
 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

© 2017 University of South Africa  

All rights reserved 

Printed and published by 
the University of South Africa 
Muckleneuk, Pretoria 

 
 

PUB3706/1/2018-2020 

70527091 



PUB3706/1/2018-2020 

iii 

Table of Contents 
Page no. 

EXPECTATIONS ........................................................................................................................ 1 
What you can expect from the module ........................................................................................ 1 
The scope of the work covered by this guide ............................................................................... 1 
What is expected of you .............................................................................................................. 2 
Activities ..................................................................................................................................... 3 
Additional reading ....................................................................................................................... 3 
Avoiding gender bias .................................................................................................................. 4 
Words of thanks .......................................................................................................................... 4 

STUDY UNIT 1: REFLECTING ON YOUR OWN KNOWLEDGE ................................................ 5 
1.1 Thinking about your knowledge ........................................................................................ 5 
1.2 Thinking about your thinking ............................................................................................. 6 

STUDY  UNIT  2:  REFLECTING ON  KNOWLEDGE IN  GENERAL (A VERY 
PHILOSOPHICAL OVERTURE) ................................................................................................. 7 
2.1 Knowledge is power .......................................................................................................... 7 
2.2 Epistemology .................................................................................................................... 9 
2.3 The branches of knowledge ............................................................................................ 10 

2.3.1 Knowing how (know-how) ............................................................................. 15 
2.3.2 Knowing that (factual or propositional knowledge) ........................................ 16 

2.4 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ....................................................... 24 

STUDY UNIT 3: PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION VS PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION ....................... 21 
3.1 Different levels of involvement ........................................................................................ 25 
3.2 Knowing  how  and  knowing  that  at  the  three  different levels ................................. 26 

STUDY UNIT 4: THE DEFINITION OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION ......................................... 26 
4.1 The art of definition ......................................................................................................... 26 
4.2 Views on the nature of Public Administration................................................................... 27 
4.3 Our definition ................................................................................................................................ 29 
4.4 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ...................................................... 33 

STUDY UNIT 5: SCIENCE ........................................................................................................ 38 
5.1 What science is ............................................................................................................. 38 
5.2 The elements of our definition of science ....................................................................... 35 
5.3 The dimensions of science.............................................................................................. 39 
5.4 The concept discipline .................................................................................................... 39 
5.5 The branches of science (a taxonomy) ............................................................................ 43 

5.5.1 Formula sciences ......................................................................................... 44 



PUB3706/1 
 

iv 

5.5.2 Quantitative sciences........................................................................................ 44 
5.5.3 Natural sciences ............................................................................................... 44 
5.5.4 Human sciences ............................................................................................... 44 
5.5.5 Mixed sciences ................................................................................................. 44 

5.6 Knowledge in the human sciences ...................................................................................... 45 
5.7 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references .......................................................... 49 

STUDY UNIT 6: PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AS A SCIENCE ...................................................  ... 47 
6.1 The dimensions of Public Administration .........................................................................  ... 47 
6.2 Some social formations of Public Administration .............................................................  ... 47 
6.3 Public Administration literature ............................................................................................ 48 
6.4 Relationship with other sciences ......................................................................................... 50 
6.5 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ........................................................... 54 

STUDY UNIT 7: EDUCATING AND TRAINING PROFESSIONAL PUBLIC  
ADMINISTRATORS ...................................................................................................................  ... 51 
7.1 The characteristics of a profession ........................................................................................ 55 
7.2 Is science a necessary condition for professional training? .................................................. 56 
7.3 The dilemma of political correctness ................................................................................... 58 
7.4 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ........................................................... 59 

STUDY UNIT 8: WHAT IS AN APPROACH? .............................................................................  ... 56 
8.1 Anti-positivism ................................................................................................................  ... 56 
8.2 The concept approach ....................................................................................................  ... 57 
8.3 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ........................................................... 59 

STUDY UNIT 9: THREE APPROACHES FROM LONG AGO AND ONE FROM THE RECENT  
PAST .............................................................................................................................................. 60 
9.1 Introduction: some background for interest sake and two issues .......................................... 60 
9.2 Confucianism...................................................................................................................... 64 
9.3 Plato ...............................................................................................................................  ... 66 
9.4 Cameralism ....................................................................................................................  ... 66 
9.5 New Public Management (NPM) .....................................................................................  ... 67 
9.6 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 72 
9.7 Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references ........................................................... 72 

STUDY UNIT 10: WHICH APPROACH(ES) FOR SOUTH AFRICA NOW? .............................  .... 74 
10.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................................  ... 74 
10.2 Choosing or building your own approach.........................................................................  ... 74 



PUB3706/1 
 

v 

EXPECTATIONS 

 
What you can expect from the module 

 
In this module you can expect to acquire or enhance knowledge, skills and attitudes that will be crucial 
to your work in the subject Public Administration from now on. 

 
In a module called Reflective Public Administration students are obviously called upon to reflect on 
or think about the subject, Public Administration, which they are studying. This module is placed in 
the third year of the Public Administration curriculum. In some subjects lecturers begin by  explaining 
what the subject is even before the students have started gathering experience of what their study of 
the subject involves. We  thought  it  more  advisable  to  wait until now (when you have become a 
student of some standing, knowledge and experience) to confront you with questions about the nature 
of the subject. 

 
This module aims to empower students  by facilitating  a family  of  skills  that  we  call  reflection. The 
more you progress with a subject, the more you will probably be inclined to consider what you are 
actually doing when practising that subject. Reflection is one of the characteristics of university study. 
The university approach is more reflective in comparison with, say, the “school of government” or 
advanced training approaches to the study of public  administration. Reflection means to think about, 
think back, ponder, question ... philosophise. Each one of you has ideas and opinions on the subject 
Public Administration – or any other university subject for that matter – that you have studied up to 
now. When you express those ideas in a more or less systematic way, you are reflecting on the 
academic work  that  you  have  done. In  this  study guide we want to guide  you to do this thinking 
on a more sophisticated level than before, to become adroit in criticism, and  to lift your reflection 
about Public Administration and its subject matter to a level where it might be described as more 
scientific than before. We will supply ideas and other intellectual tools that will better equip you to 
achieve more success in Public Administration. For instance, the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
promoted in this module are essential for postgraduate work. 

 
Reflection is not everybody’s favourite activity. Some people prefer to be told what to think or to  stick 
to the facts as they see them, but even they can improve their critical prowess if forced to reflect. 
Others enjoy reflection and will take to this course like a duck to water. They too will experience 
intellectual growth by working through this material. 

 
A warning to all students is in order. The kind of work that we are doing here requires time. Do not 
think that you can work through this guide quickly before the examination simply because it is not 
very thick. Many sections require careful and slow reading. Reflection takes time and a certain 
calmness of spirit. Budget for that. Few of us can stay calm just before the exam. 

 
In this module you have two study guides. This first guide deals with Public Administration as a subject 
and the second guide deals with Public Administration Methodology. 

 
The scope of the work covered by this guide 

 
The work in this guide will be presented  in  three  themes  that  are  further  divided  into  study units: 

(1) What is the difference between the subject (Public Administration) and its object (public 
administration)? Study units 1 to 4 (roughly 17 hours). 
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(2) What is science and under which circumstances may we call Public Administration a 
science? Study units 5 to 7 (roughly 17 hours). 

(3) What are some of the different possible approaches to Public Administration? Study units  8 
to 10 (roughly 16 hours). 

 
What is expected of you 

 
The average student should spend more or less 50 hours on the work covered by this guide. 

After working through this guide students should be able to show that 

• Public Administration knowledge is a result of human endeavours 
• Public Administration as a subject exists within a context 
• Public Administration is an identifiable scientific subject with a history and a future. 

 
In addition students should be able to show the ability to 

 
• critically evaluate the products of Public Administration as a subject 
• find the best ways of thinking about aspects of Public Administration,  for  example,  

research. 

 
Ideally students will also acquire attitudes like the following: 

 
• willingness to criticise ideas that seem obvious 
• willingness to think for oneself (independence of mind) 
• acceptance that reflection can be worthwhile and enjoyable. 

 
Your compulsory study material for the module consists of the following: 

 
• two study guides 
• parts of the prescribed book – you are referred to them by the instruction “read RPA” 
• tutorial letters 

 
To pass the module you must work through (not memorise!) the study guides and  take  note diligently 
of everything in the tutorial letters. The guide is designed to be used with your prescribed book: some 
study units  are  written  to  cover  topics  systematically,  while  others merely guide  you through 
chapters in the prescribed book by means of activities. 

 
Besides your prescribed book for this module on Reflective Public Administration you must have a 
good dictionary (print or online) and we expect you to use it in your reading and in writing your 
assignments. Nobody in  academic  life  –  and  that  includes  professors  –  is  ever  clever enough 
to work without a dictionary. We also recommend that you acquire a subject dictionary like the Fontana 
dictionary mentioned below – use it to look up terms like “socialist”, “bureaucracy”, “theocratic” and 
“valid”. If we are not sure about the meaning or the spelling of a word, we look it    up. However, in 
every subject, technical terms are used. These technical terms are customised in a way that gives 
them a specific meaning in the technical discourse that may not be covered by the dictionary. We 
make provision for those terms in this study guide. Technical terms and crucial concepts are defined. 
We mark these terms as follows: 
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“term***”. If a word or expression is printed in bold followed by three asterisks, then you can expect 
to see a box in the text stipulating its meaning and sometimes giving additional information. We cannot 
deal with all technical terms in this way. Sometimes we assume that the meanings of technical terms 
have been or will be given in some of your other study material. 

 
There is also a different kind of box marked as follows: “whatever^^^”. These boxes contain 
background information that you may find interesting – it is not for memorising. 

 
Activities 

 
Throughout this guide you will find activities that you should complete. The activities exemplify your 
contribution to this module. Doing the activities will improve your comprehension of the work. Do not 
send your answers in to the Department for marking. However, you are welcome to contact us if you 
want to discuss your understanding of these issues. The important point for you as a student is that 
you should pass this module because you understand the work and not because you have memorised 
material. In fact, by doing the activities you will be involved in compiling your own study material. 
Passive learning should be transformed into active participation. Therefore, do not skip the activities 
or leave them for when you start  preparing for the exam. By then it might be too late. 

 
We advise you to record your responses to the activities on paper or electronically and keep them  all 
in a folder or something like that. You will need them again when you prepare for the exam. 

 
Some of these activities require you to think out things for  yourself;  for  instance,  they  may  require 
you to formulate your own views on a particular issue concerning Public Administration. You must, of 
course, have reasons*** for subscribing to a specific view and also the ability to express these in a 
rational way. This emphasises the fact that the learning style and strategies required by this module 
are active and adult. In PUB3706 we want to curb memorising as a mode of learning. You already 
know something about Public Administration and are aware of things that are happening in the public 
sphere. Feel free to express your views without regard to what you think your lecturers want to hear. 

 
 

Additional reading 
 
In addition to recommended works and  reserved  electronic  resources,  every  study  unit  ends with 
references to additional reading. Students who are really interested in the subject matter or  who 
would like to achieve high  marks  or  do  well  in  their  academic  careers  will  not  be  satisfied with 
just the compulsory reading as set out above. In fact, we can predict that a student who just 
reproduces or regurgitates compulsory study material will not achieve a distinction. You must add 
value to the basic reading matter by pursuing some of the references to academic literature that we 
give in this text. 

Reasons 
A reason is a statement or principle, or set of statements/principles, in favour of the acceptance 
of another statement. Reasons indicate why we believe or assert certain things. In science and 
scholarship reasons are often in the form of evidence for a certain fact, hypothesis or principle. 
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A last tip on additional reading: Do not underestimate the value of a good encyclopaedia. The entries  
in  a  good  encyclopaedia  like   Britannica  are   usually  written  by  foremost  experts.      A further 
advantage of acquiring the habit of working from encyclopaedias is that  they  are  available in nearly 
all libraries, including municipal and school libraries. Another useful general source is The new 
Fontana dictionary of modern thought (new and revised edition by Bullock & Trombley, London: 
Fontana). 

 
 
Avoiding gender bias 

 
Male and female personal pronouns (“she” and “he”; “her” and “his”) are used more or less alternately 
in this guide in referring to unspecified persons. We try not to pair them constantly (“he/she”; “her/his”) 
because it can be unpleasant to read. 

 
Words of thanks 

 
Many improvements in this guide are the result of the acumen of our critical readers. Not all of their 
suggestions were implemented, which could explain some of the weaknesses remaining in the text. 
They deserve much gratitude from students and authors alike. 
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STUDY UNIT 1 
REFLECTING ON YOUR OWN KNOWLEDGE 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this study unit, you should be able to 

• start reflecting on knowledge in Public Administration 
• become aware of your own knowledge and thinking 
• provide reasons for the necessity of reflection 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to use the following concepts that are discussed: 

• knowledge 
• Public Administration 
• thinking 

 

1.1 THINKING ABOUT YOUR KNOWLEDGE 
We would like to start this module by encouraging you, as a senior  university undergraduate, to  take 
stock of where you stand as far as your knowledge in Public Administration is concerned. As we 
proceed with this module, you will understand increasingly that what we are really studying here are 
your other modules or courses in Public Administration. (This applies even to those students with little 
experience of studying Public Administration. Such students may substitute their work in another field 
for Public Administration in this study unit.) 

 

ACTIVITY 1.1 
 
Gather several Public Administration guides  from  the first  year  onwards.  Take  about  ten  minutes 
to page through them and then give preliminary answers to the questions below. Try to  write a very 
short paragraph on each question. In each case try to provide reasons/ evidence/grounds for your 
view. (At this stage you should not worry too much whether or not your answers are correct; what is 
important is that you start reflecting on Public Administration. The only wrong answer at this stage is 
refusing to think – and that is horribly wrong!) 

(a) Do you have any knowledge of public administration? If yes, how did you obtain it? 
(b) Do the guides contain reliable knowledge? 
(c) If the guides do contain reliable knowledge, how many of their claims to knowledge are reliable? 

All, some or few? 
(d) Where did the authors obtain the knowledge (or opinions if you do not think that the guides 

contain knowledge)? 
(e) When, approximately, do you think the knowledge or opinions in the guides originated (or is 

knowledge in Public Administration eternal)? 
(f) Are there opinions in the guides that are true only for South Africa?  If they are  true for     South 

Africa but false for other contexts, can they really be regarded as knowledge? 
(g) Do you think that there may be different kinds of knowledge, for example facts, theories, faith, 

and so on? If so, try to identify instances of these different kinds of knowledge in the guides. 
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(h) Do you think that the  political views of the authors of  the guides influenced them in any way? 
(i) Is knowledge in Public Administration different from the knowledge in your other subjects? If so, 

what are some of the differences? 
(j) Should the Public Administration knowledge acquired at a university differ from such knowledge 

acquired at a national school of government? 
 

 

1.2 THINKING ABOUT YOUR THINKING 
 
Now that you have thought  about knowledge  in  Public  Administration in  activity 1.1,  you can  also 
think about your thinking. 

 

ACTIVITY 1.2 
 
READ RPA Reflection 3. 

 
Read the above chapter in Reflective Administration: context, knowledge and methods and write a 
page on the reasons for the necessity of reflection/philosophy for Public Administration and 
Management. Do you as a student of Public Administration feel the need for further reflection on the 
subject? Why? 
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STUDY UNIT 2 
REFLECTING ON KNOWLEDGE IN GENERAL (A VERY 
PHILOSOPHICAL OVERTURE) 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to 

• explain what knowledge is 
• understand that knowledge occurs in a context 
• explain epistemology 
• set out the branches of knowledge 
• give an account of propositional knowledge as true, justified belief 
• evaluate relativism 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to use the following concepts that are discussed: 

• knowledge 
• epistemology 
• context 
• knowing how and knowing that 
• meta-theory 
• proposition as an epistemological concept 
• truth 
• relativism 
• probability 
• generalisations 

 
2.1  KNOWLEDGE IS POWER 
In this module we deal with the subject Public Administration and with the possibility of gaining 
worthwhile scientific knowledge of its object, public administration. Knowledge of Public 
Administration will increase the power of officials to achieve their goals in the service of the people. 
This is one of the reasons why reflection on the nature of knowledge itself is important. It is also 
difficult. 

Francis Bacon (1561–1626), an early modern pioneer on the scientific method, is famous for his 
aphorism, “Knowledge is power”. Bacon referred to the power of all kinds of knowledge to heal and 
to improve the human condition. If we interpret the aphorism in modern terms, we could say that 
technology in the widest sense of the word improves our lives in many respects. However, technology 
is not unequivocally (look it up) good. The dropping of the atom bomb on Hiroshima in 1945 and many 
other events and developments in the 20th century opened our eyes  to the  negative effects of the 
knowledge that is embedded in negative technologies. Today this aphorism has a new connotation. 
Since Marx’s  time  in  the  19th  century,  the  question  “Whose  knowledge, whose power?” has  
been  asked  more  and  more.  Questions  have  been  asked  over the last few decades about the 
relationship between power and knowledge in the sense that knowledge  produces  power,  but  power  
also  produces  knowledge.  Some  scholars   (especiallyMarxist, liberationist and feminist authors) 
have argued that what counts as valid scientific knowledge is often determined by “dead white males”. 
Many activities in epistemology*** are attempts to establish the legitimacy of knowledge that is female 
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centred (Anderson 1995) and indigenous. Anderson makes the interesting remark that: “Theoretical 
knowledge is also often tailored to the needs of mostly  male  managers,  bureaucrats,  and officials 
exercising power in  their role-given capacities” (1995:50). It is to be expected that those  in  power  
have  greater  access to knowledge than those who are excluded. 

 
Knowledge as power is very important in the public service of a developing country like South Africa. 
Not only is it needed to empower officials to do their work successfully and thereby improve their 
career chances, but it is also necessary to empower those for whom the officials render public 
services. 

 
 

 
 

ACTIVITY 2.1 
 
a) Write down your own definition of “technology”. Now look up the word in a good dictionary. 

Carefully note any difference between your own definition and that of the dictionary. 
 

We suspect that many students would have associated the word with information and 
communications technology (ICT) as is found in connection with computers, cell  phones  and 
tablets. However, the dictionaries we used to look up the term associate it in a more general 
sense with the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes. So there is a  
connection between knowledge and technology and the power that technology brings. 

 
b) Do you think that your government places enough emphasis on the empowering influence of 

technology? 
 

Write an answer of 150 words. You may consult the article by David Brown  listed  under  
“Additional (non-compulsory) reading and references” in 2.4 below. 

 

A brief sermon on the text “Knowledge is power” 
 

The best motive for studying is to gain knowledge. The worst motive for studying is the desire for a 
piece of paper. People who desire knowledge enjoy studying and usually do well with their studies. 
People who think they know it all do not like studying and try to pass with as little  effort as  possible.  
Some  of  them  would  rather  spend  four   hours  getting  the  exam  question paper than four hours 
extending their knowledge. This is a short-sighted view because such a strategy will never gain that 
person the knowledge that is  power. 
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EPISTEMOLOGY 
 
Now what is this thing called “knowledge”? Philosophers have struggled with this concept for 
centuries. The theory of knowledge in Philosophy is called epistemology***. 

 

Famous work in epistemology was done more than two thousand years ago by the Greek 
philosophers Plato (428–347 BC) and Aristotle (384–322 BC). In some respects we have not 
improved much on their analyses all those years ago. Traditionally, philosophers have struggled with 
issues regarding the possibility, nature, kinds, origin  and  validity  of  knowledge.  These  issues are 
exemplified in the following questions: 

 
• Is knowledge at all possible? 
• How should we define knowledge? 
• How many forms does knowledge take? Is faith knowledge? Are sensations knowledge? 

 
And so on. 

 
• Does knowledge come from the senses or the intellect? 
• How do we distinguish between knowledge and mere opinion? 
• Are there real mysteries in the universe, that is, things that we can never know? 
• Is all knowledge certain? 

