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The companion bill, H.R. 1693, introduced by Representative Donald M. Payne (D-NJ), was co-
sponsored by 55 members, including the entire Congressional Black Caucus.  Barboza testified be-
fore the House Subcommittee on National Parks, Forests and Public Lands on March 6, 2008
(NLMF website).  The reauthorization never became law under the 110th Congress.

Aside from Barboza, the 2008 composition of Board of Directors of the National Liberty Me-
morial fund, as well as much of its corporate support, is entirely different than the 1985 and 1994
versions of the BRWPM organization, although many organizations have transferred their sup-
port from the BRWPM to the NLM.  The NLM network is depicted in Figure 5.  The Board in-
cludes: Washington D.C. sculptor David Newton; architects Michael Curtis and Franck, Lohsen
and McCrery Architects; C. Fred Kleinknecht, the former Grand Commander of the Scottish Rite
Masons; Joseph W. Dooley, the Vice President of the Virginia Society of the Sons of the Ameri-
can Revolution; and Dr. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., a renowned professor at Harvard University
(NMLF website, 2008).   Likewise, broad corporate support has waned.  From 1991 to 2008,
Africare, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Vietnam Veterans of America, Xerox, Norfolk Southern, and
the National Forum Foundation appear to have ceased their formal support of the memorial.9
However, the Daughters of the American Revolution, Sons of the American Revolution, Ameri-
can Jewish Congress, Prince Hall Masons, U.S. Conference of Mayors, American Federal of
State, County and Municipal Employees, National Urban League, National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, AFL-CIO, National Black Caucus of State Legislators, Na-
tional Education Association, American Bar Association, Veterans of Foreign Wars, and the Amer-
ican Federation of Teachers have provided varying degrees of support for much of the past twenty
years (NMLF website, 2008; “Questions and Answers”, 2006).

Figure 5: National Liberty Memorial (formerly the Black Revolutionary War Patriots
Memorial) Implementation Network, 2005-2008
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Conclusion

Although the BRWPM had stronger, consistent legislative support than the VWM experienced,
the VWM was better able to navigate the implementation phase of the process. Was the BRWPM
at an inherent disadvantage in the implementation phase of design and fundraising because the
event it commemorates is earlier in American history, with no living survivors to carry on the
memory and fewer people who can trace their ancestry to participants, thereby offering a smaller
constituency of supporters and donators? Are people less likely to support a memorial to black
patriots than a memorial to women nurses?  These factors certainly may have influenced the
process and are worth exploring,10 but are not the focus of this analysis. The VWMP’s success in
navigating the design and fundraising phase can be attributed to its cohesive, interconnected net-
work and strong core leadership.  Evans remained at the core of the network throughout the en-
tire campaign despite receiving threats and being accused of exploiting the dead to further her own
interests (Evans, 1993).  After mobilizing the five major veteran’s organizations in 1985, Evans
stayed involved and visible with them throughout the process, activities that built trust.  This en-
abled her to approach them again in 1988 to testify in support of S. 2042 and, again, in 1990 for
endorsement of Goodacre’s design during the implementation phase.  The VWM network suc-
cessfully obtained support of groups who could have voiced opposition, such as members of the
Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial Project, and utilized the media to build broad public support.  While
the VWMP strategically integrated academics and businesses, the veterans groups comprised the
majority of the network’s active organizations.  

On the other hand, the BRWPM has not remained a closely knit, integrated organization.  Al-
though Barboza was the heart and driving force of the organization until 1992, testifying before
Congress, the National Capital Memorial Advisory Commission, the National Capital Planning
Commission and the Commission of Fine Arts a total of twenty times (Barboza, 2006), his de-
parture caused the organization to lose its focus.  Even before then, the BRWPM foundation tried
to incorporate too wide of a range of members - academics, professional athletes, artists, and vet-
erans groups - into its inner network.  This lack of similar associations likely resulted in diver-
gent interests, lack of empathy for each other and the cause, and different visions for the memorial
itself.  After Barboza left the BRWPM and founded the new NLM organization, he noted that “the
[BRWPM] group had at least five presidents and dozens of board members over 14 years.  Even
the hangers-on after 1992 when I departed had no concept of what I, and a coalition of nearly 20
organizations, did to obtain the site” (Barboza, 2006).  

The close-knit VWM network, comprised mostly of nurses and other veterans, was also resilient
in deflecting internal challenges and keeping their base of support.  In May 1988, the VWMP
fired Donna-Marie Boulay amidst allegations of excessive spending of corporate funds, unap-
proved endorsement of the “China Beach” television show, and copyright neglect that resulted in
Brodin’s suit against Stuart Pharmaceuticals, the project’s primary corporate sponsor (Cuniberti,
1989).  Despite this shake-up, Evans and the other members maintained their ties to each other
and the goal.  In 1992, the BRWPM Foundation ousted Barboza, who then formed the NLM
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Foundation which, for a while, competed with the BRWPM Foundation to build the memorial.
Whereas the VWM network broadened during the legislative, or policy formulation, phase to in-
clude all women who served in any capacity in Vietnam, the BRWPM’s implementation phase
saw the competition of two organizations, then eventual transition to the NLM.  The VWM’s
move was early enough in the process that they remained integrated and did not jeopardize their
name recognition; the change also successfully broadened their cause and increased the reach of
their network.  However, the BRWPM’s change fragmented the organization and decreased name
recognition, which diluted the clarity of the memorial’s message and their fundraising efforts.

The VWMP’s success can also be attributed to their transformation from an issue network to an
advocacy coalition during the implementation phase. They strategically mobilized peripheral and
latent actors through media appeals.  They achieved their goals because they relied on the ex-
pertise and the number of members, they were able to affect public opinion, successfully utilized
technology, and weathered the changes in administration and national economic fluctuations.
Building a network of volunteers and empowering some of them to speak officially for the or-
ganization was a key move that strengthened the network and facilitated acquisition of allies. 
Conversely, the BRWPM failed to deliver its message to a wide, powerful audience during the im-
plementation phase.  According to Karen Hastie Williams, who was involved in the project in its
early stages, “It’s really been a problem of not communicating terribly effectively about the me-
morial,” (in Abelson, 2000, 1). The BRWPM network attributed their failure to mobilize resources
to the economic recession, lack of a professional fundraiser, and competing media attention given
to the Presidential election.   Although various federal agencies have supported the BRWPM proj-
ect since its initiation, the NLM runs the risk of alienating some of the original supporters through
its vocal denouncement of the BRWPM foundation on its website and in its leader’s speeches,
such as his 2000 testimony that the “[BRWPM] group did not appreciate accountability – nor did
it have the support base, the design, the message, or the imagination to succeed”.  The NLM net-
work’s tactic of asking children to assist with advocacy and fundraising (NLMF DC website,
2008) also hinders the building of a powerful an advocacy coalition.

This case study sheds light on the process through which memorials are erected on the National
Mall.  Placing a monument in a public space is an overtly public act, all the more so when that
public space is arguably the most visible public space in our nation.  Our case study reveals that
the networks in place in these examples are inherently human structures, subject to the foibles of
leadership and the whims of human relationships.  While the inherent value of a monument proj-
ect may be clear, its success ultimately depends on the ability of motivated people to navigate suc-
cessfully through a maze of human relationships even more than on the relative merit of the
monument’s honorees.
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Part 1: Introduction

Imported from economics, social scientists have used principal agency theory through 1980s and
1990s to explore such diverse matters as how managers attempt to keep their presumably lazy em-
ployees from shirking, how stockholders might keep company managers from mismanaging for
their own benefit (a particularly timely topic now), how voters hold elected politicians account-
able, and most notably, relations between political leaders and their agents, career bureaucrats.
As Charles Perrow (1987, 224) writes, agency theory simplistically assumes that social life is a
series of contracts:

Conventionally, one member, the “buyer” of the goods or services, is designated the
“principal,” and the other, who provides the goods or service, is the “agent,”—hence
the term “agency theory.”  The principal-agent relationship is governed by a contract
specifying what the agent should do and what the principal must do in return. 

