Introduction & Questions to “The Ecology of Public Administration”

Gaus perceived a bight hope in applied social science: through an ecological approach to public
administration he believed that new and renewed institutional patterns could be devised for
individuals living in an age of change. Ecology in public administration became for Gaus a vital
instrument for comprehending, directing, and modulating the forceful shocks of change in
contemporary life. In the almost 60 years that have passed since Gaus’s studies of ecology were
published, younger scholars in the field, such as Fred Riggs, have been active in the wider
application of the ecological approach, especially in the newer areas of developmental and
comparative public administration.

As you read this selection, keep the following questions in mind:

Why does Gaus argue that knowledge of the general environment is so critical for
administrators?

If you were to revise this essay for today’s reader, what other environmental factors that affect
modern public administration would need to be included (for example, would computers or
ethnic and racial problems or media factors fit into Gaus’s list).

In what ways can administrators recognize changes in the general environment?

What might be the price paid for the failure of organizations to respond swiftly and correctly to
external environmental change?

As you read on Gaus’s essay, reflect on its relevance to “The Day They Shut Birmingham
Down.”

The Ecology of Public Administration

JOHN M. GAUS

The study of public administration must include its
ecology. “Ecology,” states the Webster Dictionary, “is
the mutual relations, collectively, between organisms
and their environment.” J. W. Bews points out that
“the word itself is derived from the Greek oikos, a
house or home, the same root word as occurs in econ-
omy and economics. Economics is a subject with
which ecology has much in common, but ecology is
much wider. It deals with all the interrelationships

Abridged material from Reflections on Public Administration by
John M. Gaus, pp. 6-19. Copyright © 1947 by University of
Alabama Press. Reprinted with permission.

of living organisms and their environment.”' Some
social scientists have been returning to the use of the
term, chiefly employed by the biologist and botanist,
especially under the stimulus of studies of anthro-
pologists, sociologists, and pioneers who defy easy
classification, such as the late Sir Patrick Geddes in
Britain. In the lecture of Frankfurter’s already quoted,
the linkage between physical area, population, transport
and government is concretely indicated. More recently,
Charles A. Beard formulated some axioms of gov-
ernment in which environmental change is linked
with resulting public administration. “I present,”
he stated, “for what it is worth, and may prove to
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be worth, the following bill of axioms or aphorisms
on public administration, as fitting this important
occasion.

1. The continuous and fairly efficient discharge of
certain functions by government, central and
local, is a necessary condition for the existence
of any great society.

2. As a society becomes more complicated, as its
division of labor ramifies more widely, as its
commerce extends, as technology takes the
place of handicrafts and local self-sufficiency,
the functions of government increase in num-
ber and in their vital relationships to the for-
tunes of society and individuals.

3. Any government in such a complicated society,
consequently any such society itself, is strong
in proportion to its capacity to administer the
functions that are brought into being.

4. Legislation respecting these functions, difficult
as it is, is relatively easy as compared with the
enforcement of legislation, that is, the effective
discharge of these functions in their most
minute ramifications and for the public welfare.

5. When a form of government, such as ours,
provides for legal changes, by the process of
discussion and open decision, to fit social
changes, the effective and wise administration
becomes the central prerequisite for the per-
durance of government and society—to use a
metaphor, becomes a foundation of govern-
ment as a going CONCern.

6. Unless the members of an administrative sys-
tem are drawn from various classes and re-
gions, unless careers are open in it to talents,
unless the way is prepared by an appropriate
scheme of general education, unless public of-
ficials are subjected to internal and external
criticism of a constructive nature, then the pub-
lic personnel will become a bureaucracy dan-
gerous to society and to popular government.

7. Unless, as David Lilienthal has recently pointed
out in an address on the Tennessee Valley Au-
thority, an administrative system is so con-
structed and operated as to keep alive local and
individual responsibilities, it is likely to destroy

the basic well-springs of activity, hope, and en-
thusiasm necessary to popular government and
to the following of a democratic civilization.”

An ecological approach to public administration
builds, then, quite literally from the ground up; from
the elements of a place—soils, climate, location, for
example—to the people who live there—their num-
bers and ages and knowledge, and the ways of phys-
ical and social technology by which from the place
and in relationships with one another, they get their
living. It is within this setting that their instruments
and practices of public housekeeping should be
studied so that they may better understand what
they are doing, and appraise reasonably how they
are doing it. Such an approach is of particular inter-
est to us as students seeking to cooperate in our stud-
ies; for it invites—indeed is dependent upon—careful
observation by many people in different environments
of the roots of government functions, civic attitudes,
and operating problems.

