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Caution is the natural position of the bureaucrat, and nothing is more conducive to bureaucratic caution than the subject of power.  In a democratic polity governmental power is logically associated with elected executives (mayors, governors, presidents) on one hand and legislators on the other.  Following our constitutional form, executive powers will check the excesses of legislative powers and will, in turn, be checked by them.  There are no questions regarding claims to governing power by the two types of elected officials, only claims by one of the excesses of the other.  But both question the legitimacy of the exercise of bureaucratic power, causing bureaucrats to be loath to openly claim governmental power.           

Fifty-six years ago Norton E. Long was not afraid to describe bureaucratic power; he was, after all, an academic.  The opening sentences in his essay on power and administration are now canonical:

          There is no more forlorn spectacle in the administrative world than an agency
          and a program possessed of statutory life, armed with executive orders, sustained

         in the courts, yet stricken with paralysis and deprived of power.  An object of 
         contempt to its enemies and of despair to its friends. The lifeblood of administration

         is power.
There has been progress in the years since Long’s essay on bureaucratic power.  Following the work of Michael Lipsky, Steven Smith, Steven Maynard-Moody and Michael Musheno, we learn how street level bureaucrats allocate limited resources—code words for the exercise of bureaucratic power.  Following the work of Harold Seidmen, James Fesler, Donald Kettl, and Harold Kaufman, and others we learn why locating particular programs, agencies, offices, or bureaus in particular departments is important.  The reason is bureaucratic power.  There can be no better example than the pre-Katrina decision by Congress to discontinue the autonomous status of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and include it among the agencies folded into the new Department of Homeland Security.  However one looks at it, that decision enhanced the power of top officials at the Department of Homeland Security and diminished the bureaucratic power of FEMA officials.

The classic 1940-41 debate between Herman Finer and Carl Frederich was couched in terms of public policy and the nature of administrative responsibility (Frederich) and administrative responsibility in democratic government (Finer) and was argued in terms of what ought to be the proper range of bureaucratic administrative discretion.  In fact, their subject was the exercise of bureaucratic power.  In 1950 John Gaus wrote the famous lines, a theory of public administration means in our time a theory of politics also, and in Dwight Waldo’s Administrative State, he claimed that public administration is a form of politics.  Inasmuch as their subject was bureaucratic power, it is interesting how carefully these great scholars avoided the use of the p-word.
In the 1970s Graham Allison described a now widely used model of bureaucratic politics, in which various organizational elements of the executive branch bargain and compromise to establish policy and certain forms of that bargaining continues during the processes of policy implementation.  Once again, however carefully put, the subject is bureaucratic power.  Finally, Phillip Selznick, Hugh Heclo, John Kingdon, Dan Wood and Richard Waterman and others describe the exercise of bureaucratic power in the context of iron triangles or issue networks of interest groups, congressional committees, policy entrepreneurs, and administrative agencies.  Indeed some researchers find examples of bureaucratic capture by businesses they presume to regulate on one hand and co-optation of local elites and interest groups by bureaucracies on the other.  

From this recitation it is clear that we know a good bit about bureaucratic power.  But to know about bureaucratic power is not to understand it.  To understand bureaucratic power and those who exercise it one must turn to the work of the brilliant Earl Shorris (see especially his little book Power Sits at Another Table).   Rather than tedious descriptions of power, such as the first several paragraphs of this column, Shorris works in aphorisms, short observations designed to make the reader think.  Herewith I adapt some of Shorris’ aphorisms to the subject of bureaucratic power and mingle them with some of my own.  
The Language of Bureaucratic Power
1.  The bureaucratic dictionary does not include the word power.  It does include the words delegation, implementation, discretion, responsibility, and process—all words that mean power.

2.  Clarity vitiates bureaucratic power.  An agency vision is powerful, unless it is understood.  (The astute reader will know that this description of bureaucratic power is the opposite of the premise upon which strategic planning rests.)

3.  The powerful bureaucrat has time.  Hurried speech is a form of deference.
4.  The powerful bureaucrat said nothing, and everyone knew exactly what he/she meant.  Later they could not agree on what they had heard.

5.  In theory bureaucratic power is the same in theory and in practice.  In practice they are different.  

The Properties of Bureaucratic Power
6.  Power is the predicate to all bureaucratic achievement.

7.  Power is or is not.  There is no essential difference between great bureaucratic power and small bureaucratic power.
8.  Those without power wait.

9.  Distance indicates bureaucratic power and bureaucratic power fosters distance.
10.  Stylishness in all forms mitigates bureaucratic power.  Conspicuous power is vulnerable.
11.  Bureaucratic power conserves.
12.  Emptiness is a sign of bureaucratic power.

13.  Powerful bureaucrats are found in cities: wide open spaces remind them of their insignificance.

The Acts of Bureaucratic Power
14.  The wisdom of bureaucratic power is to blame the committee.

15.  Power punishes by disinterest.

16.  Power interrupts.

17.  In the world of bureaucratic power, unpredictability dominates.

18.  Bureaucratic power is conferred by association, the basking of others.
19.  To recognize virtue in another can be an act of bureaucratic power.
These aphorisms capture some of the hard and mordant truths of bureaucratic power. Understanding these truths will help the bureaucrat understand power and how to  practice the arts of power.  When this happens the agency of the powerful bureaucrat will prosper and so will the people.  
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