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In 1992, David Osborne and Ted Gaebler published
Reinventing Government, putting forward 10 principles
through which “public entrepreneurs” might bring about
massive governmental reform. The book captured the
imagination of thousands of public managers and was
widely discussed, debated, and even implemented. What
we term the “reinvention movement” has been analyzed
from a number of different perspectives (Fallows 1992;
Frederickson 1992; Glastris 1992; Kettl 1994; Moe 1994).
However, few of these articles have explored the underly-
ing theoretical basis of the movement and its implications
for broader issues of democratic governance. For the most
part, past critiques have confronted the reinvention move-
ment on its own terms, that is, with an interest in the prac-
tical implications of the movement for the operations of
government, particularly at the federal level, where it has
been given a presidential blessing. Though we draw on
these works, our task is slightly different—to inquire into
the implications of the reinvention movement for demo-
cratic governance, broadly defined.

Before we begin, however, we should address a ques-
tion that may well have already occurred to the reader: in
speaking of the reinvention movement, do we refer to its
theory or its practice, reinvention as it is played out? As
we have suggested, our main task here is to explore the
theory on which reinvention is based. In all political and
administrative systems, there is always some discrepancy

between theory and practice, for reasons we all understand.
For example, vestiges of older systems may remain after
new ones have been implemented. Or pockets of resistance
may exist where deviants stubbornly hold other theories.
Or it may simply be that human beings rarely get anything
quite right. We suggest that our portrayal of the theory of
reinvention does in fact describe its development in prac-
tice reasonably well (see, for example, Thompson and
Riccucci’s 1998 survey of the reinvention movement’s ide-
ology and implementation at federal, state, and local lev-
els of government).

The most basic premise of the reinvention movement is
that the accumulation of the narrowly defined self-inter-
ests of many individuals can adequately approximate the
public interest. By “narrowly defined,” we mean the inter-
ests of individuals as they privately apprehend them, un-
mediated by participation in a process of civic discourse.
To illustrate the centrality of this assumption to the im-
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plicit theory of reinvention, we consider three of its ele-
ments—its use of the market model, its emphasis on cus-
tomers rather than citizens, and its glorification of entre-
preneurial management. We then examine the implications
of the assumption of self-interest for democratic gover-
nance and especially for democratic citizenship.

Administrative Reform as Political Theory
In The Administrative State, first published in 1948,

Dwight Waldo pointed out that although the earliest writ-
ers on public administration in this country were highly
practical people—people concerned, for the most part, with
the immediate technical operations of government—their
writings implicitly constituted a political theory, a theory
of democratic governance. Specifically, Waldo wrote, as
the early writers commented on such topics as the good
life, the criteria by which decisions are made, who should
rule, how to maintain a separation of powers, and central-
ization versus decentralization, they were, in effect, writ-
ing political philosophy. That the resulting body of thought
was not intended as political theory made it no less conse-
quential; indeed, this very fact may have made it more so.

In his introduction to the second edition of The Admin-
istrative State, Waldo argued even more directly that this
process is exactly how most political theories arise. On
one hand, it is naive to think that people actively engaged
in the work of governing would have the time and energy
for theoretical thinking (much less writing). On the other
hand, those who are isolated from government would not
be expected to have the knowledge necessary to develop
serious political theory. Rather, according to Waldo, “ Con-
sequential political theory, that is, political theory recog-
nized contemporaneously or subsequently as related im-
portantly to political reality and capable of generating be-
lief or action, is characteristically produced 1) by a person
not directly engaged in government but close enough to it
for first-hand knowledge, and 2) a person not by intention
‘theorizing’ but rather seeking solutions to problems judged
to be important and urgent” (1984, xxxiii). The ideal po-
litical theorist would be one who observes government
close at hand, perhaps even occasionally actively partici-
pating in the work of government, yet who is able to step
back from that work for serious thought and reflection.