Traditional agency theory portrays agents as motivated by laziness to shirk.  They have some
ability to do so due to information asymmetries: Agents know more about their work than their
principals do.2 Below we will expand upon this common understanding to show that informa-
tion asymmetry can actually work both ways. According to traditional agency theory, principals
respond to information asymmetries by creating increasingly detailed and unambiguous con-
tracts, by monitoring their agents, by having other agents monitor them, and by incentivizing
agents to maximize the goals of the principal. Principals monitor agents to ensure compliance
with their goals through such means as paperwork, increasingly detailed orders, surprise in-
spections, and compliance reports by third parties. In the business world, agents who fail to serve
their principals, if discovered during monitoring, can be replaced by other agents, though for
tenured civil servants this is more problematic (Downs, 1967; Maranto, 2005; Moe 1984; Miller
1992; Williamson 1983).  

MMoommmmyy--NNaannnnyy  aass  
PPrriinncciippaall--AAggeenntt  iinn  
TThhee  NNaannnnyy  DDiiaarriieess11

Robert Maranto and April Gresham Maranto
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Inevitably, principal control is limited, and stressing control can be counterproductive. Even
before the spread of agency theory as such, Anthony Downs (1967) proposed “the law of
counter control” in which the greater the effort by a superior to control a subordinate, the
greater the effort of that subordinate to evade said control, leading the agent to eventually
focus only on their own security and convenience.  Superiors then respond with additional or-
ders, leading to a “control cycle.”  We will further explore this cycle by examining a psycho-
logical motivation—scapegoating—that would motivate principals to increase agent
harassment and conflict. Scapegoating is the psychological process by which a person displaces
an unacceptable negative feeling toward a powerful target onto a lower status, less powerful per-
son, in this case the agent. Eventually too many orders and rules, negative evaluations, and pos-
sibly even harassment, harm employee/agent morale and sap organizational effectiveness
(Downs 1967; Anechiarico and Jacobs 1996; Kelman 2005). In addition, we will show that
principals can also withhold information in order to control or exploit their employees, in-
creasing the likelihood of agent alienation, defined here as increasing agent conflict with and dis-
trust of the principal. 

Applied to public administration, agency theory again sees employment relationships as pitting
principals, usually political executives or members of Congress, against career bureaucrats. Pub-
lic sector principal-agent relationships are more complicated than in the private sector, in part
because bureaucrat-agents may genuinely not know who their true principal is due to the sepa-
ration of powers.  Secondly, it is often difficult to measure (and thus monitor) the performance
of government bureaucrats.  In business everyone agrees that profit is the preeminent (and meas-
urable) goal, but government outputs are more difficult to measure.  Finally, because of bureau-
cratic personnel policies, principals cannot normally fire agents in the civil service, nor do they
have much control over subordinates’ pay or working conditions (Downs, 1967; Moe 1984; John-
son and Libecap 1994; Berman et al 2001).  

In a sophisticated critique of agency theory aptly titled Working, Shirking, and Sabotage, Brehm
and Gates (1997) point out that since agents in government often care about public policy, they
may actually “sabotage” principal’s goals, not out of laziness but for idealistic motives: They dis-
agree with their principal(s). As one very conservative Reagan administration political appointee
described his agency:

Five to ten percent of the civil service supported us, but it took a little while to find
them. On the other hand, five to ten percent were absolutely opposed to us, and it
took us a little while to scatter them.

In his view, most bureaucrats did not care at all about their work and could be left alone; ironically,
lazy bureaucrats are less damaging to the principal’s goals than more dedicated oppositional bu-
reaucrats (Maranto 1989, 192).  Furthermore, sabotaging agents may be particularly difficult to con-
trol since in most bureaucracies, civil servants care more about how their peers view them than how
principals see them. Indeed, such normative constructs as the politics-administration dichotomy and
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traditions of civilian control of the military were set up in part to counter such tendencies: to keep
bureaucrats from loving their programs too much (Garvey 1993).3

Part 2: Applying Agency Theory to Child Care

Child-raising offers interesting applications of principal-agent theory. Increased labor participa-
tion by women and breakdown of extended families (with grandparents or others raising chil-
dren) means that large numbers of parents entrust large segments of their children’s time to paid
agents, either day-care or nannies. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, some 6.2 million
women worked full-time yet had at least one child under six in the household in 2001, while 10.7
million full-time working women had children between 6 and 17 (Occupational Outlook Hand-
book, 2002-3). Similarly, Peth-Pierce (1997) reports that in 1980 “38% of mothers, ages 18-44,
with infants under one year of age, worked outside the home. By 1990, this percentage climbed
to 50, a rate close to where it stands now. Most of these women return to work in their child’s first
three to five months.” This trend has continued since, and the number of children under 5 years
of age is predicted to gradually increase between 2000 and 2010 (Occupational Outlook Hand-
book, 2002-3). 

Child-care services, just like food services, are changing to meet the needs of families where the
mother or father has little time or inclination to do traditional homemaker duties such as prepar-
ing home-cooked meals and caring for the children. As a result, the childcare industry will need
an additional 164,000 workers between 1996 and 2006 (Herman, 2000).  Notably, more nannies
are imported from poor nations, particularly the Philippines, leading some critics to fear a “care
drain” in which Filipinas are forced by economic necessity to emigrate to care for the children of
wealthy nations, leaving their own children behind and without emotional support (Ehrenreich and
Hochschild 2003; Rowe 2003).

Part 3: Principal Agent Theory and Nannies

The Ambiguity of the Nanny Job

The Nanny Diaries offers a unique application of principal-agent theory, chiefly from the agent’s
perspective rather than the principal’s. While the relationship between the mommy-principal and
nanny-agent is governed by a contract, the goals of the two may clash, particularly because of the
ambiguity of the principal’s goals for and instructions to the agent. Usually, agency theory focuses
upon the agent’s exploitation of contract ambiguity. However, this case study shows that ambi-
guity can work both ways: In The Nanny Diaries the principal’s ambiguity and the contract’s am-
biguity allows her to exploit the lower status agent. Asymmetry of information can also work both
ways.   Agency theory typically shows agents using their greater knowledge to thwart their prin-
cipal’s goals, but this book offers examples of how a principal can withhold key knowledge from
an agent, leading to increased conflict and agent alienation.4 In addition, the principal may lack
key knowledge which the nanny-agent holds, leading the principal to seek this information by
monitoring the agent in increasingly obtrusive ways, from increased paperwork to surveillance.
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Finally, the ambiguity of the nanny’s own role and the distance between her goals and each fam-
ily member’s goals leads to both role ambiguity and eventual role conflict. 

Few statistics exist about nannies, whose job is defined by the Department of Labor as a subset
of childcare workers who “generally take care of children from birth to age 10 or 12, tending to
the child’s early education, nutrition, health, and other needs. They also may perform the duties
of a general housekeeper, including general cleaning and laundry duties” (Occupational Outlook
Handbook, 2002-03). Given the notably indefinite official definition of the nanny job, it is easy
to understand how the agent-nanny’s goals could be as ambiguous as any of Brehm and Gates’
governmental workers. 

