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chapter 1

...................................................................................................................................................

T H E P U B L I C A N D I T S

P O L I C I E S
...................................................................................................................................................

robert e. goodin

martin rein

michael moran

This Oxford Handbook of Public Policy aspires to provide a rounded understanding of

what it is to make and to suVer, to study and to critique, the programs and policies by

which oYcers of the state attempt to rule. Ruling is an assertion of the will, an

attempt to exercise control, to shape the world. Public policies are instruments of this

assertive ambition, and policy studies in the mode that emerged from operations

research during the Second World War were originally envisaged as handmaidens in

that ambition.1 There was a distinctly ‘‘high modernist’’ feel to the enterprise, back

then: technocratic hubris, married to a sense of mission to make a better world;

an overwhelming conWdence in our ability to measure and monitor that world;

* We are grateful to Rod Rhodes for invaluable comments on an earlier draft.

1 In recommending continuation of wartime research and development eVorts into the postwar era,
Commanding General of the Army Air Force H. H. (‘‘Hap’’) Arnold had reported to the Secretary of War
in the following terms: ‘‘During this war the Army, Army Air Forces and the Navy have made
unprecedented use of scientiWc and industrial resources. The conclusion is inescapable that we have
not yet established the balance necessary to insure the continuance of teamwork among the military,
other government agencies, industry and the universities.’’ Just hear the high modernist ring in the bold
mission statement adopted by Project RAND in 1948, as it split oV from the Douglas Aircraft Company:
‘‘to further and promote scientiWc, educational and charitable purposes, all for the public welfare and
security of the United States of America’’ (RAND 2004).



and boundless conWdence in our capacity actually to pull oV the task of control

(Scott 1997; Moran 2003).

High modernism in the US and elsewhere have amounted to rule by ‘‘the best and the

brightest’’ (Halberstam 1969). It left little room for rhetoric and persuasion, privately

muchless publicly. Policy problems were technicalquestions, resolvableby the systematic

application of technical expertise. First in the Pentagon, then elsewhere across the wider

policy community, the ‘‘art of judgment’’ (Vickers 1983) gave way to the dictates of slide-

rule eYciency (Hitch 1958; Hitch and McKean 1960; Haveman and Margolis 1983).

Traces of that technocratic hubris remain, in consulting houses and IMF missions

and certain other important corners of the policy universe. But across most of that

world there has, over the last half-century, been a gradual chastening of the boldest

‘‘high modernist’’ hopes for the policy sciences.2 Even in the 1970s, when the high

modernist canon still ruled, perceptive social scientists had begun to highlight the

limits to implementation, administration, and control.3 Subsequently, the limits of

authority and accountability, of sheer analytic capacity, have borne down upon us.4

Fiasco has piled upon Wasco in some democratic systems (Henderson 1977; Dunleavy

1981, 1995; Bovens and ’t Hart 1996). We have learned that many of tools in the ‘‘high

modernist’’ kit are very powerful indeed, within limits; but they are strictly limited

(Hood 1983). We have learned how to supplement those ‘‘high modernist’’ approaches

with other ‘‘softer’’ modes for analyzing problems and attempting to solve them.

In trying to convey a sense of these changes in the way we have come to approach

public policy over the past half-century, the chapters in this Handbook (and still more

this Introduction to it) focus on the big picture rather than minute details. There are

other books to which readers might better turn for Wne-grained analyses of current

policy debates, policy area by policy area.5 There are other books providing more

Wne-grained analyses of public administration.6 This Handbook oVers instead a series

of connected stories about what it is like, and what it might alternatively be like, to

make and remake public policy in new, more modest modes.

This Introduction is oVered as a scene setter, rather than as a systematic overview

of the whole Weld of study, much less a potted summary of the chapters that follow.

Our authors speak most ably for themselves. In this Introduction, we simply do

likewise. And in doing so we try to tell a particular story: a story about the limits of

high ambition in policy studies and policy making, about the way those limits have

been appreciated, about the way more modest ambitions have been formulated, and

about the diYculties in turn of modest learning. Our story, like all stories, is

contestable. There is no single intellectually compelling account available of the

state of either policy making or the policy sciences; but the irredeemable fact of

contestability is a very part of the argument of the pages that follow.