Especially when the body of commentary that results
from practical discussions of political and administrative
issues becomes a movement—such as the scientific man-
agement movement, which Waldo saw as “overlapping or
indistinguishable” with the public administration move-
ment of the era in which he was writing—then it is incum-
bent on scholars to sort out the broader implications of the
theory underlying the movement. This was the task Waldo
set for himself in writing The Administrative State: to ex-

plicate “the political theories implicit and explicit in the
public administration literature (more generally, move-
ment)” (1984, xi).

Bringing matters up to the present, we are now in a
time in which a prevailing movement seems to be sweep-
ing across the public administration landscape. It has a
name, the “reinvention movement.” It is complete with
banners and slogans (such as “steer don’t row”), and it is
a movement whose central treatise, Reinventing Govern-
ment (Osborne and Gaebler 1992), was constructed by
individuals observing government close at hand, occa-
sionally actively participating, then stepping back for a
period of thought and reflection—in this case, a journal-
ist and a former city manager, David Osborne and Ted
Gaebler. Following Waldo, we would expect that, though
clearly without intending to do so, Osborne and Gaebler
and their followers have commented extensively on mat-
ters of broad interest and import, matters essentially re-
lated to political theory. We will explore this perspective
by examining three aspects of the reinvention move-
ment—the market model, the emphasis on customers, and
entrepreneurial management.

The Market Model
There is, of course, a long-standing tradition in public

administration that government should be run like a busi-
ness. For the most part, this recommendation has meant
that government agencies should adopt practices, ranging
from scientific management to total quality management,
that have been found useful in the private sector. The rein-
vention movement takes this idea one step further, arguing
that government should not only adopt the techniques of
business administration, but it should also adopt the val-
ues of business.

Among these business values, the reinvention move-
ment has accepted a wide variety, including the value of
competition, preference for market mechanisms for social
choice, and respect for the entrepreneurial spirit. In doing
so, the reinvention movement relies heavily on such “in-
tellectual cousins [as] public choice theory, principal agent
theory, and transaction cost analysis (Kamensky 1996,
251).” And it does so unabashedly. In the pages of the Pub-
lic Administration Review, John Kamensky (1996), one of
the most thoughtful architects of the National Performance
Review, ties the reinvention movement directly to public
choice theory, quoting the New Zealander Jonathan Bos-
ton: “The central tenet of the public choice approach is
that all human behavior is dominated by self-interest”
(251). Kamensky correctly notes that “public choice theo-
ries have tended to reject concepts like ‘public spirit,’ ‘pub-
lic service,’ and so forth.”

As it is employed in the reinvention movement, the
market model has several important features. According
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to Osborne and Gaebler (chap. 10), the market model
should be applied primarily to service providers, not to
policy agencies or regulatory agencies. But wherever pos-
sible, the market model applied to government would fea-
ture competition between public and private sectors, com-
petition among private firms vying for public contracts,
competition among public agencies (for example, between
public schools), and competition among governmental units
to provide services to internal customers. Interestingly, the
market model of the reinvention movement is not a purely
free market. Indeed, it relies on managed or regulated com-
petition, in which government retains the authority and
responsibility to set rules governing transactions. It is, one
might say, a conjunction of management and market.

In any case, underlying the market model of govern-
ment is an article of faith, a belief that the free play of
market forces will bring self-interested participants—in-
dividuals, social groups, agencies, firms—into an equilib-
rium that represents, in some way, the maximum achiev-
able social good. It implies that participants can serve the
public interest simply by concentrating on their own self-
interest. Even under conditions of regulation, the guiding
force is self-interest, in that participants will pursue their
own self-interest competitively rather than attempting to
discover a general public interest and collaborating to
achieve it. The basic force of the market, its unseen hand,
operates without deliberate direction. In fact, as Adam
Smith is said to have remarked of his grocer, it does not
matter to the operation of markets that individuals do not
act out of benevolence or love of their fellow men (Solomon
1992, 14). The primary motivating force of the market is
both self-correcting and likely to achieve beneficial soci-
etal results.