Part 4: Case Study: Illustrating Agency Theory Through Nanny Diaries

About the Book

The Nanny Diaries was on the New York Times Paperback Top Ten List for four weeks by April
27, 2002, and on the hardcover list for 31 weeks by October 20, 2002 (New York Entertainment,
2004)5. Clearly, this darkly comic bestseller captured the nation’s interest in the child-care issue.
Amazon.com called it “an absolutely addictive peek into the utterly weird world of child rearing
in the upper reaches of Manhattan’s social strata.” Publisher’s Weekly notes that this fact-based
novel “pulls no punches… [and is] required reading for parents and the women they hire to do
their parenting...” http://www.reviewsofbooks.com/nanny_diaries/ (accessed April 22, 2006).  

Mother-Principal, Nanny-Agents, and Conflict

Based in part on the real-life experiences of former New York nannies Emma McLaughlin and
Nicola Kraus, The Nanny Diaries explores the triangular world of the eponymous Nanny, child
Grayer, and socialite mother Mrs. X during a nine-month period starting with the verbal dance of
the interview and ending with Nanny’s dismissal.6

While the dysfunctionality of the X family’s life hopefully does not reflect typical government-
agent interactions, the novel is still a useful illustration of several facets of principal-agent the-
ory. Mrs. X is an alternatively vindictive, uncaring, and pathetic mommy-principal, while Nanny,
the heroine of the novel, is an agent who tries to do the right thing for her charge, four-year old
Grayer, but who cannot give him what he most needs: A loving, caring family who will spend time
with him. Mr. X, Mrs. X’s unfaithful husband and Grayer’s uncaring father, pays Nanny’s bills
but otherwise ignores her and his child. 

In a way, Nanny comes to focus upon Grayer—who seems a normal four-year old boy except for his
understandable insecurity7—as her principal, and gives her loyalty and devotion to him rather than
the incompetent authority Mrs. X or the man who writes her checks—Mr. X. Just as a bureaucrat more
devoted to their program than to legitimate directives from their agency chief may sabotage those di-
rectives he or she disagrees with, Nanny sabotages Mrs. X’s goals and is eventually fired. Further, as
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detailed below, the directives of the principal may not be feasible, another frequent complaint bu-
reaucrats have about their agency chiefs (Maranto, 1993; Ingersoll, 2003). This paper will explore key
aspects of agency theory, such contract ambiguity, information asymmetries, principal-agent con-
flict, agent alienation, agent monitoring, role ambiguity and role conflict.  We will also employ a
psychological concept, scapegoating, to make sense of this fundamentally economic approach.

Contract Ambiguity

A key point in principal-agent theory is the contract, the document spelling out the obligations and
rights of both the agent and the principal. This specifying of the agent’s job is supposed to limit
the ambiguity which could allow shirking or sabotage. However, contracts are imperfect. The
initial confusion over contractual obligations appears in the first part of the book during Nanny’s
interview, and continues to plague her throughout. As she describes:

[t]here are essentially three types of nanny gigs. Type A, I provide “couple time” 
a few nights a week for people who work all day and parent most nights. Type B,
I provide “sanity time” a few afternoons a week to a woman who mothers most
days and nights. Type C, I’m brought in as one of a cast of many to collectively
provide twenty-four/seven “me time” to a woman who neither works nor mothers.
And her days remain a mystery to us all (McLaughlin & Kraus, p. 26).

Mrs. X is a Type C principal, herself unclear about her own multiple roles (that of mother coming far
behind husband’s social organizer and display model); she is thus unlikely to create a clear contract.8

Naturally, adequate appraisal of personnel depends upon having a limited and coherent position de-
scription, with duties clearly spelled out in the contract (Berman et al 2001).  Yet Nanny’s job is
wholly ambiguous, ranging from the standard child-care interaction such as picking Grayer up from
school and playing with him to more demanding and less appropriate jobs such as nursing Grayer
through a 104 degree fever (while Mrs. X goes to a spa) and buying lavender water at a boutique
for the housekeeper to use in ironing the tablecloth for Mrs. X’s big party. Such ambiguity ensures
that both agent and principal (Nanny and Mrs. X) will feel exploited and cheated by the other.  

Upon meeting Grayer’s father, Mr. X., for the first time, Nanny (McLaughlin & Kraus, p. 72) re-
alizes that he has nothing to say to one “[whose] domain …alternates between middle manage-
ment and cleaning staff.” Just as Jane Eyre’s and other 19th century governess positions fell
between that of servant and family (Poole, 1993), so does the modern day nanny’s role. Addi-
tionally, Nanny’s time commitment is assumed to be highly flexible and at the whim of Mrs. X,
the mommy-principal. Initially hired part-time, Mrs. X gradually increases her demand for
Nanny’s services until the agent ends up working three times her initial hours.  Indeed Nanny is
eventually fired when she refuses to miss her college graduation to accompany the X family on
a holiday trip. Nanny’s experience with an ambiguous contract leading to long hours is akin to
that of many agents (and their principals) in government (Maranto 1993, 2005).9
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Information Asymmetries Harming the Agent

The information asymmetries so prevalent in bureaucratic applications of principal-agent theory occur
throughout The Nanny Diaries, and go both ways, just as in government (Maranto 1993). A key theme
is that the principal, Mrs. X, does not give Nanny enough information to do parts of her job: 

Mrs. X. starts ringing constantly with new requests for the dinner party. In rapid
succession, I buy the wrong-colored gift bags for the presents, the wrong ribbon
to tie the bags closed, and the wrong shade of lilac tissue paper to stuff them with.
Then, in a stunning crescendo, I buy the wrong-sized place cards (McLaughlin &
Kraus pp. 54-55). 

Nanny finds these details continuously annoying, but relatively trivial, since she sees her primary
job as taking care of Grayer rather than running errands for his mother. However, Mrs. X also does
not give Nanny enough information to do this part of the job properly either. In one instance,
Nanny goes to school to pick up Grayer only to find out that a) he hasn’t been in school that day
and b) he has a playdate scheduled with a schoolmate about which she knew nothing. When she
comes to the X’s apartment, she finally gets the crucial information from the housekeeper that Mr.
and Mrs. X have had a fight and thus nobody took Grayer to school. In another instance, she is
told only that Grayer had a playdate with “Alex,” but when she tries to ask Mrs. X which of the
four Alexanders and three Alexandras in his class he is supposed to play with, Mrs. X pulls away
in her limo before she can ask the question. These examples illustrate the damage of information
asymmetry harming the agent with unequal access to key information.

Principal-Agent Conflict and Agent Alienation

Nanny cynically observes that the whole purpose of her job is to be close to the child, enabling
the mother to keep her distance. Nanny’s expertise is based on two facts: she is more expert at gen-
eral child raising and she spends a lot of time interacting with and paying attention to Grayer. A
child development major doing her senior thesis at NYU, Nanny has done several other nanny-
ing jobs the last four years to pay her way through college and afford a New York City apartment.
Nanny’s closeness to and empathy for the child means that this agent understands a great deal
more about Grayer’s motivations and needs than his mother and father do. 

A typical case in point is when Nanny disparages Mrs. X’s way of leaving Grayer, a scene that
occurs repeatedly throughout the novel. “Her departure is like the suicide drills from gym class—
every time she gets just a few feet farther away, Grayer cries and she scurries back, admonish-
ing, ‘Now, let’s be a big boy.’ Only once Grayer is in complete hysterics does she look at her
watch and with a ‘Now Mommy’s going to be late’ is gone” (McLaughlin & Kraus, p.31). As at-
tachment theory predicts (e.g.,  Bowlby, 1951) and as anyone who has been around children
knows, this is a recipe for what absolutely not to do when leaving a child.  

