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Essay

Reflections on George Frederickson and 
Bureaucrats Without Borders

I learned about George Frederickson from my guru, 
Bob Biller, a faculty member in the Berkeley School 
of Public Policy when I was a student at Berkeley in 
the late 1960s. Biller was a graduate of the University 
of Southern California (USC) and within a few years 
would move to the deanship of the USC School of 
Public Administration. He was an incredibly talented 
teacher who seemed very much at ease in both the 
world of the practitioner as well as the academic.

George Frederickson and Bob Biller had been col-
leagues as students at USC, maintained their relation-
ship over the years, and both were excited speculating 
about new approaches to a somewhat moribund field. 
Unlike many others in public administration, both 
men were interested in changes that emerged from the 
Kennedy and Johnson years. Their perch combined 
both traditional academic concerns with developments 
they watched, often from afar.

As I think about it, there was very little that George 
and I shared in those days that suggested the relation-
ship that we actually developed over time. George was 
a member of the Mormon religion, not a group that 
supported a number of the changes that were taking 
place in the American society. I was a first-generation 
Jewish woman who identified with the trade union 
movement and then became very involved in the civil 
rights movement. In fact, I discovered public adminis-
tration when working for the US Commission on Civil 
Rights, attempting to implement policies contained in 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act. I learned that many public 
administration academics were very comfortable 
looking down at the street demonstrations from their 
ivory towers without taking active positions on the 
issues being debated. But George was willing to ad-
dress these issues in other ways.

It is important to acknowledge that George 
Frederickson was always ahead of his colleagues on 
many issues. The progress that eventually emerged 
from the Minnowbrook conference series on public 
administration initiated in 1968 by Dwight Waldo 

(Carboni and Nabatchi 2019) led to more diverse fac-
ulties and student bodies. Minnowbrook opened the 
door to issues that had been hidden for many years. But 
because he assumed that his colleagues were willing to 
take these issues seriously, he gave them the benefit of 
many doubts. Often he appeared to be suspicious of 
overt political action, perhaps because he had seen the 
dark side of those activities. I always thought that he 
was comfortable with utopian concepts that reminded 
colleagues of his basic values.

Terry Cooper (a colleague at USC) and I sought to 
bring our civil rights experience to the field in a 1989 
Public Administration Review article entitled “From 
Public Action to Public Administration: Where Does 
It Lead?” (Radin and Cooper 1989). The piece em-
phasized Frederickson’s work that stemmed from 
his Minnowbrook activity and his commitment to 
change. Daniel McCool (1997) responded to our piece 
in his article in the International Journal of Public 
Administration that pushed us to assume a stronger 
perspective. During those years, I also learned that the 
advocates for these activist policies did not pay atten-
tion to the role of those charged with responsibility for 
the changes (the career bureaucracy).

My first direct encounter with George came when he 
asked me to be the book review editor for the Journal of 
Public Administration, Research and Theory (JPART). 
I  never asked him where or how my name emerged, 
but I enjoyed that role. I tried to develop a somewhat 
unusual approach to book reviews. Some of the books 
received two separate reviews, illustrating the legit-
imacy of different perspectives on the issues being dis-
cussed. I commissioned one review from someone who 
had written under a pseudonym because he was from 
a country that was likely to punish him for his views.

But I was very surprised when George called me 
to ask if I would take over the managing editor job 
PART when the first managing editor’s term was over. 
George told me that he would only be involved in 
the articles that he had commissioned; he assured me 
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that he would rely on my judgment about the manu-
scripts that came over the transom. I  decided that 
it was worth trying. To my surprise, I  learned that 
I liked the editing role, especially the way that it al-
lowed me to work with others to develop interesting 
papers. I  tried to select reviewers who represented 
knowledgeable individuals who would not be threat-
ened by arguments or criticism. Not once did George 
lobby me about a submission. And it didn’t hurt 
that by the end of my term JPART was at the top of 
journal rankings.

The five years of my managing editor term pro-
vided me with an opportunity to develop an un-
usual working relationship with George. We actually 
were mirror opposites of one another in a number 
of important ways. George was an optimist; I  was 
a skeptic. George was attracted to opportunities, 
I  gravitated to limitations. He looked for similar-
ities, I  looked for differences. I raised questions, he 
presented answers. We trusted each other and thus 
were able to acknowledge differences between our 
perspectives at the same time we tried to find ways 
to combine them.

These differences between the two of us never 
limited our friendship, our willingness to listen to the 
other, and—when appropriate—an attempt to com-
bine the two approaches. In its modest way, it was 
evidence that people with very different approaches 
and experiences could work together. But that did not 
occur easily not was it easy to find in the real world. It 
did not seem to apply to many situations with a history 
that was characterized by diverse perspectives (or even 
conflict) between participants.

And so, it is with great interest that I accepted the 
initiative to comment on one of George’s “last lectures.”