No one can argue that competition does not have ben-
efits in some situations. In sports, business, and even in
nature, competition often leads to improvement. Using a
similar logic, Osborne and Gaebler argue that market-ori-
ented governmental programs have many advantages over
conventional ones. They are decentralized, competitive,
and responsive to changing conditions; they empower cus-
tomers to make choices, and they link resources directly
to results; and they allow government to leverage its power,
achieving major changes by applying incentives strategi-
cally. Whether applied to governmental contracting, the
choice of schools for one’s children, or the selection of
low-income housing, the recommendation of the reinven-
tion movement is consistent: to let the ebb and flow of the
market guide not only individual choices, but ultimately
the direction of society as a whole.

Customer Service
Closely related to reinvention’s emphasis on the market

model is its emphasis on customer-driven government.

According to Osborne and Gaebler (chap. 6), customer-
driven government has three tenets. First, government must
listen carefully to its customers. Second, government
should offer its customers choices between competing ser-
vice providers (that is, create competition). Third, govern-
ments should give customers resources to use in selecting
their own service providers. In our view, these ideas go
beyond improving the quality of government service and,
in fact, represent a particular political viewpoint, one that
prefers a government that responds to the short-term self-
interests of isolated individuals (customers) rather than one
that supports the pursuit of public interests publicly de-
fined through a deliberative process (citizens).

Certainly, no one would argue with the idea that gov-
ernment should provide the highest quality service to its
citizens, within the constraints of law and available re-
sources. Indeed, efforts by individual agencies and entire
governments to improve service quality have proven quite
beneficial. For example, a federal executive order requires
federal agencies to more clearly define their internal and
external customers and to establish and meet higher stan-
dards of service quality. In Great Britain, the Citizens’
Charter movement not only requires higher standards of
service quality, but also requires that citizens be compen-
sated when those standards are not met. Similarly, many
state and local governments in the United States and abroad
are making efforts to improve customer service.

There are, however, several difficulties with the notion
of customer service. Obviously, the varied functions of
government do not represent uniform products or even a
“product line” as one might encounter in business. Rather,
the work of government is extremely diverse in the way it
originates, in the way it is performed, and in the way it is
received. Some services, of course, such as traffic cita-
tions or incarceration, are not even services the immediate
recipient wants. For these reasons, the relationship between
those in public organizations and their customers is far more
complex than the relationship between those behind the
hamburger stand and their customers (Cope 1997).

Similarly, the diversity of government activities means
that even the first step in a service improvement effort,
identification of the agency’s customers, can be quite dif-
ficult. Private-sector customer service efforts often distin-
guish between internal and external customers, but the
problem for government not only includes, but goes far
beyond, that distinction. Among the categories of those
dealt with by government are those who immediately
present themselves (and their available resources) for the
service, those who may be waiting for the service, rela-
tives and friends of the immediate recipient, those who
may need the service even though they are not actively
seeking it, future generations of possible service recipi-
ents, and on and on.
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Of even greater theoretical importance, some who ap-
proach government for services have greater resources and
greater skill in bringing their demands forward. In busi-
ness, that fact would justify special attention, but in gov-
ernment, it surely does not. In fact, an emphasis on cus-
tomer relations in government may create a climate in
which special privileges might be inappropriately granted.
Also, many public services—such as schooling, environ-
mental quality, or police protection—are designed to have
a collective benefit. For example, we generally assume that
having a more literate society is an important societal goal
that goes beyond the effect of schooling on a particular
individual. (Indeed, the fact that certain issues cannot be
easily managed or marketed is exactly why they are in the
public rather than the private sector.) Finally, the customer
of business products or services is rarely the producer of
those goods and services; yet in the public sector, the cus-
tomer of any government service is almost always at the
same time a citizen—in a sense, the boss. As a citizen, the
individual has a stake in all services that are delivered, not
just those that he or she consumes directly. This feature is
most clearly seen when a majority of citizens choose to
limit the amount of money to be spent to deliver a particu-
lar service, even one many other customers want.