With no claim to originality, therefore, and indeed
with every emphasis on the collaborative nature of the
task, I put before you a list of the factors which T have
found useful as explaining the ebb and flow of the
functions of government. They are: people, place,
physical technology, social technology, wishes and
ideas, catastrophe, and personality. I have over many
years built up a kind of flexible textbook in a collec-
tion of clippings, articles and books illustrative of
each, as any one can do for himself. Such illustrations
of the “raw material of politics” and hence adminis-
tration are in themselves the raw material of a science
of administration, of that part of the science which de-
scribes and interprets why particular activities are un-
dertaken through government and the problems of
policy, organization and management generally that
result from such origins.?

By illustrating concretely the relation of these en-
vironmental factors, a cooperative testing of the the-
ory will be facilitated. The changes in the distribution
of the people of a governmental unit by time, age and
place throw light on the origins of public policy and
administration. At our first census, we were a people
80 per cent of whom lived on farms; at our last census,
one hundred and fifty years later, 80 per cent of us did
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not live on farms. Over a third are now living in a rel-
atively few metropolitan areas; but the growth of these
areas is not in the core or mother city; it is in the sur-
rounding suburbs, separate political entities, frequently
also separate economic-status and cultural entities, yet
sharing with the mother city, which is often absolutely
declining in population, the public housekeeping prob-
lems of a metropolitan organism for which no—or no
adequate—political organization exists. Our population
is increasingly one with a larger proportion distributed
among the older age classes. These raw facts—too lit-
tle known and appreciated by citizens, which should
be at once placed before them in discussing many of
our public questions—in themselves explain much
about our functions of government. Coupled with fac-
tors of place and technology, they clarify many an issue
that is usually expressed in sterile conflicts. For exam-
ple, the old people in the more frequent large family
on a farm of a century ago, where more goods and
services were provided on the farm, had a function
still to perform and a more meaningful place in the
lives of younger generations of the family. In a more
pecuniary economy, separated from the family-sub-
sistence economy, ignored in the allocation of the
work and rewards of an industrial society, the de-
mand for pensions became irresistible.

The movement of people (by characteristic age
and income groups) from the mother city to sub-
urbs (as guided by factors of time-space and cost
in the journey to work, the dispersal of shopping
centers, the search of industry for land space for
straight-line production facilitated by paved roads,
trucks and distribution of power by wires, and other
technological changes, and changes in what we
wish for in residential environment) produces its
repercussion in the values of land and buildings, in
the tax basis for public services already existent in
older areas and demanded in the new, in the differ-
ential requirements and capacities-to-pay of people
for housing (including the site and neighborhood
equipment) and in the adjustment of transport and
utility requirements for the ever-changing metro-
politan organism.

Thus the factors of people and place are inextrica-
bly interwoven. And not merely in crowded urban
centers. ] have watched the same process of change

in sparsely settled areas of farm and forest, and its
potent effect on government.

Where there are extensive cut-over areas in the
Lake States, where the older farm lands of New
England or New York are no Jonger profitable to
agriculture and reforestation is too recent to yield
timber crops, in the Great Plains where lands best
suited to grazing and with limited rainfall have been
subjected to the plough, in the cut-over and eroded
lands of the Southern Piedmont, or in the anthracite
region of Pennsylvania, physical conditions—the ex-
haustion of the resource which originally brought
settlement—have produced a chain of institutional
consequences. Land values and tax payments de-
cline, tax delinquent land reverts to county or state,
public schools, roads and other services can no
longer be locally financed. Immediate relief through
state financial aids or state administered services in
turn are inadequate when widespread catastrophic
economic depression undermines state revenues. Ef-
forts aimed at restoring a source of production, such
as encouragement of cropping timber through fa-
voring taxation or the building up of public forests
adequate for permanent wood-using industries, or
the restoration of soil, will require a long period of
time for efficacy, and equally require an atmosphere
in which political leadership, the careful integration
of national, state, local, and individual and corporate
policies, and skilled technical personnel can be es-
tablished and supported steadily. Such an atmos-
phere, however, is not likely to be present among the
frustrate population of such areas, or the better-pro-
vided populations of other areas called upon to tax
themselves for local units of government in areas
which they have never seen or whose problems they
do not understand. Thugéflanges in place, or the use
of the resources and products of a place, are coercive
in their effect upon public administration.* "