 

ACTIVITY 2.2 
 
Translate the general questions above into questions about knowledge in Public Administration (eg 
the second question becomes “How should we define Public Administration knowledge?”). Then write 
down your answer to each of the “translated” questions in a single short paragraph. 

 
Your paragraph should include reasons for your view. You may use examples. 

 

 
How did you fare? Being philosophical, these questions do not have right or wrong answers as  such. 
Again, the important issue is for you to become more aware of the philosophical aspects of our 
subject, Public Administration. The answer you give to a question like “What is knowledge?” depends 
on the context*** within which you are working. We are working  within the context of  Public 
Administration and will therefore not enter into unnecessary philosophical speculation. (In fact, even 
in “pure” Philosophy,  Epistemology  through  the  ages  has  been related to themes in the broader 
culture. When Plato and Aristotle reflected on  knowledge,  they  were  also strengthening  class  
distinctions.  In  the  Middle  Ages  the  epistemological  concerns were related to the truth of religion 

Epistemology 
 
This is the branch of Philosophy dealing with knowledge (also called “Theory of Knowledge”). 

The term comes from the Greek word “episteme” meaning true knowledge. The adjective 

“epistemological” means concerning epistemology, and the adjective “epistemic” means 

concerning knowledge. Even good authors do not always use these terms correctly. 
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and the power of the Church. In Modern times Epistemology  had  much  to  do with the 
democratisation of the  individual  and,  in  the  20th  century,  Epistemology  and  Theory of Science 
have gone hand in hand. In the latter half of the 20th century epistemological energies were often 
focused on killing off  modernism,  the  picture of the world that was current from more or less the17th 
century, and replacing it with the current postmodern*** paradigm. That is just by the way.) 

 

 
 

 
2.3 THE BRANCHES OF KNOWLEDGE 

 
We would like to suggest a specific analysis of knowledge. We start by regarding knowledge as 
essentially a logically primitive concept. A primitive concept cannot be analysed into other more basic 
concepts. It is a concept that we can use but not analyse fully. By that we mean that everybody knows 
what knowledge is without necessarily being able to explain much about knowledge. When we use 
other concepts to analyse the one on which we focus, they can be regarded as more primitive. 
Building on the  assumption  that  every  student  knows  intuitively  what knowledge is, we can then 
try to define different kinds of knowledge and discuss them. So, although we will not define knowledge 
as such, we will offer a definition of at least one kind of knowledge. 

 

ACTIVITY 2.3 
 
READ Reflection 1 in RPA and do the following: 

 
Explain the difference between a concept, a word and a term using your own examples. 

 

Context 
 
The epistemic environment of a statement or text, without which truth and meaning is not 
possible, is known as the context of that text. 

Postmodernism 
 
An influential current view on art, knowledge and society that focuses on multiplicity, difference and 
the existence of a variety of perspectives, and opposes hierarchy and dominant frameworks that lay 
claim to universal validity. 

 
In epistemology, postmodernism rejects the idea of representation: the notion that language and 
knowledge represent reality. 

 
CHECK RPA p 132 (the references in the index to postmodernism). 
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Let us start building a tree of knowledge. We build such a tree  by  making  distinctions.  The simplest 
use of the word “know” is when we are acquainted with someone or something. We say things like “I 
know Brian” and “I know how it feels to be successful”. Some philosophers have referred to this as 
“knowledge by acquaintance”. We are not going to analyse it but simply treat it as the trunk of the tree 
of knowledge. The tree of knowledge divides into two main branches: knowing how and knowing that 
(Ryle 1946). We use the words “know”, “knowledge” and their  equivalents  for two  quite  distinct  
abilities:  on  the  one  hand  the  ability  to  state  a correct fact or pronounce a correct proposition 
(knowing that), and on the other, the ability to do something right (knowing how). Some languages do 
have different words for knowing how and knowing that, but even where such words exist, they are 
still closely related in meaning. In Afrikaans  “ken”  and  “weet” are different words, but every speaker 
of the language knows their interrelatedness. Other languages, like Northern Sotho which has “go 
tsebo”, are like English in that they use the same word and its cognates (look that up in your dictionary) 
for all kinds of knowledge and then use  various  syntactical forms to distinguish between, say, 
knowing    how and knowing that. 

 

2.3.1 Knowing how (know-how) 
 
Knowing how to do things is perhaps the most important outcome of education and training. Most 
students of a subject like Public Administration would not be satisfied with just knowing several 
interesting facts. They would rather be interested in knowing how to do certain things in public 
administration. We associate knowing how with words like “skill”, “capacity”, “proficiency”, “art” and 
“trade”. 

 
Here are two examples that illustrate the difference between knowing how and knowing that. 

 
One:  A student of Public  Administration  may  know  what  the  principles  of  policy  making  are 

and be able to write them down in an exam situation but may  still  not  be  skilful  in  devising 
policy as a senior official. In other words, this student may know that certain things are the 
case (the contents of the principles of policy making) but does not necessarily know how to 
make successful policy. 

Two:  A soccer journalist may know a lot about goalkeeping without knowing how to do it on the 
playing field when he finds himself between the posts. 

 
Practical know-how can be learnt from books only in cases where books are part and parcel of the 
relevant practice, like science and scholarship. Example: although meta-theory*** can be learnt  from 
books, goalkeeping cannot. This is because books are the playing field, so to speak, of meta- theory. 

 

Meta-theory 
 
The theory about theory is called “meta-theory”. 

 
This term can be used for any theoretical reflection on theory or as the name of a subject. In the 
latter case it is a synonym for “Philosophy of Science”. It can also be related to a specific subject 
by using terms like “Meta-theory of Public Administration”, in which case it is a synonym for 
“Reflective Public Administration”. This module is an exercise in meta-theory 



PUB3706/1 
 

8 

A fact that makes the issue of knowing how and book-learning fascinating is that often knowing how 
cannot be articulated in words. Of all the people in the world that know how to ride a bicycle, only the 
minutest fraction can express in words the principle^^^ that one must obey to stay on top. It might be 
amusing to some to read the formulation of the principle, but it definitely is very instructive: not 
instructive for bicycle riding but for reflection on knowing how. The point we would like to  suggest is 
this – if the principle of keeping your balance on a bicycle is as difficult to express in words as is 
shown in the box below, what about the principles of policy making, leadership and control in public 
administration? (Do not be fooled by Polanyi’s avowal that a “simple analysis” shows the principle. He 
was a natural scientist and in command of skills that we, as the practitioners of a different art, may 
lack.) 

 
 

 
Knowing how can often only be learnt by following an example of how something is done while doing 
it. That is how an apprentice learns. Knowing how is practical knowledge  and  can  be acquired only 
in practice. It is knowing how that makes one an expert in a professional field like public administration, 
not knowing that (“book knowledge”). Knowing how has a vague and  uncertain relationship with 
language, whereas knowing that presupposes language. 

 
A scientific subject like Public Administration involves knowing “that” in, for instance, the form of facts, 
obviously; but it also involves knowing “how”: the know-how of research, discovery and criticism ... to 
name three obvious instances. You will find more about this in the second guide. 

 

2.3.2 Knowing that (factual or propositional knowledge) 
 
The other major branch of knowledge carries all the items of knowing that can be expressed in 
propositions*** or statements. Any proposition can be prefaced by expressions like “He claims that”, 
“It is true that”, ”It is probable that” and “I guess that”. It can be expressed in words, written down and 
taught to others as a truth or, at least, a reliable bit of knowledge or potential knowledge. 

 

Principle of staying on top of a bicycle 
 
“The rule observed by the cyclist is this. When he starts falling to the right he  turns  the handlebar 
to the right, so that the course of the bicycle is deflected along a curve towards the right ... This 
manoeuvre presently throws the cyclist out of balance to the left, which he counteracts by turning 
the handlebars to the left; and so he continues to keep himself in balance by winding along a series 
of appropriate curvatures. A simple [sic!] analysis shows that for a given angle of un-balance the 
curvature of each winding is inversely proportional to the square  of the speed at which the cyclist 
is   proceeding” (Polanyi 1973:49–50). 
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There is a definition of knowledge that goes back to Plato’s dialogue called Theaetetos and (as a 
rough and ready description of propositional knowledge) it is not too bad. Propositional knowledge 
can be defined as (1) true, (2) justified (3) belief. I know that something is the case if, and only if, 
these three conditions are met. 

 
Thus, for a statement or proposition to pass as knowledge, it must 

 
(1) be true, 
(2) be justified (that is, we must have sufficient reason for asserting it) and 
(3) be believed by us. 

 
If an assertion is not true, or if we have no reason for asserting it or if we do not believe it, it can hardly 
be called knowledge. I do not know something if I am only wondering about it or suspecting  it. 

 
Justification 

 
The justification of knowledge can take various forms. We can advance different reasons for our belief 
in propositions. We are (for example) justified in believing certain propositions because of the 
evidence of  our  senses:  when I  see  a  red postbox,  I  am  justified  in  thinking that the postbox  is 
red. We are justified in believing certain propositions because doing so seems logical. For example, 
we are justified in believing that a square has four sides, because four-sidedness follows logically 
from the meaning of the concept of square. 

 
In daily life we are justified in believing many propositions because they were affirmed by reliable 
people – for instance: “How do you know there is a sale on at the shop?” “Because my mother was 
there this morning and bought a bargain.” 

 
Sometimes we appeal to science: “Why do you say that people will satisfy their needs in a specific 
order?” “Science has proven it. Look, it says so in my Public Administration guide.” However, we must 
treat this kind of appeal to the authority of science with great care. More about this a page or two 
further on. 

 
In science, justification takes on a systematic (perhaps even “holistic”) form. We feel justified in 
holding certain beliefs because of the way they fit into or cohere with the picture of a wider system 
consisting of ideas, facts, research results and assumptions. Such epistemic systems are sometimes 
called “theories”. Examples of theories in this sense of the word are Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy 
of needs, Herzberg’s motivation-hygiene theory, Darwin’s theory of evolution, Freud’s theory of the 

Proposition 
 
A proposition is any sentence that can be true or false, or  probable  or  improbable.  In our context 
it is  another word for “statement” or “assertion”. Facts are  expressed in propositions. All 
propositions  are  sentences,  but  not  all  sentences  are propositions. 

 
Questions, wishes, commands, promises, oaths and prayers are not propositions in this sense. For 
the purposes of  our discussion here, let us agree that rules, principles and maxims are also 
expressed in propositions. 
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unconscious, Newton’s mechanics, and Buchanan’s theories about the behaviour of politicians. 
(Please Google or consult an encyclopaedia if you have never heard of these theories. Remember, 
though, that the Internet carries unreliable as well as reliable information.) 

 
You need to make a note of this concept of theory for later use in this module! 

 
 

ACTIVITY 2.4 
 

Take a paragraph of roughly 15 lines in the middle of any of your other study guides in Public 
Administration. Work through the propositions in that paragraph (or on that page) and say whether 
you regard them  as knowledge  – that is, test them for  truth/probability, justification and belief.  Give 
special attention to the justification aspect – that  is, try to learn the reasons why the author    of the 
guide believes in the propositions. 

 
Now take any paragraph from RPA Reflection 1 and do the same exercise. Do you find a difference 
in the assertions of the two paragraphs? If so, do you think that the statements about  the  difference 
between science and Philosophy in Reflection 13 of RPA may explain the difference? 

 

 
Truth 

 
CHECK RPA p261 (the references in the index to truth) and work through them as an additional 
activity. 

 
The concept of truth is notoriously difficult to define. We will try to ignore this difficulty here. Our 
approach is to say that you can very often distinguish between truth and falsehood and therefore have 
a good intuitive idea of what it means. Offering a definition or a philosophical theory of truth will not 
be necessary in this guide. Suffice it to say that if you believe something with good reason and it is 
true, then you know that that proposition is knowledge. 

 
However, the spirit of our times (specifically Postmodernism) forces us to make a few remarks  about 
truth and knowledge. Many of us have our doubts about truth and knowledge, because we are 
relativists***. Relativists are fond of using the metaphor of the coloured glasses – the world is coloured 
by the hue of the lenses in our glasses. Therefore we cannot really say how things look (or are) in 
themselves. 

 
Relativism 

 
A philosophy claiming that truth and values are the products of people’s historical situation (usually 
upbringing, culture or class) and that, therefore, absolute truth and absolute values  cannot exist. 

 
(CHECK RPA p 260 (the references in the index to relativism). Reflection 6 by Mouton in RPA 
contains a good discussion of the relevant issues.) 
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ACTIVITY 2.5 
 
“Relativism is a dangerous philosophy in a country like South Africa where  the  differences  between 
cultures should be bridged rather than emphasised.” 

 
Think carefully about the above statement; then write a paragraph setting out your views on the topic. 

 

 
Since the times of the Greek philosophers, more than two thousand years ago, there have been 
written accounts of arguments against the possibility of truth and knowledge. Many of these 
arguments are displayed in the dialogue of Plato (Theaetetos) that we have referred to above. 
Philosophers have argued that the purported knowledge provided by our senses (sight, smell,  touch, 
hearing and taste) is not reliable. They argue that what we perceive is influenced by our situation. 
When we are ill, things that usually taste sweet may be bitter. They also point to the existence of 
optical illusions – if you stick  a reed in  water,  it  will appear  broken  at the  water  level – and 
hallucinations. In our times, we would be quick to point out conflicting accounts of eyewitnesses at an 
accident scene or after any crisis situation. After a collision the drivers of the  two cars may give totally 
different accounts of what they perceived. When the linesman’s flag goes up for offside, it sometimes 
seems that the supporters of the two teams have been watching two different matches. 

 
One reaction to claims about the untrustworthiness of the senses like our eyes and taste buds has 
been that true knowledge has a different source. Plato, for instance, pointed out that mathematical 
knowledge is true and independent  of  sense perception – a  square always has four sides and  four 
right angles, no matter who you are or where you are ... whether blind or sighted, ill or well, drunk or 
sober. His conclusion was that the true source of knowledge is the intellect or – if you will – the spirit. 

 
An opposite reaction was that since sense perception is unreliable, and knowledge can have no 
source other that what comes into our mind through the senses, reliable knowledge is not possible. 
Such a position can be described as epistemological scepticism; also spelled “skepticism”. 

 
If we were to accept scepticism as correct, then we should have serious doubts about science. If   we 
ought to have serious doubts about science, then the status of the subject Public Administration as a 
worthwhile enterprise is in danger. However, we feel that science and truth are connected to one 
another. The important point made by Mouton (RPA Reflection 6) is that science does strive for truth. 
Scientists are even morally obliged to strive for truth. 

 
My own view is that we should maintain our belief  in  truth,  carry  on  with  our  work  in  the  subject 
Public Administration, and that scepticism and relativism as systematic philosophies are wrong. My 
reasons for opposing these philosophies are (a) moral and (b) logical. 

 
(a) We should maintain a strong belief in truth because truth is a necessary condition for our  life 

as human persons in communities – and we are human through other humans (the Ubuntu 
philosophy). We are dependent on one another. We are particularly dependent on the truth 
we tell one another. This ranges from simple things like asking directions in a strange 
neighbourhood to the truth about our most important personal relationships. (In 
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respect of personal relationships it is interesting to note the use of the word “true” where trust 
is the issue – as in “true love” and “true friend”.) There is also truth about social relationships. 
In South Africa we have had sufficient belief in truth to launch the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission. The  South  African  state  has  invested  millions  of  rands  (R70 000 000 per 
annum on average) in the  pursuit  of  bringing  to  light  the  truth regarding important issues 
in our past. The reasoning was that there would be no reconciliation (and thus the existence 
of  a  nation  with  a  feeling  of  community)  before  the truth had been revealed a bout our 
recent  past. 

 
Filipe Fernández-Armesto (1998:3) writes: 

 
... truth is fundamental to everything else. Everyone’s attempt to be good – every attempt to 
construct happy relationships and thriving societies – starts with two questions: How do I tell 
right from wrong? And how do I tell truth from falsehood? The first question has more practical 
applications but it depends on its apparently more theoretical twin. There is no social order 
without trust and no trust without truth or, at least, without agreed truth-finding procedures. 

 
Truth is also a requisite for a just judicial system and public media that can be tolerated. 

 
(b) If I say that all knowledge is unreliable, or untrustworthy or even false, I use concepts that are 

dependent on their opposites,  namely  reliable,  trustworthy and  true.  The  denial  of any 
reliable knowledge at all is like saying that all money is counterfeit. Claims to knowledge are 
unreliable, untrustworthy  or  false  in  comparison  with  other  claims  to  knowledge  that are 
reliable, trustworthy or true. We know about false claims to knowledge because we have lots 
of experience of true propositions. Furthermore, if scepticism were true, no knowledge would 
be possible – also the pronouncements of scepticism. Likewise, relativism cannot claim 
universal truth: it certainly is not true for me, and who is the relativist to doubt the paradigm 
from which I approach epistemology? Relativism, if at all feasible, is nothing more than the 
product of a historical context. If such a thing as a historical context exists, it can surely also 
be discussed and evaluated. So even if the assertions a person believes in are produced by 
his culture or class, they can  still  be  discussed  and  evaluated  in  terms of norms which, I 
believe, can be universal. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 2.6 
 

“The beliefs of the apartheid ideology were produced by the historical and cultural context from which 
they sprang. Therefore, they cannot be judged from a different context, say Liberalism or the 
Struggle.” 

 
Critically discuss the above argument in the  context of  this study unit. You must say whether     you 
are for or against the statement and give reasons for your choice. 
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Truth and probability*** 
 
(Note: Some may find this paragraph challenging and a bit technical. Still, we encourage you to soldier 
on, because it suggests an important point about science overall, and therefore about Public 
Administration as a subject. We supply a summary at the end of this section.) 

 
In our definition of knowing that in 2.3.2 above, we set a requirement that a proposition should be 
true to qualify as knowledge. This seems plausible. Surely, if we assert something that  is  false,    we 
do not have  knowledge  of  that  thing,  even  if  we  believe  we  do.  Even  if  everyone  believes 
something that is not so (say, that the earth is flat), it still does not make it true. In ordinary life we 
make clear distinctions between knowing (on the one hand), and (on the other hand) guessing, 
vaguely remembering, surmising, hoping, believing, speculating, understanding a narrative, 
dreaming, hypothesising and so forth. (We will not treat “hypothesising” as a technical term here, 
although it might feature as such later in this module. Consult your dictionary.) Although saying that 
knowing  that  must  be  true  is  plausible,  this may  restrict  our  use  of  the  concept of knowledge 
very much. The question  is  whether  we should  not  also  allow  highly  probable  and well-tested 
propositions as knowledge. The reason we say this is that our lives are filled with propositions about 
which we cannot say whether they are one hundred per cent true or not, but which we believe for very 
good reasons. 

 
We take many decisions in our daily lives and in public administration based on the assumption of 
propositions that are probable but not true. We assume that the past is a reliable guide to the  future. 
Examples follow. When we send an e-mail or post a letter, we assume that it will reach its destination 
based on what we know about the Internet or the postal services and our experiences of the past. 
Decisions in management are taken on probabilities as to how people will react, never on certainties.  
A  government  interprets  the   wishes   of   its   electorate  within  the  framework   of its mandate on 
the strength of contact with a very small sample of the constituency. 

 
The vast majority of our  reasoning  regarding  practical means  and  ends depends  on  probable but 
uncertain outcomes of the measures that we contemplate. This is typical of public policy. Those who  
wait  for  certainties before they act  will  be  left  behind. That  is life and we  must accept it. 

 

Let us look at the different kind of example of “almost” or “partially” true sentences. I know that   most 
of  the persons who will read the sentence I am typing now will be Unisa students, but I   cannot be 
sure. I know that South Africa has a democratic constitution, but how democratic and under which 
criteria of democracy? I know that there is a separation of powers between the legislative, executive 
and judicial branches in South Africa, but who is responsible for the appointment of judges? I know 
that Caesar was assassinated on the Ides of March, but I cannot    be sure – I was not there. I agree 
with the slogan “Speed kills”, but what does it mean exactly? 

