to see the
stateas an organism,an organicstructure of growth. The organic metaphor
was a welcome substitutefor the mechanicsof constitutional checksand
balances, becauseit suggested that thebasisdf political life wasto befound
insocial interdependencerather thanin political obligationand consent. In
addition, the organic metaphorprojectedthenecessity of continuousdevel-
opment. Political economy was seen as the form of state reason which
indicated both the meansand the direction for such growth. The notion of
thestate, however,referringtoaplaned interaction betweentheeconomic
and the political organizations of the country, wasitself soon to become a
burden for the new association. Henry C. Adamsfrom Michigan Univer-
sity, whohad calledthefounding meeting, together withEly and John Bates
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Clark of Smith College, argued that the term " society' was preferableto
"thestate," whichsounded to Germanicfor most Americans. " Society' was
more apt to absorb both English and German " political philosophy.” The
idea of society referred to "'tight organic unity about which all reasoning
should center.” Both ' state action and industrial activity of individuals™
were to be seen as"'but functions of the organism, society.” The idea of
"*harmony and proportionbetweenthe various partsof organicsociety* was
to guide the new science which centered upon "'the problem™ of how "to
correlate public and private activity.”*®

Wilson was deeply involved in the intellectual climate of opinion out of
whichthe AmericanEconomicAssociationemerged. Inearly 1884Ely had
invited him to coauthor on a textbook on political economy in the United
States. Although the project wasnever finished, possibly because Ely did
not find the time to carry out his part, there islittledoubt that the outlook
of the German historical school o political economy influenced Wilson
deeply.” Wilsonwas not present at the founding meeting of the American
Economic Association, but his name was mentioned several time among
other " progressivemenin our collegeswho have cast off alegianceto the
old political economy." Given these facts, it is surprising that so little
attention hasbeen paid to this phase of Wilson'sintellectual development.
The reason may bethat the mgjor source of evidence concerning Wilson's
stay at the Johns Hopkins, was until recently, Wilson's own letters to his
fiancée, Ellen L ouise Axson, whichwhomWilsonwaspassionatelyinlove.
Longing for marriage, Wilsondecidedto cut hisstat at the university short
and | eft after two yearsof graduatestudy. It ishardly surprising that many
letters that wereintended toexpresslongingfor Ellen Axsonbuilt uptotheir
point by referencetotedious reading, dusty books,longhoursinthelibrary,
and pompous professors.?’ |t was only when Wilson's notes were redis-
covered intheearly 1960sthatit becameclear that the JohnsHopkinshad
had a significant impact upon Wilson's political thought.

Wilson's studiesat the John Hopkinsturned hisattention away fromits
earlier focus upon congtitutional questions, deliberative assemblies, and
cabinet government. The ideas of the German historical school encouraged
Wilson to think about society as a self-governing whole, in which both
governmentand corporationshad apermanent functional role. The natural
counterpart toeconomicsciencewasthestudy of administrativeefficiency.
Wilson's ideas about administration began with the premise that new
knowledge, even science, needed asocial carrier, aspecificgroup or class
of agents, if it wasto have animpact upon thereal world. In one of hisfirst
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writings after he left the Johns Hopkins, Wilson declared that the new
economistslackedthispremise. They seemed to assumethat scientifictruth
wouldfall from the sky and convinceeverybody. They had no conception
o political power, embodied in a human agency would could condition
public opinion and politicians for new modes of action. The most
effectivestatement of theseideas werecontainedin Wilson'sarticle, “The
Study of Administration,"'whichwaswritten in thefall of 1886, alittlemore
than ayear after Wilson had | eft the JohnsHopkins. It waspublishedin the
Political Science Quarterly inJuly 1887.%2

Wilson'sadvocacy of administrativestudy must beunderstood against
the background of atraditional America animus against bureaucracy. One
of the specific charges against King George |11 in the Declaration of
Independence had been that the King had "erected a multitude of new
offices, and sent hither swarms of officerstoharassour people, and eat out
their substance.” thisearly indicationaof popular hostility toadministrative
arrangementswashardly diminished either by Jacksoniandemocracy or by
the growth of Arnericanliberalismover thenineteenthcentury. WhenMax
Weberfrom Germany visited the United States after theturn of thecentury,
hefound this sentiment very much alive, not theleast among workerswho
told him:

We prefer having peoplein office whom we can spit upon, rather than acaste
of officials who spit upon us, asis the case with you [in Germany].?®