My own generation has had a great lesson in the
importance of change in physical technology in wit-
nessing the adoption of the automobile and the role
it has come to play. It may be noted that its wide-
spread use was made possible by the development of
paved highways provided necessarily as a public
service. Highway expansion and design have been af-
fected by the coercion of political forces created by
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the physical invention. Groups of automobile users,
manufacturers, hotel proprietors, road builders, road
machinery and materials suppliers, persons seeking
jobs in highway construction and administration and
many others, have contended with those using horses,
carriage and harness makers and persons opposed to
the increased taxation that paved roads would require.
The original causes—a combination of physical in-
ventions such as the internal combustion engine and
the vulcanization of rubber—get obscured in the ulti-
mate disputes over taxation, jurisdiction, requirement
of liability insurance and examination for drivers’ li-
censes, or over the merits or defects of systems of traf-
fic control or the financing of overhead crossings or
express highways. The citizen blames “bureaucrats”
and “politicians” because the basic ecological causes
have not been clarified for him. This process of pub-
lic function adoption may also be reversed by other
changes—as we see, for example, in the abandonment
of many publicly financed and constructed canals,
when new technologies of transport rendered them
obsolete.

Changes in physical technology, however slowly
their institutional influences may spread, are more ob-
vious even to the point of being dramatic, to the citizen.
But he sometimes forgets the importance of the in-
vention of social institutions or devices, and their con-
tinuing influences which coerce us. Thus the pooling
and application of the savings of many through the in-
vention of the corporation has set new forces to ripple
through the social order, disarranging human rela-
tionships and creating new possibilities of large scale
enterprise financially capable of utilizing extensive
equipment and personnel and creating new relation-
ships between buyer and seller, employer and em-
ployee—from which coercions for a new balance of
forces, through consumer, labor and investor stan-
dards, have resulted.

You will have noted how interrelated all of these
factors are in their operation. Perhaps the subtlest one
is that for which I have difficulty in finding a satis-
factory term. I have used the words “wishes and

‘1deas.” What you don’t know, it is said, won’t hurt
you. I wonder whether this is true. If you do know that
some new drug, or method of treatment of disease, will
prevent the illness or perhaps death of those dear to

you, you will have a new imperative for action, even
if that action requires a public program. If you know
or think you know that a combination of legislative
and administrative measures will safeguard your bank
deposit or insurance from destruction, that idea will
have a coercive effect upon your political action. If
you think that public officials are corrupt, that a tar-
iff act or a regulation of a trade is a “racket,” that too
will influence the political decisions of your time. If
you value material well-being, and if that desire
takes so definite a form as a house and yard and gar-
den, there are inevitable consequences in standards
of public services that will facilitate the realization
of your desire. Down that long road one will find the
public insurance of mortgages to achieve lower in-
terest rates and longer-term financing and zoning
ordinances. .- oo

The O\Iigjhﬁatokrg of ideas and of social as well as
physical invention are persons. We students of public
administration will-do well to study the elements in
the influences which Bentham, the Webbs, the city
planner Burnham, the health officer Biggs, the pio-
neers in the New York Bureau of Municipal Research
and its Training School for Public Service have
wielded. Relevant preparation, longevity, personal or
institutional resources for research, sympathetic dis-
ciples, frequently some catastrophic situation in which
prevailing attitudes were sufficiently blasted to permit
the new ideas to be applied, channels of publication
and of communication generally, as well as inner qual-
ities of industry and integrity all, or nearly all in some
combination, will be found. We each will have
touched some one of this kind, perhaps, in our own
community; if not a pioneer in original invention, an
enlightened civic interpreter, agitator, or organizer.
Thus the late Governor Alfred E. Smith had a genius
for relating his sense of people’s needs, his experience
in party and legislative processes and his position as
Governor to a political and administrative program in
which the special knowledge of many persons was
most effectively used in the service of the State of
New York.