 
 
Literally, speed cannot kill, only injuries. I know that e = mc ² because Einstein proved it, but  do 
not ask me to repeat or even understand the proof. Furthermore, there are assertions found in 
textbooks of Public Administration that I find students repeating ad nauseam and that are either 
unlikely to be true or, at best, impossible to prove. For example: “Technology makes things 
complicated for the public administrator”, “The executive carries out the policy of the legislature”, “The 
world is becoming more complex”, “A closed system is less efficient than an open system”,  and so 
forth. (Refer to your results of activity 2.4.) 
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So, many propositions that some would like to include under the broad umbrella of knowledge are not 
really true; or, alternatively, they may be true but we do not know it for certain. An important class of 
such propositions is discussed in the next paragraph. 

 
Our daily lives and science are filled with generalisations***. Some are hard to take seriously – “Every 
time I wash my hair, we get guests”; some, like Parkinson’s Law – “Work expands to fill the time 
available for it” – are extremely reliable guides in practice. By the way, Parkinson’s Law comes from 
a book that was written as a humorous look at management and public administration, but which 
contains more managerial wisdom than many serious and scientific works on the same topic 
(Parkinson 2014 (1957)). 

 
A very important class of generalisations is those based on statistics that we use in science. If a 
researcher studying Public Administration draws a sample of a thousand officials and finds that all  of 
them exhibit a certain characteristic (say, having an IQ of more than 80), then she may rightly conclude 
that officials in general exhibit that characteristic, although she cannot be certain that the next public 
official interviewed may not be the exception to the rule. Would it now be true to say that public officials 
exhibit that characteristic? Very strictly speaking it would not be true. On the other hand, it seems 
carping to deny the generalisation (“Officials have an IQ of +80”) expressing the relationship between 
officials and the characteristic. 

 
Generalisation 

 
A proposition expressing a truth about a whole class of entities. 

 
Traditionally this was understood as ascribing a certain characteristic to a class – for example  “All 
politicians are power maximisers”, which means that every member of the class  politician  has the 
characteristic of being a power maximiser (Downs 1957). In effect this also is an assertion about 
the class power maximisers, namely, that at least some of them are politicians. Empirical 
investigation can falsify such a generalisation. For if we do research and find at least one politician 
who does not have that characteristic, or if we find no politicians among the power maximisers, 
then the assertion certainly is false. However, a worthwhile generalisation  can never really be 
proven true, because in practice we cannot investigate all members of the classes about which we 
generalise. 
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In fact, many theories in science express such a statistically significant relationship between variables. 
The problem is that very few generalisations dealing with large populations can ever be true in the 
strictest  sense  of  the  word,  because  it  is  impossible  to  say  that  falsifying  instances could 
never occur. “All Bafana Bafana players are male” is only true up to today. Indeed, empirical sciences 
without generalisations would not make much sense. Think about the subject Public Administration 
and the population of public officials – to say anything significant about this population, you have to 
generalise. However, if you generalise, your science will most likely contain propositions that are 
highly probable, but not strictly true. 

 
Our conceptual problem is highlighted by the contribution to this topic of perhaps the greatest 
philosopher of the 20th century, Sir Karl Popper (1902–1994). He maintained that the real  difference 
between science and pseudo-science (eg astrology and psychoanalysis)  is not that     the one is true 
and the other false, but rather that the assertions of science are falsifiable; that is, they can be refuted. 
Science proceeds through a process of (as he called them) conjectures and refutations (Popper 
1972). Scientific hypotheses are generalisations that can be falsified by conflicting evidence. If I assert 
that all rugby Springboks are male and you can prove that, say, Toks van der Linde is actually female, 
then  you  have  refuted  my  theory.  The  more  theories  withstand attempts at falsification, the better 
corroborated they are (to use his term) and the closer they come to the truth. Truth, however, is not 
found in science, only an ever closer approximation of this ideal. He talks of “verisimilitude”. I believe 
that although theories are not strictly true, they lead  to the discovery of many facts that would 
otherwise not have been part of  our  available  knowledge. My inclination is to say that Popper is 
basically right. Science does contain many assertions that are not strictly true, but this does not affect 
the value that science holds for us because every day we act on probabilities in any case. The greatest 
value of scientific theories is that they often lead to the discovery of knowledge that is true in a very 
straightforward sense of the word – in other words, to facts. Another sensible way of getting around 
the problem would be to formulate our assertions in such a way that it is clear that we are stating 
probabilities and not absolutes. Rather than asserting that all politicians are power maximisers, we 
could simply say things like the following: “Most politicians are probably power maximisers”, or that 
street level bureaucrats are often alienated from their work and tend to be middle class. This makes 
sense, but is it true? 

 
To summarise: Our definition of knowing that requires this kind of knowledge to be true. However, 
many propositions that we feel should be regarded as knowledge are not absolutely true but merely 
highly probable, likely or acceptable for some other reason. Our dilemma now is whether to amend 
our definition or to deny the status of knowledge to many propositions that we apply in our lives. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 2.7 (optional) 
 

(This one is difficult and challenging and perhaps only suited for philosophical types.) 
 

Decide in the light of your reflection on the preceding section whether we should expand the definition 
of knowing that is offered above by adding something to the first requirement stipulating that 
knowledge must be true. Should we, for instance, expand the requirement by also accepting highly 
probable or well-corroborated propositions as knowledge – for instance under Popper’s concept of 
verisimilitude? Write a short essay on this question. 
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STUDY UNIT 3 
PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION VS PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

After completing this study unit including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• distinguish between the three levels where public administration is involved 
• explain the difference between Reflective Public Administration, Public Administration and 

public administration in relation to the branches of knowledge 
• provide an elementary explanation of what definition entails 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• practice 
• theory 
• meta-theory 
• Public Administration 
• public administration 
• Reflective Public Administration 
• denotation and connotation 

 

3.1 DIFFERENT LEVELS OF INVOLVEMENT 
 
READ RPA Reflection 1. 

 
In intellectual life, we make distinctions to give clarity and avoid confusion. In practical life we make 
distinctions to plan, apportion tasks and avoid confusion. After completing this study unit, you  should 
be clear on the distinction between the three levels where public administration is involved   in some 
way or  other. Clarity on the distinction would mean that  we can work  with clear goals   and evaluate 
our own work and the work of others appropriately. The distinction is easy to understand. It is 
represented in the following matrix (table 3.1). Our aim is not to separate the three levels but to 
distinguish them. They can and should work together. A single person  may  be proficient at all three 
levels, like a builder who can do carpentry, bricklaying and painting. However, such a person must 
still keep the three trades separate. He should not build with paint and paint with mortar, so to speak. 

 
Table 3.1: Three different levels of involvement 

 
Level Subject Epistemic object 

Meta-theory Reflective Public Administration Public Administration in 
relation to public 

Theory Public Administration public administration 

Practice public administration Social needs and 
administrative instruments 



PUB3706/1 
 

18 

Note the difference between public administration with small “p” and “a” and Public Administration 
with capital “P” and “A”. The next study unit will define public administration; for now it is enough to 
say that the term “public administration” refers to some  of  the  functions  and  activities  of  the public 
sphere of society. Roughly, it is what appointed public officials do in the central, provincial and 
municipal spheres of government. Public Administration is an academic subject that has public 
administration as its object of attention. Roughly, it is what university students and academics do as 
they focus their scientific and scholarly attention on public administration. The restriction of the subject 
to university activities is done on purpose to stress the fact that we are involved in science as a human 
endeavour. (If that is interpreted as elitism, it does not bother me much.) Reflective Public 
Administration is an academic field that has the subject Public Administration as its focus of attention. 
It is precisely what we are engaged in right now. It has various other names, as we have already 
pointed out: “Philosophy of Public Administration”, “Theory of Public Administration” and “Public 
Administration Meta-theory”. When we  say  that  it  occurs  on  the  level  of  meta-theory, we mean 
that it is  theory  about  Public  Administration  as  theory.  The  difference  in  level between  practice,  
theory  and meta-theory as in the left-hand column of the matrix in table 3.1  does not refer to levels 
of importance but to levels of language. Theory deals with (or “talks about”) practice, and meta-theory 
deals with (or “talks about”) theory as well as the relationship between theory and practice. Although 
it might seem that the levels differ in the sense that they are more abstract as you move up the 
hierarchy, abstraction is an intellectual skill that is necessary at all three levels. 

 
3.2 KNOWING HOW AND KNOWING THAT AT THE THREE 

DIFFERENT LEVELS 

The activities of  the three  levels may overlap,  but  each level has its  own characteristic main goal, 
speciality or “occupation”. Consequently, each level has its own forms of knowledge (knowing how 
and knowing that) as set out in table 3.2. The occupation (or task) at the level of public administration 
is to render services: to either the populace or the government or both. The occupation at the level of 
theory is that of science and scholarship; its main goal is to understand its object of attention, public 
administration, and its subsidiary goal is to improve this public administration through such scientific 
understanding. The trade at the meta-theoretical level is philosophical; its goal is to improve thinking 
at both the other levels. What cannot be stressed enough is that all three levels represent different 
practices: the practice of public administration, the practice of science and scholarship, and the 
practice of philosophy. (A practice is an identifiable and shared way of doing things to reach a goal or 
group of goals. A practice has a history and involves training.) Practices are not necessarily physical. 
Devising a theory is also doing. Thinking critically is also doing something: a practice. The usual idea 
of theory versus practice as if these concepts had  a fixed denotation***, and, worse, as if theory were 
inferior, is a fallacy. In this context practice and theory are relational concepts. The first two levels 
stand in this relation to one another – but so do the last two. What I mean is   this 

 
Reflective Public Administration is theory for the practice of the subject Public Administration. Public 
Administration, in turn, is theory for the practice of public administration. The idea that only the first 
(bottom) level of tables 3.1 and 3.2 is practical results from a  confusion  of  concepts  or a  “category 
mistake” (Ryle’s term). What differs is the locus of the respective practices – their home turf so to 
speak, and also their focus – what they are “on about”. By providing services we will not automatically 
gain theoretical understanding of those services, and therefore this activity is not practical in relation 
to the aims of science and scholarship. The same applies to the other practices: 
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the practice of science and philosophy will not automatically lead to service delivery or even better 
service delivery. 

 

 

It might seem that the “higher” levels of tables 3.1 and 3.2 are more abstract than administration. 
However,  a  good  senior  manager  must  have  the  same  powers  of  abstraction   that   a theorist 
needs. 

 

ACTIVITY 3.1 

Explain the difference between Theory of public administration and Theory of Public 

Administration. What are the respective names of the two endeavours? 

 

ACTIVITY 3.2 

READ RPA Reflection 13 and Reflection 3. 
 
Compare the views of Schwella and Subban and Pauw on the nature of philosophy. Would you say 
that the authors of the two reflections agree with each other? Is it possible to say that the one has a 
more practical view of philosophy than the other? Give reasons for your view. 

 
Table 3.2: Levels of knowing how and knowing that 

 
Level Knowing how Knowing that 

Meta-theory 1)   Philosophical skills: 
Conceptual analysis, the critique 
of ideology, definition, etc. 

4) History of Public Administration, 
approaches to Public 
Administration, names of 
journals, etc. 

Theory 2)   Scientific skills: 
Hypothesising, generalising, testing 
hypotheses, research design, 
statistical analysis, etc. 

5) The size of the public sector, the 
history of the public sector, 
international trends in public 
administration, management 
theories, motivation theories, etc. 

Denotation 
 
The thing or things that are indicated by a concept; also called the extension of a concept or term. 
The complement of a denotation is the connotation; that is, the meaning of the concept independent 
of the thing(s) denoted. 

 
Example: The denotation of the concept planet is Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, 
Uranus, Neptune, Pluto. The connotation is the criteria for the inclusion of an object in the 
denotation of the term. (Just for fun you might try to formulate the connotation of planet.) 
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Practice 3)   Practical skills: 
Management, leadership, policy 
making, planning, nursing, 
teaching, etc. 

6) Current policies and procedures, 
legislation, needs of the public, 
budget information, etc. 

 

Let us now discuss table 3.2 setting out the role of  the  two  branches  of  knowledge  at  the  various 
levels. The higher levels expounded in table 3.2 depend on or even are parasitic upon the lower 
levels. Without theory there can be  no  meta-theory,  and  without  public  administration  there can  
be  no Public Administration. At the  same time higher level  skills  can  be applied at    the lower 
levels. It should  be  clear  from  your  reading  in  Reflective  Public  Administration  that, to give one 
example, the philosophical skill of conceptual analysis is necessary for and applicable  to the other 
two levels. This could be called the inclusiveness of application.  On the  other  hand, we have already 
stated  that  some  skills  required  by  public  administration  cannot  be  acquired in another practice. 
The flip side of the inclusiveness of application is thus the exclusivity of acquisition: whereas some 
skills are applicable to all levels, some skills can be acquired at only one level. One does not become 
a leader by philosophising about it or studying  leadership theories. One does not become a scientist 
or philosopher by leading an institution, et cetera. 

 
A full discussion of the different cells of table 3.2 is not feasible. The following brief notes on   
the different cells (numbered 1 to 6) will have to do: 

(1) CHECK RPA (the references in the index  to  philosophy).  Remember  that  philosophical skills 
are required at all three levels. At all three  levels  there  is  scope  for  improving  thinking in the 
specific way that philosophy can facilitate. 

(2) The second guide for this module will focus on the scientific skills in relation to research. 

(3) We have no doubt that the practice of public administration requires skills that can rightly be 
called professional, even if public administration is not universally recognised as an official 
profession such as law and medicine. Other modules in Public Administration give specific 
attention to some of these skills. However, there is a limit on our ability to acquire them from 
books. One of the most important groups of  public  administration  skills  are  those  necessary 
for dealing with the government as a group of politically elected office bearers. An official must 
be subservient to the government of the day within the constraints of the Constitution without 
playing a party-political role herself. Often this is akin to tightrope walking. (You will meet this 
theme again in study unit 4.) 

(4) See study units 6, 8, 9 and 10 in this guide. 

(5) All other modules in Public Administration are devoted to this kind of knowledge. 

(6) Many things that public servants, municipal officials  and  related  persons  should  know  ought 
to be inculcated by means of in-service training. Some truths are better taught on the job. 

 
There are certain intellectual skills not shown in the table that remain important at all three levels,  
for instance thoroughness, honesty, good judgement and discretion. 
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An absolutely fascinating topic is the relationship  among  the  six different  kinds of  knowledge  with 
regard to the different practical goals at the three levels. To what extent are knowledge and skills 
transferable from one context  to  the  other?  Here  also  we  provide  sketchy  outlines that you must 
fill in with your own views, based on your reactions to the activities listed below. 

 
The important question for our subject is whether the contents of cells 2 and 5 of table 3.2 are of any 
use to cell 3 from the point of view of the student of Public Administration. In other words, will the 
study of Public Administration as a science help the official do better in her job? 

 
 

ACTIVITY 3.3 
 
“The contents of cells 5 and 6 in table 3.2 overlap largely in many Public Administration curricula; and 
it is a good thing.” 

 
The sentence above says that facts about our country’s public administration and Public 
Administration theory are mixed together in our  modules.  Test  this  sentence  by  referring  to  your 
other study guides, and then write a very short essay on the topic. 

 

 
 

 

ACTIVITY 3.4 
 
Discuss the contribution that studies in Public Administration make to public administration. Can  one 
be a good official without training in science and scholarship? 

 
Write an essay of two pages on this topic. 

 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY 3.5 (Challenging!) 
 
Refer to your work in activity 1.2. Expand your  thoughts  in  the  light of  study  units  2  and 3.  Write 
a two-page essay on the contribution of Reflective Public Administration to the other two levels that 
we have discussed. 
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STUDY UNIT 4 
THE DEFINITION OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this study unit including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• provide a definition of public administration 
• provide a definition of Public Administration 
• critically compare various definitions of public administration with one another 
• provide an full explanation of what definition entails 

KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• public administration 
• definition 
• ideology/ideological 
• politics/political 

 
READ RPA Reflection 1 again before you work through this study unit. 

 
4.1 THE ART OF DEFINITION 

 
Definition is important in science and scholarship. Without clear definitions it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to make accurate and testable scientific statements. Scholars have expended a lot of 
energy in finding the best definition for public administration, both as a practice and as a subject (here 
spelled as a subject with initial capital letters). A quick search even revealed two books   whose titles, 
if not their contents, are about these definitions: Defining public administration and management by 
Asha Kiran and Defining public administration: selections from the International encyclopedia of public 
policy and administration edited by Jay M Shafritz (see 4.4 below for details). 

 
The aim of this  study unit is  to work  towards a good definition of  public administration, from   
which a good definition of the subject Public Administration follows. 

ACTIVITY 4.1 
 
After reading the prescribed text for this study unit, you should be able to answer the following: 

(a) Explain why definition is practical (that is, an art) rather than theoretical. 
(b) Say why language is important to science. 
(c) Explain the difference between a word, a concept and a term. (This is a previous activity.) 
(d) Discuss the changeable nature of social reality. 
(e) Explain the idea that meanings are not fixed. 
(f) Explain by means of your own  example  the  relationship  between  denotation  (extension) and 

connotation (intension). 
(g) Is definition inclusive or exclusive, that is, can one work with more than one definition of a 

concept in the same text? 

Now check whether you can answer these questions. 
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4.2 VIEWS ON THE NATURE OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 
 
This guide deals with the nature of the subject, Public Administration***. We should therefore be able 
to say what the subject entails. We define the subject Public Administration provisionally as the 
science of public administration. What this public administration is must still be clarified.  The literature 
on definition distinguishes between that which is to be defined (definiendum) and that which defines 
(definiens). The definiens of our subject contains two terms, namely “science” and “public 
administration”. We deal with science in the next two study units. Here we must deal with public 
administration. 

 
Clarity on the nature of public administration is obviously a factor that will enhance the management 
of the subject Public Administration. The better we understand the object of our attentions, the better 
we will be able to understand our contribution to society and decide what to study, what to teach, and 
what to research. 

 
Many definitions of public administration exist. Every textbook of Public Administration has its 
definition and, as is to be expected from this kind of theoretical activity, the definitions differ a great 
deal. These are not merely differences in detail – although sometimes they are – but differences in 
approach or framework. There are at least six lines of definition that differ significantly from each 
another: 

 
• public administration as policy endeavour 
• public administration as a class of activities, for example, service delivery 
• public administration as a class of institutions 
• public administration as a class of persons (the bureaucracy) 
• public administration as executive authority 
• public administration as Public Administration (Henry 1989:45) (this does not make much sense 

and is perhaps not a definition in the strict sense of the term, but we include it for the sake of 
completeness) 

• public administration as the task of the authorities (government) – see the book by 
Raadschelders (2011) 

 
The following description of the term, from a South African Public Administration dictionary, illustrates 
the variety of definitions that exist and covers more than one line of definition mentioned above (Fox 
& Meyer 1995:105): 

 
Public Administration: the executive branch of government; civil service; bureaucracy charged with 
the formulation (facilitation), implementation, evaluation and modification of  government  policy. The 
term represents a wide amorphous combination of theory and practice aimed at clarifying a 
conception of government and its relationship with society, promoting government policy which is 
more responsive to social needs and establishing management practices in public bureaucracies 
designed to reach efficiency and effectiveness and satisfying to a greater extent the deeper needs of 
the public. 
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According to Nicholas Henry (1989:27), Public Administration has three cornerstones: 
 
(1) organisational behaviour and the behaviour of people in organisations 
(2) the technology of management 
(3) the public interest concerning individual ethical choices and public affairs 

 
In the United States the term “public administration” also refers to all government officials (except 
members of the legislative authority, the executive head of state and legal officials) or to high  ranking 
employees of government departments or institutions who make non-routine decisions setting 
standards of execution for subordinates. 

