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Abstract of Dissertation 

The Rugged Individualist Club: The paradox of 
the i/Individual in American Governance 

        This dissertation interrogates the concept of the individual, examining how it shapes 

American theories of governance. I argue that individual is a complex sociopolitical term 

that invisibly aggregates multiple notions of the subject and multiple kinds of social 

relationships. In this dissertation I unpack this term, exploring the hidden implications for 

governance.  

       I begin by articulating a “paradox of the i/Individual,” highlighting the tensions 

created between rhetorical emphasis on autonomy and social structures in which persons 

must act as functionaries within groups. The paradox of the i/Individual is then 

complicated through the development of a typology of four separate types of 

i/Individualisms: atomistic Individualism, institutional individualism, fragmented 

Individualism, and integrated individualism. These types of i/Individual(ism)s are 

determined based on two key characteristics: the relationship of the subject to the 

community – isolated or embedded; and the nature of the subject – unitary or fragmented.  

        The paradox of the i/Individual and these four distinct types of i/Individual(ism)s are 

traced from the roots of American political history through the literature of public 

administration. After careful examination, I advocate a purposeful shift toward a 

foundation of integrated individualism in governance. In closing, I argue for continued 

critical examination of the foundational assumptions underlying our theories of 

governance, and propose the typology of i/Individualisms as a sociopolitical lens and 

theoretical tool for this purpose.  
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If you would win over a crowd of Americans, use the term rugged individualism; they will 
salute it like the flag. Why not? (Rosenblatt, 1984)



 

1 

Introduction: Developing a Typology of i/Individualisms 

“We talk about the tragedy of individualism. The individual we do not yet know, for we 
have no methods to release the powers of the individual. Our particularism — our 
laissez-faire, our every-man-for-his-own-interests — has little to do with true 
individualism, that is, with the individual as consciously responsible for the life from 
which he draws his breath and to which he contributes his all…. No government will be 
successful, no government will endure, which does not rest on the individual, and no 
government has yet found the individual” (Follett, 1918/1998, pp. 3, 5). 
 

 

    This dissertation reflects an intersection of personal and practical lived experience, 

analysis of anti-poverty public policy, and reflection on political, social and public 

administration theory. In each of these realms I have encountered a paradox inherent in 

the shifting concept of the individual.  

        It was during my short tenure as a street-level bureaucrat, a child support 

caseworker, that I first became attuned to the tensions between policy created based on 

generalizations of policy target groups and the unique lived experiences of those actually 

impacted by those policies.1 I was frustrated daily by the limitations of my “role” within 

an administrative agency and cringed at the often hostile attitude of my co-workers 

towards the citizens they served — perhaps a necessary coping mechanism for working 

within an administrative system where street-level bureaucrats are overburdened by huge 

caseloads and unable to provide more than minimal assistance to their “clients.” But, 

throughout my time at the Franklin County Child Support Enforcement Agency, the most 

                                                
1
  During this time I also witnessed the challenges that poorer citizens in particular face, 

as the tension is often compounded by the multiple agencies they must navigate and 
negative stereotyping from policy makers and caseworkers. 
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unexpected experience for me was the almost instinctively confessional nature of the 

conversations citizens in my caseload would initiate with me, conversations in which 

they disclosed some of their most intimate experiences and frustrations. I can only guess 

that, overwhelmed by the intimate turmoil that leads one into the child support system 

(children, ex-partners, money) and frustrated with the “system,” these individuals felt 

compelled to try to create a human connection with the voice on the other end of the 

phone (me).  

       This dissertation comes out of my attempts to understand the tensions between 

generalizations of “client groups” and the unique realities of people served by policies. It 

is further rooted in my attempt to understand the place I occupied within this space as a 

street-level public administrator (a.k.a. bureaucrat): as a unique individual with my own 

life story and goals; as a public servant fulfilling the strictly-defined role of child support 

worker; as a complicated self defined by various and shifting social and political 

identities; and as a human being in relation with family, friends, co-workers and the 

people I served. 

 

    In this dissertation, I am concerned with how the concept of the individual shapes 

and is shaped by American theories of governance. Only partly tongue-in-cheek, I call 

this dissertation “The Rugged Individualist Club,”2 a title that mirrors the tensions 

underlying the concept of the individual. Rugged individualists, still reflecting the 

                                                
2
  This title comes from the name of an extracurricular group at my high school in 

Westlake, Ohio. I believe the group was for “outdoor enthusiasts,” but the name that was 
chosen for the club always struck me as a bit odd. 
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idealization of the western frontier and frontiersman (something that ceased to exist more 

than a century ago), are those who tackle great adventures, often attempting to conquer 

nature. Even more importantly, they take on these challenges apart from society and meet 

them based on personal merits and without external assistance. That these people, who 

relish conquering the unknown as solitary mavericks, would create a club (with all that 

such a club entails: meetings, bylaws, collective identity) flies in the face of the very idea 

of rugged individualism.  

    It is this tension between the idealized solitary Individual and the group-embedded 

individual that underlies what I call the “paradox of the i/Individual.” While these two 

conceptions of individual are often thought to represent the same underlying reality, I 

argue in this dissertation that “Individual” and “individual” actually refer to very different 

ways of being in the world and therefore represent two incompatible stories about reality. 

In this sense the differing, and shifting, conceptions underlying the term individual 

represent a form of “dynamic nominalism” (Hacking, 2002, p. 2) — the shifting 

definitions of individual shape how we see ourselves living together in society and the 

very possibilities that exist for our social and governing institutions.3 I argue the term 

individual simplifies the experience, or categorization, of being human, masking stark 

differences in the assumptions that inform what it means to be a human subject and the 

potential for relationship between multiple human subjects. In this way, unmasking the 

varying underlying assumptions behind individual(ism) helps illuminate the way these 

                                                
3  As Hacking explains it, “Making up people changes the space of possibilities for 
personhood” (p. 107). 
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concepts shape political ideology and hold important consequences for social and 

political ontology.4 The project qualifies, perhaps, also as “historical ontology,” as 

Hacking (2002) uses the term,5 because in exploring the shifting assumptions behind 

individual, I am engaging in an analysis of how we “make up” changing forms of 

i/Individuals and how these invented i/Individuals shape our understanding of the world.  

    To call attention to the differences in potential ways of being in the world that 

individual(ism) so unassumingly masks, I strategically alter the term, identifying the 

hidden synonyms within, to remind the reader of the distinctions. I begin by addressing 

the paradox of the i/Individual that is created when we view individuals as both isolated 

beings and as group members. Following a well-worn tradition, I employ the use of 

strategic capitalization to highlight this distinction. The use of capitalization, the “big-

little” distinction, has been used in a variety of contexts. The application of this 

distinction in the present work is largely influenced by the “big-little” distinction as 

                                                
4
  Here I use the term “ontology” to refer to the process of demarcating what things exist 

in the world and the relationships that hold between these things. I specify “social” and 
“political” ontologies because, in focusing on the ontology of the individual, this project 
focuses specifically on the nature of being within the social and political realms. 
Although this project has important implications for such considerations of ontology, 
these will largely be left implicit as they are outside the scope of the current project. It is 
advisable, however, that the reader keep in mind that there is a relationship between the 
assumptions behind our terminology and the way we understand the world. 
5 Hacking takes the term from Michel Foucault — who, he says, only used the term 
twice. According to Hacking, this term refers to a study of the way we “constitute 
ourselves” or “invent” ourselves (p. 2). For Foucault this inventing occurred along three 
main axes: ethics, power, and knowledge. Hacking considers a variety of ways of 
inventing ourselves, creating extensions of Foucault’s axes. While this project doesn’t 
explicitly address Foucault’s triad of ethics, power, and knowledge, the way we fabricate 
ourselves as individuals in the world has profound implications for each of these social 
realms. 
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applied to t/Truth in pragmatism (James, 1907), the o/Other in psychoanalysis (Lacan, 

2004), and p/Politics and the p/People in representational democracy (Catlaw, 2007a). In 

each case, the capitalization (big-T, big-O, big-P, big-I) represents a myth or fabrication 

— something that “never existed in the first place” (Žižek, 1997). In the case of the 

individual, when the subject is isolated from society, seen as a solitary particular stripped 

of social context, this is indicated through the upper-case, “I.”6 The individual becomes 

an Individual, a mythologized creature capable of existing prior to and outside of 

society’s influence. When the subject is recognized as embedded within a social 

framework, this is indicated through the use of the lower-case, or “little-i,” individual.7 

Hence the paradox represented by the Rugged Individualist Club is created by the tension 

between the mythologized solitary Individual and the reality that we live within groups 

and society as socially-embedded individuals.  