Catastrophe, especially when leadership and
knowledge are prepared with long-time programs
into which the immediate hurried relief action can be
fitted, has its place in the ecology of administration.
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It not only is destructive, so that relief and repair are
required on a scale so large that collective action is nec-
essary, but it also disrupts, jostles or challenges views
and attitudes, and affords to the inner self as well as
to others a respectable and face-saving reason for
changing one’s views as (o policy. The atomic bomb
gave to many, perhaps, a determining reason for a
change of attitude toward international organization.
But I incline to the view that the effects of catastrophe
on our thinking are relatively short-lived, and confined
to relatively smaller institutional changes, and that
older forces flood back with great strength to cancel
most of the first reaction. A frightened and frustrated
society is not one in which really significant changes
will take root, unless careful preparation and wise ad-
ministration of the relief period are available. The
night club fire in Boston in recent years in which so
many service men from various parts of the country
were killed is a tragic example of one role of catas-
trophe. In the lurid glare of that fire, weaknesses in
building codes and the administration of them were re-
vealed. So many vested interests of materials, con-
struction and crafts center in building codes that they
are difficult to keep in tune with invention and chang-
ing social needs. The fact that many in the fire were
from remote places, and were men in the armed serv-
ices, gave unusually wide reporting of the tragedy for
some days, especially as many victims lingered on in
hospitals. One result of the shock of the catastrophe
was therefore action in cities throughout the world to
inspect their places of public amusement and
survey their fire-prevention legislation and adminis-
tration. On a vaster scale, the catastrophe of economic
world depression led to a varied array of responses
through collective action in which there was much
similarity despite regional and ideological differences
among the various states of the world, since there were
also like ecological factors, common to modern power
industry and the price system. World wars illustrate the
extent to which a large area of collective action 1s nec-
essarily adopted under modern conditions of total
war—and equally illustrate the tremendous pull of
older customary views at the close, when the pressure

badly.

to remove the controls rises, and individuals in office
are held responsible for the frustrations once borne as
a patriotic offering. Wise and fortunate indeed is that
community that has so analyzed its problems and
needs, and has so prepared to make use of catastro-
phe should it come by plans for carrying out pro-
grams of improvements, that the aftermath of tragedy
finds its victims as well cared for as humanly possi-
ble and in addition some tangible new advance in the
equipment and life of the community. I have seen
some communities which, because they had equipped
themselves with personnel capable of fresh thinking,
had obtained from depression work-relief programs
recreation facilities that were their first amenities.
Such an approach as this to our study of public ad-
ministration is difficult, in that it makes demands upon
our powers to observe, upon a sensitive awareness of
changes and maladjustment and upon our willingness
to face the political—that is, the public-housekeeping—

. basis of administration. These factors—you may 1m-

prove upon my selection—in various combinations lie
behind a public agency. In their combination will be
found the reasons for its existence, and the reasons for
attack upon it as well. Only in so far as we can find some
essentially public core in the combination can we hope
to have an agency free from spoils or abuse of power.
The process of growth and formulation of a public pol-
icy out of these environmental materials links environ-
ment and administration. We may be too responsive to
change, or we may fail to achieve our best selves by ig-
noring what we might do to advantage ourselves by
collective action, if we perform this task of politics

“When I pay taxes,” wrote Justice Holmes to his
friend Sir Frederick Pollock, “I buy civilization.” It is
no easy task of the citizen in this complicated world
to get fair value in what he buys. That task is one of
discovery of the causes of problems, of the commu-
nication of possible remedies, of the organizing of cit-
izens, of the formulation of law. It is the task, in short,
of politics. The task will be more fruitfully performed
if the citizen, and his agents in public offices, under-
stand the ecology of government.



Notes

1. J. W. Bews, Human Ecology (London: Oxford

University Press, 1935), p. L.

_ From “Administration, A Foundation of Gov-

ernment,” by Charles A. Beard, in American
Political Science Review, XXXIV, No. 2 (April,
1940), p. 232. Reprinted by permission of the
American Political Science Association.

3. The methods as well as the substantive inter-

pretations of Frederick Jackson Turner should
be familiar to students of public administration
so far as the printed page permits. It was a rich
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experience to be present as he worked over
maps and statistical data of a county, state or re-
gion, putting geology, soils, land values, origins
of residents, and voting records together for
light on the resulting social action.

. A reverse picture is the sudden demand on the

use of ores in the Adirondack region during the
world war because of changes in the conditions
of ocean shipment. In one remote village a pub-
lic housing project, to take care of the expanded
work force, was a consequence, again, of the
catastrophe of war.