 

ACTIVITY 4.2 
 
Read the preceding term description by Fox and Meyer and try to identify as many of the  definitional 
lines as possible that we mentioned in the bulleted list above. Do this before reading on. 

 

Let us read the quotation from Fox and Meyer with the attention it deserves. It first offers three 
descriptions (“the executive branch of government; civil service; bureaucracy charged with the 
formulation (facilitation), implementation, evaluation and modification of government policy”), and after 
quoting Henry, a fourth one as specified above (officials “who make non-routine decisions setting 
standards of execution for subordinates”). All four pertain to classes of persons, although  the 
executive branch of government probably is understood to include institutions as well. Fox and Meyer 
(1995:46) circumscribe the executive branch, for its part, as “the arm of government responsible for 
proposing programmes and budgets to the legislature, and for implementing legislation”. A subject 
dictionary, like the one we are quoting, does not necessarily give definitions prescribing how we 
should use a term, but may follow the approach of merely reporting how terms are used in the subject. 
Therefore, we will not criticise Fox and Meyer for offering more than one account of the term as we 
could criticise a textbook or student that offers a number of definitions and then neglects to choose 
one. The reason for the criticism would be that someone who wants    to use a concept must decide 
on one use for  each context, otherwise the reader will not know  which meaning is meant. On the 
other hand, when an author just mentions a concept – as in a dictionary – as many uses as possible 
should be delineated. 

 
Let us look critically at what Fox and Meyer offer. First, they fail to distinguish the two elements of the 
executive branch, namely, the government and its public administration. The Constitution of the 
Republic of South Africa (South Africa 1996) makes a clear distinction between what it calls the 
“executive authority” at national level (Section 85), provincial level (Section 125(1)) and municipal 
level (Section 151(2)), and then  what  it  calls  “public administration”  (Chapter 10). This distinction 
is not limited to South Africa. The idea is that while elected governments (executives) come and go, 
the appointed public officials stay on to serve successive governments. In many Commonwealth 
countries this idea is embodied in the title of the head of a government department who is called the 
“Permanent Secretary”. As we understand it, the executive branch of the state basically consists of 
the government and its public service. This government is sometimes called the “government of the 
day”, and the South African public service is constitutionally obliged “loyally [to] execute the lawful 
policies of the government of the day” (Section 197(1)). At least in South Africa, therefore, public 
administration cannot be equated with the executive branch of government. It is part of it, but a 
subordinate part. The proper subordination of public administration to the government is one reason 
why the managerial aspects of public administration should not be overemphasised. 
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Secondly, do you agree that public administration cannot be equated with the civil service or the 
bureaucracy? Whereas equating it with the executive branch would include too much, equating it with 
the civil service or bureaucracy seems to include too little. The civil service (and let us include 
municipal officials here for the sake of argument) is a group of persons. We think that the concept 
public administration should cover much more than this. Public administration is not only about a 
group of persons but about their tasks and functions in serving governments and communities. 
Traditionally Public Administration has included policy studies – the “implementation, evaluation and 
modification of government policy” mentioned by Fox and Meyer in their exposition of the term. When 
we refer to the tasks and functions of public administration, we immediately include the environment 
in which these tasks and functions are to be executed. For the practising public administrator, 
understanding the issues in his environment  and  his  clients  is  just  as  important  as understanding 
his own job. The South African government issued a White Paper on  public service delivery in 1997 
with the striking title of Batho Pele, meaning People First. Based on this idea, we can say that to 
understand public administration, we must first understand the needs of  the clients concerned and 
only then understand the  characteristics  of  the  executors.  If  we  should limit the concept to the 
people involved on the delivery side, the subject Public Administration runs the danger of being 
dissolved into subjects like Management and Industrial Psychology. When the Department of Public 
Administration at Unisa redesigned its curriculum in 1997, it specifically chose to include in its courses 
policy issues from different fields of public administration, for example protection services and welfare 
services. 

 
The fourth aspect noted by the source we are discussing is government officials “who make non-
routine decisions setting standards of execution to subordinates”, as stated earlier. The denotation of 
this interpretation of public administration is also too limited. Public administration as understood by 
the South African Constitution is not limited to the management level, if we may call  it that. This 
interpretation runs the danger of being elitist and can again be associated with an approach that 
reduces the subject to management training for the higher echelons in the public sphere. A 
disadvantage of giving too much weight to management in our understanding of public administration 
is that if we should base our curriculum on such a view of the field, it will not only marginalise non-
managers in the public sphere (like policy design specialists who have senior positions but no 
subordinates), but also people outside the field of public administration. We are thinking here of 
people in the private sector who need Public Administration because their companies (for instance) 
depend on public sector contracts, or scholars from other disciplines, for example political scientists, 
sociologists, historians and economists. 

 
In the light of the above we must see whether we can improve on the suggested interpretations of 
public administration. Our definition follows immediately. 

 
4.3 OUR DEFINITION 

 
Our definition reads: public administration is the (1) non-political executive (2) functions of the (3) 
state. Therefore, Public Administration is the science of the non-political executive functions of the 
state. 
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ACTIVITY 4.3 

See if you can determine how we have lead up to this definition by critically analysing  the  discussion 
of  the concept by Fox and Meyer  in the previous section. You should find at  least four points of 
criticism in our discussion that can count as reasons for the definition we have formulated here. 

 

 

We would like to comment on the elements of the definiens of our definition, starting with (3). A 
person’s view of the state will inform, if not determine, their view of public administration, and therefore 
Public Administration. People’s view of the state is very rarely  neutral.  Rather,  it  is usually 
ideological***. There are various conflicting ideologies regarding the nature of the state. The most 
basic opposition would be between those whose espouse a strong state and those who espouse a 
weak state. The terms “strong” and “weak” may seem bland, but each packs a  formidable ideological 
punch. Supporters of the strong  state  would  include  socialists  and  religious fundamentalists – the 
latter only if the state is a theocratic one, of course. Both socialists and religious fundamentalists 
would approve of the state involving itself in areas that liberals (as supporters of a weak state) would 
see as falling outside the rightful sphere of influence of the state. Socialists believe in a strong 
presence of the state in the economy of a  country,  and  some theocrats believe in a strong presence 
of the state in the home, that is, in moral issues like sexual relations and alcohol. These examples 
illustrate that our definition will be interpreted differently by different ideologies. A strong state makes 
for a large public administration component in national  life, while a weak state makes for a lesser 
share of public administration in, say, the national economy. In contrast to previous centuries, public 
administration takes up a huge slice of national life, even in states dominated by liberal ideas – hence 
the concept administrative state. (An interesting phenomenon that I have observed, but not tested in 
any scientific way, is that even  public administrationists of right-wing inclination support a strong state 
because they have a professional interest in the ideological view that people’s welfare and happiness 
depend on the provision of public services.) A true-blooded liberal regards the administrative state 
with its massive investment in social programmes like education as a less than ideal situation and 
would limit the  role of the state to judicial and protection functions. 

 
 

Ideology 
 
“Ideology,  a comprehensive system  of  concepts and beliefs, often political in nature, held by a 
group or an individual. ... The modern concept of ideology originated in the writings of Karl Marx, 
who believed that ideologies were false systems of political, social, and moral concepts invented 
and preserved by ruling classes out of self-interest. According to Marx, religious hierarchies, for 
example, perpetuate systems of faith that at bottom protect the economic well-being of those in 
power. ... Following Marx, proponents of a particular socio-political system felt free to dismiss 
arguments offered by opponents as ideologically based, that is, false because  they reflect only the 
ideological biases of the opponent and not the true state of affairs.” 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 
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Working backwards in our definiens, we now come to (2): the move to define public administration   in 
terms of functions (and not activities, institutions, policies or persons as some other definitions would 
have it). This is simply an attempt to throw out the net as wide as possible. The execution of  a function 
(for example pertaining to health, education or defence) implies activities, institutions and persons, 
and in practice usually also involves policies. There is also a close connection between function and 
task, so that our definition of public administration could even include those things that a state should 
do, but is not doing yet. This would be desirable from the point of view of including  the needs of the 
public in the sphere of investigation of Public  Administration. 

 

ACTIVITY 4.4 (Difficult!) 
 
READ again RPA Reflection 1. 

 
Explain why the words “public administration” in our definition cannot be separated semantically (that 
is, treated as two different things in terms of meaning). 

 

 
Now we come to (1): the distinction between administration and politics***. This is one of the most 
disputed issues in  Public  Administration. In the USA  the  distinction  was readily accepted around a 
century ago. Then it fell into disfavour and some forms of it were disparagingly called the “politics-
administration dichotomy”. 

 
 

 

To understand the issue, we think that one must distinguish between questions of is and ought, that 
is, between factual  questions  on  the  one  hand  and normative questions  (about  what should  be) 
on the other. There is no denying that senior officials in fact play an important role in policy formulation. 
Policy can  be  very technical,  and governments are dependent  on their officials for  the formulation 
of policies and even legislation. In practice, therefore, there is often little separation between a 
government and its officials when policy is made. At the same time, there is no denying that 
democracy requires that only elected persons rule or govern. Democracy requires that elected 
governments be primarily accountable for policies and their implementation. It is unfair to hold 
appointed officials directly accountable to the public, because they are required by law to carry out 
government policies loyally. They are accountable to the public via their political head. (Some pleas 
for citizen participation and accountable government might really be pleas for bypassing the normal 
democratic process. When a bureaucracy gets too powerful, it does not make sense to increase its 
authority by pretending that it answers directly to the citizenry. When a bureaucracy gets too powerful 
it should be controlled by the government.) So, in the sense that politicians should always carry the 
final responsibility, there ought to be a separation between administration and politics. 

Politics 
 
In this guide politics is lawful competition for power. (The advantage of this definition is that it covers 
all levels: from international politics to office politics.) The generally accepted definition of politics, 
attributed to David Easton, as the authoritative allocation of values (Gabriel, 2013)  is much too 
innocent. It  misses  the heart of politics, namely the struggle for power. Actually,  Easton defines 
the political system as that system responsible for the authoritative allocation of values, which is a 
little different. The system that Easton describes involves politics as well as public administration in 
the sense that we use the terms here. 
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Other considerations exist. Public administrators (by our definition) should not meddle in politics 
because they owe allegiance to all the citizens and  not  only  to  the  political  party  that  is currently 
in power (government of the day). All taxpayers contribute to the salaries of officials and therefore it 
is unjust to use officials in political power games. The pressures on senior officials to become involved 
in party politics are tremendous. In this context it is the politicians that should be controlled and kept 
to the provisions of democratic constitutions. Politicians all over the world are already using public 
programmes to buy votes – hence the administrative state. Using their public service officials in party 
politics on top of that fundamentally undermines the democratic system. 

 
Nevertheless, the fact remains that all specific instances of public administration will not be  politically 
neutral – public servants must (after all) submit to the authority of a specific executive. They, in turn, 
will have their own interests and histories. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 4.5 
 
The word “non-political” occurs in our definition of public administration. The reasons for its  inclusion 
in the definition have been argued above. Read the discussion again and explain why we say that 
definition may involve normative or even moral considerations. 

 

ACTIVITY 4.6 
 
CHECK RPA p 253 and p 258 (the references in the index to public administration, definition). 
Critically evaluate the definition of public administration offered in this study unit and see whether you 
can come up with something better. Do you, for instance, agree with the exclusion of non- 
governmental and community-based organisations (NGOs and CBOs) from our field  of  study? Quite 
a few academics disagree with us on this point. 

 
Write 15 lines on this topic. 

 

 

ACTIVITY 4.7 
 
Would you say that university administration is part of public administration? (Of course, the answer 
may differ from country to country.) For instance, would you recommend the study of Public 
Administration to somebody who plans a career in university administration (for example at Unisa or 
another university)? Write 15 lines on this topic. 
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STUDY UNIT 5 
SCIENCE 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this study unit, including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• provide a definition of science 
• provide an exposition of the elements of our definition of science 
• explain the unique way “discipline” is used in this guide 
• explain what Positivism is 
• give an account of the branches of science 
• discuss the basis of differentiation between sciences 
• explain what Mouton means by “epistemic imperative” 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• scientific 
• discovery 
• special sciences 
• natural sciences 
• human sciences 

 
 
5.1 WHAT SCIENCE IS 

 
READ RPA Reflection 6. 

 
In the previous study unit (section 4.3) we defined Public Administration as a particular science. We 
now define science in general as 

 
(1) a critical tradition that strives to 
(2) find, 
(3) systematise and 
(4) share 
(5) new knowledge and insight about 
(6) things that are not obvious. 

 
Therefore, Public Administration is that part of science  that  strives  to  find,  systematise  and  share 
new knowledge and insight about factors regarding the  non-political executive  functions of the state 
that are not immediately apparent. 

 
Science has been a most important theme of Western culture over the last 400 years. During the last 
century the combination of science and technology changed all continents (and public administration 
for that matter) in a radical way. Some strands in the reflection on science  during  the past four 
centuries are the following: 
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• the epistemology of science – that is, how scientific knowledge may be possible 
• the theology of science – that is, whether science supports  or  destroys  faith (eg  Hanby 

2013) 
• the economics of science – that is, how science empowers people and creates wealth 
• the history of science – that is, how science develops and is influenced by its historical 

situation 
• the sociology of science – that is, investigating scientists as a community and the influence of 

science on society (eg Latour 1987) 
 
This means that you will find hundreds of books written on science and hundreds of thousands, if not 
millions, of books and publications in the various branches of science. Our discussion in this study 
unit  and the  next  is limited to issues that  will  help gather  knowledge  and insight about   our 
subject, Public Administration, as a science. 

 
5.2 THE ELEMENTS OF OUR DEFINITION OF SCIENCE 

 
We will now discuss the elements of our definition one by one. 

 

(1) A critical tradition 
 
In saying that science is a tradition, we underline the human and historical aspects of science. Science 
is not a machine or a technique. It is open-ended. The outcomes of science are uncertain. There is 
no algorithm*** for discovery. We cannot say where any specific science or, for that matter, any 
specific piece of research will lead. As a tradition, science has a past, a present and (as far as we can 
see) a future. As a tradition, it belongs to people who  share norms  and  commitments.   The  ubuntu  
formula  also  applies  here:  a  scientist  is  a  scientist through other scientists. 

 
As in many a tradition, loyalty to shared values and respect  for  certain  accomplishments  are found 
among the practitioners. However, this is an anti-authoritarian (critical) tradition. That may sound 
paradoxical, but it is so. The members of this tradition interact through mutual criticism – ideally 
directed at ideas and results, and not at persons. To go back to Popper (unit 2, section  2.3.2): 
everything  in  science  is  up  for  refutation  in  the  long  run.  This  point  is discussed  again in unit 
7, section 7.3. 

 
In making a study of Public Administration as a subject, we must therefore give  attention  to historical 
and social aspects of the subject. This will receive attention in the study units that follow. Science is 
a tradition into which one is not born. A person is admitted on the grounds of work and ability. The 
word “discipline” looms large in the endeavour of science. Class, colour, creed and ethnicity are not 
relevant as criteria. That is why one should not regard science as a Western enterprise. Even if it did 
start in the West, which is not certain, the tradition has long since spread worldwide. The tradition as 
we know it  probably  goes  back  to  the  Greeks  who  lived  round  about 600 BC on little islands off 
the coast of what is today Turkey, and to their compatriots in Sicily, called Pythagoreans, a generation 
later. Wolpert (1993:35) writes: “The peculiar nature of science is responsible for the fact that, unlike 
technology or religion, science originated only once in history, in Greece.” However, it is not unlikely 
that these first scientists or proto-scientists learned from the older cultures of Egypt, Mesopotamia 
and India. There is further no reason to exclude the possibility that, say, Africa will play a significant 
part in the future of the tradition. 
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(2) Striving to find 
 
The impulse to discover relates to points (2) to (5) of our definition (“to find, systematise and share 
new knowledge”). Discovery is an important goal in science. The ambition to come up first with,   say, 
a theory dating an ancient text or explaining the life cycle of bureaucracies or a cure for HIV/Aids or 
some new mathematical proof drives many scientists. The history of science contains many disputes 
about “who got there first”. That is why creativity and original thinking are so important in the tradition. 
There is no Nobel Prize in science  for  lack  of originality. In many  teaching contexts – including 
Public Administration – the encouragement of unbridled rote learning can be regarded as treachery 
towards the tradition. 

 
However, many disciplines are difficult and highly technical. In these disciplines the initiate or novice 
must first pass through a phase where she must think as she is taught, and only later give  vent      to 
her individuality as a fully trained researcher. Here, rote learning has its place. 

 
Public Administration is different in that every student has to do with public administration in the 
administrative state on a regular basis. Science is focused on new knowledge and insight. It is often 
said that science moves from wonder to discovery. However, it is very natural to think of science    as 
a systematic overview of a specific slice of reality, sometimes called a “phenomenon”, as in “the 
phenomenon public administration”. For the lay person, it is natural to think that working through a 
handbook in, say, Public Administration would give a valid if cursory overview of the nature of public 
administration as a phenomenon. Authors of handbooks may even believe this themselves, and some 
may encourage the perception. In this view, science is seen as a product – something like a container 
steadily being filled with knowledge. This myth is a manifestation of what we call Positivism*** in the 
Philosophy of Science. This is further from the truth than you could ever  imagine. If this were true, 
research in any mature science would consist in filling in the detail in the gaps in knowledge. The 
history of science, especially as uncovered by the famous Thomas Kuhn (1970), shows a different 
picture. The accumulation of knowledge is not a gradual and systematic process but haphazard and 
sometimes turbulent – Kuhn talks of scientific revolutions resulting from paradigm shifts. Perhaps he 
has overstated his case. What he has shown us (and we should take it seriously) is the fact that the 
handbooks that appear so systematic are really mere collections of instances where a specific science 
has achieved success. Let us phrase that  differently.  Handbooks generally do not cover a field or 
subject in a systematic way. Instead they present its existing known successes as systematically as 
possible. (Have you seen a Public Administration textbook that devotes several chapters to the 
“failures” of the subject – those things that we want to know but have not yet established?) 

Algorithm 
 
In general, any method that will solve a problem in a finite number of prescribed steps. “In 
mathematics, a method of solving a problem by repeatedly using a simpler computational method.  
A  basic  example  is  the  process  of  long  division  in  arithmetic.  The  term   algorithm is now 
applied to many kinds of  problem  solving  that  employ  a  mechanical sequence of steps, as in 
setting up a computer program. The sequence may be displayed in the form of a flow chart in order 
to make it easier to follow.” 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 
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The contents of textbooks are the results of successful research that once was new and exciting – 
not that we would necessarily notice it in textbooks that were compiled from other textbooks that were 
compiled from other textbooks ... According to Kuhn, after a successful scientific revolution the 
dominant handbooks in the field will address topics that are quite different from the ones that were 
current before the revolution. With the new approach the agenda changes. We will return to this topic 
in study units 8, 9 and 10. 

 

 
(3) Striving to systematise 

 
The comments above on the ad hoc accumulation of knowledge should not make you think that 
science is not systematic. It is systematic but not in the positivistic full-coverage sense. Science is 
systematic in the sense that the knowledge that it does have is organised in a systematic way – 
usually in theories such as the ones that  we  referred  to  in  section  2.3.2  of  unit  2.  The  elements 
of a theory are connected to one another so that the truth or falsity or the probabilities of propositions 
are dependent on each other. In an epistemic system, the fact that I believe one proposition leads to 
my belief in related propositions, and so on. That makes it a system. One element of a theory is a 
reason for believing some others. This is also denoted by the idea that science is rational. If I, for 
example, believe a generalisation that all politicians are power maximisers, it  will  enable  me  to  
explain  certain  things  and  expect  (predict)  certain things. In  a well-worked theory, assumptions, 
observations, hypotheses, explanations and predictions cohere or hang together in a plausible way. 
Science is systematic in the sense of coherence, not in the sense of full coverage. 