The Administrator as Entrepreneur
The third element of the reinvention movement, which

we find particularly indicative of its underlying political
theory, is its enthusiasm for what Osborne and Gaebler
call “entrepreneurial government.” In their preface, they
define entrepreneurship as “us[ing] resources in new ways
to maximize productivity and effectiveness” (1992, xix).
But entrepreneurship connotes more than simple resource-
fulness. Specifically, it entails creativity and innovation, a
strong focus on ends (outcomes, mission) rather than
means, and a proactive stance toward problems (“prevent
[them] before they emerge, rather than simply offering
services afterward,” [20]). But most importantly, the idea
of entrepreneurship suggests the individual government
agent acting on his or her own self-interest (or that of the
agency). An example from Gaebler’s own experience is
used to make this point: “The idea was to get them think-
ing like owners; ‘If this were my money, would I spend it
this way?’” (3). The particular political viewpoint repre-
sented here is one that glorifies the innovative potential of
the single self-interested individual over the powers of es-
tablished institutional processes or the slower and more
hesitating, but more involving and perhaps democratic,
efforts of groups (compare to Green and Hubbell 1996).

As is the case with customer service and the benefits of
competition, no one can argue that “using resources in new
ways to maximize productivity and effectiveness” is an
unworthy goal. An observer who happens to be on Inter-

state 25 in Colorado at the right moment might see the
pavement line marking machine from the City of
Westminster crossing paths with the rotomill machine from
Englewood. Certainly, the managers who engineered the
reciprocal loans of these expensive pieces of equipment,
rather than buying both for their own towns, saved the tax-
payers money through their effective use of resources. Pro-
grams to cooperate with private firms that recycle oil or
make compost not only dispose of materials that would
otherwise fill municipal dumps, they also secondarily cre-
ate business tax revenues for the city.

Although entrepreneurial activity on the part of gov-
ernment has these obvious benefits, it is also worth not-
ing—as the private-sector advocates of entrepreneurship
are aware—that it has liabilities as well. The essence of
the strains involved in entrepreneurial activity is neatly
captured in Schumpeter’s description of it as “creative
destruction” (1911). On the credit side of the ledger, en-
trepreneurs create and innovate; on the debit side, they
may take excessive risks or run roughshod over people
and principles.

The “shadow” side of the entrepreneur is characterized
by a narrow focus, an unwillingness to follow rules and
stay within bounds, and a preference for action so strong
as to threaten accountability (“It is better to ask forgive-
ness than permission” [deLeon, 1996]). Cutting red tape—
or, as Barzelay (1992) calls it, “breaking through bureau-
cracy”—requires opportunism, single-mindedness, and
extraordinary confidence in one’s personal vision. Detailed
biographies of three giants among public managers (Hyman
Rickover, Herbert Hoover, and Robert Moses) led Eugene
Lewis to conclude that “[they were not] criminals in any
conventional sense. Rather, they were ‘rule benders.’ They
were crafty, and they pushed the limits of what was legal
and permissible time after time without getting caught or,
when caught, without serious punishment” (1980, 243).

While the public desires creative solutions to public
problems and likes the savings produced through innova-
tive thinking (and even occasional risk-taking), it holds
the notion of accountability to be extremely important as
well (compare to Romzek and Dubnick 1987). As a practi-
cal matter, in real organizations, entrepreneurial managers
pose a difficult and risky problem: they can be innovative
and productive, but their single-mindedness, tenacity, and
willingness to bend the rules make them very difficult to
control. They can become loose cannons. As a theoretical
concern, the notion of public managers acting purely as if
the public’s money were their own, that is, being moti-
vated by self-interest, flies in the face of a long and impor-
tant tradition of accountability and responsiveness in demo-
cratic public administration (Box 1997; Miller and
Simmons 1998; Terry 1998). Most importantly, it denies
the public a role in determining the expenditure of public
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funds and the design of public programs. As we will see,
treating the public’s money as if it were indeed the public’s
money is an important principle of democratic governance.

