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Among the better parts of being “senior” is that one is asked, from time to time, to sum things up.  This essay is a response to an invitation to sum up the current state of social equity in American public administration.?  Because there have been similar invitations over the years, one might assume that there is little more to say about social equity.  On the contrary, there is a very great deal more to say.  The applied field of social equity is highly dynamic.  So too is the theoretical literature.  A “summing up” is next to impossible because the social equity terrain changes so often.  Therefore, an essay on the  state of social equity in early 2007 will have to do.  


This essay is written three days after the death of Phil Rutledge, a dear friend and fellow traveler along the roads of social equity.  In view of Phil’s death, the original outline for this essay was quickly scrapped and replaced with some observations and thoughts on Phil and on how he might view the present state of social equity.                

Philip J. Rutledge and I were brought together by John W. Ryan.  It was 1971 and John had just been appointed the president of Indiana University.  We were both active in the American Society for Public Administration (ASPA) and at an ASPA meeting John introduced me to Phil.  Phil indicated that he had read my essay on social equity in the just published Toward a New Public Administration (Frederickson 1971) and was anxious to talk about it.  The conversation we began that day continued, off and on, for 35 years.  Phil’s part of the conversation was applied, practical, rooted in the soil of American government and public administration; a search for the ways to make social equity work.  My part of the conversation was abstract and conceptual; a search for ways to bring others to the social equity cause and, along the way, a search for theoretical clarity.  


Although we were having a conversation about social equity, conversations were never enough for Phil.  He was the social equity entrepreneur.  During his ASPA presidency he asked Dwight Waldo to include a symposium on social equity in the Public Administration Review (January/February 1974).  During this period ASPA was rewriting its Code of Ethics and Phil encouraged the drafting committee to include a social equity standard.   Phil was the force behind the continuing environmental justice project panels at the National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA).  Phil also was the driving force behind what is now the Standing Panel on Social Equity in Governance of NAPA and the series of annual NAPA social equity conferences.  


Phil was more a choir master than a soloist.  He gathered people together to make things happen.  An instinctive organizer and delegator, he parceled out the work, set the deadlines, probed here and poked there.  When everything was organized and the choir was assembled he insisted that everyone introduce themselves and tell their little story.  He was luxurious with time.  Our work was so important that is should take whatever time was available and more.  Money was seldom involved but dedication to a cause was always involved.  We were all able to engage in the social equity cause because Phil engaged us.  And he asked us to work for our cause.  Although those of us who worked with Phil said this to one another in a joking way, it was true:  “Phil takes it as his personal responsibility to go about the world creating work for others.”  Work we did, and blessed work it was.


We were often in conferences or meetings at which one of us introduced the other.  Over the years this became a contest.  Of my introductions of Phil, his favorite was: “And now, ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to give you Phil Rutledge, the Public Administration Tsunami.”  My favorite of his introductions of me was:  “And now, ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to introduce to you the Social Equity Word Monkey, George Frederickson.”  These introductions may not have been very amusing to the audience, but we loved them.


In November, 2006, the Board of Directors of the National Academy of Public Administration established the George Graham Award for Distinguished Service to the Academy and agreed that Phil would be among the first to be given the Graham Award.  The presentation of the award was scheduled for a Board of Director’s dinner on January 26, 2007, and Phil planned to be there with Vi.  He died that morning.

Imagine with me that Providence has given us one last chance to have a conversation with Phil regarding the state of social equity.  In our imagination we are all at the dinner table with Phil on the night he is to receive the Graham Award.


The conversation turns to the recent death of the great sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset.  Someone at the table tells us that Lipset is the only person to have been elected president of the American Sociological Association and the American Political Science Association.  Someone else comments that Lipset was known for using a qualitative research methodology in the tradition of Max Weber; indeed Lipset, was known as the American Weber.  We are reminded that in his early years Lipset was on the ideological left and as he aged he moved to the ideological right.  Yes, Phil comments, reminding us that it was Lipset, more than anyone else in the past generation, who regularly documented the sharp rise in income inequality.  Lipset regularly wrote about how the rich were getting better at passing on their advantages to their children.  And Lipset’s special interest was describing the increasing gaps in housing, health care, employment, and lifestyles between the educated and the uneducated.  

  
That may be true, someone else comments, but the point is that while Lipset continued to be the leading scholar of inequality in America, over the years he changed.  He was initially committed to the welfare state, to a social safety net, and to redistributive social policies as ways to level the social and economic playing field.  In his middle and later years he changed to a rather  passive non-interventionist perspective in matters of social equity.  


It was Lipset, we were reminded, who argued that there are two primary competing themes that run through American history.  One theme is individual achievement;  the other is equality.  And it was Lipset who reminded us that throughout American history when individual achievement competed directly with equality, achievement almost always won.  The American ethos of achievement and of individual merit has reshaped the ethos of equality.  When our language is decoded, as Lipset said, what is usually meant by the word equality is “fair opportunity..” and what is meant by freedom also means “opportunity.”     