In principal-agent theory, the agent typically uses such information asymmetries to shirk work,
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necessitating monitoring by the principal or by other agents. In The Nanny Diaries, Nanny wants
to do the job of caring for Grayer right, but instead feels only frustration and impotence in her re-
alization that Grayer’s parents (her principals) ignore his needs. While she tries to use her expertise
to help Grayer, she is unable to mandate that the “job” of loving Grayer be done well. Similarly,
in the U.S. executive, bureaucrat-agents often feel frustrated by the requests and actions of their
less informed political agents: political appointees and congressional staffers (Maranto 1993;
Cohen 1998).  In Nanny’s case, only after being fired does she feel free to critique her principal:

All right—slamming the door in your child’s face: not okay. Locking the door to
keep your son out when we’re all home: also not okay. Buying a studio in the
building for “private time”: definitely not okay….[Instead, why don’t you] just
on a whim, eat dinner with him one night a week (McLaughlin & Kraus, p. 302).  

Monitoring to Reduce Information Asymmetry… and Increase Agent Alienation

As noted earlier, principals often try to overcome their information asymmetries by monitoring their
agents closely, leading to increased paperwork and decreased trust. Nanny Diaries’ answer to the
problem of monitoring is quite one-sided, since the novel is written from the agent’s point of view.
InNanny Diaries, the mommy-principal is intrusive, even unethical, in her mistrust of Nanny’s goals.
For instance, she gives Nanny a cell phone. Initially delighted, Nanny soon realizes that the phone is
only to be used for Mrs. X’s incoming calls with more errands to run, questions about whether she
can change her hours to suit the new schedule, and blatant concerns that Nanny is shirking. 

Mrs. X distrusts Nanny while at the same time knowing little about her job.  This leads her to at-
tempt to micro-manage Nanny, often with a series of contradictory and unfeasible orders, such
as keeping the ill Grayer happy while forbidding him TV, or under no circumstances feeding him
pizza twice in one day.  Yet Mrs. X is not sufficiently invested in her child to effectively monitor
whether Nanny follows these many and varied commands, and often Nanny does not in fact do
so.10 Further, Nanny is not always a perfect or even good agent, as when she is drunk on the job
during a Halloween party, one time when she is clearly shirking her role.  Yet Nanny is consis-
tently the more sympathetic partner in the principal-agent relationship since she knows and cares
about her job, while her principal does not.11

As the book draws to its unhappy conclusion, the distrust that Mrs. X and her friends as princi-
pals feel towards their nannies is palpable. These principals see any conflicting goals as their
nannies’ attempts to undermine their authority as “household managers.” (See also Rowe 2003
on this theme.)  From Nanny’s perspective, the final insult occurs when she accidentally overhears
Mrs. X saying that she has installed a “Nannycam” or hidden camera in one of the teddy bears in
Grayer’s bedroom. Nanny sees such hidden monitoring as both unethical and unnecessary. Un-
fortunately, Mrs. X does not seem to try to motivate Nanny by stressing their compatible goals.
In her view, Nanny should have no goals other than what the mommy-principal tells her to have,
and the mommy-principal has complete monitoring rights over the nanny-agent. Similarly, as
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Anechiarico and Jacobs (1996) contend, modern ethics legislation often seeks a positively “panop-
tic” level of surveillance over public officials.  

Scapegoating: Adding a Psychological Dimension to an Economic Theory

Although agency theory usually examines situations in which the principal’s suspicions of agent
laziness and/or sabotage are accurate, the principal is not omniscient. This case study examines
a situation in which the psychological phenomenon of scapegoating motivates the principal to in-
crease conflict between herself and the agent. 

An increasingly prevalent factor in The Nanny Diaries is the scapegoating that occurs between
the mommy-principal and nanny-agent. Scapegoating, or displacing one’s frustration and anger
at a more powerful actor (such as one’s husband) onto a safer target (such as one’s nanny) occurs
frequently in the novel. Similarly, career bureaucrat-agents are often scapegoat for events beyond
their control (Goodsell 1994), a tendency exacerbated by the fact that often it is unclear whether
their chief principals are presidential appointees or members of Congress (Wood and Waterman
1994).  Indeed, political appointees may sometimes blame bureaucrats for congressional actions
(Maranto 1993; Hello 1977).  

Mrs. X’s treatment of Nanny shows several examples of scapegoating. She displaces her anger
at her dissolving marriage onto the safer target of Nanny ever more frequently as the marriage dis-
integrates and Mr. X draws further away. After each argument with her husband, Mrs. X finds
something to criticize about Nanny’s job performance. By blaming Nanny for her problems, Mrs.
X can deny both that her husband is a hopeless cause and that she herself is culpable for their mar-
ital woes. In the mommy-principal’s final petty revenge upon Nanny for witnessing her humili-
ation at the hands of her husband, Mrs. X fires Nanny unexpectedly while Grayer is asleep and
refuses Nanny the chance to even tell her charge goodbye. 

Role Ambiguity and Inevitable Role Conflict

Nannies face difficulties in part because of the often close and ambiguous relationship between
nanny-agents and their principal(s). In Nanny Diaries, Nanny is hired by Mrs. X and paid by Mr.
X to care for Grayer. She has to please each of them. However those three—Grayer, Mrs. X, and
Mr. X, often have very different goals, leading to a question of role ambiguity—which person
should Nanny please/obey first?  Sometimes, Nanny is caught up in the conflict between her two
employers as well.  When she discovers Mr. X’s affair, she is torn between telling Mrs. X, as a
loyal employee of hers, or, doing as the housekeeper advises her, “[I]it’s not my problem. And
don’t you make it your problem either. It’s none of our business” (p. 201).   

Another example of role ambiguity starts with Nanny’s discovery that Mr. X is having an affair
right under Mrs. X’s nose. In a beautiful example of both information asymmetry and role ambi-
guity, Nanny tries to decide whether to tell Mrs. X about the affair or keep the information to
herself––a matter akin to that a Pentagon career executive might face during the Iran-Contra scan-
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dal. The affair leads to an extremely farcical situation that further illustrates the difficulty of serv-
ing more than one principal. Mr. X, the “law” in the house and Nanny’s bill-payer, tacitly allows
his mistress to order Nanny to stock the apartment for a tryst when Mrs. X is out of town with
Grayer, leading to the nanny-agent’s dilemma as she tries to decide whether to obey the con-
flicting goals of Mr. X or Mrs. X.

An important theme in both principal-agent theory and Nanny Diaries is the inevitability and dif-
ficulty of role conflict. First, a nanny-agent’s role may be inherently conflicted, just as any care-
taker’s would be. Nanny has to discipline Grayer and set firm boundaries on his behavior while
simultaneously providing the love and unconditional positive regard he so desperately needs.
Similarly, some bureaucrats, such as public school teachers, must reconcile incompatible goals,
such as teaching, maintaining order, and extensively documenting special education and other
practices (Innersole 2003). A second type of conflict occurs between the nanny-agent’s and the
mommy-principal’s goals for the child. In one humorous episode, Nanny is taken to task by Mrs.
X’s consultant because Grayer didn’t get into the exclusive private pre-school Mrs. X wanted. The
consultant advises Nanny to “[leverage] your assets to escalate Grayer’s performance” (p. 179).
Nanny retorts that, “[h]em’s stressed. And I feel…the best thing I can do is give him some down-
time so that his imagination can grow without being forced in one direction or another” (p. 179).

A third type of role conflict, and the one most prevalent in the book, is the clash between Mrs.
X’s expectations for Nanny’s behavior and Nanny’s own values. Such incidents range from the
trivial (Nanny is forced to wear a ridiculous giant Lela Teletubby costume when accompanying
the family to a trendy Manhattan Halloween party) to the ridiculous, as when Mrs. X tells Nanny
that her refusal to accompany the family on their first day of vacation is unacceptable, despite the
fact that Nanny is only missing it to attend her college graduation.