Self-interest vs. the Public Spirit
In each of the three areas of reinvention theory discussed

above, we have pointed out beneficial effects. Clearly, there
are circumstances where market competition, customer
services and entrepreneurial initiative are logical and de-
sirable. But equally clearly, the choices expressed by the
political theory of reinvention have important implications.
In the discussion that follows, we argue that reinvention’s
faith in self-interest as a motivating force for public action
is misplaced: it denigrates the role of collaborative action,
produces an impoverished vision of the public interest,
tends to exclude some persons from the public arena, and
reduces trust among citizens and between them and their
government. First, however, we should examine the way
in which various political traditions have captured the dis-
tinction between self-interest and the public interest, or
what Jane Mansbridge calls “the public spirit” (1990, 1992).

Michael Sandel, writing in Democracy’s Discontent
(1996), traces two traditions in American political life. The
first tradition, which Sandel says has largely prevailed in
recent history, describes the relationship between the state
and its citizens in terms of procedures and rights. This view
is based in a philosophy of self-interest and holds that gov-
ernment exists merely to mediate the specific personal and
collective interests of those in society, to provide an arena
in which self-interests can be played out and adjudicated.
Here, government fulfills its responsibility to citizens by
assuring that procedures are in place to guarantee that gov-
ernment operates according to democratic principles—
through voting, representation, due process, and other de-
vices—and that the rights of individuals, such as the right
of free speech or the right to privacy, are protected. In this
view, the citizen’s role is to develop the capacity to choose
pursuits that are consistent with his or her interest and to
respect the rights of others to do the same.

An alternative view of democratic citizenship sees the
individual as much more actively sharing in self-govern-
ment. The role of the citizen looks beyond self-interest
to the larger public interest; it takes a broader and longer-
term perspective. Obviously, such an interpretation of
democratic citizenship asks much more of the individual.
Among other things, it “requires a knowledge of public
affairs and also a sense of belonging, a concern for the
whole, a moral bond with the community whose fate is at
stake. To share in self-rule therefore requires that citi-
zens possess, or come to acquire, certain qualities of char-
acter, or civic virtues” (Sandel 1996, 5–6). Citizenship
provides a mechanism through which the individual can

integrate all the other roles that society assigns. Though
there are certain “qualities of character” that the citizen
should possess, there is also an assumption that active
involvement in the political and governmental process
will cultivate the very qualities that self-government re-
quires. Through their involvement in civic action and the
governance process, through their involvement in the
process of building community, citizens are energized,
focused, and made whole.

Jane Mansbridge (1980, 1990, 1992) makes a similar
distinction based on the notion of “public spirit”—she calls
it “the political form of altruism,” though we might also
use such terms as virtue, principle, justice, or a concern
for the public interest. The view of government based on
accumulated self-interest holds that governmental institu-
tions should minimize the need for public spirit—that is,
institutions should be created so that individuals acting in
their own self-interest (rather than being imbued with the
public spirit) arrive at mutually satisfactory solutions to
common, as well as individual problems. Mansbridge dis-
agrees, for two reasons: “First, public spirit is not simply a
fixed and scarce resource that must be hoarded for emer-
gencies and used sparingly. Rather, in some circumstances,
the exercise of public spirit creates more public spirit, both
in the actors and in those who notice their behavior. Sec-
ond, context is crucial.… In the arenas where self-inter-
ested action is most likely to undermine the larger system,
we should think consciously about which combinations of
sanctions and altruistic motivations (public spirit) are most
likely to generate cooperation” (1992, 153).

The idea of a common undertaking in which all citizens
can and must be involved is key. This collective enterprise,
which is often called the public interest, is not just the ac-
cumulation of private interests, nor even the juxtaposition
of “enlightened” self-interests. Indeed, this ideal moves
well beyond a politics based on the self-interest of the in-
dividual. “In fact, it has little to do with our private inter-
ests, since it concerns the world that lies beyond the self,
that was there before our birth and that will be there after
our death, and that finds its embodiment in activities and
institutions with their own intrinsic purposes which may
be often at odds with our short term and private interests”
(d’Entreves 1992, 154). In this political tradition, only as
citizens act with reference to the public interest, the broader
interest of the community, can they move from a lonely,
isolated existence to one of virtue and fulfillment. The pro-
cess of contributing to the community is ultimately what
makes one whole.