    This distinction seems apparent enough upon reflection, and yet we see this paradox 

writ large on the American political landscape. On one hand, the mythical Individual is 

the epitome of the American ideal — independent, free-spirited and driven.8 This is the 

                                                
6
  The potential for the shorthand “big-I” here to denote a solipsistic, often narcissistic, 

subject seems to me to be quite appropriate. 
7
  In an attempt to prevent unnecessary confusion, I have taken every effort not to use the 

term “individual” when generically referring to a single human subject. When referring to 
the general concept “individual” as used, undifferentiated, in contemporary language, I 
employ italics: individual. When referring to a single person, I use “subject” or “person.” 
It should be noted, however, that the term “subject” itself is not without complications. In 
these instances I am using the term merely as a synonym to “individual” and am not 
delving into the psychoanalytic nuances associated with the term. I have chosen not to 
use the term “citizen” in these instances, as the implications for the distinction between 
individual and Individual reach beyond issues pertaining to citizenship. When the term 
“citizen” is used, therefore, it is done so with purposeful intent. 
8 This Individual can be further conceptualized as the “particular” in the particular-
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classic rights-bearing Individual of liberalism; he is the locus of liberty. On the other 

hand, the individual is part of a greater collective, a people, the People. These dual 

identities are not only in conflict but they often manifest in an arguably ominous pattern. 

The Myth of the Individual is self-fulfilling — fabricating isolated and alienated 

Individuals (big-I) while often trapping individuals (little-i) within a homogenizing 

whole.9  

 

Building a Typology of i/Individuals 

    As just implied, the myth of the Individual can be traced to the emphasis dominant 

Western ideology places on the ideals of liberty and equality (Follett, 1918/1998; Potter, 

1976). These twin goals of democracy are complex social concepts with various and 

shifting interpretations (Williams, 1983). In Western society “liberty” tends to be 

understood in terms of negative liberties, freedom from interference (usually from the 

government or state) to pursue one’s own unique goals. In other words, liberty maintains 

the sanctity of the Individual. Equality, on the other hand, most often refers to equality of 

opportunity, rather than equality of outcomes — assuming the homogeneity of social 

(and economic) possibilities for the individual. Thus, taken together, these reflect the 

dominant ideas about the relationship between the political subject and community. It is 

critical, however, to realize that these ideals always hold implications for the society and 

                                                                                                                                            
general dichotomy, and an instance of the “many” in the paradoxical relationship 
between the One and the many. 
9
  Among other problematic outcomes, this paradox perpetuates social stratification and 

power imbalances within the populace and the political system. 
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the formation of the social bond10 (McSwite, 2006; Mouffe, 1992).  

    Beginning with these assumptions of negative liberty and equality of opportunity as 

foundations for a democracy, it is not difficult to see how the paradox of i/Individualism 

arises. In its simplest form, the paradox of i/Individualism results from opposition 

between the Individual and the group (Fischer, 2008). This is reflected in the oft-touted 

anti-authoritarian attitude in the West, most strongly associated with the United States.11 

The Individual bucks against being “a loser, an anonymous cog” (Niedzviecki, 2006, p. 

7), wishing to obtain the ideal of autonomy and self-reliance (Fineman, 2004). However, 

humans are limited in their abilities and their capacities; even the most everyday tasks 

cannot be achieved alone — we need others. And, conversely, the group cannot exist, let 

alone accomplish its goals, without the individuals that comprise it. So, the paradox arises 

because Individuals and groups need one another and yet it is thought that their needs 

cannot be fulfilled simultaneously (Berman, 2010). In the end we structure a compromise 

in which “great men” become leaders in hierarchically arranged groupings. Others are 

seen as “contracting in” to groups, thereby voluntarily giving up many of their liberties 

and succumbing to the rules and regulations of the group (Fischer, 2008). Each individual 

within the group has the “opportunity” to advance to a leadership role while the rabble is 

kept in line through organizational structure. 

                                                
10

  The “social bond” can be interpreted in many different ways. This concept is nicely 
articulated by Stout (2010a), and I follow her explanation that the social bond is a sense 
of mutuality and community that “fosters empathy and a shared desire for well-being” (p. 
15). 
11

  For instance, the United States has the highest rating of over 100 countries on 
Hofstede’s “Individualism Index” (IDV) with a score of 91. Australia is a close second 
with a score of 90 (Hofstede, 2010). 
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    Despite rhetorical focus placed on empowerment of the Individual, the legacy of 

liberal Individualism has been the creation of a dual identity in which a single person is 

characterized as a locus of responsibility (Individual) while being subsumed into the 

homogenous mass of the People (individual). To better understand this tension, it is 

helpful to step back and recognize that both the single person (the isolated Individual) 

and the group (the mass of individuals) are being understood as unitary entities (Catlaw, 

2007a; Farmer, 2005; Stivers, 2008b). The tension can be further illuminated by 

recognizing a (false) dichotomy that arises from these unitary entities of Individual and 

homogenous group. Catlaw’s (2007a) argument that the People, Leviathan, is a fabricated 

signifier lacking a signified object and Stivers’ (2008a) call to recognize the Hobbesian 

underpinnings of our current political ontology provide particularly useful reference 

points from which to examine the paradox of the i/Individual within this dichotomy. Each 

helps illuminate alternate ends of the paradox and the underlying tension that is created 

by an attempt to combine the unity of the People (Catlaw, 2007a) and the unity of the 

Individual. This is, in essence, the legacy of what Farmer  (2005) calls the Cartesian 

subject. If we wanted to depict the paradox underlying this understanding of the subject, I 

argue it might look something like Figure 1. 
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    The Cartesian subject, according to Farmer, is a unitary subject. Farmer describes 

this subject as a “self-contained, self-mastering individual,” for whom “Stability and 

reliability exude” (p. 43). While Farmer is correct to describe this subject as “self-

contained” it is essential to note that “self-mastering” is not interchangeable with “self-

reliant.”12 Another way to understand the unitary subject is to consider the life 

narrative(s) of a subject. For the unitary subject there is a single linear life narrative – it 

creates a unified, cohesive identity that is continuous through time and often teleological 

(Farmer, 2005; Hummel, 2008). When this unitary subject identity is understood as a pre-

social being whose identity is not dependent upon the individual-group relationship or 

social context, the result is atomistic Individualism (Fig. 1). It is the atomistic Individual 

who is most prominent in Western political ideology today. This is the conception of the 

                                                
12  A self-mastering subject may be considered self-reliant when seen as isolated, but may 
also be considered to be self-mastering in performing his or her role within an 
institutional framework. 
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individual that is most stringently linked to the concept of negative liberty; it is the pre-

social being that populated Hobbes’s world of “all-against-all” (Hobbes, 1668/1994) and 

which provides the basis for most forms of contract theory. S.M. Lipset (1996), a leading 

voice in defining Individualism as a founding characteristic of the American psyche and 

resulting forms of government, has persuasively argued that this sense of Individualism is 

part of a defining American Creed.13 Social scientists often incorporate the atomistic 

Individual in the form of Homo economicus in economics, the rational actor of rational 

choice theory, and the expert of the social sciences. It is the assumption of a unitary 

subject, who must be solitary or embedded within a unitary whole,14 which leads to the 

paradox of the i/Individual as generally understood.  

