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. Unit One

Public Administration and
Management






1.1 The Big Questions of
Public Management

Whenever physicists get together, they discuss the big questions
of physics. Physicists have big questions about the universe: How did
the universe begin? When did the universe begin? How big is the uni-
verse (which is the same question as how old is the universe? Will the
universe continue to expand forever, or will it eventually stop expand-
ing and then start contracting) ?

Physicists also have big questions about the composition of matter.
What are the most basic building blocks or elementary particles from
which all physical objects are constructed? How do these building
blocks interact? That is, what are the forces that hold these elementary
particles together or push them apart?

Indeed, in physics, there are numerous big questions. For exam-
ple, Nobel Prize winner Steven Weinberg writes, “The theory of the
formation of galaxies is one of the great outstanding problems of astro-
physics.” “The formation of galaxies provides one of the thorniest prob-
lems in cosmology.” “Despite intensive work, no solution has been

produced which does not amount to saying: a galaxy forms because the
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initial conditions of the universe preordained that it would.” Physicists
all know what these big questions are, what altemative answers exist,
and how different people are attempting to sort out these alternatives, to
create new alternatives, and answer the questions.

Get a group of paleontologists together, and they, too, will begin
discussing the big questions of their field: Why did the dinosaurs die
out? When did humans get to the American continents? One of the big
questions for paleontologists and paleoanthropologists is: How did hu-
man life evolve? At the moment, there are two competing theories.
There is the regional continuity theory: Homo erectus left Africa about
a million years ago and evolved independently three different, modem
populations of homo sapiens originally based in Europe, Asia, and the
Middie East and Africa. There is also the out of Africa theory: we are
all the direct descendants of a single homo sapien, a woman called
Eve, who lived in Africa only 200,000 years ago.

Stephen Jay Gould, the prolific paleontologist, describes how the
revision of the history of evolution forged by the fossils found in the
Burgess Shale of British Columbia “poses two great problems about the
history of life” . First, why did modem, multicell life erupt in the
Cambrian explosion of diversity rather than evolve slowly and continu-
ously? Second, why did some of the creatures created by the Cambrian
explosion survive and evolve while others disappeared?

In July 1900, at the Intemational Congress of Mathematicians in
Paris, the mathematician David Hilbert (1902) set forth what he
thought were the 23 most important unsolved problems in mathemat-
ics—the ones that he thought his discipline should address in the next

century. Nearly a century later, mathematicians continue to work on
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some of Hilbert’s problems.

Get any group of scientists from any branch of science together,
and they will start talking about the big questions in their field, the lat-
est research published about those questions, and how they, through
their own research, are attempting to tackle those same big questions.
Any field of science is defined by the big questions it asks.

The same ought to be true for scholars of public management.
We, too, ought to have our own big questions that we discuss and de-
bate when we get together. These are the questions on which we ought
to focus our research. These are the questions we ought to seek data
and devise clever methodologies to answer. These big questions ought

to define the field of public management.

The Big Questions and Science

The big questions about physics are what make it a science.
Physics always has a number of big questions it is trying to answer, and
it has a sense of how those questions should be answered. For some of
the big questions, physicists have satisfied themselves that they have
the answers. The big-bang theory of the beginning of the universe is so
widely accepted by cosmologists that it is called “the standard model”.
Although every six months the Berkeley Lawrence Laboratory publishes
a list of literally hundreds of subatomic particles, physicists generaily
agree upon a standard model for the structure of truly elementary parti-
cles: 24 bosons (including photons) , 6 leptons (including the electron

and the neutrino) , and quarks. Baryons (including protons and neu-



6 AILEMEIE

trons) are each made up of 3 quarks, while mesons consist of 1 quark
and 1 anti-quark. There are 18 different kinds of quarks: they come
from 6 flavors (up, down, strange, cham, top, and bottom) as well
as in 3 different colors (red, green, and blue) .