In the end, Nanny’s personal values of self-preservation supercede her willingness to obey Mrs.
X, the mommy-principal. Nanny starts to question Mrs. X, albeit very gently, and to object to Mrs.
X’s unreasonable demands. The final break in the agent-principal relationship occurs when
Grayer, recognizing Nanny’s loyalty to and caring for him, runs to Nanny instead of his mother
when he gets hurt, thus embarrassing the mommy-principal at a crowded party. 

“‘Nannnyyy!’ he cries. Mrs. X gets there first. ‘Nannnyyy!’ She tries to bend down
to him, but he hits out at her and flings his bleeding arm around my legs. ‘No! I
want Nanny.’” (p. 292).  

Perhaps because the nanny role overlaps the mommy role so much, there is a great danger in
doing one’s job too well, as Nanny observes (McLaughlin & Kraus, p.11): 

Looking back, it was a setup to begin with. They want you. You want the job. But
to do it well is to lose it.
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, The Nanny Diaries is a rich area to mine for illustrations of principal-agent the-
ory. Applying principal-agent theory to this novel about nannies for the Manhattan social elite is
amusing. But it is more than that. Using fictional applications extends the theory’s explanatory
power and offers a useful teaching tool for social scientists. Further, we believe that Nanny Di-
aries illustrates the potential for applying principal-agent theory to professional child-care. Nanny
Diaries is only a first step—its fictional nature and rather one-sided championing of the nanny-
agent limit its ability to illustrate. Still, the varying levels of involvement between principal and
agent, the ambiguity of the contract, the difficulty of monitoring, the information asymmetries,
the attempts at agent monitoring, the agent’s alienation, the clash of values, and the importance
of the job make extensions of the principal-agent theory useful in both governmental bureau-
cracy and professional childcare. 
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1 We wish to thank Matthew Baird, Catherine Warrick, Jonathan Mills, and Marissa Martino Golden as well as our
students including Patrick O’Brien, Anne Marie Bonner, Noah Karpf-Politi, Christina Castro, Charles Myers, John
Marty, Deirdre Ramos, Steve Homola, and Alexandria Nguyen for their assistance. The usual caveats apply. 
2 As Downs (1967) and Ouchi (1980, 1981) suggest, information asymmetries may be less severe in organizations
where employees serve long apprenticeships and where the top principal was once an agent.  Or as Downs puts it,
every general was once a lieutenant, and thus might understand how to interpret a lieutenant’s reports.
3 As one career bureaucrat one told one of the authors, her agency was careful not to promote people too dedicated
to the organization, since if legally required to, true civil servants had to “kill their children.”
4 For similar examples from relations between political appointees and career executives in the Reagan administra-
tion, see Maranto (1993).
5 The book is not to be confused with the light-hearted, saccharine movie of the same name, very loosely based on
the novel. 
6 To some degree The Nanny Diaries can be thought of as comic Anthropology, with the relatively normal, middle
class college student Nanny exploring the strange rituals and customs of New York’s super rich, a world of “bald-
ing paunchy men and their second or third wives, who’re just biding time till their next peel or tuck” (p. 291). We
wish to thank Christina Castro, in particular, for pointing this out.  
7 Perhaps most poignantly, Grayer tries never to go anywhere without his father’s business card, a beloved symbol
of his nearly completely absent dad.  We thank John Marty for making this point.
8 In fact, one cannot explore Nanny Diaries fully without also bringing in social psychological role theory (Goffman,
1959). According to Stryker and Stratham, (1985, p. 333), “roles are what actors in positions do, as constrained by
normative expectations…they are shaped by shared values and norms internalized by actors and made parts of their
personalities.” Jobs typically entail roles—for instance, it is perfectly appropriate for a flight attendant to offer a
warm smile and inquire after your day, but the same warm smile coming from a policewoman issuing a ticket would
give most people pause. As noted earlier, even the official job description of a nanny hints at conflicting roles—she
is primarily a child-care worker, but her job description may also include that of housekeeper and cook. Given the
myriad duties involved in child care, role conflict occurs frequently and in numerous ways. Role theory, like prin-
cipal-agent theory, is helpful in illuminating areas of conflict in the workplace. Intra-role conflict occurs when dif-
fering work members (such as principals Grayer versus Mrs. X) have different expectations for the role of nanny. In
The Nanny Diaries, the “marginal” role of the nanny-agent has at least three reference groups: her internalized view
of what a nanny should be, Mrs. X’s expectations of her as a servant and errand-girl, and Grayer’s desperate need
for her as a surrogate mother. Goode (1960, cited in Stryker and Stratham, 1985) notes that many strategies exist for
managing role conflict, including manipulating one’s role, compartmentalizing the role, delegating troublesome as-
pects of the role to others, expanding the role to facilitate other role demands, and eliminating the role relationship
altogether. As we shall see, both the mommy-principal and the nanny-agent use several of these options during their
difficult time together. 
9 As Charles Myers and Patrick O’Brien pointed out to us, once Nanny accepted these un-negotiated changes in her
relationship with her employer without either complaining or seeking alternative employment, she should have
known that Mrs. X would exploit her.  O’Brien suggests that “in relatively free societies like our own, you only get
abused in the workplace (especially if you’re an upper middle class white girl in Manhattan) if you allow yourself
to be.”  Similarly, Myers argues that “Mrs. X may be a myopic, greedy, self-indulgent, egotistical, lazy, catty, pretty,
sub-par trophy wife incapable of handling even simple domestic tasks, but for once she is not at fault.”  We are not
so certain.  After all, as a full-time college student and an increasingly full-time nanny, Nanny had limited time and
cognitive capacity to pursue other options.  In addition, over time she became dedicated to Grayer, a natural enough
reaction for someone who likes children.  It is thus understandable that she did not pursue other market opportuni-
ties with sufficient vigor. 
10 We thank Noah Karpf-Politi for pointing this out.
11 We thank Steve Homola for pointing this out.
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For the past year I have been teaching a narrative writing workshop at San Quentin State Prison,
one of California’s highest security prisons for men.  Someone asked me recently if I ever feel
afraid of my students.  Our class, after all, includes individuals who have committed armed rob-
bery, gang-assault, and homicide. But I do not fear my students because through their writing I
have come to know them not merely as their convictions, but as complex human beings which
takes me far beyond concepts of good versus evil.  This class began in an unlikely way.  A stu-
dent of mine, Lena, who teaches at San Quentin State Prison, invited me to visit her class.  I did
visit and was given a full tour of the prison.  During my visit I had many conversations with in-
mates, most of whom were young and African American.  As a person involved in public school-
ing for over two decades this experience revealed to me, in real terms, the trajectory of many
young urban students enrolled in failing public schools.  The experience shook me to my core and
caused me to want to return.  That was the birth of my narrative writing class that enrolls inmates
who are interested in writing about their lives.  

� � �

Since I started working at the prison I see the world in a different way.  My work there has chal-
lenged ideas I once held of who might be in prison. I don’t really know who I thought I would
meet in such a place, but it probably related to some ideas about bad guys.  I have learned through
my students that the world isn’t as simple as all that and that we all need to break through ideas
about certain kinds of people.

BBrreeee  MMiicchhaaeellss  GGooeess  ttoo  SSttaattee
PPrriissoonn::  FFiiccttiioonnaalliizziinngg  
LLiivveedd  EExxppeerriieennccee  iinn  
OOrrddeerr  ttoo  LLeeaarrnn  ffrroomm  IItt

Diane Ketelle

Fiction

We have encountered Bree Michaels as an elementary school principal (2006, PV VIII-2) and as a 
college professor (2008, PVX-1). In this installment Bree, who is now the Associate Dean of the School
of Education at a small liberal arts college, explores a new world as she volunteers to teach narrative
understanding to inmates at a maximum security state prison.
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When I go to the prison I see what pain looks like, and seeing the pain matters.  I tell people teach-
ing there makes me feel like a good teacher or that it is eye opening or it makes me feel like I’m
making a contribution.  All of these things are partially true.  All I really know is that listening to
my students stories is healing. This work has opened me up to the world around me in new ways.