2 For a remarkable early send up, see Mackenzie’s (1963) ‘‘The Plowden Report: a translation.’’
3 Pressman and Wildavsky 1973; Hood 1976; van Gunsteren 1976.
4 Majone and Quade 1980; Hogwood and Peters 1985; Bovens 1998.
5 The best regular update is probably found in the Brookings Institution’s ‘‘Setting National Priorities’’

series; see most recently Aaron and Reischauer (1999).
6 Lynn and Wildavsky 1990; Peters and Pierre 2003.
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1. Policy Persuasion

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

We begin with the most important of all limits to high ambition. All our talk of

‘‘making’’ public policy, of ‘‘choosing’’ and ‘‘deciding,’’ loses track of the home truth,

taught to President Kennedy by Richard Neustadt (1960), that politics and policy

making is mostly a matter of persuasion. Decide, choose, legislate as they will, policy

makers must carry people with them, if their determinations are to have the full force

of policy. That is most commonly demonstrated in systems that attempt to practice

liberal democracy; but a wealth of evidence shows that even in the most coercive

systems of social organization there are powerful limits to the straightforward power

of command (Etzioni 1965).

To make policy in a way that makes it stick, policy makers cannot merely issue

edicts. They need to persuade the people who must follow their edicts if those are to

become general public practice. In part, that involves persuasion of the public at

large: Teddy Roosevelt’s ‘‘bully pulpit’’ is one important lever. In part, the persuasion

required is of subordinates who must operationalize and implement the policies

handed down to them by nominal superiors. Truman wrongly pitied ‘‘Poor Ike,’’

whom he envisaged issuing orders as if he were in the army, only to Wnd that no one

would automatically obey: as it turned out, Ike had a clear idea how to persuade up

and down the chain of command, even if he had no persuasive presence on television

(Greenstein 1982). Indeed Eisenhower’s military experience precisely showed that

even in nominally hierarchical institutions, persuasion lay at the heart of eVective

command.

Not only is the practice of public policy making largely a matter of persuasion. So

too is the discipline of studying policy making aptly described as itself being a

‘‘persuasion’’ (Reich 1988; Majone 1989). It is a mood more than a science, a loosely

organized body of precepts and positions rather than a tightly integrated body of

systematic knowledge, more art and craft than genuine ‘‘science’’ (Wildavsky 1979;

Goodsell 1992). Its discipline-deWning title notwithstanding, Lerner and Lasswell’s

pioneering book The Policy Sciences (1951) never claimed otherwise: quite the con-

trary, as successive editors of the journal that bears that name continually editorially

recall.

The cast of mind characterizing policy studies is marked, above all else, by an

aspiration toward ‘‘relevance.’’ Policy studies, more than anything, are academic

works that attempt to do the real political work: contributing to the betterment of

life, oVering something that political actors can seize upon and use. From Gunnar

Myrdal’s American Dilemma (1944) through Charles Murray’s Losing Ground (1984)

and William Julius Wilson’s Truly Disadvantaged (1987), policy-oriented research on

race and poverty has informed successive generations of American policy makers on

both ends of the political spectrum, to take only one important example.

Beyond this stress on relevance, policy studies are distinguished from other sorts of

political science, secondly, by being unabashedly value laden (Lasswell 1951; Rein

the public and its policies 5



1976; Goodin 1982). They are explicitly normative, in embracing the ineliminable role

of value premisses in policy choice—and often in forthrightly stating and defending

the value premisses from which the policy prescriptions that they make proceed.

They are unapologetically prescriptive, in actually recommending certain programs

and policies over others. Policy studies, Wrst and foremost, give advice about policy;

and they cannot do that (on pain of the ‘‘naturalistic fallacy’’) without basing that

advice on some normative (‘‘ought’’) premisses in the Wrst place.

Policy studies are distinguished from other sorts of political science, thirdly, by

their action orientation. They are organized around questions of what we as a

political community should do, rather than just around questions of what it should

be. Whereas other sorts of political studies prescribe designs for our political insti-

tutions, as the embodiments or instruments of our collective values, speciWcally

policy studies focus less on institutional shells and more on what we collectively do

in and through those institutional forms. Policy studies embody a bias toward acts,

outputs, and outcomes—a concern with consequences—that contrasts with the

formal-institutional orientation of much of the rest of political studies.