    Hence, when the unitary subject is placed in an embedded framework there is a 

dramatic shift. While the individual continues to inhabit a single life narrative, this 

narrative is given shape (and purpose) through the relationship with the group. The 

embedded unitary individual is part of a system or organic whole, retaining a unitary, or 

                                                
13

  In fact, Lipset (1996) tells us that the American Creed can be wholly defined with five 
key terms: [I]ndividualism; liberty; egalitarianism; populism; and, laissez-faire. Indeed, 
these terms adequately capture some of the most prominent themes in American political 
rhetoric. However, some contemporary scholars question just how deeply this American 
Creed is rooted. This scholarship has begun to suggest that notions of strong atomistic 
Individualism were not present, at least not among most of the population, during the pre-
Revolutionary Era (Grabb, Baer, & Curtis, 1999; McSwite, 1997b). This challenge to 
Lipset is expanded upon in Chapter One. 
14

  At best, this embedded individual is differentiated from others through role 
assignment. This view is often typified by the organic metaphor — society is seen as a 
cohesive organism in which differentiated parts each play a role to maintain functionality. 
It is most associated with division of labor and functionalism. At worst, when the unitary 
subject is subsumed within a unitary whole, he or she is seen as homogenized, part of a 
collective consciousness. 
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bounded, identity but fulfilling a specific role within the group.15 It is the group 

identification and the designated role within the group that gives definition to that 

identity.   

        In American ideology, this grouping of embedded, unitary subjects was reflected in 

the Puritan society where individuals were defined by their institutional affiliations and 

exile was the most extreme form of punishment imaginable (Kaufmann, 1998). 

Kaufmann calls this “institutional individualism” and I adopt his terminology for this 

typology. However, this relationship between individual and group is also aptly described 

in more contemporary times by Whyte’s (1956) “Organization Man.” This relationship 

between unitary subject and organizational structure is also reflected in the frequent use 

of the organism as a metaphor for the organization or society in which all parts are 

understood as either homogenous iterations of the whole or differentiated merely by role 

within the whole. The latter is prominent within the history of governance, particularly in 

theories of the division of labor in functionalism (Durkheim, 1933/1984; A. Smith, 

1776/2001). Like atomistic Individualism, institutional individualism retains a powerful 

place in political and social rhetoric where identity is coterminous with group affiliation 

(e.g. “We’re number one!” or “Proud to be an American.”).  

  Efforts to balance atomistic Individualism with institutional individualism result in 

the dichotomous i/Individualism referred to at the outset of this chapter. Because liberty 

                                                
15  This is depicted in Figure 1 on the right side of the paradox. When the Individuals on 
the left side of the figure are placed within the constraints of the organization on the right, 
they become individuals fulfilling specific roles — indicated by their placement within 
the matrix in the embedded grouping. 
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in America is most often defined in negative terms, autonomy can only be guaranteed 

through complete isolation of the (assumed unitary) subject or in a conception of social 

interactions in which the essential characteristic of the unitary subject remain unchanged 

by the interaction.16  

        When the group is formed from such unitary subjects, they must be compelled to 

suppress their atomistic nature in order to conform to the needs of the group, accepting 

assigned roles. This results in a requirement for hierarchical ordering, rational decision-

making, and the institution of various approaches to span of control. As Kouzmin (1980) 

explains “hierarchy provides the frame and the setting of analysis. Resulting theory 

ignores the fact that hierarchy masks crucial differentiation in power, rank and reward” 

(p. 142). Combining the atomistic Individualism of Homo economicus with institutional 

individualism, organization theory latched onto efficiency as the mainstream measure of 

organizational outcomes, controlled by “tightly integrated hierarchical structures 

controlled from the top by managers” (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, p. 8). Despite these 

attempts to create order from atomistic anarchy, this hierarchical ordering fails in the 

same way that Follett’s (1918/1998) “crowd” fails — it attempts to build social cohesion 

from particularistic, or atomistic, units (p. 151). 

 

                                                
16  This idea of the Individual is the basic unit of analysis in neoclassical economics and 
the atomistic Individual that is the legacy of Locke. Davis (2003) explains that these 
“Individuals do not interact on the subjective level, but interact only with one another at a 
significant remove according to how their inner psychologies are manifested in their 
actions in markets. Thus, there always hangs a curtain, as it were, between the 
[I]ndividual and the world of action and interaction with others” (p. 24). 
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Beyond the Paradox: Decentering the Subject 

  The assumption of a unitary subject has not gone unchallenged. As is explored in 

Chapter Three, there has been a decentering of the subject from both the left 

(postmodernism) and the right (neoliberalism). In many instances the decentered subject 

in these literatures remains isolated, not unlike the atomistic Individual from Figure 1 and 

described by Davis (2003). However, even prior to the emergence of these literatures, 

there was also a vision of a decentered and embedded subject, most forcefully articulated 

in the work of Follett (1918/1998) and re-emerging in the work of Thayer (1973). It is 

this decentered-embedded subject that ultimately helps to “dissolve” (Harmon, 1995) the 

paradox, or duality, of the i/Individual.17 This leads to two new possibilities for the 

concept of individual(ism): isolated-decentered (Fig. 2)18   

 

                                                
17

  The possibilities for this dissolution are explored in chapter Four. 
18

  Depicting an isolated and decentered subject, it turns out, proves to be quite 
challenging. Therefore, it is important to highlight that the clusters within this quadrant 
each represent a single subject with multiple loci of identity rather than groups of 
multiple persons. 
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and embedded-decentered (Fig. 3).19 

 

  However, the relationship between these various combinations — isolated-unitary, 

embedded-unitary, isolated-decentered, and embedded-decentered — and their 

implications for governance have not been explored within the literature. To aid in 

understanding the implications for the changing assumptions behind individual it is 

necessary to begin by articulating these distinctions and locating them within the 

discourse of public administration. That is purpose of this dissertation. I argue that by 

uncovering the hidden assumptions behind the concept of the individual, it becomes 

apparent that we have packed multiple hidden meanings into one signifier, resulting in 

problems for practical considerations, as in governance. By pulling apart these meanings 

and making them explicit, I develop a “typology of i/Individualisms” (Fig. 4).  

                                                
19

  As with the depiction of isolated-decentered Individuals, the clusters in this figure also 
represent the multiple loci of identity for decentered subjects, rather than groupings of 
subjects. The difference between the depiction of the isolated-decentered (fragmented) 
Individual and the embedded-decented (integrated) individual is that, in the latter, 
individuals connect at these different loci of identity, reflecting the impact of 
relationships with one another on identity formation. 
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In this typology I highlight the varying relationships between individual and community, 

placing the paradox of the i/Individual within a broader theoretical framework and 

providing a theoretical lens through which to analyze different theories of governance.20 

  This typology helps illuminate the way the dominant political ideology is shaped by 

two primary considerations: 1) the conception of the subject; 2) the relationship between 

the subject and the group. Placing the dominant ideology within a typology matrix 

illustrates that the paradox of i/Individualism is not inescapable. Expanding Figure 1 to 

                                                
20  Although I focus primarily on theories of governance within public administration in 
this dissertation, this theoretical lens represents a theoretical tool with a much broader 
spectrum for potential application. 
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incorporate both the unitary subject and the decentered subject, the typology (Fig. 4) is 

constructed in the form of a two-by-two table, illustrating the two key assumptions that 

underlie Western political ideologies.  

        The table is constructed along two axes: “i/Individual-Group Relationship” and 

“Subject Identity.” The i/Individual-group axis represents the way we are used to 

thinking about the paradox of i/Individualism, pitting the isolated Individual against the 

socially-embedded individual. As Figure 1 above indicates, the paradox of the 

i/Individual results from a tension along the i/Individual-group relationship axis when the 

subject is assumed to be unitary. This axis reflects many of the basic philosophical 

debates regarding human nature and society: Are humans instinctively social animals? 

Are we shaped more by our inherent qualities or by our social interactions (nature vs. 

nurture)? Are we autonomous beings with free will or are our fates somehow 

predetermined? The isolated end of this spectrum represents autonomous beings with 

inherent (rather than socially-determined) characteristics. On the other end, in an 

embedded relationship, identity is formed through social relationships and the 

individual’s identity is questionable or non-existent outside the social context.  