In Lipset’s concept of American exceptionalism, when we are compared with other democratic nations, Americans are more individualistic, more pro-business, more anti-statist, and more meritocratic.  We lead the democratic world in crime, incarceration, drug abuse, and family breakdown—all reflections of our weak social ties and our ethos of freedom and liberty.  Yet we are more openly religious and more willing to politicize moral issues.  And we are an increasingly heterogeneous people.  It was Lipset who determined that homogenous cultures and countries are much more inclined to equalizing social policies than are heterogeneous countries such as the United States..     

  
Then, in our imaginary conversation, Phil reminds us that Lipset dropped his support for affirmative action in the 1980s and was identified with Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s concept of benign neglect.  That’s right, someone else says.  In his comments on Lipset’s death, Rakesh Khurana of Harvard University said:  

                    There are many sociologists who described Lipset as a “conservative”

                    sociologist.  I disagree.  Lipset was neither conservative nor

                    liberal, he was part of a tradition of pragmatists, who are

                    skeptical of all grand, utopian theories and ideas.  Like the late

                    Edward Shils or Robert Nisbet, Lipset deeply believed in the

                    social-ordering capacity of foundational institutions, like

                    family, religion, and community. He was skeptical of big 

                    government as a solution of micro-level problems.  A

                    perspective that has recently been articulated by educational

                    attainment and its links to culture.  

                                             (Rakesh Kurana’s Weblog)


When the subject of affirmative action enters the conversation, I ask the table if others have seen Sally Coleman Selden’s excellent new piece on affirmative action in the Public Administration Review (60, No. 6.)?  Sally is at the table and because the others at the table seemed interested in learning what she had written, we turn to her.


In this article I trace the evolution in social policy from equal opportunity to affirmative as the foundation of an examination of declining support for affirmative action, Sally explains.  In a way, I was attempting to account for one of Lipset’s claims—that opportunity, like achievement, will trump social policies designed to achieve equality.


I found that with a few exceptions, studies indicate that minorities and women have made impressive gains in equality.   But most studies also show that there are still gaps, and in some cases wide gaps, between men and women, African Americans and whites, Hispanics and whites, and other minorities and whites.  


Over time public support for affirmative action has waxed and waned but almost always within a fairly narrow range.  The point is that American are conflicted about affirmative action, neither support nor opposition holding a dominant position in public opinion.  As might be expected, there is relatively wide variation in opinions of affirmative action based on the race of the respondent.


In the last 15 years the courts have narrowed the scope of state and federal affirmative action programs.


Grassroots legislative action, direct ballot initiatives often led by Ward Connerly, the former Trustee of the University of California, and executive orders have also narrowed the scope of affirmative action.


    The representative bureaucracy thesis is generally confirmed, which is to say that greater diversity in the public workforce has a positive influence on performance and effectiveness.


In my conclusions, I wrote that:  “. . . despite the gains achieved by women and minorities since the early 1960s, the challenges of eradicating discrimination in the workplace remain. . . . (T)he educational pipeline for increasing diversity in their workforces is more  robust than in the past, but the performance and graduation rates of minority students remain disappointing and require attention.”


One profoundly important public administration point is left out of contemporary considerations of affirmative action and the public service.  Because of an increasing reliance on grants and contracts, the federal government as well as many state and local governments now have so-called “multisector workforces.”  Indeed, for every one direct federal employee there are now between seven and eight equivalent contract employees—the so-called shadow bureaucracy.  We know a very great deal about the diversity of the federal workforce and next to nothing about the diversity of the shadow bureaucracy.   Furthermore we have weak theoretical and normative positions which might account for the need for diversity in the contract workforce social equity in the services of the contract workforce.

Ed Jennings is at the table and someone asks him to tell us about his recent research on the influence of the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) on social equity.   Ed explains that GPRA requires each federal department to develop specific goals and to annually measure their performance with respect to those goals.  He wanted to find out whether the federal focus on measuring outputs, outcomes, and impacts incorporated attention to social equity concerns.  Of the sixteen departments he reviewed, nine departments saw no need to report social equity impacts—Defense, Energy, Justice, State, Homeland Security, Interior, Treasury, Transportation, and the Environmental Protection Administration (EPA).   The Department of Health and Human Services and the Departments of Veterans Affairs and Education have developed social equity performance measures.  All told, only 6.1 percent of federal performance measures reflect social equity consideration.


As those of us at the table reflect on Ed’s report, Phil indicated that he was surprised that the Environmental Protection Administration is not using measures of social equity in their consideration of environmental outcomes.  After all, Phil explains, EPA has funded a long standing contract with NAPA to develop its environmental justice program.  Then Phil says that the next stage of the NAPA contract with EPA should be the development of EPA social equity performance measures.  Toward that end Phil begins to give particular assignments to those of us at the table.