Bureaucrats Without Borders

This paper, “Bureaucrats without Borders,” is the first 
of the last four presentations developed by George 
Frederickson that will appear sequentially in this 
journal. I  have been asked to comment on it even 
though it provides an example of a situation where 
our two very different perspectives and approaches are 
likely to emerge on a specific proposal.

George was the kind of colleague I  treasure. He 
reached for new ideas as a way of pushing the con-
versation in new directions. It is with great admiration 
and personal respect that I  comment on it. It didn’t 
matter whether you agreed with him or not. That was 
true for me. His sometimes utopian ideas always gen-
erated new conversations and challenged one to think 
about important issues in new ways.

I treasured our conversations, for they were never 
dull. The last time I  saw him was in Lawrence, 

where I was attending the Bar Mitzvah of a friend’s 
son. I  made sure that George, Mary, and I  could 
meet for lunch. As usual, he was focused on an un-
usual project—a book that tried to deal with cor-
ruption in academic sports. It was a good example 
of his pleasure playing with ideas and designs and 
speculating where it took him. I  really miss those 
conversations.

I do not see the comment that follows as a cri-
tique and yet others might see it that way. I hope that 
the readers of this article will understand that I have 
attempted to discuss a set of issues raised by this 
paper that I wish I could have discussed with George 
Frederickson during his lifetime. They reflect my per-
sonal idiosyncrasies—just as “Bureaucrats without 
Borders” reflects the personal aspects of George’s ap-
proaches. In the spirit of our past conversations and 
with great respect, I offer them for discussion. I believe 
that “Bureaucrats Without Borders” is a good example 
of his pleasure in playing with ideas and designs and 
speculating on where it took him.

How Can We Deal With the Two Definitions of 
“Collaboration?”
As a first-generation American who lived through 
World War II and had members of my family who 
did not live through the Holocaust, I gravitated to the 
second definition of the term. The first definition simply 
notes that “collaboration” is “the action of working 
with someone to produce or create something.” That 
seemed to represent George Frederickson’s basic views 
and defined a set of opportunities that minimized pol-
itical, historical, and idiosyncratic experience. But 
I  had associations and experience that emphasized 
the second definition: “traitorous cooperation with 
an enemy.” The Holocaust Encyclopedia had a specific 
definition of the term:

“German authorities required the assistance of 
the Axis nations and of local collaborators in the re-
gions they occupied to implement the “Final Solution.” 
Collaborators committed some of the worst atrocities 
of the Holocaust era.”

Despite the years that have elapsed since World War 
II, it is difficult for many people to forget these ex-
periences. Thus the childhood association I had with 
that term is hard for me to ignore. Since I never had 
the opportunity to share that experience with George, 
I don’t know how he would have dealt with it. I doubt 
he would have ignored it and, instead, would have 
tried to understand my views. At the least, he would 
have found some way to acknowledge my personal 
perspectives on the word. I do know that definitions of 
terms can change drastically and the concept of collab-
oration has moved into the general population without 
an attachment to the Holocaust.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ppm

g/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ppm
gov/gvaa028/6102351 by guest on 16 January 2021



3Perspectives on Public Management and Governance, 2021, Vol. XX, No. XX

My Research Experience With Policy Settings That 
Emphasize Joint Decision-Making
From the time that I  became an academic, I was at-
tracted to focus on situations in which policy change 
required involvement of a broad range of actors who 
had a legitimate role in the process. In that sense, 
I clearly agreed with Frederickson’s focus on creating a 
decision-making environment that welcomed different 
perspectives on the issue. But policy issues inevitably 
bring an analysis into a complex environment. Each of 
the classic stages of the policy process (agenda setting, 
formulation, adoption, implementation, and evalu-
ation) has a range of actors who might be involved. 
A few actors have been involved in all of the stages but 
shifted in terms of the extent of their role and authority. 
This created incredibly complex settings that became 
problematic when different players were operating at 
different stages of the policy process; thus their conver-
sations seemed to move in diverse directions.

This and other sources of complexity make it diffi-
cult for me to follow George’s suggestions. It enticed 
analysts to go back to the Weberian literature where 
classic centralized bureaucracy made the pecking order 
of the players both clear and likely to harbor areas of 
conflict that were too often ignored. Even the Matrix 
organizations created by NASA generated or exposed 
conflict between different types of players (I find it 
interesting that Mary Parker Follett’s views about con-
flict are missing from George’s references).

My own work has tried to link administrative be-
havior to the unusual structure of the US system. 
Politics are expressed both in face to face relationships 
as well as through historical patterns and legal limita-
tions on what various players are likely to be expected 
to do. Unlike the relationships that are anchored in 
a parliamentary system, I have found that the shared 
powers between players and limitations defined by 
federalism are always with us and are present (even 
when they are not acknowledged). Some of these re-
lationships actually stem from the Civil War and they 
bring those age-old conflicts to the surface. Yet, some 
of Frederickson’s proposals seem to move toward an 
assumption that it is possible to conceptualize “an end 
to geography” that assumes a tabula rosa situation.

