James Q. Wilson’s “The Rise of the Bureaucratic State” (1975)
Wilson’s classic article raises issues about the power of bureaucratic agencies and their accountability (or lack thereof) towards the public and the legislatures which created them, and the discretion they are granted to carry out the affairs of government.
The “Bureaucracy Problem” 
The Founding Fathers could not have imagined today’s bureaucracy. Initially, governmental functions were limited, and hence executive departments were small.  But Wilson points out that it is not simply the size of an organization that renders it a bureaucracy. He says that the government can spend vast sums of money “without creating that set of conditions we ordinarily associate with the bureaucratic state.” And, that the government could employ armies of personnel “without giving rise to those organizational patterns which we call bureaucratic.”  So, it is not about size.

Political Authority
Traditional scholars, a la Max Weber, believe that “bureaucracy is the inevitable consequence and perhaps necessary result of modernity” (i.e. bureaucratic organizations are necessary to manage “modern economic and social life.”)  Additionally, Wilson says that it is the shifting of power and control that has been taken from “the public” and placed within agencies and private interests which has given rise to “the bureaucratic state.”

Wilson lists three ways which bureaucracies garner political power with undesirable effects. In his words, these are ways “in which political authority has been transferred undesirably to an unaccountable administrative realm”…and this, according to Wilson, is the problem.

· by the growth of an administrative apparatus so large as to be immune from popular control.
· by placing power over a governmental bureaucracy of any size in private, rather than public, hands.
· by vesting discretionary authority in the hands of a public agency so that the exercise of that power is not responsive to the public good. 

Bureaucracy and “Clientelism”
Wilson talks about the period after the Civil War when the federal administrative system experienced tremendous growth. This growth was not simply due to hiring more personnel to perform the same functions (i.e., the postal service) but rather due to a “new and greater emphasis on the enlargement of the scope of government.”  These new agencies were “clientele-oriented.”  He quotes Richard L. Schott:

 “Whereas earlier federal departments had been formed around specialized governmental functions (e.g., foreign affairs, war, finance), the new departments of this period – Agriculture, Labor and Commerce – were devoted to the interests and aspirations of particular economic groups.”

With this, we start to see private interests being served by public functions. He uses an example of an early “client-serving” department: the Pension Office which was created to give benefits to hundreds of thousands of Union Army veterans after the Civil War. The program was wrought with fraudulent claims and congressional interference. Wilson asks:  “Why not? Since anything an administrator might deny, a legislator was only too pleased to grant.”
Wilson closes this section of his essay with a statement that summarizes what most politicians learn early on: “A benefit once bestowed cannot easily be withdrawn.”

[Birkland also acknowledges this emphasis on serving citizens as clients through “casework” which he defines as the tasks undertaken by a legislator to help constituents solve problems with government agencies. Paraphrasing Morina Fiorina, he writes that legislative members “enhance electoral success by creating connections with bureaucracies that facilitate ‘casework.’ The bureaucracy is usually very happy to respond to representatives prodding for faster or more favorable action, because such action can help cement friendly, mutually supportive relationships between Congress (which controls the purse strings, after all) and the agencies.” (Birkland, p. 58)]
Public Power and Private Interests

In the late 19th century, clientele-oriented bureaucracies proliferated at the state level. Wilson describes the growth of “occupational licensing agencies” which control the entry of new participants into certain professions and occupations. During the time of Independence, people could enter freely into any occupation and presumably the consumer would be the judge of the quality of service. Now, the use of “law and bureaucracy” governs who can enter a particular profession ranging from beauticians, plumbers, and lawyers to blacksmiths and dry cleaners.

Wilson purports that the problems created by these numerous and excessive occupational licensing boards “are not primarily the result of some bureaucratic pathology but of the possession of public power by persons who use it for private purposes.” In other words, private persons within a certain profession control and restrict who else enters the profession. Again we are seeing private interests being served by public functions and agencies.
Self-Perpetuating Agencies

Finally, Wilson speaks of the situation whereby agencies or programs which were created with the public good in mind, have become centers of power able to exercise their own discretion unaccountable to the public good.  He writes:


 “Most of the major new social programs of the U.S., whether for the good of the few or the many, were initially adopted by broad coalitions appealing to general standards of justice or to conceptions of the public weal.” (e.g., legislation such as Social Security, Medicare and programs for education, public safety and health.)….“But when a program supplies particular benefits to an existing or newly created interest - public or private - it creates a set of political relationships that make it exceptionally difficult to further alter that program by coalitions of the majority. What was created in the name of the common good, is now sustained in the name of the particular interest.”

This is what he means by bureaucratic agencies becoming “self perpetuating.” 

Wilson’s observations about bureaucracy, written in 1975, seem germane today. He wrote:
 “A regime of separated powers makes it difficult to overcome objections and contrary interests sufficiently to permit the enactment of a new program or the creation of a new agency. Unless the legislation can be made to pass either with little notice or at a time of crisis or extraordinary majorities, the initiation of new programs requires public interest arguments.”

This sentence immediately made me think of the enactment of the U.S. Patriot Act and the establishment of the federal Department of Homeland Security. This new program and new agency would not likely have happened absent “little notice” and a “time of crisis” amongst the American public. 
Wilson further writes about the self-perpetuating agency that “the same regime (of separated powers) works to protect agencies, once created, from unwelcome change because a major change is, in effect, new legislation that must overcome the same hurdles as the original law, but this time with one of the hurdles – the wishes of the agency and its clients- raised much higher.”  In other words, an agency or program once created, is very difficult to disband.  
He concludes on not such a positive note, saying that this process of delegating public power to private interests goes unchallenged, and the factional interests which have acquired a supportive public bureaucracy are able to “rule” the agenda without “scrutiny or modification of other interests.”  
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