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Introduction 
 
Political-administrative relations are complex and variable across cultures, 

and in both theory and practice, are at the heart of modern governance.  

Nonetheless, scholars from many countries have produced a body of 

literature on political-administrative relations that is largely descriptive, 

analytic, and comparative but rarely, if ever, prescriptive, reflecting, 

perhaps, a reluctance to impose or even suggest models from other 

societies or systems.  Such reluctance may be appropriate given the 

commonly recognized intellectual and methodological limitations inherent 

in the academic enterprise, as well as the familiar challenges associated 

with adapting exogenous paradigms.  But in view of the enduring and 

increasing significance of political-administrative relations in all countries, 

it is important to go beyond satisfaction with description and explanation 

and to attempt, with humility, to construct a cross-cultural perspective 

that may be of value to both scholars and practitioners grappling with this 

fundamental question. 

In the context of conventional democratic theory, traditional treatments of 

political-administrative relations tend to focus on bureaucratic discretion, 

bureaucratic participation in the policy process, and the influence of 

interest groups on legislative and administrative actors.  These treatments 

also tend to be unidirectional, with administrators identified as the targets 

of concern, consternation or reform.  The elected official’s position is 

inviolate, sanctioned, even sacrosanct, while the bureaucrat’s position is 

suspect, dubious, even diabolic.  Election or political appointment is 
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assumed to confer a moral status or legitimacy that places the legislator 

or appointee beyond the pale of criticism. Regardless of the representative 

nature or size of a politician’s electoral strength, it bestows moral and 

functional superiority over the public administrator.  The problem, 

however, is that several essential questions continue to be unasked, let 

alone answered.  For example, what are the basic goals and consequences 

of political-administrative relations with respect to the quality of 

governance? For our purposes here, what differences do the variations in 

political-administrative relations make for the challenges of inequality and 

exclusion—the theme of this conference?  Or will altering the variations in 

political-administrative relations affect the conditions underlying inequality 

and exclusion across the planet? 

At present, it appears that the most active area of engagement with both 

the theoretical and practical import of political-administrative relations is 

central and eastern Europe. As the individual states of the region struggle 

with the transition from command to market economies, with the potential 

impact of membership in the European Union, and with the whole panoply 

of policy and administrative issues facing any polity, their preoccupation 

with political-administrative relations transcends academic description and 

demands the development of new frameworks, approaches, and 

strategies.  NISPAcee, the Network of Institutes and Schools of Public 

Administration in Central and Eastern Europe, is hard at work on these 

challenges, as exemplified by its establishment at its 1998 conference in 

Prague of the Working Group on Politico-Administrative Relations.  As the 
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Working Group has observed, modern governance, with its dynamism, 

complexity, and multiple stakeholders, demands new thinking to move 

central and eastern European societies into the community of democratic 

nations in the 21st century.  The same may be said of other countries and 

regions across the globe. 

In this context, then, this paper’s central aim is to propose an explicit 

moral perspective on political-administrative relations, namely, moral 

agency and moral citizenship.  After touching briefly on some of the key 

literature on political-administrative relations, the paper posits moral 

agency and moral citizenship as an integral part of the profile and 

competencies of present and future politicians and administrators.   Next, 

we build on James Svara’s (1999) notion of complementarity of politics 

and administration by embedding political-administrative reciprocity in 

moral agency and moral citizenship.  This move enriches and extends the 

model of complementarity by going beyond required interpersonal and 

practical interdependence and providing it with moral justification.  We 

conclude by summarizing the paper’s main points and offering a few 

recommendations. 
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Perspectives on Political-Administrative Relations 

The scholarly literature on political-administrative relations offers a rich 

and detailed description of institutional circumstances across many 

countries, individual incentives and advantages, models of bureaucratic 

behavior, and the skills and strategies associated with one type of 

arrangement or another—in other words, the vast array of characteristics 

and conditions constituting this major insiders’ game (Aberbach, Putnam, 

and Rockman, 1981; Smith, 1984; Rose, 1987; Campbell, 1988; Peters, 

1995; Dunn, 1997; Svara, 1999; Verheijen and Rabrenovic, 1999; 

Mouritzen and Svara, 2002; Smith and Millick, 2002; Israel, 2002; Lee, 

2002; Wilson and Barker, 2003; Bissessar, 2003; Pullin and Haider, 

2003).  Seldom, however, are questions asked about the impact of this 

game on the quality of governance and the lives of citizens. Although the 

skill, capacity, and commitment of ministers and high-level civil servants 

are occasionally invoked as salient issues in reform initiatives, as well as 

established practices, the moral and policy consequences for citizens and 

for governance of the various permutations of political-administrative 

relations tend to be absent from the academic literature. 