No physicist, however, has seen a quark. Indeed, theoretical
physics suggests that free quarks cannot exist. Thus, a big question for
experimental physics is: Do quarks exist? Weinberg, an elementary-
particle physicist, writes, “The puzzle of the nonexistence of isolated
free quarks is one of the most important problems facing theoretical
physics at the present moment.”

Some of us may think that these big questions are not all that im-
portant. Would it really have been worth ten billion dollars to build a
54-mile subatomic racetrack in Texas that could crash two beams of
protons into each other hoping to smash them apart into their most ele-
mentary, component particles, that is, quarks? Theoretical physicists
predict what these elementary particles are. Experimental physicists
need highspeed accelerators to break down stable particles into these
predicted elementary particles so that they can be observed (or so that
some phenomena predicted by their existence can be observed) and
thus verified. In this time of budget deficits, a lot of us, and particu-
larly those of us in the U.S. House of Representatives, did not think
that answering this question warranted building the Superconducting
Supercollider. That does not mean that the question is not a big one for
physics. It simply means that the nonphysicists of the country would
rather spend $ 10 billion on answering some other questions, or per-
haps on acting on the basis of some questions to which (we think) we

already have the answer.
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The Scientific Method and the
Big Questions

How do scientists answer their big questions? Success involves
multiple ingredients; wisdom, hard work, and, sometimes, luck. In
science, observe Nathan Spielberg and Bryon D. Anderson, “often
dumb luck, sometimes called serendipity plays a role either in reveal-
ing a key piece of information or in revealing a particularly simple solu-
tion.” Sometimes, such serendipity helps scientists discover the answer
to a question that they did not know they were supposed to be asking.
In an effort to answer one big question, they may end up answering an-
other. For example, in 1826, Otto Unverdorben was attempting to pro-
duce a synthetic form of indigo but instead discovered aniline, an im-
| portant molecule in the chemical and pharmaceutical industries.

Serendipity strikes a lot more frequently, however, than scientists
recognize it. That is, most of the time the lucky observation of some
revealing data produces no increase in knowledge; those who were
blessed with the serendipitous data did not recognize its implications.
After all, how many people over the millennia were bopped on the head
by a falling apple before Isaac Newton discovered gravity? Every ances-
tor of Newton had watched objects fall; yet he was the first one. Build-
ing on the ideas of Kepler and Galileo, who discovered the law of gra-
vity? It takes a prepared scientist—someone who knows what the big
questions are—to recognize when an answer to an unanswered question

fortuitously presents itself. For serendipity to really work in science,
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the Jucky scientist must simultaneously recognize both the answer and
the question.

Joseph H. Taylor, Jr., and Russell A. Hulse were awarded the
1993 Nobel Prize for physics for discovering a binary pulsar. Pulsars
are collapsed, rotating stars that emit beacons of electromagnetic radia-
tion, much as a lighthouse emits a beacon of light. Moreover, the rota-
tional frequency of the pulsar, and thus the timing between their bea-
cons of radiation is extremely constant. Taylor and Hulse, however,
discovered a pulsar whose frequency was modulated. This, obviously,
was pure luck. Even discovering a new pulsar is luck; you just happen
to point your radio telescope in its direction.

Recognizing the implications of scientific luck is not luck. Taylor
and Hulse recognized: (1) that frequency of the pulsar’s beam varied
because it was rotating in orbit with another pulsar ( whose beam was
not pointed towards earth) , (2) that this pair of orbiting pulsars should
emit, according to Einstein’s theory of general relativity, gravity
waves, and thus (3) that this pair of pulsars could be used to test the
theory of general relativity. Taylor and Hulse won the Nobel Prize not
for finding a pulsar with a beacon whose frequency modulated but for
recognizing the implications of that modulation and using that implica-
tion to test one of the big questions of 20th-century physics: Is the the-
ory of general relativity correct?

As scholars of public management aspire to make their field a sci-
ence, they, too, need to focus on big questions. Unfortunately, the
effort to create a science of administration—to make management look
more like physics (or, at least, more like economics)—has led to an

emphasis on methodology, on the manipulation of data. After all, real