The US system contains examples that indicate the 
structural and behavioral complexities that are very 
difficult to overcome. These are also found in other 
systems but in a more muted fashion. In some cases, 
the innovation was able to attain modest changes or 
at least develop some new relationships. But they were 
rarely remembered or even acknowledged by a new 
generation of reformers because of the limited time 
frame that requires players to move to other issues.

My own career is full of articles and books that attempt 
to analyze these efforts. They range from examination of 

citizen participation requirements (important require-
ments of the War on Poverty) to efforts that created um-
brella human services agencies. I  have been concerned 
about reorganization issues as well as the creation of 
statewide organizations that attempted to bring players 
involved in rural development to one table.1

These attempts at reform tried to ignore historical 
relationships between players. For example, it was dif-
ficult for parents (especially minority group parents) to 
speak up and criticize teachers when they were in the 
room. When residents of community action programs 
(CAP) became members of the CAP Board, the admin-
istrators were surprised when these individuals (who 
were racial minorities) did not really participate.

In each of these cases, the reformers confronted pol-
itical constraints, past conflict between players, and a 
short time frame. Most of them were short term efforts 
because they reached roadblocks and new demands on 
the reformers’ time.

How would I discuss this with George? Would he be 
willing to focus on ways that addressed the reasons for 
the resistance to the change? The elegant model that he 
devised in “Bureaucrats Without Borders” would likely 
be modified. If some of the players in the borderless 
model were essential and others not, what would we 
do? After all, some of the players are not only powerful 
but contain needed authority. If we were discussing the 
strategy for implementing his model, I’d try to come 
up with changes that modified its coherence but main-
tained its basic goal.

Conflict Between Practical Politics and a 
“Professional Paternalism” (McCool)
When Dan McCool (1997) commented on the Radin/
Cooper reaction to the Minnowbrook perspective, he 
characterized it as a public action approach that “finds 
fault with the ‘professional paternalism’” at the first 
Minnowbrook. He noted that we followed the basic 
direction of Minnowbrook but asked for more—“more 
normative input, more ‘citizen participation,’ more 
prescriptive policy, and a looser, more subjective view 
of research and reality.” He emphasized what he called 
“the essence of practical politics in a democracy.”

McCool concluded that this situation requires 
participants “to play politics, it must take as well as 
give, or otherwise be ‘bargained’ right into a corner.” 
Yet Frederickson’s model seems to be a way to avoid 

1 One example can be found in Radin et al. (1996), New Governance for 
Rural America. This multi-year project was about a collaborative effort 
both in its goals and its research effort. This effort involved both public 
and private players within a state. It tended to treat the federal public 
sector players with more deference than the local or private sector 
participants. Yet, I  do not think that this observation was ever made 
publicly.
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politics (or at least the formal politics of political par-
ties, money, and power).

In many ways, this aspect of the Frederickson 
model replays the classic conflict between politics and 
Weberian administration. We never seem to escape 
from this and I’m sure that George might have had 
some incremental tricks up his sleeve to deal with this 
issue.

The Reality of Constant Change, Complexity, and 
Difficulty Mapping the Players
I wrote these reflections during the end of the Trump 
administration when the Coronavirus Pandemic 
is awaiting its vaccines. Issues that seemed settled 
10 months ago are the subject of headlines and televi-
sion specials. Federalism—a topic that was sometimes 
characterized as one of the most boring subjects in the 
United States—is examined in terms of the electoral 
system, the federal role, similarities and differences be-
tween states. The difference between the public and 
private sectors is a classic subject that is constantly 
confronted.

I tried to revisit some of these issues in an article 
in a recent issue of another journal. I  wrote a short 
piece entitled “What Have We Learned in the Fields of 
Public Policy and Public Administration that Might Be 
Relevant to the Coronavirus Pandemic” (Radin 2020) 
that probably was never seen by George since his last 
illness limited his energy. I talked about how difficult it 
was to construct a conceptual map of relevant players 
that should be involved in efforts to devise and imple-
ment appropriate policies related to the Pandemic.

I noted the difficulty of using past models to iden-
tify appropriate players. There were aspects of the 
situation that seemed to be unique and extremely 
difficult to manage. These included the election 

environment as well as the broad range of players of 
every shape and variety touched by the problem. It 
was clear to me that failure to acknowledge the con-
flict that emerged from this situation would lead to 
more problems.

Conclusion

In some ways, like the main character in the myth of 
Sisyphus, George Frederickson found meaning in the 
search for rationality in a world that denied that it 
was possible. “Bureaucrats Without Borders” is stimu-
lating; it pushed me, as a skeptic, to think about these 
issues in new ways. Even with his strong faith in dealing 
with wicked problems, I think that George might have 
modified his optimism if we had had a chance to talk. 
And I would have felt better after a conversation with 
him about his proposal.

Beryl A. Radin*
*Georgetown McCourt School of Public Policy
Address correspondence to the author at berylradin@verizon.
net.
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