Two exceptions that prove the rule are Richard Rose (1987) and B. Guy 

Peters (1995). Rose (1987) prefigures Svara’s (1999) concept of 

complementarity by arguing that “the differences between politicians and 

higher civil servants are not proof of a dilemma, in which a choice is 

forced between rule by ineffective elected officeholders, or effective but 

unrepresentative higher civil servants.  “Differences,” Rose claims, “can be 
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the basis for an exchange, to the mutual advantage of both politicians and 

civil servants” (410).  From a normative standpoint, however, dangers 

loom, for “the terms of trade in this exchange can be viewed in 

contrasting ways,” including the “village life in Whitehall” perspective 

identified by Hugh Heclo and Aaron Wildavsky.  In that instance, 

politicians and civil servants constituted a single community “maintained 

by consensus about informal norms, and by the exclusion of awkward 

outsiders” (410).  If those awkward outsiders happened to be citizens, 

then the potential for abuse in this cozy relationship is obvious.   

But an equally significant point that touches upon the quality of 

governance concerns infiltrating or interpenetrating the civil service.  In 

Rose’s (1987) view, if politicians are to give effective direction to 

government, then they need more knowledge of the government for which 

they are responsible.  Seeking such knowledge by infiltrating or 

interpenetrating civil service ranks “shows a readiness to respect and 

listen to civil servants, which tends to be lacking in measures that exploit 

weaknesses . . . or that ignore strengths” (424).  The aim of this process 

includes symbiosis, not capture, more nuanced understandings of political 

energy and administrative equilibrium, and an end to adversarial relations.  

“Instead of ministers being in opposition to civil servants, a recalcitrant 

policy environment becomes the adversary” (426).  Implicit in Rose’s 

(1987) position is a more responsible, reciprocal, and respectful 

relationship between elected officials and bureaucrats.  The missing 

ingredient is an explicit moral perspective that includes citizens. 
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Peters (1995), in speculating about the purpose of the politics-

administration dichotomy, suggests that it allows administrators to 

participate in organizational, as opposed to partisan, politics, without 

being held accountable for the outcomes of their actions.  Peters (1995) 

believes that, in the guise of legal or technical rationality, administrators 

can engage in policy making, avoid political interference in their decisions, 

and make unacceptable decisions more palatable to the public.  But 

politicians, too, benefit from the dichotomy, particularly in influencing 

difficult decisions made by bureaucrats who are not electorally 

accountable.  Rather than remove political influence, the separation of 

political and administrative functions simply makes it harder for citizens to 

identify or control.   

We can conclude, therefore, that both bureaucrats and politicians are 

parties to deception—bureaucrats of politicians and citizens, politicians of 

citizens and, perhaps, bureaucrats—and that both groups are selective in 

their application of democratic theory.  In this sense, political-

administrative relations might be characterized as an artful arrangement 

designed to promote the comfort and convenience of political and 

administrative actors at the highest levels, rather than the development 

and participation of citizenship.  In any event, Peters (1995) only hints at 

the meaning of this artifice for the quality of governance, and 

recommended remedies are nowhere to be found in his analysis. 
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Moral Agency and Moral Citizenship 

Like theory, ethics is perceived by many as of little or no value in the real 

world of governance.  Yet, like theory, ethics is embedded in both political 

and administrative practice, and is, therefore, inseparable from 

governance.  Practitioners do not function without theory or moral 

purpose, and scholars must maintain a morally-informed connection with 

practice.  Thus, practitioners and scholars, ideally, promote a collaborative 

relationship, involving moral as well as theoretical critique, understanding, 

and cooperative building and blending of theory and practice. 

Integrity, intelligence, and imagination in governance can be enhanced if 

practitioners and scholars, alike, are active, morally alert critics of 

conventional wisdom.  A key element of enhanced integrity, intelligence, 

and imagination in governance is the moral point of view.  The moral point 

of view in political and administrative thought, choice, and action includes 

justification, the provision of good reasons as opposed to only efficiency 

and expediency, and the application of judgment to technical and political 

expertise.  For the political or administrative practitioner, it means 

functioning as a critical thinker, rather than an ideologue or passive 

instrument of the status quo.   