Teaching at San Quentin has taught me that everyone has a story to tell and everyone benefits from
sharing their story.  The writing my students have done has taken me deeper inside the narrative
process and helped me better understand the power writing can have in a person’s life as he/she
works to define a kind of personal truth over and over again.

� � �

I have been lucky that my twelve week courses get good enrollment.  Twelve guys have signed
up for my course titled Write Your Life this time around. The point of the course is to help the stu-
dents make meaning from their lived experiences through reflection and reconsideration. Through
externalizing their experience they can begin to consider it in new ways.

There are the usual cast of characters in the class on the first day.  Mr. Hammond calls himself
“The Fixer,” and Mr. Williams insists on being called Billy, for none of the usual reasons.  There
is a guy who wants to be called “Blue” and another who calls himself “Absent,” even though he
is always very present. It’s clear the group has come to write. Mr. Dawson says, “I’m here to fig-
ure some stuff out.”

I start by talking to my students about how we are all storied beings.  I explain that the way we
present ourselves in the world is often through stories. Narratives are representations of our lives
and each story represents a personal kind of truth.  The stories we tell may represent a personal
truth to us in the present, even though we may tell the same story in different way another time.
I tell them that having an experience doesn’t mean you have learned from it. We have to take the
time to reconsider an experience in order to learn.

I have to always be thinking of ways to navigate the breadth of skills in the class.  Some students
can read, but others can’t. It is the same with writing. I try to start where they are and do my best
to move them forward. I try to get them thinking about big ideas and then I teach them skills in
the context of their personal writing.

Most of the writing I get starts safe, grappling with how to represent themselves in stories. It
doesn’t take long for my students to move away from safety and face themselves in new ways.
In the beginning, Mr. Thomas portrayed himself as a perfect father, even though he had been in-
carcerated for most of his daughter’s life.  It took some time to find ways to help him find his voice
and face his estrangement from his daughter.  Other members of the class have spent time grap-
pling with how they ended up in prison.  All of their stories help me understand the complexity
of regret and how hard it is for any of us to face our actions and forgive ourselves or others.
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Through re-storying my students can tell the same story over and over again – each time finding
a new truth.

� � �

Everywhere I go I see my students.  They are young men standing on street corners or young fel-
lows checking out during class at the high school a few blocks away from where I work.  Why
are some people robbed of opportunity?  

� � �

Today I start a lesson to get the guys to think about their lives through memories.  I give them each
six three by five cards.  I ask them to think about their earliest memory and then to write other
memories from their lives on the other cards. As they finish I ask if anyone would like to share.
I am happy to learn that everyone wants to share, so I agree to write notes from their cards on the
white board.  Here are the first three memory boards that went up:

4 

 

 Everywhere I go I see my students.  They are young men standing on street 

corners or young fellows checking out during class at the high school a few blocks away 

from where I work.  Why are some people robbed of opportunity?   

+++++ 

 Today I start a lesson to get the guys to think about their lives through memories.  

I give them each six three by five cards.  I ask them to think about their earliest memory 

and then to write other memories from their lives on the other cards. As they finish I ask 

if anyone would like to share.  I am happy to learn that everyone wants to share, so I 

agree to write notes from their cards on the white board.  Here are the first three memory 

boards that went up: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Mom left 

when I was 

2 

Foster dad 

pushed face 

in b-day 

cake 

Sexually 

abused by 

neighbor 

Stole a bike Near death 

experience 

(3 times) 

Drugs 

I was 

removed by 

social 

services 

when I was 

4 

Mom wasn’t 

around – 

drug 

addicted 

At 5 choked 

on plastic – 

dead for 2 

minutes 

Behavior 

problems at 

school 

Joined 

military 

Became pre-

school 

teacher 

Place in 

foster care at 

birth 

Joy ride – 

stole car 
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As the stories unfolded I felt a pain in my stomach.  Each of my students volunteered 

their memories and shared them in a very matter of fact way. The pain and respect in the 

room was palatable.  As we got to the final story I began thinking if we, as a society, 

could deal with abandonment, trauma and abuse it could be possible that prisons 

As the stories unfolded I felt a pain in my stomach.  Each of my students volunteered their mem-
ories and shared them in a very matter of fact way. The pain and respect in the room was palatable.
As we got to the final story I began thinking if we, as a society, could deal with abandonment,
trauma and abuse it could be possible that prisons wouldn’t be necessary.  I started thinking if we,
as a society, could effectively deal with pain, perhaps there would be no crime, hurt or strife. 

� � �

I know what kind of day it is going to be when I get to the prison gate. When I walk up to the front
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gate if the guard stops me and says, “That’s close enough,” I know things are tense and folks are
confused about who needs guarding. Entering the gate and passing the check points that follow
to get to where I teach is like entering into a parallel universe. Sometimes it takes time to get in-
side because they are counting guns, or one day it took forever to get out because they found an
orange jumpsuit and had to count inmates.  Later I found out the jumpsuit belonged to someone
who had been paroled earlier that same day. It is important not to run inside the prison grounds
since the shooters only see the motion and anyone, even a volunteer, could get shot.

� � �

Mr. Davis is six foot six, an African American man who is 58.  When I first met him he told me
he scares some people, testing me to see if I was afraid.  He decided to befriend me and he has
taken it upon himself to be my teaching assistant.  He helps me with the out count, which is the
way the institution counts the inmates every afternoon.  Mr. Davis walks me to the sergeant’s of-
fice to have my class announced in the dorms.  He helps me as we approach the station, “Today
it’s Anderson, just be cool and let me talk.” 

Mr. Davis says, “This is Bree.  She’s a professor teaching the new course called Write Your Life.
She needs you to announce it.”

Sergeant Anderson looks at me over some papers and barks, “Do you have a brown card?” 

“I don’t have any card,” I reply meekly.  

Mr. Davis steps in and tells the sergeant that Lena is also teaching and she has a brown card.  As
we walk away Mr. Davis says, “You did real good back there.”  I suddenly realized that in that
moment I felt safer with Mr. Davis than I did with the guards.

� � �

My students want to continue this work, and although some students may be released as we move
forward, I will continue to teach.  My students’ desire to continue is perhaps the biggest part of
my learning. The fact that I show up each week matters to them as much as it matters to me.

From this work I have learned that all of us are damaged but have the potential to find our best
selves with the aid of a pen and paper.  The power of our words invites us to test ourselves, maybe
tentatively at first, and then later with greater assurance.  We can all rise above the concrete and sharp
wire of our painful memories and personal mysteries and lighten our load in order to gain new 
perspective.  That is ultimately the power of narrative knowing and making meaning from our lives.
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In the last two decades of her life Mary Parker Follett (1868-1933) achieved international renown
for her lectures and writings on organizations and management (Follett, 1949; Fox & Urwick,
1973; Graham, 2003; Metcalf & Urwick, 1941). In the succeeding decades her thoughts on those
topics have continued to exert a powerful influence on public-sector and private-sector scholars
of widely varying perspectives. Her preeminence in that field has also tended to overshadow her
earlier work in political science and psychology. In the former field, she made notable contribu-
tions in her books on The Speaker of the House of Representatives (Follett, 1896) and The New
State: Group Organization the Solution of Popular Government (Follett, 1918). In psychology,
the broad scope of her knowledge of the field and her ability to apply it to every level of organi-
zational life—up to and including international relations—is evident in Creative Experience (Fol-
lett, 1924). Despite her prominence in all of these fields, Follett’s lectures and papers have largely
been accessible to scholars only through library copies. The solitary exception to that general-
ization is The New State which has long been available in paperback (Follett, 1998/1918). Thus
the appearance of any of her books in reprint form is cause for celebration among those wanting
copies for their own libraries.