 
Philosophers who have written about science have paid much attention to the fact that scientific 
knowledge is supposed to be “justified”, “ratified”, “validated”, “verified”, “corroborated” or whatever 
term you choose to indicate that scientific statements are supported by good reasons or proof. We do 
not really give attention to this issue simply because this kind of activity is not what makes science 
science. The requirements for this kind of mutual support between propositions also exist in other 
fields like jurisprudence and business. Much of science is also taken up by things that we cannot 
prove, like values, assumptions and hunches. The most interesting kind of mutual support in science 
probably has to do with the way theories explain facts. Due to your limited time, we will not discuss 
this here. 

Positivism 
 
The view that: 

 
(1) empirical science provides a reliable picture of reality provided that nonfactual elements are 

barred, and the rules of logic are followed, and that 
 
(2) for every element of science a corresponding element of reality exists. 

 
Positivists believe that science is cumulative. In other words they believe that every new 
knowledge item is simply added to the rest, making it ever more complete. 

 
(Ensure that  you  understand this  concept. It  is  an essential concept for  this  module.) CHECK 
RPA p 258 (the references in the index to Positivism). 
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CHECK RPA p 259: the references in the index to rationality. 
 

(4) Striving to share 
 

From an economic point of view science is interesting in that scientists give away their knowledge as 
soon as possible in the form of publication or teaching. The point of research is to share it. How will 
they know that I was the first, if I do not make my discovery known? This again underlines the fact 
that science takes place as a collective or communal enterprise. Although technology is also 
knowledge based, technological discoveries are usually protected by copyright and not shared but 
sold. 

 
(5) New knowledge and insight 

 
We have already dealt with the fact that science strives for originality and creativity, that the scientist 
is a show-off, in a manner of speaking. We also stated that science does not provide  full  knowledge 
coverage of anything but rather a selection of past successes in the pursuit of knowledge. Scientific 
subjects have objects: the weather, education, politics, the human body, history, public administration 
... .The truth is that  many  facts  about  the  weather,  education,  public administration and so forth 
are obvious, trivial or bland – and, as Bob Dylan sang, “You don't need a weatherman to tell which 
way the wind blows”. To take an extreme example, it is not for Public Administration as a science to 
compile and publish a telephone directory of all senior public officials, although such a directory would 
be very useful. 

 
(6) About things that are not obvious 

 
The question arises what kinds of things science is after. The answer is: things that are not obvious 
– that is, either explanations about things that are hard to understand or that are wrongly  understood 
by the non-scientific public, or, on the other hand, facts that are hard to describe or hard to come by. 
Another term for “hard to understand” is “counter-intuitive”. Science definitely is often counter-intuitive 
(Wolpert 1993:xi). That is why science is not easy. It is difficult per definition because it strives to 
uncover things that we would not understand or know about in the normal course of events. Please 
take note of the title of the book by Wolpert to which we  refer  in  this  study unit – The unnatural 
nature of science (1993). The telephone directory is an example of knowledge that is epistemologically 
trivial and not part of science, although it meets many characteristics attributed to and required of 
science in the positivistic tradition. Most of the facts in the telephone directory are true. This 
information is also objective, validated and systematic (the system being the alphabet). 

 
 

ACTIVITY 5.1 
 

Read this section again and reflect on its contents. Then write notes on the difference between 
science and other epistemic formations like (1) technology, (2) faith, (3) ideology and (4) common 
sense or everyday knowledge. 
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5.3 THE DIMENSIONS OF SCIENCE 
 
In the previous section we have discussed the things that make science a unique tradition. Let us now 
describe this tradition a little further and reflect on what distinguishes the different sciences (called 
special sciences) from each other. 

 
The obvious answer, in line with positivist assumptions, is that the special sciences differ from each 
other as to their objects or fields, that is, the phenomena that they investigate and the knowledge that 
they produce. However, this is only part of the answer. A little reflection shows that different sciences 
investigate the same things. Chemistry and Physics both investigate physical things; Linguistics and 
Theory of Literature both have language as their object of research; History and Anthropology both 
investigate human beings and their past; Sociology and Public Administration both investigate 
bureaucracies (among other things); Political Science and Public Administration both investigate 
policy; and Economics and Public Administration share the field of public finance. Therefore, object 
alone will not explain the existence of different special sciences: four other dimensions should be 
added. 

 
Sciences are distinct from one another in terms of at least five dimensions: 

 
(1) object or field of investigation (the obvious one referred to above) 
(2) practice – that is, how the scientists go about their epistemic business (which includes 

disciplines, methods and evaluation criteria) 
(3) community – that is, how scientists group together in various social formations 
(4) material conditions, such as assets, books and journals, and appointments (posts) 
(5) history, because a science that stagnates dies, and new combinations and patterns of the 

previous four dimensions form all the time 
 

5.4 THE CONCEPT DISCIPLINE 
 
You might have noticed that we speak of  Public  Administration  as  a “subject”  and  avoid the  term 
“discipline”, which is generally used. That is because we want to use the word “discipline” in a 
specialised sense in this module. The meaning we have in mind for “discipline” is not that of 
punishment and correction. Rather, it is related to the meaning of training which falls within the 
semantic field denoted by such terms as “conduct”, “habit”, “method”, “order” and “regimen”. The word 
“regimen” comes from medical discourse and is a good metaphor for what we have in mind. Collins 
English dictionary (2014) indicates one of its meanings as “a systematic way  of  life  or course of 
therapy, often including exercise and a recommended diet”. It also means “administration or rule” 
(which is beside the point, but interesting). 

 

Discipline 
 
A group of scientific capabilities, methods (including technologies) and evaluation criteria 
clustered together in practice and mastered through intensive training. 

 
A discipline is very much an art and a trade. 
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We postulate seven scientific disciplines in the human sciences: 
 
(1) historiography 
(2) biological investigation 
(3) empirical social science 
(4) individual psychology 
(5) hermeneutics 
(6) philosophy 
(7) formalistics*** 

 
Before we start discussing these disciplines, we would like to point out that the various methods  and 
methodologies (yes, there is a difference between the two) that we use in Public Administration are 
part and parcel of the different disciplines. The second guide for this  module deals  explicitly with 
method.  As  you  work  through  that  guide,  remember  to  reflect on  this section again. 

 
These seven disciplines are applicable to the whole range of human and social phenomena, although 
some of them might not be used all that often, for instance biological investigation. They are used to 
discover knowledge and insight that cannot be prised from obscurity by common sense or blind belief. 
To acquire proficiency in a discipline one must submit to the discipline of that discipline.  Each  
discipline  has  its   own  standards   of   excellence,   rules   and  canons.  They are acquired through 
a process akin to an apprenticeship whereby one follows the example  of  those that are already 
proficient. That is one reason why examples of successful research are included in textbooks. Before 
someone can be described as a scientist, she must be proficient in  the practice of at least one of the 
disciplines. 

 

 
We now discuss the various disciplines one by one. 

 
(1) Historiography. This is the family of skills that a historian needs to ply  his  trade.  This  involves 

gathering material from the past, evaluating or criticising the material, and presenting the facts 
and conclusions regarding the chosen topic. In Public Administration, historiography is often 
used in case studies or in an attempt to understand the nature of a specific institution. Historians 
sometimes use narrative methods. Refer to Reflection 11 of your prescribed book (RPA). 

(2) Biological investigation. One can investigate persons and groups  through  biological categories. 
Unlikely as it seems, there is a book in the Unisa library (White & Losco 1986) that approaches 
Public Administration from a biological point of view. 

(3) Empirical social science. The empirical methods of social science are so dominant that they 
hardly need an introduction. Many researchers pursue social science methods in Public 
Administration when they do surveys and process the results by means of statistical techniques. 
Some researchers of positivistic bent equate these methods with being scientific. Some  books  
on  methodology,  for  example  the  widely  used  book  by  Leedy (1993), deal 

Formalistics 
 
A term coined in this guide. Formalistics is the art of understanding, applying, manipulating and 
creating artificial or non-natural symbol systems and languages. The best known are the systems of 
arithmetic and geometry that enable us to discuss numbers and spatial relations. (The natural 
languages are spoken by adults and children and are acquired from infancy; for example, isiZulu, 
English, Mandarin, Sesotho, Afrikaans.) 
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with the human sciences as if this discipline was the only one with which to approach them. The 
empirical social science methods are discussed  extensively  in  your  second  study  guide for 
this module. 

(4) Individual psychology. Psychologists have developed a  cluster  of  scientific  proficiencies  with 
the aid of which one can gain knowledge and understanding of individuals through studying their 
minds and their behaviour. Many motivation theories one finds in Public Administration's sub-
discipline of Human Resource Management were developed by the application of this discipline. 
Understanding persons is of great use to Public Administration. 

(5) Hermeneutics. This refers to the discipline of interpreting texts, where the last word is 
understood in its widest sense. (You might like to refer to Reflection 12 by De Beer in your 
prescribed book: RPA p 207.) Although this is a discipline that may have originated in Theology, 
it is very useful to Public Administration. The other field that hermeneutics was associated with 
early on is Law, specifically as far as the interpretation of statutes is concerned. The 
interpretation of statutes and  policy  documents  are  very  important  in  public administration 
and in many Public Administration research projects. 

 
ACTIVITY 5.2 

 
Page through any of your second-year guides. Does the author refer to legislation and policy 
documents like white papers regularly, seldom or never? 

 

 
(6) Philosophy. You are well acquainted with philosophy through this guide, not only because of 

activities like activity 3.2 and your reading in the textbook, but because the whole guide up to 
now has been philosophical. There is no special science that does not require some degree of 
philosophy. Philosophical skills are found in many forms in the special sciences, for instance   in 
conceptual analysis and definition or in the critique of assumptions. I hope that you are 
convinced by your reading in this module that, for example, definition requires philosophical 
abilities. As for assumptions, for every science we can probably recognise or construct 
fundamental assumptions that are used as points of departure for practitioners but cannot be 
proven in that science. It is the task of philosophy to deal critically with those assumptions. Every 
true scientist has something of a philosopher in her. The opinion has been expressed that 
university education is philosophical in nature. Therefore, it is plausible to say that philosophy 
as a discipline should be active in the human sciences. It is interesting that the highest degree 
awarded by a university is referred to more and more as a PhD – the abbreviation of Philosophiae 
Doctor. 

 
(7) Formalistics. Science very often builds symbolic structures to arrive  at  knowledge  and  insight 

into things that are not immediately obvious. These symbolic structures use formal, geometrical 
and pictorial languages and not the languages that we speak. They form models of reality. 
Mathematics and Statistics play the major role in these endeavours. Although we associate 
formalistics more with the natural sciences and Economics, we also find formal representation 
in Public Administration. Flow diagrams and organograms are typical applications of the 
discipline of formalistics in Public Administration. 
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ACTIVITY 5.3 
 

Rank the seven disciplines above in their importance to Public Administration as you see it. You  may 
rank some as equally important or unimportant. 

 

We now discuss the way special sciences are different from one another in terms of the operation of 
the seven disciplines referred to above. 

 
A specific subject is characterised by the combination and intensity of the disciplines applied in that 
subject. Clinical Psychology would, for instance, require a significant contribution from biological 
investigation, whereas in Public Administration the input of that discipline is more of a curiosity. 
Linguistics is distinguished from Theory of Literature by the greater part played by formalistics. When 
Economics and Public Administration deal with public finance, for example, Economics will   be much 
more formal and Public Administration much more hermeneutical. Economists love  to  draw graphs 
and Public Administrationists prefer focusing on the meaning of the regulatory environment. We have 
said that any special science is characterised by a unique pattern of the five dimensions mentioned 
above (object, practice, community, things and time). However, even the two dimensional (object and 
practice) picture below could show much of the uniqueness of Public Administration if we quantify the 
contribution the various disciplines should make to Public Administration on a scale of 0 to 5. The 
figures are a personal value judgement. The rather light- hearted matrix of table 5.1 depicts only the 
first two dimensions and purports  to  show  other subjects as well. The horizontal rows represent 
different objects in social life researched in science and the columns represent the seven disciplines, 
which we number as above. 

 
Table 5.1: Contribution of disciplines to studied objects 

 

DISCIPLINE (1) 
History 

(2) 
Biology 

(3) 
Empirical 

social 
science 

(4) 
Individual 

psychology 

(5) 
Hermeneutics 

(6) 
Philosophy 

(7) 
Formalistics 

Object of study        

economy 2 0 2 1 1 3 4 

politics 3 0 4 1 2 3 1 
management 3 0 4 2 1 3 2 
Public 
administration 

2 0 3 1 3 3 2 

sex 1 4 3 3 1 3 1 

sport 1 4 3 4 1 2 1 
et cetera x x x x x x x 

 
The purpose of using table 5.1 is just to illustrate the idea of a subject profile in terms of disciplines. 
The values that are actually entered should not be taken seriously. What should be taken seriously is 
the point that all depicted subjects are interdisciplinary in the sense that we understand the concept 
of discipline. 
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ACTIVITY 5.4 
 
See if you agree with the values that  appear  in  the  cells  of  the  public  administration row of table 
5.1 based on your studies up to now. 

 

Even in the more orthodox sense, where “discipline” is used for denoting a subject, Public 
Administration is “interdisciplinary” to a high degree. That is the point of your recommended book   by 
JCN Raadschelders, Public administration: the interdisciplinary study of government, to which we 
have referred before. Contemporary governments involve themselves in nearly all spheres of society: 
from education to forestry, from basic research to war, from the prevention of disease to the prevention 
of crime, from the promotion of small business to the promotion of subjects like international 
adventures, the promotion of specific ideologies or religions, and (as in South Africa) broad social 
goals like transformation, national reconciliation and democratisation. This means that all the subjects 
that deal with the different phenomena mentioned here plus most of the profession and occupations 
in society are in some way applied in public administration. Against this background, the practitioners 
of Public Administration have to make the difficult choice whether to involve themselves in the 
concrete foci of public administration or whether to remain on the general or generic level. At that level 
they investigate universal things like management, policy and bureaucracy, rather than issues like the 
provision of education, equity in welfare payments and the specifics of budgets. In the light of this 
there is often talk of an identity crisis  in  Public  Administration (Rutgers 1998). We return to this topic 
later. In the meantime, look at activity 5.5. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 5.5 
 
Should Public Administration education focus on  concrete current  issues  or should it focus on    the 
more universal or generic aspects of public administration such as the six generic processes (see 
RPA p 47 and index)? What are the relative advantages and disadvantages of the two approaches? 

 
See if you can write half a page on this. 

 

 
5.5 THE BRANCHES OF SCIENCE (A TAXONOMY) 

 
In the previous section we introduced a device in table 5.1 that can probably show the uniqueness of 
different subjects in the human sciences. Our conclusion was that a subject like Public Administration 
is not only unique in its object, public administration, but also in the way that different disciplines 
should and do play a role in the subject. After all, Public Administration shares topics  with subjects 
like Politics, Development Studies, Industrial Psychology, Management (Business Management) and 
Economics. 
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Let us look at a related issue at the level of science as a whole. Just as subjects differ in discipline 
and methodology in the human sciences, whole groups of subjects differ from one another as well. 
For those of us who are not hard positivists it goes without saying that the human sciences differ from 
the natural sciences. In the light of this and in an attempt to understand Public Administration better 
in terms of its wider scientific environment, let us take a cursory look at the branches of the tree of 
science. 

 
5.5.1 Formal sciences 

 
The formal sciences are Logic, Mathematics, Informatics and parts of Linguistics and Musicology. 
They study the formation of symbolic systems and the characteristics of formal relations. If Philosophy 
were a science, it probably would have landed here. Their discipline is formalistics. 

 
5.5.2 Quantitative sciences 

 
These include Statistics, parts of Economics, Quantitative Management (Operations Research), 
Accounting and parts of Engineering. These sciences apply knowledge of quantities to problems in 
all spheres of life. 

 
5.5.3 Natural sciences 

 
These branch into physical sciences like Physics, Chemistry and Geology and life sciences like 
Biology. There are many applied natural sciences like the various subjects of Medicine, Electronic 
Engineering, Civil Engineering and many more. 

 
5.5.4 Human sciences 

 
The human sciences branch into the social sciences and the cultural sciences (Geisteswissen- 
schaften), although they are inextricably entwined in certain areas. 

 
(1) The social sciences are parts of Sociology, Psychology, Management and related sciences 

dealing with the empirical investigation of the human world. The dominant disciplines are 
empirical social science and individual psychology. 

 
(2) The cultural sciences deal with meaning and include History, Law, Theology, Anthropology and 

Literature. The dominant disciplines are historiography and hermeneutics 

 
5.5.5 Mixed sciences 

 
Geography, Archaeology and Architecture are three sciences that deal equally with the natural 
and human worlds. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 5.6 
 

Where would you place Public Administration in the above taxonomy? 

Write 15 lines on the reasons for your choice. 
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5.6 KNOWLEDGE IN THE HUMAN SCIENCES 
 
You will create the study material for this section by doing the activities after  reading  the  
prescribed reflection. 

 
READ RPA Reflection 6 by J Mouton. 

 

ACTIVITY 5.7 
 
Describe Mouton’s idea of an epistemic imperative in about 20 lines. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 5.8 
 
Do you agree with the thesis that all knowledge has an inescapable political bias (Jansen)? Give 
reasons for your view. 

 
Does this mean that objectivity is impossible in the human sciences? Write a two-page essay on 
these questions. 

 

ACTIVITY 5.9 
 
Do you agree that the social world is so complex that no objective and valid research is ever 
possible? 

 
Write 200 words on this question. 

 

 

ACTIVITY 5.10 
 
Try to identify at least five meanings of “objective” as this notion is applied to a science such as 
Public Administration. 

 
(Hint: Reflection 6 in RPA by Mouton discusses this.) 

 
5.7 ADDITIONAL (NON-COMPULSORY) READING AND REFERENCES 

 
Collins English dictionary. 2014. Sv “regimen”. Available at: 

http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/regimen (as on 18 September 2014) 
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De Beer, CS. 2014. Reading texts and understanding meaning, in  Reflective Public 
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STUDY UNIT 6 
PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AS A SCIENCE 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this study unit, including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• provide an overview of Public Administration scholarship in Africa 
• write notes on Public Administration literature 
• explain the role of scientific journals in a subject such as Public Administration 
• name ten scholarly journals available in the Unisa library 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 

In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• African scholarship 
• SAAPAM 
• ASSADPAM 
• Public Administration literature 
• scientific journal 

 
Before working through this study unit you must read RPA Reflections 5 and 6: the contributions of 
Phago and Thani, and Schwella. 

 
6.1 THE DIMENSIONS OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

 
In study unit (section 5.3) we identified the following dimensions of science: object, practice, 
community, things (“assets”) and time. These various dimensions are discussed throughout this 
module. The object of our subject, namely public administration, was discussed in study  unit  4.  The 
second  guide  largely  discusses  the  practice  of  Public  Administration  in  terms  of  research. In 
study units 9  and  10  the  historical  time  dimension  will  be  dealt  with.  In this unit, we will offer 
some facts on  the social  and material    dimensions of Public Administration. 

 
6.2 SOME SOCIAL FORMATIONS OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

 
The social aspect of Public Administration manifests itself on local, national and international levels. 
Probably the simplest form of such a formation is an academic department or school of Public 
Administration, like the one we have at Unisa, consisting of personnel (mostly academics) and 
students. These social formations carry and constitute  the  subject.  In  the  prescribed reading  such 
formations on national and continental scale are identified. 