Broadly stated, Wilson'sintention wasto prove that Americandemocracy
would of necessity haveto adopt amode of government whichran counter
to democratic sentiment. A historical processwas at work in modern de-
mocracy which produced to opposite of earlier democratic intentions.
Wilson's argument had two sides, one which dealt with the nature of
administrativetasks and one which deal with the nature of modern govern-
ment. Wilsonshowed that recent devel opmentaof the™ complexitiesof trade
andthe perplexitiesof comrnercial speculation," of "*monopolies,” of “cor-
porations,” and of the conflict between labor and capital challenged the
political sphere with anew order of problems. No less pronounced was
Wilson'sins stencethat democrati cgovernment wasunfit for measuring up
to these challenges. A government which was supposed to reflect public
opinionlacked theinternal coherence, the“definite locality" of power, and
the proper knowledgeto act uponthese new conditions. The™ multitudinous
monarchcalledpublicopinion’ madeit almostimpossibleto organize gov-
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ernment effectively. AsWilson argued,

the peoplewill haveascoredf differingopinions. They can agreeupon nothing
simple: advancemust be made through compromise, by acompoundingof dif-
ferences, by atrimming of plansand asuppression of too straightforward prin-
ciples. There will be a succession of resolves through a course of years, a
dropping fire of commandsrunning through awhole gamut of modification.?*

How could the contradiction between democrati c sentiment and the needs
of the democratic statebe overcome?Wilsonargued that administrationin
Americacould bederived fromideas and practi cesassociated with society,
rather thanfromthe systemsof centralized power that prevailed onthe Eu-
ropean continent. Throughout the centuries, bureaucracy had invariably
beenimposeduponsociety by thestatein order toservestateneedsfor order
and public strength. Administrationhad been the meanswhereby the state
had shaped society to its purpose. Wilson argued that administrationin
Americacould assumethereverse features asthereflection of society and
itsneedsimposed upon government. Administrationwould thereforenot be
the symbol of coercion, but the symbol of services needed for social and
economic advance. As Wilson wrote in his notes. “Perhaps the task of
developing ascience of administrationfor Americashould be approached
with larger observance of the utilities than is to be found in German or
French treatment of the subject.”?

This moded thinking wascongenial to theunderstandingof society set
forth by thenew school of political economistswho had replacedthe notion
o the state with society. Wilson’s move to emphasizeadministrationasa
reflectionof social andeconomicneedswaspart of hisintentto*“American-
ize” the study of administration. His dependence upon the contemporary
debateamong economistswas apparent also in other aspectsdf hisarticle.
Wilson adapted the common definition of thenew economic scienceasthe
general " object of administrativestudy,” which wastostudy "*what govern-
ment can properly and successfully do” and ""how it can do these proper
things with the utmost possible efficiency and at the least possible costs
wither of money or of energy.””

AsWilson sought tofit the presuppositionsadf political economy into
therealm of government, the concept of self-interest needed considerable
modification. The obvious counterpart to the practice of individual self-
interest was, as Wilson implied, a deep-seated suspicion against admini-
stration with its claim to represent ahigher form of publicinterest, raised
abovethebargains of thebutchersand the bakersdf political liberalism. As
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if in adirect rebuttal to this concept o econornic man, Wilson pictured a
new typedf citizenwhosefeaturesfoll owedfrom adevel opingeconomy of
employersand employees. Thepolitical consequencesd thenew economy
wasto supplementrelationsdf interest withrelationsd trust. Trustimplied
the del egationaf responsibility,aconsiderationof competenceproven over
aperiodof timewhichallowed power totakeholdin asettled relationship.
Inastriking parallel to Adam Smith’s citizen, who bargai nedwith hisbaker
on the basis of an immediate, self-evidentform of interest, Wilson pre-
sumed that economic interaction contained a delegation of power: " The
cook must betrusted withlargediscretionasto themanagementdf thefires
andtheoven,” asWilsonputit. Just as™housekeeping” did not necessarily
consistin "' cooking dinner with one’s own hands," self-government could
taketheformof apermanent delegationaf power. “Trust isstrengthin all
relations of tife,” Wilson underlined. Modem congtitutions prepared the
citizens for an attitude of "trustfulness.” Wilson's idea of trust clearly
anticipated the modern ideadf legitimacy.?

Wilson's attempt to surround the modem state with thenotion of trust
may strike the modern reader as a self-defeating venture, given thelarge
element of force which has been associated with state power since the
writings of Machiavilli. Perhaps it may besaid that Wilson'sintention was
to acknowledgethe presencedf stateforcewhileat the sametime decreas-
ing its visibility. It is clear that Wilson's whole scheme of constitutional
evolution in the United States centered upon the changing relationship
between citizens and political force. In the first state of constitutional
development,theusedf forcewasessentially arbitrary, exerted by absolute
rulersof colonia government. During thesecond state, the phasedf consti-
tutional construction, the peoplestaked their claimsto power. This period
of agitation and uncontrolled outbursts of violence had come to and end
withtheCivil War. The third phaseconsi stedof amaturing identity between
citizensand state.?® |n thisprocess, the exercise of force becameregular,
efficient, and dependable.

Public administrationisdetailed and systematic execution of public law. Every
particular application of general |aw i san act of administration. The assessment
and raising of taxes, for instance, the hanging of a criminal, the transportation
and delivery of the mails, theequipment and recruiting of the army, etc., areall
obvious examples of administration.?