  The vertical axis, the subject identity axis, is the one that is most often left out of the 

equation in Western political ideology. Or, more accurately, just one value is assumed — 

the unitary subject. Therefore the axis is generally not acknowledged.21 As is implicit in 

                                                
21  When the decentered subject is acknowledged, it is most often in the form of the 
fragmented Individual which is offered as a “third way” — an alternative outside of the 
paradox of i/Individualism. However, as is discussed in Chapter Three, the fragmented 
Individual neither exists outside the paradox, nor refutes it. Because it creates an isolated 
subject, fragmented Individualism alone provides no answer to the problem of 
institutional individualism. Therefore, the paradox is only complicated, not dissolved. 
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the discussion above, escaping the paradox of the i/Individual requires abandoning the 

unitary subject and shifting to a decentered subject on the subject identity axis. Just as the 

unitary subject can be best understood as having a single linear life narrative, the 

decentered subject is a conglomeration of many narratives that are simultaneous, non-

linear, and may be based around concepts such as race, class, gender, and power. This 

decenterd subject is most often recognized as being “based on a mixture of 

psychoanalytic discourse and poststructural thinking” (Farmer, 2005, p. 43). While the 

unitary subject requires a separation of mind and body, of thinking from action (L. T. 

Smith, 1999), the decentered subject reunifies these concepts, providing a subject who 

can make sense of Weick’s (1979) inquiry, “how can I know what I think until I see what 

I say?” (p. 133). The addition of the decentered subject within the typology adds two new 

forms of i/Individuals. I call the isolated-decentered subject the “fragmented Individual” 

and I call the embedded-decentered subject the “integrated individual.” 

  Fragmented Individualism, while providing a useful position from which to 

deconstruct the metanarratives of atomistic and institutional i/Individualism, does not 

help alleviate the problem of the paradox. However, when the decentered subject is 

conceived of as embedded within society, what we have is integrated individualism. The 

term “integrated individual” (synonymous with “situated individual”) comes from Mary 

Parker Follett’s (1918/1998) conceptualization of the group as being formed of 

“integrated individuals acting as a whole” (p. 57). This is not, as it might seem at first 

blush, a vision of homogeneity; instead, integration can only work if there is allowance 

for tension and conflict from different perspectives. Heterogeneity, not homogeneity is 

required (p. 40). Because integrated individuals are socially embedded, it does not make 
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sense to consider them outside the group (as is required by contract theory). Due to their 

decentered nature, these integrated individuals intersect and interpenetrate one another in 

varying and dynamic ways, creating relationships that are spontaneous, unique and in 

flux. Such an understanding of individual(ism) creates an ideology that envisions 

individuals as interconnected through dynamic social bonds, where knowledge is created 

spontaneously and transmits in unexpected ways. 

 

Chapter Outlines 

    The body of this dissertation is organized to explore the historical ontology of 

individualism through the lens of governance, with particular attention to the discourse of 

the field of public administration. Chapter One, “Schismogenic i/Individualisms” takes 

the form of an intellectual history, tracing the complicated existence of the paradox of 

i/Individualism — the tension between atomistic Individual(ism) and institutional 

individual(ism) — in early American history. The chapter traces the ways the two 

dominant strains of individualism (institutional individualism and atomistic 

Individualism) have diverged at “hinge moments” in American history while 

simultaneously becoming entwined rhetorically (hence schismogenic). By exploring the 

strategic use of rhetoric surrounding these uses of individual,22 this chapter provides a 

historical context for the emergence of the field of public administration in the 

Progressive Era.  

    Chapter Two, “i/Individuals in Public Administration,” builds on the intellectual 

                                                
22

  This is a history often complicated by economic, gender and racial power imbalances. 
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history laid out in Chapter One, applying the typology of i/Individualisms to the 

traditional literature of public administration, and paying particular attention to the way 

the paradox of the i/Individual emerges within the classic texts of the field. I explain the 

way the paradox created by atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism 

underlies many of the major debates within the field — administrative legitimacy and the 

politics-administration dichotomy, in particular.  

    In Chapter Three, “(dis)Integrating i/Individualisms,” I examine the emergence of 

the fragmented Individual within public administration. I argue that the fragmented 

Individual represents an ontological meeting point between skeptical postmodernism and 

neoliberalism. In public administration, this meeting point is best represented in the new 

public management perspective.  

    Finally, in Chapter Four, “Webs We Weave,” I explore the instances of integrated 

individualism in both classic and contemporary public administration, finding individuals 

who can escape the Rugged Individualist Club within the work of the pragmatists Mary 

Parker Follett and John Dewey. This chapter seeks to find the integrated individual within 

governance as a means to dissolve the paradox of the i/Individual and thereby disband the 

Rugged Individualist Club. In it I re-envision the field as one that recognizes governance 

as a human endeavor of living together in emergent and multi-dimensional social 

networks. 

 
 



 

20 

Chapter 1: Schismogenic i/Individual(ism)s: The paradox in early America 

[T]oday’s society lives so to speak on top of the layers and rubble of the past. Residues of 
cultural labors in language and superstition, in custom and in law… (Dilthey, 
1883/1988, p. 90). 
 
The [I]ndividualist credo cast a monstrous and intimidating shadow over political 
debate… Yet like any shadow it is devoid of substance… At the source of the shadow we 
discover a flimsy pattern of paper cut-out ideas (Kingdom, 1992, p. 1). 
 
 
    For five semesters I taught an undergraduate course that examined the relationship 

between the concept of poverty and the policies implemented to address poverty. On the 

first day of every semester I asked my students to engage in a simple exercise. I would 

ask them to think about the word poverty and, as a class, to brainstorm any word, phrase, 

or definition they associated with it. The students would always begin very tentatively, 

sensing that poverty can be a sensitive issue and unsure of what might be an “acceptable” 

answer — for both instructor and classmates. They would often begin with fairly 

straightforward and common descriptions: “low income” one would say. Another, 

emboldened by no longer being the first to answer, would offer up “homelessness” or 

“hunger.” And, little by little, the descriptions and associations would begin to broaden 

out, until students were often calling out ideas faster than I could scribble them on the 

blackboard. Once the board was covered with scrawled phrases, we would work to find 

threads that connected various connotations: associations of place (Third World, inner 

city); structural or societal issues (lack of access to quality education, discrimination); 

personal attributes (laziness, lack of intelligence); government policies (welfare, food 

stamps); non-profit organizations (Habitat for Humanity); signs of altruism (charity, 
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sympathy). 

    Working through this exercise, students quickly realized that poverty is an example 

of what Raymond Williams (1983) calls a keyword — a word that Williams argues is “of 

a different kind” that cannot be clearly circumscribed by a dictionary definition. 

Keywords are words for which we “find a history and complexity of meanings; conscious 

changes, or consciously different uses” (p. 17). In a quick in-class session these small 

groups of students, mostly college freshmen, had actively demonstrated the variety and 

complexity of meanings associated with poverty. They had taken a word which has a 

prescribed etymological narrative, and a clearly articulated set of denotations, and had 

demonstrated the complications inherent in social signifiers. Taking it one step further, 

they would then read about the history of the poverty line as a policy instrument in 

America. They were often surprised to find that not only is poverty richly complex in 

terms of contemporary connotations but that poverty is also a keyword in that it has 

experienced “changes which are masked by a nominal continuity so that [it seems] to 

have been there for centuries, with continuous and general meanings, [but has] come to 

express radically different or radically variable, yet sometimes hardly noticed, meanings 

and implications of meaning” (p. 17). Perhaps most importantly, when they were asked to 

follow up this exercise by formulating their own definitions of poverty, they found that 

their own personal experiences and backgrounds influenced their perceptions most of all. 