 
At the national level countries have professional and academic societies. These societies cater     for 
either academics or practitioners or both. The South African Institute for Public Administration closed 
its doors after 35 years on 31 March 1999. In this time its journal SAIPA published many contributions 
by academics and public administration practitioners. The death of SAIPA can be ascribed to the 
changing power relationships in South Africa in the 1990s. The South African Institute  for  Public  
Administration  was   replaced  by  the  South  African  Association  of     Public Administration and 
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Management (SAAPAM), which is discussed by Phago and Thani in your prescribed reading. Full 
particulars can be found online at http://saapam.co.za. 

 
The best known international organisations are situated in Brussels. They are the International 
Institute for the Administrative Sciences, which is a professionally oriented formation, and the 
International Association of Schools and Institutes of Administration, which  has  an  academic  focus. 

 
6.3 PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION LITERATURE 

 
The literature in a science is as much part  of  the  subject  as  the  people  and the knowledge  itself. 
It consists of books, journals, Internet sites, conference proceedings, theses, study material and other 
occasional publications like pamphlets. The literature contains information on the findings and 
methods of Public Administration. 

 
An overview from an American perspective of books in  Public  Administration  is  found  in  McCurdy 
(1986). It may  be a little dated,  but his discussion of  1 200 books in 33 categories     gives one a 
good bird’s eye view of the subject. 

 
From a scientific point of view, the literature in scientific and/or scholarly journals is traditionally 
regarded as more important than the literature in other forms like books. Many of the most famous 
results in science were first published in journals, for example Einstein’s special  and general theories 
of relativity. In Public Administration the best known example is perhaps the article by Woodrow 
Wilson published in the Political Science Quarterly of June 1887, “The study of administration” (Wilson 
1887). In the USA this article signalled the start of Public Administration as an academic subject. 
Publication in journals is an ideal way for a scientist to make new discoveries known and establish his 
or her precedence over other scientists. (See unit  5,  section  5.2.)  Journals are often directed at a 
very special audience, and the scientist can therefore be  as technical as she likes in the publication 
of  research results.  Most recognised scientific journals  have an international editorial board and 
apply a system of peer review by means of blind  refereeing to screen submitted articles. This system 
involves every submission being evaluated by  at least two experts in the field who do not know the 
identity of the author. Publication in books is different. Although there may also be a system of peer 
evaluation by reputable publishers, decisions on the publication of books are mainly commercial. At 
many universities all over the world, the number of publications in scientific and scholarly journals has 
been regarded as a good measure of the performance of lecturers. 

 
As far as research in Public Administration is concerned (the topic of Study Guide 2), researchers 
make much use of official documents such as annual reports, White Papers and other policy 
documents produced by governments. These form a valuable source of information but are not part 
of the literature, as we have discussed it above, since their aim is not to contribute to science. They 
are also not subject to scientific peer review. 

 
ACTIVITY 6.1 

 
Refer to the definition of science given in unit 5, section 5.1, and relate the elements of  the  definition 
to our account of the publishing of scientific results above. Write 15 lines on the topic. 

http://saapam.co.za/
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Just for your information, we include the names of the Public Administration journals that the     
Unisa library currently holds: 

 
Administration Administration 
and Society Administratio Publica 
Administrative Science Quarterly 
American Review of Public Administration 
The Asian Journal of Public Administration 
Australian Journal of Public Administration 
Canadian Public Administration 
Charities 
Financial Accountability and Management in Governments, Public Services and 
Governance 
International Journal of Public Administration 
International Journal of Public Sector Management 
International Organization 
International Review of Administrative Sciences 
Journal of Legislative Studies 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 
Journal of Policy History 
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 
Journal of Public Budgeting, Accounting and Financial Management 
Journal of Public Policy 
Local Government Management 
Local Government Studies 
Organization 
Policy Studies 
Public Administration 
Public Administration and Development 
Public Administration Review 
Public Interest 
Public Management 
The Public Manager 
Public Money and Management 
Public Productivity and Management Review 
Public Sector 
Publius 
Review of Public Personnel Administration 
SAIPA 
State and Local Government Review 
Teaching  Public Administration 
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6.4 RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER SCIENCES 
 

Every subject stands in relationships with the other subjects that are also involved in the project of 
science. Development Administration, Business Management and Political Science can be  regarded 
as sister sciences of our subject. All four subjects share themes and approaches. The  work we do is 
also closely related to Administrative Law. One is sometimes asked to draw lines of division between 
the different subjects. Some practitioners of Public Administration are particularly anxious to find the 
identity of our subject. From an epistemic point  of  view, including the  knowledge needed by 
practitioners of public administration, this is not important. The differences between the subjects, in 
as far as they exist, can always be explicated in terms of the discussion of sections 5.4 and 5.3 in unit 
5. 

 
Public Administration as a subject will survive only if  it  is  open  to  the  influence  of  other  
subjects. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 6.2 
 

Think about the differences between Public Administration and some of the other subjects with 
which you are acquainted. In which dimension do you find the biggest difference? 

 
Try to do this one in your head. Do not write anything down. 

 

 

6.5 ADDITIONAL (NON-COMPULSORY) READING AND REFERENCES 
 

McCurdy, HE. 1986. Public  administration: a bibliographic guide to the literature. 
Public Administration and Public Policy series, 29. New York: Marcel Dekker. 

 
Uveges, JA (ed.). 1982. Public administration: history and theory in contemporary perspective. 

Annals of Public Administration series, 1. New York: Marcel Dekker. 
 

Wilson, W. 1887. The study of administration. Political Science Quarterly, 2 (June). 
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STUDY UNIT 7 
EDUCATING AND TRAINING PROFESSIONAL PUBLIC 
ADMINISTRATORS 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

After completing this study unit, including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• explain the nature of a learned profession 
• reflect on the question whether the occupation of a public servant should become  a  

profession 
• reflect on the role of science in professional training 
• analyse the problem of political correctness in Public Administration 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• profession 
• professional education 
• political correctness 

 
7.1 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A PROFESSION 

 
A very important class in society is the class of the so-called learned professionals. They render 
essential services to society but also claim substantial rewards. They are the doctors, lawyers, 
accountants, engineers and others of the same class. The public service employs many of these 
professionals. A question that has occurred is whether at least senior public officials should not also 
be regarded as professionals in the same sense as the doctors and their ilk – as was the profession 
of town clerk in the previous regime in South Africa. We need to consider this briefly, because if the 
occupation of a public servant should become a  true profession, training  would be required and such 
training ought for a large part to consist of Public Administration. 

 
A good brief definition of a profession is that of Mayhew (1971:1): “A profession consists of individuals 
with specialized knowledge obtained through intensive education that allows them to provide esoteric 
services in a near-monopoly fashion to a public that recognizes and accepts the utility of the 
monopoly”. We need to unpack this concept. What Mayhew has in mind is that an occupation is 
properly a profession when it renders a service to the client that the client cannot or should not perform 
for himself – that is why he uses the word “esoteric”. Usually because these services require 
knowledge and skills the clients do not possess because they have not undergone the intensive 
professional training. To take an extreme example: we cannot perform a back  operation on ourselves. 
Because of the esoteric nature of their services, some professionals organised themselves under the 
auspices of professional councils and were successful in obtaining statutory recognition. Depending 
on how you count, there are about two dozen such professions in South Africa. Some were even so 
fortunate as to  obtain  statutory protection and monopolies or work reservation. For example, only 
chartered accountants (CAs) are allowed by law to audit the books of listed companies. 
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When I employ someone who belongs to the true  professions,  that  person  is  not  simply  an agent 
who blindly carries out my wishes. I cannot instruct my doctor how to operate on me or my auditor 
how to fiddle my books. True professionals act as principals on the behalf of their clients. A principal 
is one authorised to decide on a course of action and who is responsible for the effects of such a 
course of action. In democracies, professionals are relatively autonomous in  their  relation   to the 
government because of  powers  and  responsibilities  given  to  them  by legislation. These are 
considerations to be kept in mind when you consider the desirability of creating a statutory profession 
for public servants. 

 
A professional person can also be defined negatively (by excluding specified attributes) – he or she 
is thus not one of the following (South Africa, Department of National Education 1988): 

• a lay person 
• an amateur 
• a fly-by-night 
• a bungler 
• an uncultured person 
• a selfish seller of services 

 
No doubt senior public servants are professional  in  the  sense  of  the  word  as  defined  negatively. 
However, it is an open question whether it would be a good thing if a public servant  were to become 
a statutory profession with all the powers, autonomy and exclusivity that usually goes with such 
recognition. 

 
 

ACTIVITY 7.1 
 
Do you think that the  occupation of  a public  servant should become a statutory profession so    that 
only registered professionals would be allowed to act as managers in public administration? 

 
Write one page on this topic. 

 

7.2 IS SCIENCE A NECESSARY CONDITION FOR PROFESSIONAL 
TRAINING? 

 
In this section, the value of scientific education at a university, specifically in Public Administration will 
be argued. We will focus on the personal attitudes, abilities, kills or capacities in the individual that 
are the result of her university education in Public Administration, rather than the contents  of the 
subject: that  is,  the  perspectives,  principles, facts and theories that are the contents, results  or 
product of the subject. We do not want to disparage these. They are indeed useful when resulting 
from good science. We must just remember that the insights of the human sciences (in particular) are 
not absolute. They are generally historical and provisional. Different paradigms or approaches bring 
different aspects to the fore. So, use the results of Public Administration, but do not think that they are 
the only possible insights into our object of investigation. 
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ACTIVITY 7.2 
 
Describe in summary form your ideal course of education for the public administration manager. 
Denote the institution(s), the duration  of the training,  the outcomes and the subjects and any    other 
factors that you would like to prescribe. 
You must give your own opinion. 

 

 

An interesting feature of the training for the learned professions is their insistence that this training 
should take place at university. The justification for this view is much weaker than it looks. Various 
good reasons exist for questioning such insistence. It might be argued that the major role that  training 
for the professions plays at universities is actually harmful for the university’s mission of promoting 
science and scholarship. That was the main point of the report quoted as a reference for this study 
unit (South Africa 1988). Furthermore,  professional training  should be  practical  rather than 
theoretical – we do not want a surgeon to be a theoretician, we want a person who knows how to make 
an incision and who is not afraid of blood. Theories are fine, but they should be  kept  in  their rightful 
place – and that is not the operation table. (Do you still remember our distinction between knowing 
how and knowing that in study unit 3?) The professions would like the rest of us   to believe that their 
practices are based on science. This cannot be right if we believe Popper (see eg section 2.3.2 of unit 
2; Popper 1972:223). If we accept Popper’s view of scientific theories as essentially falsifiable (and 
therefore probably false), we sit with  the  problem that  a profession  based on scientific theories might 
be based on untruths. 

 
In spite of the arguments in the previous paragraph, I firmly believe in the value of university training 
– also for the person aiming for a career in public administration. Public Administration adds value  to 
public administration in a very special way. The key is the distinction between knowing how and 
knowing that, and the fact that science is also a practice – see section 3.2 of unit 3. The know-how 
(and also the attitudes) essential to the practice of Public Administration as a science are very 
important to managers or leaders in public administration. Its importance lies not primarily in the facts 
and theories – they change and are subject to human gullibility – but in the mind or intellect 
transformed by the discipline of science. 

 
In our definition of science (unit 5, section 5.1), the fact that science focuses on things that are not 
obvious is articulated. Public administration in a country like South  Africa  is  a  huge  and  extremely 
complex system. A manager who has  to  achieve  goals  in  this  environment,  needs skills in getting 
behind the obvious, articulating the characteristics of huge systems, hypothesising causal 
connections among myriad activities, and gaining insight into very complex things. A number of the 
scientific disciplines (section 5.4) contain skills that are relevant here.  Empirical  social science and 
formalistics are important ways of unlocking opacity. 

 
Our definition of science further denotes the fact that science involves systematisation. Many things 
are known about the complex situation of public administration in a specific sphere of government. 
These must be systematised in practice. The public administrator schooled in science ought to be 
schooled in systematisation. A way in which empirical science has traditionally systematised complex 
manifolds, is to find the principles or laws underlying the perceived profusion of facts.  There are other 
ways of creating order as well: for example formalisation (see the previous paragraph) and narrative 
(Craig 2014). The discipline of philosophising is also involved in attempts  at conceptual order (Pauw 
2014). 



PUB3706/1 
 

50 

Science, in the third place, is also the sharing of knowledge. The leading public official trained in 
science is also trained in honest reporting, the publishing of knowledge rather than hoarding, and 
objective debating. 

 
Not only the skills of science but also the attitudes that should  be  the  outcome  of  scientific training 
at a university could be valuable. These are  things  like  a  passion  for  truth  (the  emotional 
counterpart of the epistemic imperative – remember Mouton?) and the critical frame of mind. The 
scientist is trained not to believe everything she is told but even then can still be gullible. However, 
compared with other comparable officials who have not been trained in science, the university 
graduate will (we hope) not believe things without justification. 

 
Our conclusion to this section is that Public Administration can make an important contribution to  the 
education of public administrators, but that we must not offer an oversimplified account of that 
contribution. 

 

ACTIVITY 7.3 
 
Review the essay that you wrote in answer to activity 3.4. Do you still agree with your answer? 

 

7.3 THE DILEMMA OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS 
 
In number (1) of our discussion concerning the elements of our definition of science (unit 5, section 
5.2) we made the point that science is critical and anti-authoritarian. Everything in science is up for 
refutation in the long term. This does not mean everything will in fact be refuted; it simply means  that 
everything will be tested. In fact, when we try to refute something by means of, say, experiment or 
logical analysis, certain things must be taken as acceptable in the process. If we do not accept our 
abilities to establish facts and reasons, refutation will be impossible. So, every refutation is  based on 
certain assumptions. These assumptions can (and often should) be tested on other occasions. Be 
that as it may, science nurtures a spirit of critique and questioning. 

 
In the context of reflection on the education and training of public administrators in this study unit, 
however, the critical nature of science may pose a dilemma. Someone trained in science and 
scholarship has a critical disposition, but a good public servant must accept certain things without 
reservation. I refer specifically to the authority of statutes (specifically the constitution) in a 
constitutional state and the authority of the executive in a democracy. An official has no choice but to 
execute laws and carry out lawful instructions of her minister. Constitutionality and political supremacy 
are traditionally two of the so-called normative guidelines of public administration – but definitely not 
of Public Administration. (Do you see the difference? Do you agree?) 

 
There is no easy solution to this dilemma, except to keep the distinction between public administration 
and Public Administration in mind all the time. In the practice of public administration  it is not 
“professional” to constantly try to refute that which you should accept, namely lawful authority. In the 
practice of Public Administration it is not “professional” to be politically correct in the sense of using 
only criteria of political acceptability for your reasoning and conclusions. 

 
Those public officials who have been trained in  the  science  of  Public  Administration  will  find many 
an occasion to apply their critical abilities without undermining authority. They must use their critical 
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skills and inclinations but ride them with a tight rein, so to speak (a point made to me by my colleague 
Yolanda Bernhardt). 

 
The second aspect of this is the fact that public administration per definition takes place in a political 
environment. Public servants work for politicians as representatives of the populace in a democracy. 
Now, the discourse of politics in a democracy is the discourse of the many – saying what will be 
acceptable to large numbers of voters/citizens. The kind of knowledge that is appealed  to  is obvious, 
common sense, natural and intuitive. This is exactly what scientific knowledge is not, according to our 
discussion in number (6) of section 5.2. Scientific knowledge is hard to come by and often counter-
intuitive. A student of Public Administration working in the public sector must  know how to speak the 
discourse of the many. If you come to the public sector from an academic environment, this must be 
learned. It is not necessarily a false discourse, but it is different from science and scholarship. To my 
mind, the real problem occurs when students introduce propagandistic discourse into academic 
contexts. Political correctness can never be a substitute for honest research. 

 
7.4 ADDITIONAL (NON-COMPULSORY) READING AND REFERENCES 

 
Burrage, M & Torstendahl, R. 1990. Professions in theory and history: rethinking the study of the 

professions. London: Sage. 

Craig, AP. 2014. Narrative as method, in Reflective Public Administration: context, knowledge and 
method, edited by JS Wessels, JC Pauw & XC Thani. Pretoria: Unisa Press. 

MacDonald, KM. 1995. The sociology of the professions. London: Sage. 
 
Mayhew, LB. 1971. Changing practices in education for the professions. Atlanta, GA: Southern 

Regional Education Board. 

Pauw, JC. 1995. Kan universiteitsonderrig beroepsgerig en wetenskaplik wees? Intreerede, 
Universiteit van Suid-Afrika, Pretoria. 

Pauw, JC. 2014. Philosophy as method, in Reflective Public Administration: context, knowledge and 
methods, edited by JS Wessels, JC Pauw & XC Thani. Pretoria: Unisa Press. 

Popper,  KR.  1972  (1963).  Conjectures and refutations: the growth of  scientific knowledge. 
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

 
South Africa. Department of National Education. 1988. The interaction between the post- 

secondary education system and the statutory professional councils. NATED 
02(171)(88/10). Pretoria. 
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STUDY UNIT 8 
WHAT IS AN APPROACH? 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After completing this study unit, including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 
• present a case against the validity of Positivism 
• explain the concept approach 

KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• anti-positivism 
• approach 
• selection criteria 

Again read RPA Reflection 6 by Mouton. 
 
8.1 ANTI-POSITIVISM 

 
It is commonplace today to use words like “paradigm”, “frame of reference”, “approach”, “context”, 
“conceptual scheme”, “perspective” and even “interest” and “ideology” in discussing knowledge.  This 
is an indication of the end of Positivism, a view of knowledge that we have already discussed   in unit 
5, section 5.2. You will remember that Positivism is the view that scientific knowledge is something 
like a copy of reality. The role of the scientist, according to this view, can be compared with a recorder 
of facts who groups together what has been presented  to  him  in  a  way  that  would explain the 
facts and predict further facts.  One  can  oppose  Positivism  from  various  angles. Two of those 
perspectives are sketched by  Mouton  in Reflection  6 of  your  prescribed book, which you would 
already have read in doing study unit 5 (with its activities). One view claims that all knowledge is 
determined by class interest and that social scientists cannot record reality as  it is. They produce 
what purports to be objective knowledge, but they are actually making a ventriloquist’s doll out of 
reality. The objects of the research do not speak for themselves but on behalf of the scientist’s class 
interest. The other view is that social reality, if such a thing exists at all, is too complex ever to be 
recorded in the way that positivists have envisaged doing. 

 
As is clear from Mouton’s discussion, the strong anti-positivism that he discusses should be rejected. 
This does not imply that Positivism is correct. We should rather adopt a weaker form of anti-positivism 
that merely holds that the scientist as a human being does not passively record  reality but plays a 
large part in establishing the knowledge that results from scientific activities. As a human being, a 
scientist is also a member of various groups, including the social formations and traditions that make 
up science as a social entity. (We dealt with some of those in study unit 6 – quickly check!) 

 
Our contribution as scientists to knowledge has at least two dimensions that can be differentiated but 
not separated: selection and meaning. Every researcher selects certain problems or issues to 
research. In this, he exercises a choice. Even if we were to say that this choice is determined by social 
or ideological circumstances, there is still a collective “choice” of the group or formation that he 
belongs to. Different research topics are selected by people who are in different social circumstances 
and who support different ideologies. 
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Secondly, the facts that we encounter in the world have different meanings for different people. They 
fall into different patterns. What is important for one researcher may have little significance for another, 
although they may both recognise the existence of that fact. Furthermore, values play a part in this 
Public Administration as a subject is intimately connected with a practice, public administration. Public 
administration as a practice, in its turn, takes place in a political environment and is therefore infused 
with moral and political values. If we are to understand Public Administration as an academic subject 
used to train persons for a profession, it cannot be neutral as far as values are concerned. All 
professions are value-laden, at the very least in the form of honouring some code of conduct. 

 

ACTIVITY 8.1 

Let us pretend that you have been approached by a publisher to write a Public Administration textbook 
for undergraduate students. They do not  have  the funds to publish  a  book  of  more  than 100 
pages. The book should contain eight chapters. Go through your study material up to now in all your 
Public Administration courses. Plan your book by writing down your proposed table of contents. 