The Speaker of the House of Representatives has for many years been one of the scarcest of Fol-
lett’s books. Now we have from BiblioBazaar a high quality photographic reprint of the original
1896 edition (published in London by Longmans, Green), that will be a boon to scholars in a va-
riety of fields. Historians, especially those interested in the history of Congress, will find valuable
biographical sketches of each of the men who held the Speaker’s chair from the first Congress to
the time of Follett’s writing. Political scientists, historians, and others with an interest in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, the Progressive Era, or the origins of modern “realism” in po-
litical analysis will also find the book valuable as it firmly situates Follett’s ideas within the tradition
of Woodrow Wilson, Frank Goodnow, and others in the Progressive camp who were so critical of
governmental institutions in that day. Her book is valuable, too, as an addition to the corpus of work
beginning most notably with Alexander Hamilton that reflects a deep and continuing infatuation
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with the British parliamentary system, a system against which the Congressional-Presidential
model is unfavorably compared. It will even be enlightening to specialists in organization and
management as there is a dramatic contrast between Follett’s enthusiasm for centralizing power in
the hands of the Speaker (1896) as compared to the even greater enthusiasm for decentralization
of power that characterizes her later work on organizations and management. 

Follett’s work on the Speaker originated in her undergraduate days when she studied with Albert
Bushnell Hart, the Harvard scholar who wrote an introduction to the book that is full of praise for
his former student. The historical training that she received from Hart is evident in the opening
chapter where she traces the origins of the Speaker’s power back to the days of the Tudor mon-
archs. That chapter and the following one on the method of choosing the Speaker set the stage for
Follett’s analysis (in Chapters III through X) of the full array of power sources available to the
Speaker. Those chapters are a mine of detailed information on the personal element in the speak-
ership (III), the speaker’s parliamentary prerogatives (IV), the speaker’s vote (V), maintenance
of order (VI), dealing with obstruction (VII), the committee system (VIII), power through recog-
nition (IX), and the speaker’s power as a political leader (X). The final chapter (XI) is a broad
overview of “the speaker’s place in our political system” It is here, in her retrospective view of
the development of the office and powers of the Speaker that Follett so fully reflects the tenor of
her times. She writes that the “history of the House of Representatives shows that the consolida-
tion of power has been an inevitable development [and that] entirely irrespective of party tenets,
there is at present an inevitable tendency towards the centralization of power” (Follett, 2008/1896,
p. 307). Viewing that development favorably, Follett notes that “the power of the Speaker seems
not only inevitable but, under our present congressional system desirable” (p. 308). 

In fact centralization of power in the hands of the Speaker is quite considerably more than “de-
sirable.” Follett’s rhetoric is energetic, passionate, and moralistic. In a delightfully convoluted
construction, she describes early Speakers as “respectable men, but by no means remarkable”
and offers something of a qualified “excuse” for their unremarkable character in observing that
“It was not the fault of the House that its first Speakers were second-rate men; it put its ablest men
into the chair” (p. 67). Follett’s faint praise of “second-rate” Speakers as being the “ablest” men
in the House surely damns the capabilities of the rest of them. It is, indeed, her negative assess-
ment of the quality of leadership that lies at the heart of her advocacy of centralized power. Her
concluding chapter hammers at this theme again and again:

• “We cannot secure efficient legislation without a greater concentration of power than we have
hitherto thought necessary. It would be absurd to retard our development by a too strict adherence
to an ideal of democracy impossible for a great nation” (pp. 313-314).

• “As a matter of fact, Congress is incompetent to legislate wisely under the old conditions” (p.
314)

• “There are certain truths, however, which we must accept if experience is to go for anything;
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and one of them is that the unregenerated House of Representatives is not and cannot be a leg-
islative body” (p. 314)

• In response to the charge that the accretion of powers in the Speaker is unconstitutional, she re-
sponds that “it is sometimes necessary to act in an extra-constitutional manner. As progress means
change, we must be ready to supplement the text of the Constitution with unwritten principles un-
less we wish to end our days where we were placed by the statesmen of 1789” (pp. 314-315)

These severe judgments upon Congressional failures are followed by a careful and balanced eval-
uation of arguments in favor of and opposition to the Parliamentary model. Follett well understood
the pitfalls attendant upon constitutional change. It is exactly that recognition that underlies her
advocacy of “unwritten principles,” of the need to make good use of “the experience of a hun-
dred years,” of an acceptance of the growth of the Speaker’s powers as being a “natural devel-
opment.” These formulations are, of course, entirely consistent with the American way of looking
at the constitution and constitutional change, a cautious approach that is rooted in our English her-
itage. Readers familiar with Follett’s life will know that in later years she lived in England, a
country which she grew to love greatly. Her life and work there brought an ever-deepening ap-
preciation of English life, literature, and philosophy. Follett, the enthusiastic Anglophile is evi-
dent even in the closing pages of this, her first published work: “The Anglo-Saxon race does not
take kindly to making tabula rasa of existing government in order to found a new and perfect
system. American government has proceeded by experience rather than by experiment. In order
to improve our government we must first try to understand our political genius, to take into ac-
count present forces, and to watch the tendency of our institutions, and then we can make such
alterations or advances as shall be directly in accordance with this tendency” (p. 318). 

In 2009 as in 1896, we Americans continue to evaluate our institutions very much in the way that
Follett described. We struggle, still, to understand our political genius, to watch the tendency of our
institutions, and to make such changes as we judge to be in accordance with our history. Those who
share that view will find much to value in The Speaker of the House of Representatives. 
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Entering an abundant field of literature on Woodrow Wilson, Ronald J. Pestritto’s Woodrow Wil-
son and the Roots of Modern Liberalism finds a niche by providing valuable insight into the in-
tellectual formation of one of the nation’s most important presidents and theorists. Because of the
pivotal nature of Wilson’s presidency, his contributions to political science and public adminis-
tration, and his prominence in the Progressive movement, studies of Wilson abound. Pestritto’s
contribution is an important one to the subject as he examines Wilson’s career based on an intel-
lectual continuity identifiable from Wilson’s earliest scholarship. Pestritto draws from an im-
pressive collection of documents spanning Wilson’s scholarly essays, papers, lectures, speeches
and books.

In his own words, Pestritto’s central thesis is that “Wilson was a central figure in progressivism’s
fundamental rethinking of traditional American constitutionalism” (253). Positioning himself in
the literature on Wilson the author rejects the traditional view of many that Wilson is a constitu-
tional conservative who resisted expansion of federal power. Likewise, he disagrees with those
who characterize Wilson as a Jeffersonian who defended the rights of the states against expand-
ing federal power. In doing so, Pestritto goes further than those who agree that Wilson did expand
state power, but only broke from his conservative constitutionalism reluctantly due to circum-
stances that were forced upon him. Pestritto sides with those scholars, particularly from political
science, who argue that Wilson was not a defender of constitutional traditionalism, but he goes
further than most contending Wilson did not undergo a later conversion to progressivism and that
the basic tenets of his thought were consistent since the time of his early academic work. Pestritto
argues Wilson was a critic of traditional constitutionalism and instead favored German state the-
ory, principally that of Hegel. Pestritto’s examination of Wilson’s historical works demonstrates
that Wilson was consistently a strong believer in the growing power of federal government and
he criticized those who attempted to slow that growth. 