Much like poverty, the term individual(ism) is also best thought of as a “keyword” that 

masks complex and diverse connotations and perceptions, each of which is shaped by 

personal experience and perspective. Such terms are best understood after examination 

from various angles within an historical context.  
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Introduction 

    A careful analysis of early American political rhetoric can illuminate the rich and 

complex intellectual history that underlies the paradox of the i/Individual. Following the 

notion of the individual through time, considering the ways in which this concept is 

wielded in early American political discourse, helps one to better understand the nature of 

the paradox and its peculiar form within the American setting. Our world is shaped in 

large part by language, and our words are shifting signifiers. The shifting of the signifier 

individual, in particular, is critically important for public administration. Governance, 

after all, is the process of determining how individuals will live together and the 

relationships they can nurture. The possibilities for governing institutions available to us, 

therefore, are necessarily bounded by how we conceive of the individual.   

    This chapter delves into the historical development of the idea of the individual in 

American political rhetoric. It begins by considering the etymological roots of the word 

and then moves on to explore the Puritan concept of the individual as defined by 

institutional belonging. Building on the scholarship of Michael Kaufmann (1998), I refer 

to this as the “institutional individual.” The next section examines the Revolutionary era, 

considering the rhetorical impact of the emerging atomistic Individualism in which 

people are depicted as autonomous and self-reliant. In the final sections I explore the 

antebellum and postbellum eras in which propertied interests struggled to harness the 

rhetorical power of atomistic Individualism while simultaneously using various forms of 

institutional individualism in attempts to enforce order and subordinate the working class. 

I use the denotation of big-I and little-i, designating institutional individualism as a form 

of little-i individual because the individual is defined at least in part by social 
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relationships. In tracing the political iterations of this form of individualism, I find that 

while it is often lost in contemporary rhetoric, it strongly influenced the development of 

American governance. 

    It is important to note that while this chapter takes the form of an intellectual history, 

and is presented in the form of a linear narrative, it does not purport to be a complete 

unified narrative. Instead, this history serves a heuristic function, strategically 

questioning specific aspects of the American story that can illuminate the tensions 

between institutional individualism and atomistic Individualism — the paradox of the 

i/Individual — underlying the common metanarrative of the liberal atomistic Individual. I 

have chosen moments that represent noticeable fissures in this metanarrative because 

they open windows of opportunity to redefine the rhetoric that shapes political and social 

arrangements (Klein, 2007). As Klein explains, when people are shocked and trying to 

renegotiate and redefine their social reality, as they are in instances of emigration or war, 

their world becomes momentarily unmoored, making them much more susceptible to the 

rewriting of metanarratives that shape social reality. “It is in these malleable moments,” 

Klein writes, “when we are psychologically unmoored and physically uprooted, that … 

artists of the real plunge in their hands and begin their work of remaking the world” (p. 

21, emphasis added). Simultaneously, within these moments and in their immediate 

aftermath there is a struggle over memory and control of the nation’s ideologies, 

smoothing out wrinkles in the liberal ideology of Individualism and recreating it within a 

“smooth, homogeneous linear time … with origins and end points” (Edkins, 2003, p. 

229). This smoothing of the narrative represents a form of strategic forgetting, creating 

the appearance of linear and inevitable progress, papering over the shifting nuances of 
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individual — shifting nuances that might otherwise expose the paradox of the 

i/Individual. 

 

Language as a Sociohistorical Mirror 

    I begin this dissertation with a chapter on rhetoric because language both shapes and 

reflects our ideas about the world. Considering how the term individual(ism) is employed 

within political and social rhetoric and ideas — particularly within the ontological 

struggles that appear during times of social upheaval — helps to illustrate the historical 

tension underlying the paradox of the i/Individual and its particular iteration within an 

American context. Language shapes our understanding of society and ourselves; it is the 

medium through which we most explicitly make meaning together, and ultimately this 

collective meaning-making shapes our reality. In a given moment, the relationship 

between signifier and signified may seem fixed. In such instances language is 

experienced as a “mirror” through which we view our world, and this seemingly 

reflective property of language can make it difficult to “see” (Percy, 1975/2000). 

However, at any given time what is considered the correct meaning of a given word is 

simply the most recent variation in meaning within a given sociohistorical context 

(Williams, 1983). This can also make the crafting of an intellectual history of a given 

signifier in which different and distinct connotations are invisibly aggregated within a 

single term, such as individual, a challenging endeavor. However, understanding that 

there are such distinct applications packed inside a single signifier, we are better 

equipped to see the mirror of contemporary language and the ghosts of signifieds past 

that continue to cast their reflection through that mirror. 
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    This is a case where etymology can only provide the smallest stepping stone, but, it 

is a critical stepping stone from which to embark on the journey of piecing together this 

puzzle. Cultural theorist Raymond Williams (1983) argues that it is important to trace the 

changing meaning of words, both etymologically and in their interaction with other 

words — their reflection of social context. Of primary interest for this project, Williams 

highlights individual as one of the “more spectacular examples” of a word whose 

meaning has been subject to such variation (p. 21). Even etymologically, the meaning of 

individual has not been static. The primary meaning of individual during the sixth century 

was “indivisible” — a unity that could not be divided, often because it was joined in 

spirit.1 It is this definition of individual, a little-i version akin to the institutional 

individual, that was most prominent through the first American settlements of the Puritan 

colonists in the seventeenth century. The second meaning to emerge was also rooted in 

the notion of being “indivisible,” but due to physical properties; this notion of individual 

was replaced by the term “atom” in the seventeenth century. The final meaning suggested 

that something individual is something that is distinct from other things. As Williams 

notes, “It is [this third sense], indicating a single distinguishable person, which has … the 

most complicated history” (p. 162). This, of course, is the meaning that would provide 

the seed of the big-I atomistic Individual.  

    Although the distinct or separate individual — what would eventually become what 

I term the atomistic Individual — began to emerge in the seventeenth century, until the 

                                                
1  The most prominent exemplar of this kind of unity is the Holy Trinity in Christian 
theology. 
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eighteenth century even this semi-autonomous being continued to be defined by his or 

her relationship to a group. When individual was used to indicate a distinct uniqueness it 

was with negative connotation. As is discussed below, such a distinct individual was not 

originally understood in a positive way. Even as big-I understandings of Individual 

emerged from the Enlightenment theorists and the strategic application of market 

economics, it is not clear that this notion of the Individual took hold immediately in 

America (Grabb et al., 1999). It was not until the late eighteenth century that the 

individuality and individualism associated with unique and atomistic Individuals began to 

be harnessed as persuasive political and economic rhetoric, often attributed to the writing 

of Adam Smith (Williams, 1983). Even Adam Smith, however, did not hold the strong 

atomistic view of big-I Individuals that is attributed to him in modern economics. Smith’s 

individual retains characteristics of the little-i individual, embedded in a network of 

social relationships that involved, among other things, cooperation and reciprocity 

(Evensky, 2001; Purdy, 2009; Sen, 1987).  If this is the case, Lipset’s “American Creed” 

of Individualism (1996) may not be rooted as deeply in the American foundings as is 

popularly believed and may not provide the unwavering foundation of its governmental 

institutions.   

    This shifting has created a tension due to the conflicting concepts underlying the 

single term individual. This tension begins as a dualistic seed and leads to 

schismogenesis, the progressive distortion of opposing dualities leading to the breakdown 

of the system (Bateson, 1935/2000). Borrowing from Bateson, Harmon (1995) describes 

schismogenic paradoxes as those in which “one side or element has been comprehended 

or chosen to the exclusion of the other, ostensibly in the interest of logical consistency 
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and the pursuit of purpose” (p. 76). Combining these, I argue that the paradox of the 

i/Individual is a schismogenic one in which, due to the pervasiveness of its rhetoric, 

atomistic Individualism has become the dominant side of the duality. And yet, beneath 

the single signifier individual there exists what Bateson (1935/2000) calls 

“complementary differentiation” in which the two sides of the paradox engage in a 

complementary relationship of assertiveness and submissiveness. This “results in mutual 

hostility between them and must end in the breakdown of the system” (p. 68). Revisiting 

the history of the i/Individual within early American political rhetoric, paying close 

attention to hinge moments in which rhetorical flourish influences shifts in ontological 

assumptions, can help shed light on the complicated life of the individual in American 

governance and help illuminate the unfolding paradox and the ontological schism it 

creates.  