Of course, citizenship is not good simply because it pro-
duces warm, fuzzy feelings for the individual. Of at least
equal importance is its role in producing a more harmoni-
ous social world. As Sheldon Wolin wrote in Politics and
Vision (1960), “[C]itizenship provides what other roles
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cannot, namely an integrative experience that … demands
that the separate roles be surveyed from a more general
point of view” (434). By requiring that we interact—that
is, engage in democratic discourse—with others, partici-
pation broadens our perspectives and helps us see beyond
our own narrow interests. In addition to expanding our in-
tellectual understanding of the world, we also are forced
to grow emotionally. As we participate in discourse, we
are required to enter into the minds and hearts of others
empathically and imaginatively, a point clearly made in
several recent books and articles describing the “citizen-
ship” movement in public administration (Box 1998; King
and Stivers 1998). This shared experience creates within
us not only “cultural competence,” the ability to under-
stand others, but also consensus itself. In the process of
bouncing and crashing against others, our ideas and val-
ues are polished and their sharp edges rounded. As we learn
to know and value others, our internalized idea of the pub-
lic interest becomes more complex and balanced.

Finally, the notion of democratic discourse and delib-
eration has an educative aspect. As a result of participat-
ing in decision-making, the individual develops habits of
cooperative behavior that not only contribute to the com-
munity, but to the individual’s own self-worth as well. There
is a sense in which citizenship builds character. The indi-
vidual becomes more complete through involvement in
public matters, a completeness that takes the individual
beyond the narrowness of self-interest. As Carole Pateman
pointed out years ago, “the individual learns … that he has
to take into account wider matters than his own immediate
private interests if he is to gain cooperation from others,
… he learns to be a public as well as private citizen” (1970,
25). Hannah Pitkin, among others, has pointed out that citi-
zenship involves a transformation of narrowly defined self-
interest into a concern for others, for institutions, and for
ideals (Schwartz 1988, 7). And in this way the circle is
complete—by moving beyond self-interest, not only does
the individual contribute to the betterment of the demo-
cratic community, he or she grows personally, both in a
public and a private sense.

Reinvention as a Denial of Citizenship
The political theory of reinvention, founded on a faith

in individual self-interest as the engine that drives social
good, in fact acts to deny the ideal of citizenship.

Markets
The market model is not based on a deliberative pro-

cess and, in fact, functions in ways that inhibit its develop-
ment. Markets are anarchic. There is no ruling force that
governs transactions, forcing buyers and sellers to con-
clude their self-interested “deals.” In this Darwinist view,

competition is a more common strategy than collabora-
tion (although collaboration may occur within a group con-
tending competitively for power).

The market relies upon impersonal signals to reach equi-
librium. Mere signals—such as prices in the economic
market or votes in the political one—are impoverished by
comparison to the complexity of language. Good commu-
nication is rich in nuance, both intellectual and emotional.
An analogy with which students and professors are famil-
iar are traditional grades: A, B, C, D, and F. These signals
say very little and are disquietingly ambiguous, and few
who participate in the grading process—students, faculty,
or employers who look at transcripts (not many do)—pro-
fess satisfaction with it.

Further, we should consider whether equilibrium—the
point at which competing interests balance—is the best
we can hope to achieve. In the oft-told tale of the three
blind men who come upon an elephant, one touches the
leg and thinks it is a tree trunk. Another touches the tusk
and thinks it is a javelin. The third touches an ear and
thinks it is a ship’s sail. Only the omniscient observer
(the hearer or the teller of the tale) can see what the el-
ephant really is. So could the men, of course, if they could
talk with each other.