AsWilson'sformul ationmadeclear, even the most extremeapplication of
violence, such asthe violationdf theproperty andthelife of thecitizen,took
on abenign character, almost as peaceful and useful asthe delivery of the
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mail, when force was drained of passion, infused with administrative
procedures, and routinized in the name of social progress.

Wilson took pains to underline again and again that administration h
America would beamatter of replacingthetraditional ethos of officialdom
with a spirit of efficiency as the devotion to adjusting meansto ends. The
separation of means and ends made it possible to identify administrative
procedures with the practices of modem business organization.

Thefield o adminigrationisafield d busness Itisremoved from the hurry
and strife of politics it & mog points stands apart even from the debeatable
ground d condtitutiond study. Itispart d political life only asthe methods of
thecounting-houseareapart of thelife of society; only s machineryispart of
the manufactured product.°

Wilson's repeated stress on business practices and their similarity to
administrative methods was not only intended to guard against thetaint of
bureaucratic high-handedness that blemished the common American im-
age of officialdom. The more irnportant purpose was to identify a set of
valuesand amodedf reasoning that would servetointerconnect therealms
of government and economy. Thevaluesof efficiency andrationality were
posed in contrast to the limitation of power and the ingtitutionalized
conflicts that hampered the operation of constitutional government. Ad-
ministration was an important addition to constitutional government,
becauseits proceduresincorporated both executive, judiciary, and legisla
tive functions. Conspicuously missing in Wilson's discussion were ideas
that had earlier served to associateihenotion of the state with conceptions
of justiceand equality, concernsthat werecentral to the contemporaryidea
of democratic government. In acrucial paragraph Wilson argued that the
idea of administration made it possible to achieve at least a temporary
freedom from the constraints of politicsand even traditional morality :

When we sudy the adminigrative sysemsd France and Germany, knowing
that we arenat in search d politica pnnciples, we nesd not care a peppercorn
for thecongtitutional or political reasonswhich Frenchmen or Germansgivefor
their practices when explaining them to us If | see a murderous fellow
sharpening a knife cleverly, | can borrow his wey of sharpening the knife
without borrowing his probableintention to commit murder with it; and S0, if
| s;eamonarchigt dyed i n the wool managing apublic bureau well, | canlearn
his business methods without changing one d ny republican spots. He may
serve hisking; | will continueto servethe people.®!
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This image is sometimes read as Wilson's advocacy o a distinction
betweenbroad policy goalsand administrativeimplementation. Thisread-
ing may sufferfrominsufficient attentionto Wil son's language. Hischoice
o an example turned the student of administration into an accomplice,
while he emphasized that theinstruments of forcecould be trand ated into
""businessmethods." In view of thesefeatures, Wilson's intentis probably
better described as an attempt to formulate the separation between power
andlegitimacy. Hisrefusal tospecify political endsallowed Wilsontoenter
a modem trend of thought which is now usually associated with Max
Weber’s definition of the state as a political association committed to the
accumulationaf power for varying ends.* But whileWeber stressed theuse
of force as overt coercion, Wilson sought to articulate a notion of state
which was aigned with business power. The interrelationship between
businessand government wasexpressedintheideacf acost-effectivemode
of organizing power.

Wilson'sideadf administration seemsin retrospect to have announced
anew century of American politicswhereit would seem inevitablethat the
state was strengthened by business power to enhance the capacity to act
quickly and efficiently in aworld of economic competition and interna-
tiona conflict. In addition, Wilson's parable largely prefigures the past
century of debateabout thepolitical implicationsof an administrativestate.
This becomes clear as soon asit is asked where democracy is located in
Wilson'sargument: Wasitimplicit asthe distant sovereign, astheinnocent
bystander, or perhaps as the intended victim of sharp instrumental prac-
tices?

Wilson would undoubtedly have been greatly surprised to learn that his
essay waslater to behailed asonedf the founding papersof administrative
sciencein America Hewaseven surprised when hereceived noticethat the
editors of thePolitical Science Quarterly wantedto consider hisarticle for
publication. Hewroteback toEdwinR. A. Seligman that hehad not planned
‘his paper as a substantial outline of administrative study, only as a
consideration of "various outside points of view," as a semi-popular
introduction to administrative studies.* Indeed, Wilson's essay was not
afforded much attentionuntil Dwight Waldoargued in 1948 that it was' 0
modern it couldhave beenwrittenyesterday.* Wilson'spaper articulated
aset of premises that presented both acriticism of and an alternativeto the
constitutional modeof political thought. He did not invent or discover any
“operational” rules of administrative behavior,but he assumed that private
and public organizations were subject to the same routines required by
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efficient application of power and he was the first American scholar to
propose that questions of public administration might be severed from
substantivepolitical issues. It may well beargued that Alexander Hamilton
wasthetruefounder of administrativestudy in Arnerica,and Wilson would
hardly havedisputed thisview.** Wilson’s contributionwas not tofashion
new ideas, but to give current Continental European preferences and no-
tionsaform that allowed them to be taught and transmitted —not through
governmental practices— but through institutions of higher learning, such
as the discipline of political science.
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