   

Puritan individuals: institutional beginnings 

    For the Puritan settlers, the word individual2 reflected the feeling of indivisibility. As 

Kaufmann (1998) explains, “Since resemblances and differences are always in play, the 

shift in the definition of individual really amounts to a shift in emphasis: do we derive a 

sense of individuality primarily from what we share with others or primarily from how 

we differ from them?” (p. 18).3 For the Puritans, the emphasis was on the former; 

                                                
2
  At the time of the Puritans there was no “ism” at the end of individual since the 

separation of the individual from others inherent in the “ism” of individualism was 
completely unthinkable for the Puritans (Kaufmann, 1998; Williams, 1983). 
3
  This shifting in emphasis is, in fact, the basis for the tension underlying the paradox of 

the i/Individual: distinguishing oneself as separate and autonomous while, 
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individual still held true to the term’s etymological root in-dividere — not divisible 

(Williams, 1983, p. 2).4  

    Whereas we now consider characteristics such as self-reliance (picking oneself up by 

his or her bootstraps — usually “his”) as the epitome of the American (atomistic) 

Individual, such attention to personal identity and self-sufficiency was socially suspect 

under Puritan ideas of the individual. As Bercovitch (1975) explains, “The prefix self- 

often indicated a negative characteristic; such indications of damnation included: self-

affection, self-confident, self-credit, self-fullness, self-honor, self-intended, self-practice, 

self-safety, and self-sufficiency” (p. 17)5 with the notable exception of “self-control,” 

which was deemed imperative in submission to the group and to God’s expectations 

                                                                                                                                            
simultaneously, stressing one’s in-group characteristics. 
4
  Although the Puritans' understanding of institutional individual is often accepted as the 

general view of  the individual during this time, it should be noted that their definition 
was not universally accepted. The Quakers, a religious movement started by George Fox 
in England during the mid-seventeenth century and brought to America by William Penn 
and others in the mid- to late-seventeenth century, held a much more extreme view of 
individualism, rejecting traditions and authority. Instead, the Quakers held that each 
Individual had a direct relationship with God; institutions, traditions, churches were not 
necessary to facilitate this relationship (Kaufmann, 1998, p. 64). 
5
  Bercovitch (1975) suggests that, contrary to appearances, this focus on self-abasement 

is necessarily narcissistic and provides a precursor to the development of modern 
atomistic Individualism. This assumes that one must have had some sense of an 
autonomous Individual in order to condemn the notion (p. 20). Kaufmann (1998) takes 
issue with Bercovitch’s interpretations of self-denial in Puritan times, suggesting instead 
that Bercovitch argues that self-negation is simply another form of focusing on the self, 
of Individualism not so dissimilar from modern Individualism. However, Kaufmann 
accuses Bercovitch of falling prey to circular logic here, charging that in his quest to find 
the origins of the American self Bercovitch’s “explanation actually presupposes the 
existence of such a self. That is, if self-denial was only self-assertion in disguise, then 
some concept of modern autonomous [I]ndividualism must already be in place in order 
for it to be denied and for it to do the denying. … In a sense, then Bercovitch’s arguments 
have it both ways: the Puritans originated the American self, and the American self 
originated the Puritans” (p. 6). 
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(Bercovitch, 1975; Weber, 1905/2002).  

        Rather than emphasizing uniqueness, identity was prescribed by stressing 

similarities and affiliations, as part of a network of relations rather than personal 

characteristics. Thus, in Puritan New England there was a strong relationship between 

individuals and institutions. What Puritans were indivisible from was their institutions: 

communities, churches, families. To them atomistic autonomy as we envision it today 

was akin to damnation (Kaufmann, 1998; Vowell, 2008). Kaufmann’s creation of the 

term “institutional individualism” reflects this relationship in which “individuality must 

always be defined and qualified by means of relation to some form of institution” 

(Kaufmann, 1998, p. 3). Identity was derived from affiliations with institutions, not apart 

from from affiliations with institutions. As Kaufmann notes, this reliance of personal 

identity on institutional affiliations placed institutions themselves in a place of central 

importance for society. Thus, “to strengthen these institutions was also to strengthen, not 

diminish, one’s sense of self” (p. 3).  

    The extent to which Puritans strove to define themselves through the roles they filled 

within institutions is reflected in the rhetoric of one of the most famous sermons from the 

era. John Winthrop, who would become the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony, gave his sermon “Modell of Christian Charity” in 1630 aboard the Arbella as the 

ship’s passengers crossed the Atlantic6 to establish the Massachusetts Bay Colony 

                                                
6  This sermon is most commonly depicted as having been delivered aboard the Arbella 
sometime during the Atlantic crossing. However, as Godfrey Hodgson (2009) points out, 
it is also possible that the sermon was delivered either in the church of the Holy Rood in 
Southampton, England or off a nearby port (p. 2). 
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(Vowell, 2008). Although the sermon is most often remembered today for Winthrop’s 

claim that the Colony would be “as a city upon a hill,”7 the majority of the sermon 

focuses on the intertwined destiny for community members, depicting the society as an 

organism. The main purpose of the sermon is to convince the Puritan settlers to live 

together in a communitarian arrangement, looking out for one another rather than living 

in competition. Winthrop explains that, within the organism of the institution 

(community), the colonists should live together as institutional individuals living as one 

body bound together by “ligaments” of “love.” Thus, he is stressing the 

interconnectedness of the individuals within the community, bound together as a single 

organic institution, and warning against actions — such as the hoarding of wealth — that 

might promote a form of atomistic Individualism (Winthrop, 1630/1997).  

    Because Puritans viewed individuals as indivisible from, and identified with, their 

institutional affiliations, they had a very definite idea of authority as well as individuals’ 

roles within institutions and in deference to that authority. Puritans were not concerned 

with trying to minimize authority or achieve personal freedom; rather, their primary 

concern was to create institutions with uncontaminated authority. Thus, while we like to 

                                                
7  This line in Winthrop’s sermon has had a long legacy, reappearing in political speeches 
proclaiming America’s exceptionalism. The line is most often associated with Ronald 
Reagan — who added the modifier “shining” to the city on the hill — and has been a 
favorite with politicians, particularly Republicans. Interestingly, however, while 
Winthrop indeed saw the inhabitants of this “city on a hill” as exceptional, he also saw its 
prominence as a potential warning rather than a beacon of hope. Winthrop explained that 
due to their special place in history, should they break their covenant with God and their 
institutions fail, the inhabitants of the “city on a hill” would “shame the faces of many of 
God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us” 
(Winthrop, 1630/1997). 
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look back at the Puritans as rebellious Individuals, as the epitome of libertarianism, they 

were not initially concerned with breaking free from England, the Church, or family, but 

were instead focused on perfecting these institutional loci of authority (Hodgson, 2009; 

Kaufmann, 1998; Vowell, 2008). Governor John Winthrop held this idea of indivisibility 

so strongly that he coined the term “false liberty” or “license” to describe our modern 

conception of atomistic Individuality, depicting it, according to Kaufmann (1998), as “a 

kind of slavery, whereas true liberty requires subjection to authority” (p. 22).  

    Despite the emphasis on “subjection to authority,” Puritans did recognize enough 

autonomy in the institutional individual to allow him to choose his institutional 

affiliations (Kaufmann, 1998). In fact, as Withrop articulates in his famous sermon, 

because institutions were of primary importance for both identity and salvation, such 

choices were critical. Consequently, the voluntary nature of affiliation is essential. 