Ed adds that certain agencies that have among their purpose addressing the needs of the disadvantaged have developed good social equity performance measures.  In addition, when social equity requirements are written into law, as in the case of education, social equity performance measure reporting is extensive.  But cross-cutting laws and regulations that require attention to social equity in agency behavior, as is required by civil rights laws, do little to stimulate attention to the measurement of  performance.  On a positive note, Ed makes the point that GPRA-based performance measures provide a potentially useful vehicle for making points about social equity.  The trick will be to make federal performance measures reflect social equity purposes.  Phil agrees and reminds us of the big job ahead.

Another voice asks the table what we all think about Walter Benn Michaels’ new book The Trouble with Diversity:  How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore Inequality?  The ensuing silence serves as a predicate to a difficult discussion of a complex and troubling argument.   Advocates of social equity in public administration are accustomed to challenges to affirmative action and diversity, but not ordinarily from so-called liberals.  That’s what makes Michaels’ argument so challenging.  He argues that inequality in all its forms—income, housing, schooling, health care, transportation—must be at the center of all claims of fairness and justice.  Diversity, he argues, is a consolation prize, a second order issue that distracts policy makers and public administrators from the central issue—inequality.  

It is no wonder, Michaels’ claims, that diversity is a powerful tool of self-legitimization for the rich.  “A society free not only of racism but of sexism and of heterosexism is a neoliberal utopia where all the irrelevant grounds for inequality (your identity) have been eliminated and whatever inequalities are left is therefore legitimated.”  Michaels reminds us that despite years of affirmative action and diversity, only three percent of the students at selective universities are from the bottom socioeconomic quartile.  Universities are, according to Michaels, serving the extra-educational function of laundering privileges into qualifications.  

Following Michaels, it is the ideology of diversity that demands examination.  Diversity, he claims, plays an ideological trick that goes this way:  “It treats economic differences along the lines of racial and sexual differences, thus identifying the problem not as the economic differences but as racial or gender prejudice.”  As long as no one wishes ill to the poor, and the poor are not made to feel inferior, there are no grounds for complaint and no basis for challenging those aspects of capitalism that further inequality.  Diversity, therefore, keeps those interested in social equity barking up the wrong tree.

The right tree for us to bark up, according to Michaels, is poverty, and particularly the structural factors that sustain poverty.        

Someone at the table says that Michaels’ argument reminds her of the battle over admissions policy on the campuses of the University of California.  After the statewide referendum that struck down race-and gender-based affirmative action in admissions, university officials attempted to design an admissions model based on the socioeconomic status of applicants.  That didn’t fly.  Now, based almost entirely on grades, test scores and school quality indicators, more than half of the undergraduates on the campuses of the University of California are Asian, and Hispanics and African-Americans each make up less than three percent of enrolled students.

What do you conclude from that, Phil asked.

Well, she replies, it appears that when it comes to University of California admissions, both identity-based affirmative action preference criteria and poverty based preferences have been trumped by so-called “objective” or “color-blind” measures of merit—grades, test scores, and school quality.  So, at least at the University of California, Lipset had it right--achievement has trumped equality.  And Michaels’ hope of structural means by which economic criteria influence admissions policy is nowhere in sight.  The poor still go to California’s community colleges.  

What about the Texas case, Phil asked.

Well, she replies, the Texas policy of admitting to the University of Texas the top 10 percent of each high schools graduates does appear to be more effective from a social equity standpoint than the California model.  Because of the rather wide variation in the funding of Texas schools and the equally wide variation in the socioeconomic circumstances of students by school, the results of the Texas model leans in the direction of admitting more students of color and students from lower socioeconomic classes than is the case in California.  But it also means that some students admitted under this policy have test scores appreciably lower than the norm for standard University of Texas admissions.   

Phil then asks a more probing question about the Michaels thesis.  Virtually all the institutionalists are of the opinion that race and ethnicity have been and continue to be defining aspects of the American experience:  race and ethnicity are tightly coupled with poverty.  How, in view of that, can Michaels seriously argue that race and gender-based diversity are distracting us from issues of social end economic equality?  It is often race and ethnicity that put the face on poverty and give it identity.   It seems to me that there is an otherworldly quality to Michaels’ claims.

Yes, someone at the table says.  Both abstract “diversity” and abstract “inequality” and the stylized arguments about them, will almost give way to what they have in common.  Abstract ideologies are seldom fully embraced by Americans, and that is the case with diversity and inequality.  In application, against the messy realities of complex politics and administration, both diversity and inequality can be surprisingly pragmatic.  When affirmative action and diversity are “disappointing” we do not end them, we mend them.  When the gaps between the haves and the have-nots are wide, as they are now, we work to narrow them. Diversity and inequality policy battles are untidy and protracted battles in on-going policy wars that never end.  Policies do change, though, and the implementation of policy also changes.  The battle is to influence policy and policy implementation to move in the direction of both diversity and equality.

That sounds right to me, Phil says.  Both diversity and equality are honorable objectives.  

We may never live in an entirely fair and just world, but there is much we can do to make it more fair and just.


By then our dinner was finished.  People were leaving the other tables.  We were tired.


It was time to say goodbye to our leader and our friend.
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