 

8.2 THE CONCEPT APPROACH 
 
Let us do a thought experiment in connection with activity 8.1. If we were to collect the results of 
students in response to the above activity, we would probably get a significant  variety  of  responses. 
The reason is that different students, because of different  experiences  and backgrounds, would have 
followed different criteria for selecting  topics  for  their  “books”  and  would have attached different 
meanings to the themes and facts of Public Administration and public administration. In short, they 
would have followed different approaches. Let us further picture all the responses as coming from 
students who took all their Public Administration courses at the same university, say Unisa. What 
would then emerge is probably this: although there would be a variety in the planned chapters of the 
“book”, there would also be significant common features. As a group, the majority of the responses 
would probably exhibit a “Unisa approach” if we were to  compare  their  responses to those  of  a 
group of  students  who had studied at a different university. 

 
The concept of an approach is therefore used in Public Administration to denote a contribution by the 
scientist to Public Administration knowledge that is characteristic of a specific individual, group, 
tradition or school. Examples of approaches are the following: 

• Cameralism, which will be discussed in study unit 9 
• the Juridical approach, whereby the main task of the public administrator is regarded to be the 

implementation of laws 
• the Politics-Administration Dichotomy approach, associated with Woodrow Wilson 
• The Machine approach, concentrating on improving the efficiency of the individual worker 
• The Management approach, whereby insights from industrial psychology are  used  

extensively 
• The Systems approach built on the work of David Easton 
• The New Public Management, which will also be discussed below 
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Van Dyke (1960:114) offers the following definition of an approach: 
 
An approach involves criteria of selection – those are criteria employed in selecting the problem or 
questions to consider and in selecting the data to bring to bear; it consists of 
standards governing the inclusion and exclusion of questions and data. 

 

ACTIVITY 8.2 
 
Do the following thought experiment. 

 
You are instructed to record all the facts in connection with the public service at central level in your 
country. Reflect on how you would go about it. Where would you start? How many assistants would 
you need? How long would it take? Would you mention the names of all the public servants? Would 
you name all the files in the registries? 

 
I believe that you will soon reach the conclusion that it is a hopeless or impossible task – as  they say 
in Afrikaans “onbegonne”: you cannot even start. Therefore, one needs criteria for the inclusion and 
exclusion of questions and data (as Van Dyke says above). 
 
Write short notes on the impossibility or possibility of such a task. 

 
To expand on the definition of an approach, one  can  show  a  number  of  elements  that  the  public 
administrationist brings to his endeavours in Public  Administration.  As  the  definition  shows, we 
apply certain criteria when selecting problems and facts for our scientific or academic attention. 
Criteria indicate what we regard as important or unimportant, meaningful or not meaningful. Therefore, 
an approach involves certain values. One traditional contrast in approaches in Public Administration 
is between approaches that take efficiency as a core value (for example,  the New Public 
Management) and approaches that stress political values (for example, the Liberation approach). So, 
we must add to the elements of an approach certain basic assumptions of values. In our field, basic 
assumptions about the nature of politics and the state will definitely play a part. These may be 
ideological in nature. The next element of the concept of an approach is the language used. Every 
approach has its own characteristic discourse, terms and concepts. An approach can also involve a 
research programme. Imre Lakatos has coined the term “scientific research programme” (SRD) as a 
technical concept denoting what we sometimes understand by “approach”. In the recommended book 
by Raadschelders (2011), “approach” has a similar meaning to “intellectual tradition” (chapter 6). 

 
In different times, different approaches are dominant. As I write this, the New Public Management is 
still popular in many African countries. However, different times are also characterised by the 
concurrent influences of various and even opposing approaches. For instance, the Politics- 
Administration Dichotomy approach still exists in competition with the New Public Management, 
although many have tried to throw it on the scrapheap of history. Raadschelders (2011, chapter 6) 
emphasises the fact that currently four main approaches to Public Administration are presenting 
themselves: wisdom, practical experience, science and relativism. Other taxonomies are possible. 
The concurrent existence of a variety of approaches brings to the fore a number of questions that you 
must deal with in the next activity. 
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ACTIVITY 8.3 
 
Write about ten lines to give your own view on each of the following questions. 

(a) Is there one correct approach to Public Administration? 
(b) Is (a) the same as asking the following: Is there one best approach  to Public Administration?  If 

you say “No”, what is the difference? 
(c) Should an academic/researcher choose one approach and follow it, or should we use as 

many approaches as possible? 
(d) Can approaches exclude one another? If you think so, review your answer to the previous 

question. 
 

 
 
8.3 ADDITIONAL (NON-COMPULSORY) READING AND REFERENCES 

 
Henry, N. 1989. Public administration and public affairs. 4th edition. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice Hall. 

Lakatos, I. 1968. Criticism and the methodology of scientific research programmes. Proceedings of 
the Aristotelian Society, 69:149–186. 

Prasad, DR, Prasad, VS & Satyanarayana, P (eds). 1989. Administrative thinkers. New Delhi: 
Sterling. 

Raadschelders, JCN. 2011. Public administration:  the  interdisciplinary  study  of  government. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Van Dyke, V. 1960. Political science: a philosophical analysis. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press. 
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STUDY UNIT 9 
THREE APPROACHES FROM LONG AGO AND ONE FROM THE 
RECENT PAST 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 
After completing this study unit including the prescribed reading, you should be able to 

• develop a sensitivity for the historical situatedness of public administration and Public 
Administration 

• provide basic facts about Confucianism, Plato and Cameralism 
• discuss the New Public Management in detail 
• give an account of the ten efficiency principles of Osborne and Gaebler (1992) 

 
KEY CONCEPTS 

In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• history 
• regime 
• approach 
• outsourcing 
• steer, don’t row 
• government by contract 

 
9.1 INTRODUCTION: SOME BACKGROUND FOR INTEREST SAKE AND 

TWO ISSUES 
 
One of the aims of meta-theory (such as this module) in an educational context is to take away the 
illusion that theories  and  their contents are  self-evident. In our case  we  must move away from  the 
idea that the subject Public Administration, as you have experienced it in your study material  and 
literature, is a given and that it could not be otherwise. Public Administration as you have experienced 
it is filtered through our situation. Most of us are acquainted with examples only from countries where 
English is written. We cannot even read the Chinese “alphabet”; and Mandarin is the most important 
language in the world as a first language. Even calling their writing signs an “alphabet” is culturally 
biased. The term comes from the first two letters of the Greek  alphabet,  alpha and beta, and the 
Chinese build their writing system on different principles. When you read some books published in 
the USA – a very insular society – you might be excused for thinking that Public Administration started 
with the famous article by Woodrow Wilson, “The study of administration” in 1887. It is not so. One 
way of escaping from the worst forms of insularity and epistemic self-sufficiency is – as a certain 
philosopher put it – to take a bath in history. In the rest    of this study unit we will not be submerged 
in history but will at least receive a little sprinkling. 

 
The object of Public Administration, namely public administration, is very old. One only has to look at 
the Great Wall^^^ of China (the only man-made object that can be seen from the moon), the pyramids 
of Egypt (ca 2700–1000 BC) as well as other pyramids to know that large-scale public works were 
executed in Africa, Asia and Central and South America long before our time. It is reasonable 
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to assume that the building of such huge public structures required a high degree of planning, 
organising, human resources management, logistics, financing, control and other aspects of public 
administration and management. Ancient Rome is famous for its aqueducts^^^ that provided the city 
with running water. The first ones from the fourth and third centuries BC were tunnelled, but the 
famous later ones run above ground. Large-scale public works are only the  visible part of public 
administration. 

 
In ancient times there was also the administration of the judiciary, religion and war and the taxes 
needed to finance such undertakings. In the Roman Empire taxes were often collected  by the famous 
or infamous publicans (tax collectors) of the New Testament. At least two of them are  known to us by 
name, both followers of Jesus: Matthew, who was probably the evangelist, and the “short guy”, 
Zacchaeus of Jericho. They belonged to a group who “were principally collectors of taxes, but this 
was only one of the functions performed by them for the Roman government” (Cary 1963:747). (Today 
we would perhaps call them “consultants”.) So, the idea of contracting out public services – even tax 
collecting – and PPPs (public private partnerships), which are touted as contemporary solutions for 
public administration problems, are at least 2 200 years old! These publicani (do you pick up the 
Roman origin of the words “public” and  “republic”?)  “were  accustomed to undertake contracts for 
the State such as the erection of buildings, the provision of food for the armies, or the working of 
mines” (Cary 1963:747). They organised themselves into societies or companies with shareholders 
and were to become so powerful that measures were introduced to control them in the time of Nero. 

 
Great Wall 

 
The Great Wall was originally built as a fortification along the northern and north-western frontier of 
China, running from Jinwangdao (Chinwangtao) on the Gulf of Chihli (Bo Hai or Po Hai) on the east 
to the vicinity of Gaodai (Kaotai), Gansu (Kansu) Province, on the west, with an inner wall running 
southward from the vicinity of Beijing almost to Handan (Hantan). The largest portion of the wall 
was erected by Shih HuangTi, first emperor of the Ch’in dynasty, as a defence against raids by 
nomadic peoples. Systematic work on the wall was begun about 221 BC, after Shih HuangTi had 
united China under his rule, and it was finished about 204 BC. Small sections of the wall were  
probably  already  in  existence,  but  Shih  HuangTi  is  supposed  to  have  had some 1 900 km of 
the wall erected during his reign. In succeeding centuries, chiefly  during the period  of the Ming 
dynasty (AD 1368 to 1644), the Great Wall was repaired and extended. The fortification finally 
reached a length of about 2 400 km, following the course of rivers instead of bridging them and 
conforming to the contours of the  mountains and valleys in its  path.  The     wall is built of earth 
and stone,  faced  with  brick  in  the  eastern  parts. It is from 4,6 to 9,1  m thick at the base (about 
6 m on the average)  and  tapers  to  some  3,7  m  at  the  top.  The height averages 7,6 m exclusive 
of the crenelated parapets. Watchtowers about 12 m  in height are placed at intervals of 
approximately 180 m. Several hundred kilometres of the Great Wall remain intact in the eastern 
reaches. 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 
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At the same time, there are references to officials in ancient texts like the Analects of Confucius^^^ 
(see later in this study unit) and the Old Testament. In Ezra 1:8 we learn of an official of Cyrus the 
King of Persia that was the Secretary of the Treasury. The first reference in the Old Testament to 
officials is in Genesis 12:15 where some of the Pharaoh’s officials spotted Sarai and “praised her to 
Pharaoh and she was taken into his palace”. (Perhaps there was an occupational class in the Egyptian 
public service called “Talent Scout”!) In chapter 40 of Genesis we read of two other positions that we 
would not think of spontaneously if asked to name any occupation in the public service: Chief 
Cupbearer and Chief Baker. Their stories are intertwined with the story of Joseph, who later worked 
himself up to the highest position in the Pharaoh’s service. From the story of Joseph we know that 
Egypt of three thousand  years  ago  probably had a class of prosperous  senior officials – perhaps 
like the mandarins^^^ in China. Joseph started his career in Egypt as a slave to an official called 
Potiphar, the Captain of the Guard. This official was rich enough to have    a substantial household 
and a bored wife. The other famous official in Hebrew scripture is the talented Daniel, who is alleged 
to have served in senior positions in different empires. 

 

Aqueducts 
 
These were constructed by ancient cultures in regions such as India and Mesopotamia, but the 
aqueduct system constructed by the ancient Romans was probably the most extensive in the 
ancient world. The first to be built by the Romans, Aqua Appia, was an underground aqueduct 
about 16 km long. It was built  during  the  administration  of  Appius  Claudius  Caecus,  for whom 
the Appian Way is named, around 310 BC. The Aqua Marcian in Rome, about 90 km long and built 
by the praetor Marcius in 144 BC, was the first Roman aqueduct to carry water above ground. The 
bridged section of this aqueduct was about 16 km long. Ancient Rome was supplied by more than 
ten aqueducts, providing the city with some 143 845 cu m of  water  each  day. Parts of several are 
still in use; they supply water to fountains in Rome. Also,  the  ancient Romans built aqueducts in 
all parts of their empire, many of which are still standing. 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 

Mandarin 
 
An educated public official belonging to one of nine ranks, during the centuries of the Chinese 
Empire. A man became a mandarin by passing an examination in Chinese classics. He then   wore 
an official robe and a cap button of a particular colour, depending on his rank, and was forbidden to 
marry or to own property within his assigned province, in which he served for not more than three 
years. Mandarins spoke a distinct dialect that is today the  official national  speech of China. 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 
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Two issues arise from the foregoing: one concerns public administration and the other concerns our 
subject, Public Administration. The first issue has two  parts:  one  is  whether  the  ancient  activities 
that we reported on above are really part of public administration as we define it. Are they at all 
relevant to us today? Is our definition of public administration applicable to the situations to which we 
have referred? These questions are pertinent especially in the sense that the distinction we make 
between the political and non-political executive functions might not be applicable to regimes*** that 
differ from us, because there may appear to be little difference between governing and administration. 
One thing is sure, namely that the governments for which these so-called officials worked had no 
scruples about undemocratic activities whatsoever. Secondly, were people like Potiphar and the Chief 
Cupbearer and Daniel really officials as we know the concept – are the translators of the ancient texts 
correct to use the modern term “official” to describe the status of these persons? 

 
The second issue is whether the existence of  ancient public administration necessarily implies the 
practising of a scientific Public Administration as we know it. 

 

 

ACTIVITY 9.1 
 

Say whether you agree with the following statements: 

(a) People who lived thousands of years ago were less civilised and less intelligent than we are. 
(b) An encounter with history broadens the mind and enables one to be more creative in  finding 

solutions to current problems. 
(c) Ancient public administration differs so fundamentally from contemporary public administration 

that we can learn nothing from it. 
 

Write down reasons for your points of view. 
 

 
In response to the first issue (whether those persons were public officials in terms of our definition), 
we would say that democracy is not part of our definition of public administration. There can certainly 
be public administration in non-democratic regimes. Taking this line  in an attempt  to  refute our 
definition a little further,  we  may  then  ask  whether  the  distinction between political and non-
political executive functions has any application outside the regime that we  know.  Although the idea 
that governments come and go whereas appointed officials are permanent is associated with 
democracy in our minds, it is not limited to democracy. We have already pointed  out that Daniel is 
said to have  worked  for  different  empires.  Some  of  those  exercising  executive functions were 
the government (in the strict sense of the word), and others, like Joseph and Daniel, worked for the 
ruler or government even if they had been delegated extremely wide authority. Those who were the 
government or ruler became the government or ruler through a process whereby power was obtained 
either by force or based on acceptable principles of succession to the throne. In ancient times these 
principles often had them and their people in an administrative capacity. For us living in the 21st 
century, “acceptable principles of succession to the throne” are based on elections, but this does 
obviate the difference between being the government (or  ruler)  and  working for the  government  
(or ruler). We also find indications in ancient texts  that the principles of succession to the throne 

Regime 
This concept denotes a system of government and refers to the organisation of power, 
expectations of the way power is exercised, and basic political values. 
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included the mediation of the class of  religious officials.   A new ruler had to be anointed (or appointed 
through some similar process) by an official with religious standing. This is quite different from, for 
example, Western regimes of our times where there is a strict separation between state and religion. 
In ancient civilisations religious officials were often a strong class in the state, and positions were 
permanent in many cases: an interesting similarity to our current doctrine of the separation of powers 
between the legislative, executive and judicial branches of government. 

 
Our conclusion is therefore that public administration and its officials have played and still do play a 
role in various times and regimes. Of course this phenomenon displays a tremendous variation in 
form. 

 

ACTIVITY 9.2 
 
Do you agree with the statement that there  can  be no  universally  valid  Public  Administration, only 
the Public Administration of a particular country in a particular time? 

 
Write down your answer, with reasons, in about 20 lines. 

 

 
In the sections that follow we are going to introduce you to the thought of two thinkers from ancient 
times: K’ung Fu-Tzu (Confucius) and Plato. The question arises whether  their  views  have  anything 
to contribute to our study of Public Administration. Firstly, they were not scientists in the sense that 
we understand the term today; secondly, the texts that we are going to refer to deal      as much with 
politics as they do with public administration. However, we feel justified in introducing them to you. 
Remember that science implies the application of various disciplines, not only those like empirical 
social science which originated in our times. Historiography is also important. Also: public 
administration is intertwined with politics in practice, and a science dealing with a specific object must 
also take cognisance of its environment. There is no doubt that thinking about the political  
environment  is  crucial to thinking about public administration. 

 
9.2 CONFUCIANISM 

 
Confucianism is a view of life and administration that originated with Confucius. 

 
In Chinese his name is K’ung Fu-Tzu (ca 551–479 BC), and as a Chinese philosopher, he is one of 
the most influential figures in Chinese history. The following extract gives a brief description of his 
life: 
 

 

Confucius 
 
According to tradition, Confucius was born in the state of Lu (present-day Shandong [Shantung] 
Province) ... His father, commander of a district in Lu, died three years after Confucius was born, 
leaving the family in poverty; but Confucius nevertheless received a fine education. During the four 
years immediately after his marriage, poverty compelled him to perform menial  labour  for the chief 
of the district in which he lived. His mother died in 527 BC, and after a period of mourning he began 
his career as a teacher, usually traveling about and instructing the small  body of disciples that had 
gathered around him. His fame as a man of learning  and character  and his reverence for Chinese 
ideals and customs soon spread through the principality of Lu. 
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Living as he did in the second half of the Chou dynasty (circa  1027  to  256  BC),  when  feudalism 
degenerated in China and intrigue and vice were rampant, Confucius deplored the contemporary 
disorder and lack  of moral standards. He came to believe that the only remedy  was to convert 
people once more to the principles and precepts of the sages of antiquity. He therefore lectured to 
his pupils on the ancient classics. He taught the  great  value  of  the  power of example. Rulers, he 
said, can be  great  only  if they themselves lead exemplary lives, and  were they willing to be guided 
by moral principles, their states would inevitably become prosperous and happy. 

 
Confucius had, however, no opportunity to put his theories to a public test until, at the age of 50, 
he was appointed magistrate of  Chung-tu, and the next year  minister of crime of the state of    Lu. 
His administration was successful; reforms were introduced, justice was fairly dispensed, and crime 
was almost eliminated ... Confucius left his office in 496  BC,  travelling  about  and teaching, vainly 
hoping that some other prince would allow him to undertake  measures  of  reform.  In 484 BC,  
after  a  fruitless  search  for  an ideal ruler, he returned for the last time to  Lu. He spent the 
remaining years of his life in retirement, writing commentaries on the classics ... 

 
The entire teaching of Confucius was practical and ethical, rather than religious. He claimed to be 
a restorer of ancient morality and held that proper outward acts based on the five virtues of 
kindness, uprightness, decorum, wisdom, and faithfulness constitute the whole of human duty. 
Reverence for parents, living and dead, was one of his key concepts. His view of government  was 
paternalistic, and he enjoined all individuals to observe carefully their duties toward the state. In 
subsequent centuries his teachings exerted a powerful influence on the Chinese nation. 

 
Encarta '95 (1994) 

 

We do not have the space for a systematic exposition of Confucian views on public administration 
and politics. However, instead we offer two lists summarising his most important views compiled a 
generation or so after Confucius. We want you to read them and do the subsequent activity. 