Although complete submission to authority was required of the institutional individual, as 

would be the case under the Hobbesian leviathan, he was given the latitude to leave one 

institution in order to join another.8 It is important to note, however, that as the 

institutions became larger, this latitude was diminished. Whereas one might choose a 

particular community or congregation, that choice was far more restricted regarding 

membership of religious sects, and was eliminated completely at the level of state and 

religion; all settlers were both English and Christian. In part, this is likely because while 

institutional individuals could choose their institutional affiliation, they could not choose 

to abstain from affiliation and they did not yet have the Lockean concept of dissolving 

                                                
8
  This was, in a sense, a Puritan version of Tiebout’s (1956) “voting with your feet.” 
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and rebuilding the social contract.  

 

An Enlightened Revolution: From Puritan individual to Yankee i/Individual 

    Between the time of Winthrop’s sermon and the writing of the Constitution of the 

United States of America, the relationship between individuals and community 

underwent remarkable changes (Barkalow, 2004). The institutional individual was slowly 

beginning to become more autonomous, asserting the right to express voluntary 

association more fluidly in the social context of westward expansion, tenuous political 

relations with Britain and the influence of Enlightenment philosophers. Williams (1983) 

traces many variations on the emergence of the third denotation of individual given 

above, as distinct from others, beginning in 1605 with Bacon’s Advancement of Learning. 

However it was not until John Locke’s Human Understanding in 1690 that anything 

resembling our current understanding of an atomistic Individual moved into common 

usage; even then, however, it was only used as an adjective “individual Man” and not as a 

noun (p. 163). Williams explains that individual was originally used as a noun in biology 

and logic, and it was not until Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations in 1776 that 

“a crucial shift in attitudes can be clearly seen in uses of the word” (p. 163). Dewey 

(1927/1993) explains that it was during the Revolutionary era that  

        ‘[I]ndividualism’ was born, a theory which endowed singular persons in isolation    

        from any associations, except those which they deliberately formed for their own  

        ends, with native or natural rights…. as in the influential philosophy of John Locke,  

        with the doctrine that the ground and justification of the restriction [of government]  

        was prior non-political rights inherent in the very structure of the [I]ndividual. From  
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        these tenets, it was a short step to the conclusion that the sole end of government  

        was the protection of [I]ndividuals in the rights which were theirs by nature. (p. 175) 

In rebelling against established government, therefore, “The easiest way out was to go 

back to the naked [I]ndividual, to sweep away all associations as foreign to his nature and 

rights save as they proceeded from his own voluntary choice, and guaranteed his own 

private ends” (p. 175).  

    However, once the institutional ties are broken, leaving the “naked” Individual, 

social bonds need to be explained in some way. According to Follett (1918/1998) the 

“social contract fiction” became necessary to reunite these atomized Individuals (pp. 162-

163). As Follett  explains, with the social contract, the relationship between the subject 

and the group has been reversed. Whereas the institutional individual had been born into 

existing institutional frameworks, the Revolutionary rhetoric extracted him, creating 

atomistic Individuals existing outside and prior to the institutions they would create 

through social contract. In the Revolutionary era, this social contract fiction was often in 

the mold of Locke. In his pamplet An Inquiry into the Rights of the British Colonies, 

Richard Bland (1766) presents a Lockean argument of social contract. He suggests that 

the American colonists are refusing the “tacit contract” of birth by quitting their nation of 

birth. Bland says the Revolutionaries are expatriating, and, in doing so, are implicitly 

rejecting the contract. Thus in “withdraw[ing] themselves from their country, they 

recover their natural freedom and independence. The jurisdiction and sovereignty of the 

state they have quitted ceases” (quoted in Wills, 1978, p. 83). As Dewey (1927/1993) 

suggests, this rhetoric seems to imply the dissolution of institutional ties to Britain; and, 

upon extraction from their institutional ties, institutional individuals are left as “naked” 
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atomistic Individuals. This inspired Jefferson, addressing the Continental Congress in 

1774, to argue that chance, not choice, has made them citizens of Britain and that they 

may choose to sever ties to establish new societies (Wills, 1978, p. 83). 

    Interestingly, the voices behind Revolutionary political rhetoric, such as John 

Adams, Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine, strove to call upon what they deemed to be 

the libertarian legacy of the Puritans (Bercovitch, 1978, p. 121) and to build on the 

Enlightenment foundations of the British Glorious Revolution9 in an effort to justify the 

dissolving of institutional bonds with the English monarchy. However, if the Puritan 

legacy was libertarian, it was only so insomuch as it allowed for breaking ties with one 

institution in order to join another, and the pre-Revolutionary leaders exploited this need 

to join a new institution. As Zinn (1980) explains, Revolutionary leaders used strategic 

rhetoric to ignite the flames of atomistic Individualism for Revolutionary purposes while 

restraining the general populace within an institutional framework. To accomplish this 

took careful rhetorical balancing, using terms such as “‘our’ liberty, ‘our’ property, ‘our’ 

                                                
9  Wills (1978) explains that even the choice of the term “revolution” rather than “revolt” 
or “rebellion” was strategic. Rebellion was understood to be a violent uprising while 
revolution was seen as “an orderly and legal procedure. The first English meaning of 
‘revolution’ had been astronomical — the revolving of the heavens, an exchange of 
planetary positions” (p. 51). Thus, those seeking “revolution” saw themselves as lawfully 
reordering the political relationships — an exchange in position of the governing 
institutions. In this way they also attached themselves to the legacy of the British 
Revolution of 1688, or the Glorious Revolution (p. 52). In fact, according to Wills, some 
of the revolutionaries (such as Adams) felt that the American Revolution was but the 
continuation of the Great Revolution (p. 53), and the claim to the right to abolish 
governments and establish new contracts was seen as part of the Glorious Revolution 
doctrine (p. 324). This extension of the Glorious Revolution was justified, in part, by 
turning to the (then) recent works of John Locke and the shifting idea of individual 
encapsulated in the ideas of Scottish Enlightenment thinkers. 
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country” (p. 57), mixing notions of atomistic Individualism such as liberty and property 

rights with the group modifier “our” and the newly forming institution of a new country. 

This political rhetoric served its purpose, promising atomistic Individualism in “the 

language of liberty and equality, which could unite just enough whites to fight a 

Revolution against England” (pp. 58-59), without dissolving the underlying institutional 

individualism keeping subjects loyal to the newly forming unity of the United States. As 

Zinn notes, the Declaration of Independence brought the careful balancing between 

atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism — the quest for Individual liberty 

“on behalf of a united people” — “to its peak of eloquence” (pp. 70-71). 

    Unlike current readings of the “eloquence” of the Declaration, during the 

Revolutionary period it seems that relatively little attention was given to the creation of 

the atomistic Individual endowed with inalienable rights.10 The lack of immediate 

                                                
10  In a sense, the use of the term “inalienable” does seem to mark movement in the 
direction of autonomy, insomuch as individuals were seen to be bearers of rights and 
property. During the eighteenth century the term “alienable” meant the ability to transfer 
ownership. Thus, a property owner’s property was alienable in this sense — he had the 
right to transfer ownership to another (e.g. through contract, sale, etc). As has been noted, 
until some time in the seventeenth century, individuals were not recognized as 
autonomous beings with pre-governmental rights that they could lay claim to, alienable 
or unalienable. It was not until the emergence of social contract theory that the 
“voluntarism” (Fischer, 2008) embedded in the Puritanical covenant with God and 
community morphed to include individuals understood to possess rights, some of which 
were unalienable. Wills (1978) argues that whether these were atomistic Individuals 
depends on whether one reads Jefferson’s words through the lens of Locke or the Scottish 
philosopher Hutcheson. As Wills explains, “Locke’s system of government began with 
the [I]ndividual’s autonomy. Hutcheson’s begins with social drives and 
interdependence” (p. 236, emphasis added). Wills further argues, based on records of 
Jefferson’s library, that it is more likely that Jefferson had Hutcheson than Locke in mind 
when he penned the Declaration. While the difference in emphasis is slight, the impact on 
political ontology is remarkable, as these depict wholly different worldviews governing 
the relationships of persons within a polity. Thus, whether we read the Declaration, and 
later the Constitution, through Locke or through Hutcheson determines the difference 
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reaction to Individualist rhetoric is articulated by pamphleteer John Lind who says, “Of 

the preamble I have taken little or no notice. The truth is, little or none does it deserve” 

(quoted in Wills, 1978, at p. 66). Wills argues that it was the institutional relationships 

that received the most attention at the time the Declaration of Independence was written.  

