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WHERE WE ARE 

 

Assignment 3 is due in GeorgiaView on October 28. 

Assignment 4 is due in GeorgiaView on November 11. 

Your final examination will be in class on December 4. 

Because I prepared presentations for you that are available online I do not anticipate that we will 

have to have any extra class meetings. 

 

CHAPTER 9 ON THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY 

 

Notice where this is placed in the book -- Congress, the Presidency, the Bureaucracy, the Courts. 

 

The Founders did not envision the federal bureaucracy as a branch of government. They saw the 

president as having responsibility to implement the laws passed by Congress. 

 

Well, we have come a long way. There are now about two million full-time federal government 

employees, excluding Postal Service employees and employees of companies that have contracts 

with the federal government. 

 

Ronald Reagan used "drain the swamp" as a reference to the massive bureaucracy of the federal 

government in the 1980s. 

 

"The president needs helpers." 

 

Departments, Agencies, Bureaus 

 

The PRESIDENT'S CABINET includes the Vice President and the heads of the 15 executive 

departments.  

 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/administration/cabinet 

 

The members of the Cabinet are appointed by the president to "run" the 15 departments of the 

federal government. 

 

They are in a bind because the president expects them to "carry" his values and employees in the 

departments may have other ideas. They are instrumental in the formulation of the BUDGET 

REQUESTS of each department.  

 

Who is the boss? 

 



 Is it the president who is chief executive officer (and Commander in Chief) of the 

 government? 

 

 Or is it Congress, that passes the laws and expects the Departments (and the agencies and 

 bureaus within the departments) to implement the laws? 

 

Well, this can be an instance of "having two masters." (To use the biblical expression.) 

 

Not only are the Cabinet members in a bind -- so are the members of the Senior Executive 

Service, directly below them. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senior_Executive_Service_(United_States) 

 

In a sense, almost all administrators are "in the middle." They are pushed from above and from 

below, and often from other directions. 

 

Under the members of the Senior Executive Service are administrators under the CIVIL 

SERVICE SYSTEM, which began in 1883 as a result of the Pendleton Act, that was a response 

to abuses of the PATRONAGE SYSTEM then.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pendleton_Civil_Service_Reform_Act 

 

Patronage is still practices, but not for most career government employees. 

 

 

The bottom line here is two things. 

 

Should government employ people for their political connections or for their skills? 

 

How can government be both POLITICALLY ACCOUNTABLE and ADMINISTRATIVELY 

COMPETENT? 

 

Both of the above are valuable and important. Without POLITICAL ACCOUNTABILITY 

election outcomes would not matter. And without ADMINISTRATIVE COMPETENCE, 

government would be unable to get anything done. 

 

CONSIDER THIS METAPHOR: Who affects the quality of dinner? The person who wrote the 

recipe or the person who actually prepared the meal? 

 

The people employed in the departments/agencies of the federal government are not mere 

puppets of the elected people. They ARE the government on the ground.  

 

They INTERPRET laws in order to IMPLEMENT the laws. 

 

REGULATORY AGENICES have the powers to create RULES that have the power and force of 

law as related to the industries they regulate. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senior_Executive_Service_(United_States)


 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Administrative_Procedure_Act_(United_States) 

 

AND, STREET-LEVEL BUREAUCRACY 

 

Government employees have measures of discretion as they do their work.  

 

(We may someday live in a society in which implementation of public policies and enforcement 

of laws are based on computer algorithms rather than human discretion.) 

 

But at least at present, humans AND HUMAN ORGANIZATIONS are still usually in the loop. 

 

No small group of elected people (and the people selected by them) can run the "show." The 

scope of the national/federal government is massive.  

 

There is apparently no mechanism whereby human brains can link together and become super 

brains capable to "running everything."  

 

To do complex things, people must FORM ORGANIZATIONS to work together and coordinate 

their efforts and individual abilities. 

 

So I am really talking about two things here. -- The INTERFACE between ELECTED 

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP and the departments/agencies in the EXECUTIVE BRANCH of 

government;  

 

and how things are done WITHIN the departments/agencies of the executive branch, often 

referred to as THE BUREAUCRACY. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Administrative_Procedure_Act_(United_States)


 
 

Max Weber (a German Sociologist) identified the common properties of the BEAUCRATIC 

form of organization. Most large modern organization still follow these basic principles.  

 

 The organizational structure is HIERARCHICAL. 

 

 Every employee has one supervisor. 

 

 There is a reasonable SPAN OF COMMAND. 

 

 Everyone in the organization has a role (job description). 

 

 Relationships are based on roles; not people. 

 

 AUTHORITY is based on position in the hierarchical structure. 

 

 There are RULES the prescribe how things happen. 

 

 Clients are treated equally, without feelings or favoritism. 

 

 Communication pathways run up and down the organization, based on patterns of 

authority. 

 

 Employees are pretty much interchangeable parts. 



 

 People come and go, the organization is potentially immortal. 

 

SO, WHAT IS THE POINT? 

 

Well, without the federal departments and agencies nothing would get done because "ink on 

paper" does not implement itself.  

 

Do we really need such a LARGE federal bureaucracy?  

 

 Well, "we the people" demand a lot from government and we want different things.  

 

 Yes, there is some waste. But part of the problem is that CONGRESSIONAL 

OVERSIGHT creates demands for "bureaucrats" to produce a lot of documentation. That is the 

basis of at least some the "RED TAPE" that constrains the efficiencies of the government 

agencies. 

 

"Bureaucrats" are not bad people. They just are constrained by the political system. 

 

It is good that the entire federal workforce is not subject to the old patronage system. There is at 

least some "merit" in the existing system. 

 

Do we want the agencies to be POLITICALLY ACCOUNTABLE? The "DEEP STATE" refers 

to situations in which government employees resist political leadership. 

 

I kind of think of it as being like SHOCK ABSORBERS in a car or truck. Can there be too much 

political accountability?  

 

I think most government employees are good people who do the best they can to act rationally 

within systems that are pulled in multiple directions at once.  

 

I think public administrators generally help heal over the POLITICAL FRAGMENTION of our 

nation of over 8,000 government jurisdictions.  

 

The public sector is not like private-sector CORPORATIONS that have one "bottom line" and 

that are able to adapt to changes fairly quickly.  

 

BUREAUCRATIC ORGANIZATIONS were not designed to "DANCE." At best, they are 

machine-like and we are like cogs and gears within them. In the modern age, organizations need 

to become more like brains than like machines.  

 

E-Government is a relatively new idea, mostly applied at the local level. Government services 

can become more convenient online, but again, a government is more difficult to change than a 

corporation and we will have "mainframe" bureaucracies with us for a very long time. 