Or consider findings from the study of alternative dis-
pute resolution (ADR) techniques (arbitration, mediation,
negotiation). Resolving conflicts through adversarial le-
gal proceedings produces solutions that are less stable and
less satisfying to the participants than does ADR (Kressel
and Pruitt 1989), because mediation and negotiation en-
gage the disputants in dialog (either with or without a third
party as referee). The legal system achieves equilibrium,
but the outcomes that ADR can produce are better, for some
of the same reasons that democratic discourse can produce
better policy than can a political marketplace.

Another way that the political theory implicit in the
market model inhibits deliberative processes is its tendency
to draw a sharp distinction between the public and the pri-
vate spheres. As Camilla Stivers writes, “Classical liberal-
ism has always seen boundaries around the public sphere
as necessary to prevent tyranny, by sheltering individual,
‘private’ concerns from the reach of the state. But para-
doxically, the viability of liberal society, hence its public
sphere, depends on the fulfillment of certain functions in
the household, such as the provision of shelter, food, and
clothing and the bearing and nurturing of children” (Stivers
1993, 4). Her book is an extended analysis of the way this
view has tended to seclude women at home. Whereas men
and women once worked together on the family farm, af-
ter industrialization, women were left to their domestic
duties (rationalized by a “cult of domesticity,” echoed to-
day in Martha Stewart’s ascendance), while men domi-
nated the public world of business and politics. And de-
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spite affirmative action and equal opportunity, public ad-
ministration remains “structurally male despite its appar-
ent neutrality: It can only go on as it does because women
bear a lopsided share of the burden of domestic functions
without which life would simply not be possible”
(Hochschild and Machung 1989; Stivers 1993, 5).

Political conservatives, among the strongest advocates
of the market model, argue for limitations on government’s
reach, that is a narrowing of the public sphere and a con-
comitant protection of the sphere of private conduct. Of
course, most conservatives do not seek to obliterate gov-
ernment: they are quite content to have it enforce contracts,
preserve managerial control of employees, and (often)
impose a variety of constraints on (for example) sexual
behavior. But the conservative position does militate against
social control of domestic life and government restrictions
on business activity.

Some observers suggest that a narrowing of the public
sphere has occurred over recent decades. Robert Putnam
(1995) in his widely read essay, “Bowling Alone,” docu-
ments the depletion of “social capital”—the extensive net-
work of formal and informal associations through which
Americans used to fulfill social needs. Although the mat-
ter is debatable (some observers suggest there is an in-
crease in volunteer activity), if true, it represents a reduc-
tion in the degree to which ordinary Americans participate
in public life and, therefore, a restriction of their opportu-
nities to engage in productive discourse.

Customer Service
The restrictive nature of the consumer relationship is

easily seen, both in terms of our ordinary expectations of
government and public service and in our theoretical com-
mitments to democratic citizenship. Henry Mintzberg, the
Canadian management theorist, points out the variety of
relationships that citizens have with their governments—
customers, clients, citizens, and subjects—and suggests that
the label “customer” is particularly confining. “I am not a
mere customer of my government, thank you,” he writes.
“I expect something more than arm’s-length trading and
something less than the encouragement to consume” (1996,
77). As citizens, we expect government to act in a way that
not only promotes the consumption of services (Mintzberg
also asks, “Do we really want our governments … hawk-
ing products?”), but also promotes a set of principles and
ideals that are inherent in the public sphere.

Most importantly, the self-interested customer is a di-
vided self, seeking from one time to another the satisfac-
tion of different parts of the self (food, entertainment, etc.).
And while these different aspects of the self may interact
(a principle well-known to marketing experts who seek to
sell cars by describing their sex appeal), the consuming
self remains always less than whole. The consumer can

never fill all the needs that seem to present themselves, in
part because there is never enough money to buy every-
thing that the consuming self desires, and in part because,
even if money were not an object, money cannot buy emo-
tional or spiritual satisfaction—it can buy neither love, nor
happiness, nor self-esteem, nor the high regard of others.