Pestritto describes the influence on Wilson of the English Historical School and its confidence in
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the progress of history and the value of historical development to a people. Like Edmund Burke,
whom he admired, Wilson argued that political principles are not abstract but are grounded in his-
torical time and place. Pestritto’s repeated application of Wilson’s criticisms of the founding fa-
thers and their emphasis on timeless abstract principles of natural rights is a particularly
compelling argument and sheds light on Wilson’s later views. Wilson’s critique of the Declara-
tion of Independence and the Constitution as documents grounded in abstract principle and in-
applicable in the modern world is a powerful one. Pestritto correctly emphasizes this point in his
rejection of the notion that Wilson was a Jeffersonian as many have contended. Several scholars
recognize this influence of the Historical School on Wilson to some degree or other, but few see
it as a consistent underpinning to his thought. Pestritto agrees that Wilson was not strictly a part
of the Historical School although he was heavily influenced by it.  For example, Pestritto points
out that unlike many in the English Historical School, he was not an opponent of growing state
power, and in fact was a strong advocate for it. 

The influence of the English Historical School does not, however, fully develop the roots of Wil-
son’s thoughts. A fuller understanding arises from Pestritto’s exploration of the neglected influence
of Hegelianism on Wilson, contending that that scholars have failed to discover the deeper and
more consistent connections that he finds between Wilson and Hegelian historicism. Wilson’s faith
in progress was akin to that of the historical school, but it was also a rational progress derived
from Hegel. Wilson’s argument in The State (1889), for example, holds that the state developed
organically and was not based on abstract principles. Its development was a result of Hegelian-style
dialectical conflicts. This dovetails well with Wilson’s Christian background which saw the ad-
vance of history as a product of the unfolding of God’s rational plan. According to Wilson that plan
is one of progress toward freedom. This is not individual freedom, but an awareness of the ability
to direct the power of the state as a manifestation of the collective will of its people. This view is
like Hegel’s actualization of God’s plans through the dialectical process of history. It also helps to
explain Wilson’s unwillingness to compromise. If one has rationally uncovered the direction of the
flow of history, then one need not compromise with those who do not correctly comprehend that
process. The process was a part of a greater plan and would not be denied. 

This Hegelian influence on Wilson, Prestritto argues, also helps to explain his disturbing views
on race. Those views were not exclusively a product of Wilson’s Southern heritage; they also
arose from the historical nature of his political philosophy. Wilson interpreted the unfolding of his-
tory as showing that some races were more progressive than others, a position corresponding to
the Hegelian view of the superior defeating the inferior through conflict as history progresses. Ac-
cordingly Pestritto explains that this was why Wilson so detested reconstruction. In Wilson’s
view, this gave blacks an artificially superior position in government that was not rectified until
whites regained the dominant position in the South allowing progress to occur again.  
Pestritto’s description of Wilson’s rejection of natural rights and social contract theory is an in-
triguing one. This argument enabled him to discard the notion that national governmental power
needed to be checked in the constitutional sense in order to protect people’s natural rights. As
Pestritto points out Wilson, influenced by the Historical School and Hegelianism, argued for the
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need to move beyond political theory based on universal abstract principles. History is the basis
of government and real government deals in practical circumstances. Wilson contends that the
French Revolution failed because it acted out of abstract principles but was not ready historically
to reach that stage of development, while the English democratic development succeeded because
they were historically conditioned to do so. Wilson is neglecting that the development of natural
rights theory to a position of prominence was a product of historical development for that era. The
act by thinkers of that time of constructing their arguments in favor of constitutional government
based on natural rights theory was not possible in prior eras, and was thus a part of the proper his-
torical development of that time. Although abstract principles attempt to reach beyond the bounds
of time, they are no more insulated in their historical development than any other theories. There
is nothing ahistorical about the development of a theory that is based on abstract principles any
more than there could be an ahistorical development of the printing press or steam engine. 

Pestritto seeks to avoid the question of just how much influence Wilson had in the founding of
the new political science and of the science of public administration by emphasizing that with-
out a doubt he was an important figure in this development. The influence of the German politi-
cal thought on him is apparent in his emphasis on developing a scientific approach to political
science and administration. But Pestritto points out that Wilson was not a positivist in the tradi-
tional sense. The positivist value-neutral approach did not fit with Wilson’s historicist approach.
Wilson believed that the study and interpretation of historical development was an essential com-
ponent to serving the state.  

Pestritto describes Wilson as a supporter of increasing power of government and a critic of the
Constitution, not a defender of it, a view Wilson held throughout his career.  In addition, Wilson
was critical of those who were unwilling to adapt to new circumstances brought on by the chang-
ing historical era.  In his historical writings, for example, Wilson praised Jefferson not for his ad-
vocacy of limited government, but for his recognition as president of the need to expand federal
power when history warranted it. By contrast, in the Bank of the United States controversy, John
Marshall was praised by Wilson for his expansive construction of the Constitution while Jackson
was criticized for opposing them. Pestritto contends that in his writings Wilson viewed the gov-
ernment not as a threat to society, but as the expression of the will of the people whose power
should be manifested through it. In addition, throughout his scholarly career Wilson wrote ex-
tensively about abandoning the founder’s view of limiting the power of central government. When
he deviated from this position, as in the election campaign of 1912, Pestritto persuasively argues
that campaign rhetoric, that appears to contradict some of his earlier ideas, was designed to po-
sition Wilson in the race and to appeal to Bryan Democrats whose support he had to have in order
to win the tight race. As he points out, Wilson only gained the nomination after 46 ballots were
cast, and only after Bryan supported him. Once president, he applied the ideas he held consistently
throughout his scholarly and political career.

Pestritto’s work is an important contribution to understanding a complex and challenging figure.
His interpretation of often neglected material from Wilson’s writings, lectures, and speeches pro-
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vides new insights into his understanding of the state, Constitutional government, and public ad-
ministration. No one acts exclusively from pure theory devoid of practical necessity, and Wilson
is no exception. But no proper understanding of Wilson is possible without a thorough analysis
of the theoretical framework out of which he operated. Pestritto’s analysis does precisely that
and those interested in the theory and practice of public administration, as understood by one of
the discipline’s preeminent founders, will find much of value here.

Dr. Bob Blankenberger is an Assistant Director for Academic Affairs at the Illinois Board of
Higher Education and a faculty member at Benedictine University at Springfield.
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CCaallll  ffoorr  MMaannuussccrriippttss

Prologue: As public administration nears the end of the first decade of a new century, a look back is in

order to provide us with perspective on what brought us here. If the metaphor is true that we stand

on the shoulders of giants, as we view our world today who were those giants, what did they show us

and what risks did they take and why?

Further, who influenced the founders of the Republic and what were their motives? There exists a rich

history on the founding of the Republic, but what issues have not yet been explored? Which of these

seminal issues have been explored but may have been interpreted inaccurately? Are there new reve-

lations available to us today? Have some Founders’ contributions been over attributed, and have oth-

ers been overlooked, such as those of Aaron Burr?

In our rush to look forward at various reformations and transformations of public administration, we

may have slowed or stopped scholarship on where we came from. This special issue of Public Voices

will allow us a pause to look back even as we push forward.

The goal of this symposium is to allow the widest possible discretion for people writing historical pieces.

An article would work if it covered any period or people from pre-revolutionary times to the latter years

of the 20th century. Important events, issues and theories may need to be re-examined. 

In keeping with the humanistic approach that characterizes Public Voices, articles may be historically

factual, creative nonfiction, novelized history, art, poetry, film history, and book reviews of remarkable,

influential books on governance that have appeared over the past three centuries.

For manuscripts, submit an electronic copy, with the author’s name and affiliation on a separate cover

page, to Iryna Illiash, Managing Editor, at illiash@pegasus.rutgers.edu.
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