The purpose of applying the moral point of view is to discover the 

underlying moral content and moral categories of political and 

administrative thought and practice, not to superimpose arbitrary rules. 

Finally, effective ethical theory must be practical.  It must help 

practitioners make sense of their situations, it must be explainable in 



www.iiasiisa.be 
 

ordinary language, and it must be testable through experience.  

Accordingly, the theorist’s essential responsibility is not to career or 

profession or theoretical elegance but, rather, to the moral nexus shared 

with the practitioner, and thus to the power and probity of public service.  

Both legislators and administrators are moral agents and, therefore, moral 

exemplars for private citizens.  In principal-agent theory, an agent is a 

person who acts in behalf of another, the principal.  In the public arena, 

agents have multiple principals.  The legislator, for example, is the agent 

of the district from which she is elected, the voters who supported her, 

campaign contributors, interest groups, her political party, and, by 

extension, her country.  Public administrators, too, have multiple 

principals or constituencies, including legislators, interest groups, and 

private citizens.  In both cases, multiple principals mean conflicting 

priorities and require the exercise of discretion and judgment. 

Multiple principals, therefore, signify complexity.  But a deeper issue 

arises when an agent acts in behalf of an abstract principal such as 

morality itself.  If a person believes that she is morally obligated, apart 

from or in addition to obligations to individuals or institutions, then 

morality becomes her principal.  Morality as a principal, however, enjoys a 

different status from other principals.  When conflicting principals impose 

conflicting priorities on an agent, morality is not simply one among many 

to be balanced against the others.  Morality becomes the supreme 

principal. 
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The moral agent expresses concern for moral values as ultimate ends, 

meaning that moral values leaven self-interest in the pursuit of moral 

objectives, such as the promotion of equality and the elimination or 

reduction of exclusion.  But moral agency extends beyond individuals to 

organizations as well.  Moral organizations have a moral mission and 

strive to achieve morally justified goals, for example, public agencies that 

exist to serve values that society considers significant enough to fund.  In 

any event, legislators and public administrators are not ideal or morally 

perfect public officials, but flesh-and-blood individuals who, by virtue of 

their respective roles and responsibilities, are required to make moral 

choices for and with the rest of us. 

 

Complementarity 

Although Svara’s (1999) complementarity model seeks to advance our 

understanding of American political-administrative relations, its essential 

structure and purpose apply to any political culture.  Like Rose’s (1987) 

concept of political interpenetration of the civil service, complementarity 

acknowledges the value of mutual respect, reciprocity, and responsibility 

between politicians and bureaucrats.  The problem is no longer adversarial 

political-administrative relations but, in Rose’s (1987) words, “a 

recalcitrant policy environment” (426).   

The fundamental question, however, still remains unanswered: What 

difference do more cooperative political-administrative relations make in 

the lives of citizens? Like other scholars, Svara (1999) contributes to our 
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understanding of political-administrative relations, but fails to address 

directly the significant challenge concerning their connection to the quality 

of governance.  Even if politicians and administrators communicate, 

cooperate, and coordinate in textbook fashion, citizen-centered or higher-

quality governance will not necessarily result. Therefore, something more 

is needed than the recognition of political-administrative interdependence 

if we wish to broaden the debate to include the voices of citizens as well 

as the interactions of insiders, specialists, and policy entrepreneurs. 

What is needed is a commitment to moral agency and moral citizenship. 

These elements add a critical feature to political-administrative relations 

and policy discourse, namely, active, explicit attention to the moral 

dimensions inherent in the decisions and actions that affect citizens, in 

particular, and governance, in general.  Inquiry into the principles and 

values at stake in deliberations about possible policy responses to 

inequality, for example, becomes as routine in political-administrative 

relations as identifying the salient interests involved.  

From this perspective, complementarity can be justified on both moral and 

practical grounds.  It is more in keeping with respect for human dignity 

and responsible autonomy than the timeworn politics-administration 

dichotomy, however conceived, and the truncated, impoverished 

administrative role is supplanted by reciprocity, respect, and legitimacy.  