 
The nine standard rules for the government of a state: 

(1) The cultivation of the person 
(2) The honouring of the worthy 
(3) Affection to relatives 
(4) Respect towards the Great Ministers 
(5) Kind and considerate treatment of the whole body of officials 
(6) Treatment of the people as children 
(7) Encouragement of all classes of artisans 
(8) Indulgent treatment of men from a distance 
(9) Cherishing the princes of the states 

 
Some of the key problems to be handled in public administration: 

(1) Emphasising morality and determination of human relations 
(2) Rectification of names and adoption of weight and measures 
(3) Employment of the worthy and able, with the emphasis on public opinion 
(4) Promotion of production and enrichment of the people 
(5) Alleviation of suffering and rejoicing with the people 
(6) Emphasis on instruction and security, cultivation of friendship with neighbouring countries 
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ACTIVITY 9.3 
 
Which four elements in the above lists are the least applicable  and  which  are  the  most  applicable 
to the politics and public administration of our times, in your opinion? 

 

 
9.3 PLATO 

 
Plato is regarded by some as the greatest philosopher of the West. He was a citizen of that paradigm 
of democracy, Athens. He lived from 427 to 347 BC. He was probably a  pupil  of  Socrates and 
definitely the teacher of one of the greatest thinkers and scientists of all times, Aristotle. His most 
famous work is the Politeia or The Republic in which he sets out his ideas on the ideal society and 
therefore the ideal state. Although Plato lived in a democracy of sorts, he was very reactionary and 
anti-democratic in his own views on the state. The ideal state that is pictured  in Politeia was based 
on the contemporary Sparta and not  on  his  own  polis  or  city  state,  Athens. The Politeia, however, 
is more a treatise on political philosophy than on public administration. 

 
In a later work, called The Laws (nomoi in Greek), he gives more details on the administrative 
arrangements in the ideal state. Saunders (1975:32) describes it  as  follows.  There  is  a  vast range 
of officials elected from the whole citizen body, and the day-to-day administration of the state is to a 
large extent in the hands of the citizens themselves. The stultifying effects of rigid control from the top 
are to be avoided: the ordinary citizen must feel that he has a “stake in the country”. The discretion of 
the official, however, is far from unlimited: the general lines of policy he must observe are laid down 
by higher authority, notably the Board of Guardians of the Laws. They are  not exempt from the 
general rule that every official must be accountable for this conduct. To scrutinise their record and 
that of all other officials, there is a powerful board of scrutineers, who   can themselves be called to 
account if the occasion arises. One authority must check another; firm government must not be 
allowed to generate into tyranny. 

 
9.4 CAMERALISM 

 
The writings of the Confucians and Plato about the state and public administration do not show a 
sharp distinction between what some of us may today call Politics and Public Administration. 
Publications on the history of Public Administration written in English might well give the impression 
that the subject is of recent origin. However, since the end of the 17th century the study of public 
administration has been a recognised field of study in higher education in the German countries under 
the name of Cameralism (the English name). In the 18th century Kameral-Hohen-Schűle were 
established. These were institutions of higher learning devoted to the study of public administration 
for those in the service of rulers. This study differentiated itself  from  Law  and Political Philosophy. 
One very interesting fact about Cameralism, as discussed by Rutgers (1998),  is that the practitioners 
of Cameralism as an academic enterprise followed a very interdisciplinary approach. They studied 
issues from agriculture to banking to statistics to the praxis of the chancellor. This created doubts 
about the academic status of Kameralwissenschaft, as it is  called in German, but contributed to the 
practical applicability of the studies. According to Rutgers (1998:555), Cameralism deals with the 
internal organisation of the state. This is the means by  which the administration of the prince 
(sovereign) provides welfare. The underlying philosophy is that the prince can and should provide his 
subjects with total happiness. It is interesting to compare this with the approach followed by the Unisa 
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 Department of Public Administration, which decided more than a decade ago to give more attention 
to the actual fields of service  rendering  by  the state with the idea that governments are obliged in 
terms of a social contract to render service to their citizens. All areas where the state renders services 
are now covered by a module in the second-year PUB curriculum at Unisa. At the time this was a 
departure from a more academic approach striving to establish Public Administration as a unique, 
special science with a clear-cut identity. 

ACTIVITY 9.4 
 
Do you think that Public Administration should be an integrated science with a strong individual 
identity and its own theoretical base, or should it be allowed to make a study of all areas of life where 
the state is involved? 

 
Write 15 lines on this question. 

 

 

9.5 NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT (NPM) 
 
The New Public Management (NPM) was perhaps the most influential approach of the 1990s. It has 
now (in 2014) run out of steam. Even in 2005, Wolfgang Drechsler was writing that “NPM is not a 
viable concept anymore” (Drechsler 2005). We will first provide an exposition of the NPM and then 
briefly point out reasons why it is no longer as universally accepted as before. 

 
The NPM is well described by Linda Kaboolian in her introduction to a symposium in the prestigious 
Public Administration Review (Kaboolian 1998). According to her, the name signifies a series of 
innovations that appeared simultaneously in countries like the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Korea, Portugal, Australia, Sweden, New Zealand and Canada. These innovations occurred  in public 
administration and Public Administration. She wrote   (Kaboolian 1998): 

Common to reform movements in all these countries is the use of the economic market as   a 
model for political and administrative relationships ... The institutional reforms of the New 
Public Management are heavily influenced by the assumptions of the public choice approach, 
principal-agent theory, and transaction cost economics. Political roles such as voter, 
bureaucrat, elected representative, and interest groups, as well as the  relations among them, 
are modeled using market analogies ... 

 
Similarly, policy-making, implementation, and service  delivery  systems  can  be  analyzed 
as a series of transactions with the characteristics of negotiated contracts ... 

 
... the reform movements are remarkably similar in the goals they pursue and the technologies 
that they utilize. Each movement is driven to maximise productive and allocative efficiencies 
that are hampered by “bureau-pathology” that is, public agencies unresponsive to the demand 
of citizens ... 

 
“Government is not the solution to the problem; government is the problem.” These famous words 
spoken by Ronald Reagan express a conviction that swept the entire Anglo-American world of public 
administration during the eighties and nineties of the last century and became one of the prime   
motivations   that   led   to   the   New   Public   Management   (Hague,   Harrop and  Breslin 
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1998:228).  The  NPM   embodies  a  powerful  critique  of  Weber’s   ideas   about   bureaucracy.   It 
attracted numerous specialists who did not necessarily agree with Reagan’s ideological perspective. 
It also earned the approval of such international institutions as the OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) and led to radical changes in the public sector of Australia, Canada, 
the United Kingdom and especially New Zealand (Hague et al 1998:229). 

 
Osborne and Gaebler’s Reinventing government (1992)  was  an  enthusiastic  statement  of  the new 
approach. This American bestseller, subtitled “how the entrepreneurial spirit is transforming the public 
sector”, gives ten principles to which government agencies must subscribe in order  to increase their 
efficiency (see  Focus  on  ...  1  below). Whereas Weber’s model of the bureaucracy is based on the 
Prussian army’s ideas of efficiency, Osborne and Gaebler are moved by the freewheeling  spirit of  
the  American  business  world (Hague  et  al 1998:229). 

 
These two writers refer enthusiastically to a variety of organisations in the public  sector  that followed 
their advice. One of these is the parks department of California, which allowed managers  to spend 
their budget on whatever they needed without having to gain approval for separate expenditure items. 
Another is the public conference centre that was a joint venture undertaken with private firms in order 
to present stage performances on the understanding that both the attendant risks and the resultant 
profits would be shared  by  the  two  parties.  The  underlying  theme  in such tales is the benefit 
reaped when  government  officials  are  given  the  opportunity  to  “manage  by results” in a flexible 
way. 

 
 

 
What all of this signifies is a departure from Weber’s view that a bureaucrat must apply fixed rules  to 
all cases without exception. The adherents of the NPM regard it as the public administration model 
for the 21st century while Weber’s model is dismissed as history (Hague et al 1998:229). (Whether 
these authors understand what Weber was doing is an open question!). 

 
Osborne and Gaebler provide a textbook for “converts”, while Hood (1996:271) offers a more impartial 
and comparative perspective (Focus on ... 2 below). Hood shows that the Anglo-American 
democracies, as well as Sweden, had made the best progress at that stage with the implementation 

Focus on ...1 
 
Steer, don’t row! Osborne and Gaebler’s ten principles for the enhancement of government 
agencies’ efficiency (Osborne & Gaebler in Hague et al 1998:229): 

(1)    Promote competition among service providers. 
(2)    Empower residents by transferring control from the bureaucracy into the community. 
(3)    Measure performance, and focus on results rather than inputs. 
(4)    Be goal-driven (mission driven) not by rules and regulations. 
(5)    Redefine clients as customers and give them choices: between schools, training  

   programmes, types of housing. 
(6)    Pre-empt problems by anticipating them before they arise, rather  than offering services  after  

   the fact. 
(7)    Earn money rather than spending all the time. 
(8)    Decentralise authority and promote participative management. 
(9)    Choose market mechanisms in preference to bureaucratic mechanisms. 

(10) Catalyse all sectors – public, private and voluntary – in order to solve community problems. 
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of the new philosophy. Germany, Japan and Spain, on the other hand, were among the countries that 
had shown the least interest. The traditional power and status of the bureaucracy seems to have 
prevented the  spread of  the NPM concept in these countries to date. A particular problem is that the 
status and duties of public officials are entrenched in elaborate legal codes, which makes it impossible 
to introduce radical change without new legislation (see Hague et al 1998:229). 

 
New Zealand was the perfect “experimental laboratory” for proponents of the NPA. Since 1984 
successive governments – first a Labour and then a National Party government –  had accomplished 
a complete revolution in the structure, management and role of the public sector. A remarkable 
coalition – or perhaps even a conclave! – consisting of economic theorists in the Treasury, senior 
politicians from the two major parties, and business leaders  had gathered to launch many unpopular 
but by no means ineffectual reforms. 

 
An outstanding characteristic of the “New Zealand model” is the extensive use made of private 
contracts (Boston 1995), which goes much further than the standard use of private firms to perform 
local services such as rubbish removal. It even extends to the employment of private contractors in 
sensitive areas such as debt collection. In this way the Department of Transport, for example, had 
reduced its direct staff complement from about 5 000 employees in 1986 to fewer than 50 in the 
nineties. Is this not a remarkable reduction? The Department of Women’s Affairs had been reduced 
to a staff complement of only 37 members (Mulgan 1997:145). Many employees may simply have 
been redeployed to the private sector, but even so, it remains proof that bureaucracies – which are 
customarily supposed to be striving incessantly to extend their ambit and enlarge their budgets 
endlessly – can nevertheless be kept in check. 

 
In New Zealand contracts are not used in partnerships with the private sector only. The public  sector 
also makes frequent use of contracts to arrange relations between buyers (eg the  Department of 
Transport) and suppliers (eg Transit New  Zealand,  which  is  responsible  for  roads, and the Civil 
Aviation Authority, which is responsible for aviation safety and security). Even within a single 
government department, ministers and top-level civil servants agree contractually on what a civil 
servant should achieve, with bonuses if they achieve their objectives. “Contractualism” in the public 
sector is a further measure, and a more direct blow at Weber’s model than merely contracting services 
out to the private sector (Hague et al 1998:230). 

 

 

Mulgan (1997:146) provides a balanced evaluation of the advantages of renewals introduced by the 
NPM in the public administration of New Zealand. He concludes that the recent reorganisation of  the 
public service has led to greater clarity of government functions and to increased efficiencies  in the 

Focus on ... 2 
 
Components of the New Public Management (NPM) as in Hood (1996): 

• Managers gain more autonomy, but are held responsible for results. 
• Explicit targets are identified and used as a yardstick against which results are 

measured. 
• Resources are allocated in accordance with results. 
• Departments are “unbundled” to form operational units with more autonomy. 
• More work is farmed out on contract to the private sector. 
• More flexibility is allowed with respect to recruitment of personnel and methods of retaining 

their services. 
• Costs are curbed in an effort to achieve more with less. 
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provision of certain services to the public. At the same time, it has been expensive in the  amount of 
resources consumed by the reform process itself and also in the added problems of coordination 
caused by the greatly increased number of individual public agencies. 

 
The New Zealand experiment brings a new issue into focus. Are there any inherent government 
functions that should still be performed directly by the state? Even if the state ensures that a particular 
service is rendered, is there any reason why the public sector should be the direct service provider? 
Should prisons rather be operated by private firms (as has happened in South Africa)? Should private 
agencies be paid to investigate crimes? Can lesser wars be contracted out to mercenaries? Can, or 
would or should the government become a virtual state, reduced to no more than a set of contracts? 
The American General Accounting Office proposed one curb to contractualisation: it maintains that 
policymaking and the ability to oversee contracts is an “inherent government function”. The new issue 
mooted above drew the following pronouncement from Sturgess (1996:69): “the state must retain the 
capacity to make up its mind”. 

 
One important political issue that is brought into focus by  the  NPM  and  the  contractualising culture 
is that of accountability. If something goes wrong with a service that is rendered by an agency with a 
contractual obligation towards the  government,  who  is  the  guilty  party:  the  service provider, or 
the department? As indicated, the British parliament traditionally holds the minister responsible for 
everything done in her name. As The Times put it in 1977: “The constitutional position is both crystal 
clear and entirely sufficient. Officials propose. Ministers dispose. Officials execute.” Nevertheless, 
under the Next Steps programme (named for the title of an  important  government  report  published  
in  1988)  most  British  public  servants  were   working for one or other of 100 parastatal agencies 
by 1994 (O’Toole & Chapman 1995). Theoretically ministers determine policy and the agency 
implements it. But if  a political storm  breaks out – if prisoners escape from custody or if the 
maintenance agency is over-keen  to prosecute “absentee” fathers – then it is still the minister who is 
chastised by bearing the brunt in parliament. Because they know this, ministers tend to intervene in 
operations, thus acting in contradiction to the original purpose of the reform. Agency managers find 
that they are still not free to manage, and their morale suffers accordingly. 

 

Focus on ... 3 
 
Government by contract: the advantages and disadvantages 

 
The three theoretical advantages of making use of contracts to provide government services 
(whether by contracting out to third parties or by negotiating contracts within the public sector) 
are as follows: 

• Because the buyer (the principal) is distinct from the service provider (the agent), standards 
have to be specified and monitored independently. In a traditional bureaucracy a subordinate 
official or section is simply instructed to carry out a particular function. 

• When service providers bid for a contract  they  must  undertake  a  precise  cost analysis. 
Only when their bid is successful may they trim away their excess expenditure, which they 
often do by cutting back on labour. 

• A contract makes it possible to substitute one contractor for another, which is cheaper or 
better, preferably both. Thus the competition keeps the agent on her toes. 
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Campbell and Wilson (1995:287) note with respect to the problem of accountability in a reorganised 
civil service that  “a huge  hole  now exists  in  the  operation of  British  democracy”. Civil  servants 
in the lower echelons are becoming  more  sympathetic  towards  their  users  and  less  accountable 
towards the upper echelons, that is to  their  political  masters.  Control  is slipping away from the 
office of the minister to a widespread array of agencies. Weber’s hierarchy of control, which is based 
on direct delivery by state departments, is being transformed into a more loosely knit network based 
on persuasion rather than instruction (Rhodes 1996). It appears that governance is replacing certain 
government functions in countries that are strong supporters of the NPM  approach. In devolved 
political systems, for example those of the USA or Sweden which have been making use of 
independent agencies for quite some time, there is nothing new in this. But for countries that used to 
be centralised, particularly Britain and New Zealand, the political implications of the NPM are 
profound. Members of parliament who were “married” to the idea of reporting to a national assembly 
(Lower House), are dissatisfied when they realise  that  the  sovereignty  that used to be so dear to 
them has become a mere relic of the past. 

 

ACTIVITY 9.5 
 
Do you agree with the assumption of the NPM that transactions in the public sphere should be based 
on transactions in the market? 
Write down your answer with reasons in 15 lines. 

 

ACTIVITY 9.6 
 
Do you agree with the large-scale privatisation of state assets  in  a  country  such  as  South  Africa? 

 
Write down your answer with reasons in 15 lines. 

 

 

The reforms mentioned above have led to intensive debates in the Public Administration literature. 
Many of the debates focus on the correct allocation of power in the political system. Opponents of the 
NPM feel that this approach undermines traditional political principles of political control and 
accountability and gives too much power to agencies and influential individuals. Proponents of NPM, 
again, feel that traditional patterns of administration are unresponsive and afford too much power to 
politicians. 

On the other hand there are five dangers: 
 
• The cost  of  drawing  up the agreement  (the transaction cost)  can outweigh the   advantage. 
• Contracts may undermine people’s dedication. Personnel may be unwilling to do more 

than the performance agreement provides for. 
• An agency may act opportunistically  by  exploiting  its  position  to  promote  its  own 

interests rather than those of its principal. In other words, contractors may take shortcuts to 
enhance their profit. This is known as the “principal/agent problem”. 

• Departments lose the collective experience – the “collective memory” – which they build up  
by carrying out projects on their own initiative. How well can a state department supervise a 
project if  it has never  undertaken such a project on its own initiative? 

• The public may mistrust contractors. 
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Wolfgang Drechsler (2005), in an article titled “The rise and demise of the New Public Management”, 
is sharply critical of this approach (particulars below). He is one of the prominent Public Administration 
scholars showing great respect for  the  Confucian  tradition  –  note  the  items in section 9.7. 

 
Some points of criticism against the NPM are the following (Drechsler 2005): 

(1) It is ideological, being based on the ideology of Neoliberalism. Neoliberalism stands opposed to 
the idea of a developmental state, which is often promoted in current government circles in 
South Africa. 

(2) It lessens accountability as has been discussed above. A contractor cannot be called to account 
in a political way. 

(3) Human behaviour is not always motivated by profit. 
(4) Everything that is relevant cannot be quantified. 
(5) Drechsler (2005) states: “The use of business techniques within the public sphere  …  confuses 

the most basic requirements of any state, particularly of a Democracy,  with  a liability: regularity, 
transparency, and due process are simply much more important than low costs and speed.” 

(6) For me the most interesting point of criticism – which links to your second guide – is that is does 
not work. Empirical research on the impact of NPM initiatives has shown failure rather success. 

 
9.6 CONCLUSION 

 
This cursory overview of history and approaches shows how varied  the  issues  and  forms  of Public 
Administration are. This is surely a subject that will always keep its interest for those who are public 
minded and like intellectual stimulation. 
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STUDY UNIT 10 
WHICH APPROACH(ES) FOR SOUTH AFRICA NOW? 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 
After reading the prescribed material and completing this study unit, you should be able to 

• provide an overview of the paradigmatic debate in South Africa over the last 50 years 
• express a reasoned opinion on the most suitable approach to Public Administration in South 

Africa in the current circumstances 

KEY CONCEPTS 
In studying this unit, you should be able to apply the following concepts that are discussed: 

• paradigmatic debate 
• generic administrative process approach 
• speaking truth to power 

 
READ RPA Reflection 7 by Schwella. 

 
10.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
The previous study unit dealt with approaches that are removed from South Africa in time and place. 
The study of these approaches prepares us for decisions on the best approach to follow in our own 
time and environment. Reflection 7 in your prescribed book discusses the situation in South Africa in 
great detail as far as perspectives on Public Administration as a subject is concerned. Working 
through the reflection and the activities of this study unit should help you to achieve greater clarity on 
the theoretical choices you must make in plying your trade as public administrationist. 

 
10.2 CHOOSING OR BUILDING YOUR OWN APPROACH 

 
As you work through the activities, you will develop ideas on the approach that you prefer. 

 

ACTIVITY 10.1 
 

Write an essay on the role of the political  environment  of  Public  Administration  using  South 
Africa as a case study. 

 

ACTIVITY 10.2 
 

Schwella discusses several contributions to the so-called paradigm debate  in  South  African  Public 
Administration in your prescribed book. Compare the contributions of Gildenhuys, Rowland and 
Fitzgerald. Which author’s contribution is the best according to you? Write a page to provide reasons 
for your choice. 
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ACTIVITY 10.3 
 
In Activity 5.5 you had to refer, among others, to the generic process approach. Evaluate your 
answer to that activity in the light of what you have learnt since. 
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