These apparently commonplace observations—that policy studies is a ‘‘persuasion’’

that aspires to normatively committed intervention in the world of action—pose

powerful challenges for the policy analyst. One of the greatest challenges concerns

the language that the analyst can sensibly use. The professionalization of political

science in the last half-century has been accompanied by a familiar development—the

development of a correspondingly professional language. Political scientists know

whom they are talking to when they report Wndings: they are talking to each other, and

they naturally use language with which other political scientists are familiar. They are

talking to each other because the scientiWc world of political science has a recursive

quality: the task is to communicate with, and convince, like-minded professionals, in

terms that make sense to the professional community. Indeed some powerful tradi-

tions in purer forms of academic political science are actually suspicious of ‘‘rele-

vance’’ in scholarly enquiry (Van Evera 2003). The Wndings and arguments of

professional political science may seep into the world of action, but that is not the

main point of the activity. Accidental seepage is not good enough for policy studies. It

harks back to an older world of committed social enquiry where the precise object is to

unify systematic social investigation with normative commitment—and to report

both the results and the prescriptions in a language accessible to ‘‘non-professionals.’’

These can range from engaged—or not very engaged—citizens to the elite of policy

makers. Choosing the language in which to communicate is therefore a tricky, but

essential, part of the vocation of policy analysis.

One way of combining all these insights about how policy making and policy studies

are essentially about persuasion is through the ‘‘argumentative turn’’ and the analysis of

‘‘discourses’’ of policy in the ‘‘critical policy studies’’ movement (Fischer and Forrester

1993; Hajer 1995; Hajer and Wagenaar 2003). On this account, a positivist or ‘‘high

modernist’’ approach, either to the making of policy or to the understanding of

how it is made, that tries to decide what to do or what was done through vaguely

mechanical-style causal explanations is bound to fail, or anyway be radically incomplete.

6 robert e. goodin, martin rein & michael moran



Policy analysts are never mere ‘‘handmaidens to power.’’ It is part of their job, and a

role that the best of them play well, to advocate the policies that they think right

(Majone 1989). The job of the policy analyst is to ‘‘speak truth to power’’ (Wildavsky

1979), where the truths involved embrace not only the hard facts of positivist science

but also the reXexive self-understandings of the community both writ large (the

polity) and writ small (the policy community, the community of analysts).

It may well be that this reXexive quality is the main gift of the analyst to

the practitioner. In modern government practitioners are often forced to live in

an unreXective world: the very pressure of business compresses time horizons,

obliterating recollection of the past and foreshortening anticipation of the

future (Neustadt and May 1986). There is overwhelming pressure to decide, and

then to move on to the next problem. Self-consciousness about the limits of decision,

and about the setting, social and historical, of decision, is precisely what the

analyst can bring to the policy table, even if its presence at the table often seems

unwelcome.

Of course, reason giving has always been a central requirement of policy applica-

tion, enforced by administrative law. Courts automatically overrule administrative

orders accompanied by no reasons. So, too, will their ‘‘rationality review’’

strike down statutes which cannot be shown to serve a legitimate purpose within

the power of the state (Fried 2004, 208–12). The great insight of the argumentative turn

in policy analysis is that a robust process of reason giving runs throughout all stages of

public policy. It is not just a matter of legislative and administrative window dressing.

Frank and fearless advice is not always welcomed by those in positions of power.

All organizations Wnd self-evaluation hard, and states Wnd it particularly hard: there

is a long and well-documented history of states, democratic and non-democratic,

ignoring or even punishing the conveyor of unwelcome truths (Van Evera 2003).

Established administrative structures that used to be designed to generate dispas-

sionate advice are increasingly undermined with the politicization of science and the

public service (UCS 2004; Peters and Pierre 2004). Still, insofar as policy analysis

constitutes a profession with an ethos of its own, the aspiration to ‘‘speak truth to

power’’—even, or especially, unwelcome truths—must be its prime directive, its

equivalent of the Hippocratic Oath (ASPA 1984).

2. Arguing versus Bargaining

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

Our argument thus far involves modest claims for the ‘‘persuasion’’ of policy studies,

but even these modest ambitions carry their own hubristic dangers. Persuasion; the

encouragement of a reXexive, self-conscious policy culture; an attention to the

language used to communicate with the world of policy action: all are important.

But all run the risk of losing sight of a fundamental truth—that policy is not only

the public and its policies 7


