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1. The Study of Administration’

Woodrow Wilson
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[ suppose that no practical science is ever studied where there is no need to

*  Source ; Political Science Quarterly, 2(June 1887).



1. The Study of Administration

know it. The very fact, therefore, that the eminently practical science of
administration is finding its way into college courses in this country would prove
that this country needs to know more about administration, were such proof of the
fact required to make out a case. It need not be said, however, that we do not
look into college programmes for proof of this fact. It is a thing almost taken for
granted among us, that the present movement called civil service reform must,
after the accomplishment of its first purpose, expand into efforts to improve, not
the personnel only, but also the organization and methods of our government
offices: because it is plain that their organization and methods need improvement
only less than their personnel . It is the object of administrative study to discover,
first, what government can properly and successfully do, and, secondly, how it
can do these proper things with the utmost possible efficiency and at the least
possible cost either of money or of energy. On both these points there is obviously
much need of light among us; and only careful study can supply that light.

Before entering on that study, however, it is needful:

1 . To take some account of what others have done in the same line; that is to

say, of the history of the study.
II . To ascertain just what is its subject matter.
M. To determine just what are the best methods by which to develop it, and
the most clarifying political conceptions to carry with us into it.

Unless, we know and settle these things, we shall set out without chart or

compass.

The science of administration is the latest fruit of that study of the science of
politics which was begun some twenty-two hundred years ago. It is a birth of our
own century, almost of our own generation.

Why was it so late in coming? Why did it wait till this too busy century of
ours to demand attention for itself? Administration is the most obvious part of
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government ; it is government in action; it is the executive, the operative, the most
visible side of government, and is of course as old as govemment itself. It is
government in action, and one might very naturally expect to find that government
in action had arrested the attention and provoked the scrutiny of writers of politics
very early in the history of systematic thought.

But such was not the case. No one wrote systematically of administration as a
branch of the science of govermnment until the present century had passed its first
youth and had begun to put forth its characteristic flower of systematic knowledge.
Up to our own day all the political writers whom we now read had thought,
argued , dogmatized only about the constitution of government;about the nature of
the state, the essence and seat of sovereignty, popular power and kingly prerog-
ative; about the greatest meanings lying at the heart of government, and the high
ends set before the purpose of government by man’s nature and man’s aims. The
central field of controversy was that great field of theory in which monarchy rode
tilt against democracy, in which oligarchy would have built for itself strongholds
of privilege, and in which tyranny sought opportunity to make good its claim to
receive submission from all competitors. Amidst this high warfare of principles,
administration could command no pause for its own consideration. The question
was always: Who shall make law, and what shall that law be? The other ques-
tion, how law should be administered with enlightenment, with equity, with
speed, and without friction, was put aside as “practical detail” which clerks could
arrange after doctors had agreed upon principles.

That political philosophy took this direction was of course no accident, no
chance preference or perverse whim of political philosophers. The philosophy of
any time is, as Hegel says, “nothing but the spirit of that time expressed in
abstract thought” ; and political philosophy, like philosophy of every other kind,
has only held up the mirror to contemporary affairs. The trouble in early times was
almost altogether about the constitution of government; and consequently that was
what engrossed men’s thoughts. There was little or no trouble about admin-
istration—at least little that was heeded by administrators. The functions of
government were simple, because life itself was simple. Government went about
imperatively and compelled men, without thought of consulting their wishes.