An important aspect of the citizenship role, however, is
exactly its capacity to integrate the various aspects of the
self and to extend beyond the individual’s existing capaci-
ties to expand and develop personality and character. As
we have suggested earlier, in the process of deliberative
interaction, individuals expand their understanding and
appreciation of the needs and interests of others, internal-
izing this understanding and moving toward a broader and
more inclusive vision of the public interest. Citizenship is
an integrative experience that the competitive relations of
the marketplace do not seek to, and cannot, provide.

Entrepreneurship
In the public administration literature, several voices

have cautioned against overenthusiastic embrace of entre-
preneurship. Bellone and Goerl (1992), for example, ar-
gue that entrepreneurship places value on autonomy, per-
sonal vision, secrecy, and risk-taking, which are opposed
to administrative values such as democratic accountabil-
ity, participation, openness, and stewardship. They propose
that the conflict can be resolved with a “civic-regarding”
entrepreneurship. Terry (1993) maintains that some aspects
of entrepreneurship are fundamentally undemocratic, in that
it sanctions domination and romanticizes revolutionary
change (see also, Terry 1998).

The entrepreneurial leap is intuitive, creative, and
nonrational (it would be meaningless to speak of rational-
ity where both means and ends are not settled). But in this
formulation of the nature of entrepreneurial action we can
detect, behind the heroic figure of the entrepreneur, the
ghost of Nietzsche’s Superman. The irrationalist philoso-
phies of which his was a precursor (Sabine 1961) rejected
rational calculation in favor of “the insight of genius, or
the inarticulate cunning of instinct, or the assertiveness of
will and action” (889). These alternative decision rules were
contrasted with reason as being “creative rather than criti-
cal, profound rather than superficial, natural rather than
conventional, uncontrollable and demonic rather than me-
thodical” (Ibid.). And in place of the individualism of the
Enlightenment was set the cult of the Volk, which acted
collectively rather than by individual invention.

But the parallel drawn here between the figure of the en-
trepreneur and the Ubermensch is meant critically: when
we turn to a superhero to solve problems, we risk the same
dangers that are courted when national states place their fate
in the hands of untrammeled leaders. The corollary of faith
in entrepreneurship is a lack of faith in the ability of groups
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to be creative, flexible, and tenacious. The implicit message
is that the problems of today’s world cannot be solved by
the plodding, mundane efforts of ordinary people, but in-
stead require an inspired and visionary leader. While lead-
ership is a function that must be fulfilled for a collectivity to
accomplish its goals, mythologizing individual leadership
fosters dependency on the part of group members.

Conclusion
As Dwight Waldo pointed out many years ago, our day-

to-day thinking, talking, and writing—whether in univer-
sities or in the agencies of government—has important
theoretical and valuational underpinnings and conse-
quences. The immediate work of designing new institu-
tions, managing in new and innovative ways, creating sys-
tems for choice and accountability, as well as all the other
seemingly mundane tasks of government, express deeply-
rooted sentiments about the nature of democratic gover-
nance. As we respond to ideas such as those heralded by

the reinvention movement or any other fad that happens
by, we must clearly understand that in our actions or our
writings, we are rejecting or accepting a particular politi-
cal viewpoint. We are making political theory.

The reinvention movement speaks clearly to the politi-
cal theory of our time. In its use of the market model, in its
emphasis on customers rather than citizens, and in its glo-
rification of entrepreneurial management, the movement
contributes to a political theory based on the idea that the
public interest can be approximated through the accumu-
lation of the narrowly defined self-interests of many indi-
viduals. This approach is not an unfamiliar one to students
of political theory, but administrators who support the re-
invention movement must recognize the implicit political
theory they are supporting. And they should recognize the
aspects of democratic governance that they are rejecting—
democratic citizenship, civic engagement, and the public
interest (more broadly conceived). Many, we suspect, will
be uneasy to realize that they are moving away from such
fundamental values.
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