On the practical level, it can facilitate more effective design and delivery 

of public policy to citizens, as elected officials and administrators 

simultaneously serve as agents of the public interest and of particular 
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constituencies.  The dialectic between the ideal and the real persists until 

the two are virtually indistinguishable. 

But shifting political-administrative relations in theory and practice from 

an insiders’ game to a morally conscious, citizen-centered process 

requires more than general prescriptions and proscriptions.  What is 

needed besides moral agency and moral citizenship is a genuine level of 

trust in and of government.  Without trust in the integrity of public 

officials and institutions, morally informed renewal of governance is 

unlikely.  Yet, trust is difficult to create and easy to damage or even 

destroy.  Indeed, institutions and professions across the spectrum, 

including universities, corporations, medicine, and the media, as well as 

government, have experienced a decline in trust.  

According to Kenneth Ruscio (1996), “the decline in trust is due to the 

growing perception that elected officials, administrators, and citizens seek 

to maximize their self-interest, and the system provides every opportunity 

for them to do so” (464).  Judging by the omission of moral considerations 

from the academic literature, political-administrative relations, as 

currently conceived and conducted, are characterized more by collusion 

and connivance than genuine trust.  Thus, if elected officials and 

administrators do not trust one another, in the office and in the media, it 

is unreasonable to believe that trust in government will be engendered in 

the citizenry.  Trust, like charity, begins at home. 

But the creation of trust, like reform in general, is daunting.  Although it is 

easy to defend trust in principle, establishing and sustaining it in practice 
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is quite a different matter.  In the case of political-administrative 

relations, elected officials and bureaucrats across the world engage each 

other in a series of compromises and concessions—their modus vivendi—

which serves their respective interests and manages the governance 

process with varying degrees of skill, effectiveness, and responsibility.  

Whether or to what degree trust is part of the equation in particular 

circumstances is an empirical question worthy of investigation. 
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Conclusion 

The complexity of political-administrative relations has provided a rich 

research agenda for many scholars over many decades.  As a result, we 

have available detailed descriptions, images, and analyses of political-

administrative relations in many polities across the globe.  The glaring 

omission is the two-level question: the moral relationship between political 

and administrative officials themselves, and the moral relationship 

between political and administrative officials, citizens, and the quality of 

governance.  On both levels, moral agency, citizenship, and trust apply. 

That bureaucrats do, indeed, participate in policy making has long been 

common knowledge.  The issue is the meaning and importance of such 

participation for policy outcomes.  Therefore, it is time for scholars, 

themselves, to exercise moral agency in their research, to go beyond 

conventional treatments, and to ask the moral question.  After all, as 

adherents to democratic theory, it is incumbent on them to consider not 

only the propriety of administrative policy making, but also to consider the 

nexus between prudence and principle.  As long as both legislators and 

administrators claim to act in the name and on the authority of citizens, 

scholars are responsible for assessing this claim on moral as well as 

political grounds. 

Rose (1987), Peters (1995), and Svara (1999) offer incipient insights into 

the moral dimensions of political-administrative relations.  Each implicitly 

recognizes that mere description of legislative-bureaucratic interaction 

takes us only so far in our understanding of what is, in fact, the 
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implementation of democratic theory.  Therefore, these scholars are to be 

commended for opening the door to higher order research, for viewing 

political-administrative relations through a different lens, and for 

beginning to ask fresh questions.  Although their discomfort with the 

moral aridity of the status quo may be only inchoate, it is the precondition 

for change. If public officials do not consider such issues as inequality and 

exclusion from a moral perspective, then the likelihood of change is dim 

indeed. 

On both the practitioner and scholarly levels, then, what is required, first 

of all, is a kind of transformational leadership in which the status quo is 

unfrozen and a new set of assumptions, incentives, and objectives is 

established (Burns, 1978).  For practitioners, with a serious interest in 

resolving such problems as inequality and exclusion, the benefits of moral 

agency and citizenship, enveloped in trust, are obvious.  Clear moral 

positions, coupled with political and administrative skills and strategies, 

are formidable opponents of the merely expedient, familiar, and 

comfortable in the policy arena.  Clear moral positions, coupled with 

sophisticated research and communications skills and strategies, are 

essential requirements in the academic arena.  Together, they can 

contribute both to the creation of a new set of profiles and competencies 

for public officials and to the advancement of democratic discourse and 

decision making around the world. 
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