    It was the audacity to break ties with the British sovereign and the formation of a 

new, and entirely separate, political institution that garnered attention. However, while 

institutional individuals were connected within their smaller institutions, these 

institutional ties and covenants remained quite local (Grabb et al., 1999; Stivers, 2008a). 

It was purely rhetorical flourish on Jefferson’s part to describe the American colonists as 

“one people,” to begin what is seen only retrospectively as the fabrication of a national 

homogeneous unity, or institution, out of the several colonies. The use of strong rhetoric 

— and graphic illustrations — to fabricate a larger unity from these local institutions is 

perhaps no more succinctly depicted than in the famous 1754 cartoon, “Join or Die,” 

depicting a single serpent cut into eight fragments each representing a colony or region. 

This illustration suggests that the unity of the United States was originally conceptualized 

as the grouping of smaller institutions, rather than an aggregation of atomistic 

Individuals. That this unity remained tenuous through the Revolution can be seen in the 

creation of the Articles of Confederation which created a loose confederation of states 

rather than a strong national government.  

    In post-war Revolutionary America, the careful rhetorical balance between atomistic 

                                                                                                                                            
between understanding the Declaration of Independence as establishing a nation of 
atomistic Individuals or a society of socially embedded individuals. 
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Individualism and institutional individualism began to teeter. America, during the period 

of the Early Republic, was a land traumatized by both war and the sudden unshackling 

from imperial power. This sudden turn of events “set loose a libertarian spirit that 

terrified moderate and propertied democrats. Their terror is evident everywhere in the 

literature … most explicitly, in the Federalist jeremiads warning against unbridled 

ambition and denouncing a long series of local insurrections … most of which invoked 

the slogans of the American Revolution” (Bercovitch, 1978, p. 134). During this time the 

minority of political elites who held control used fiery rhetoric to warn the nation of the 

“lusts and boundless appetites of men” (anonymous author, quoted in Bercovitch, 1978, 

p. 135) that promised disastrous consequences for the newly minted country if left 

unchecked. It seems that while the rhetoric of atomistic Individual liberty had served the 

errand of revolution, however minimally, during the early republic untamed atomistic 

Individualism was portrayed as a cacophony of irrational selfish and uncontrollable 

urges. These urges needed to submit to the guidance and control of more enlightened 

representatives.  

    The rhetoric used to foment popular support for the Revolution had “transformed 

self-reliance into a function not only of the common good but of the redemption of 

mankind….  In short, it wed self-interest to social perfection, and conferred on both the 

unique blessing of American destiny” (Bercovitch, 1978, p. 141). But a society that 

actually allowed atomistic Individuals to fend for themselves was not ideal (nor was it 

realistically possible) and the Framers attempted to reign in the rabble. In the wake of the 

Revolution there had been an expansion of political engagement among increased 

numbers of ordinary citizens. As McSwite (1997b) notes, after the Revolutionary War, 
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“The entire thrust of the state constitutions [under the Articles of Confederation] had 

been to guarantee citizen involvement [for white, male property owners] directly in the 

conduct of the government through a process that occurred as closely as possible to the 

source of sovereignty, the people” (p. 55). However, the Framers feared that the spread of 

democracy had gone too far, resulting in the potential for the majority (the lower classes) 

to try to divide property in an effort to create economic leveling and foster the self-

sufficiency promised in atomistic Individualism through property ownership (Holton, 

2007). Defining the macroeconomic troubles of the young nation11 as the result of 

failures of a broad citizen involvement in the form of self-interest, the Framers delicately 

wove an argument against the Articles of Confederation that highlighted the need to save 

the people from themselves (Holton, 2007). The problem for the engineers of the 

Revolution was to determine how to wrench this new-found sense of liberty from the 

hands of the citizenry who had been promised egalitarianism in the form of atomistic 

Individualism and to return them to a sense of institutional individualism. 

    But, the Framers could not simply jettison the rights of the citizen; the Declaration of 

Independence had pronounced that, “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” Although these words in the Declaration 

may not have been of particular interest to those focused on institutional relationships, 

                                                
11

  During and after the Revolution, by most accounts, the Americans did find themselves 
in a state of crisis, both economic and political. Plunged into a cycle of indebtedness and 
economic depression (Holton, 2007; McSwite, 1997b), “society was shaken to its core” 
(Tocqueville, 1835/1969, p. 51). The economic difficulties of the time are well-known 
and largely accepted; productivity was decimated, capital investment was in peril and 
debts were high (and coins with which to pay those debts were scarce) (Holton, 2007; 
McSwite, 1997b). 
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this use of natural rights philosophy in general had helped drive the Revolution by 

harnessing the rhetorical power of the Myth of the atomistic Individual. After the war the 

Framers had to strike a delicate balance, appearing to maintain this myth while placing 

strategic limits on the freedoms of these newly unleashed atomistic Individuals. In 

essence, they needed to retain the powerful rhetoric of the atomistic Individual to prevent 

revolts by the lower- and working-classes, while reinstating the submissive aspects of the 

institutional individual to retain control through hierarchical governance. Latching onto 

Locke’s version of natural rights gave the Framers, and other governing elites, the 

balance needed to speak of autonomy and equality while keeping the lower classes 

subservient to the societal institutions (Macpherson, 1962).  

    Locke considered members of the laboring class a necessary part of civil society but 

not full members in civil society. While Locke recognized the right of full citizens to 

revolution, “it does not seem to cross his mind [in Treatise] that the labouring class might 

have the right to make revolution”  as well; to Locke, “the labouring class was an object 

of state policy, an object of administration, rather than fully a part of the citizen body” 

(Macpherson, 1962, p. 224). By applying Locke’s inherent class division, the Framers 

could create a world in which the wealthy were given the status of atomistic Individual, 

while the poorer classes were kept under the reigns of a collectivist institutional 

individual status (p. 256). This could be accomplished, again, by turning to the use of 

strategically calculated rhetoric (McSwite, 1997b, p. 70). The Federalist writings gained 

support for the new Constitution in large part by “predicting all sorts of dire 

consequences if it was not ratified” (Holton, 2007, p. 249), using the farmer rebellions, 

slave revolts and conflicts with Native Americans as kindling for the flame. A strong 
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central government with a national military, it was argued, was essential to address both 

the fragile economy and the growing spirit of rebellion amongst the “rabble.” By stoking 

fears of potential violence and of the Other (slaves, Indians, the poor), the Federalist 

writings pushed for a Madisonian (i.e. Hobbesian/Lockean) distrust of human nature 

(Bailyn, 1993), using the distrust inherent in the atomistic Individual model of the 

individual to justify cementing hierarchical arrangements in which most would be 

classified as institutional individuals subject to the will of the governing few.  

    Therefore, the social contract eventually implemented, in the form of the 

Constitution of the United States of America, was in the tradition of Hobbes. “According 

to Hobbes, the single wills of the various [atomistic I]ndividuals converge and are 

represented in the will of the transcendent sovereign. Sovereignty is thus defined both by 

transcendence and by representation” (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 64). Converged under the 

will of the sovereign, atomistic Individuals relinquish some of their liberties and become 

organs within the organism of the polity. As Hobbes (1668/1994) explains, there are 

entities, sovereign representatives, which are “absolute and independent” but the 

individuals within commonwealths are “dependent, that is to say, subject to some 

sovereign power” (p. 146). The organic metaphor he uses is one that, as I explore in 

Chapter Two, is repeated within the public administration literature emerging in the 

Industrial era: he describes “systems, which resemble the similar parts or muscles of a 

body natural. By systems, I understand any numbers of men joined in one interest, or one 

business” (p. 146).  

    But the social contract was also envisioned to fit the mold of Locke, creating a 

system of representation in which political authority rests in the hands of the propertied 
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class. As Holton (2007) explains, “The delegates’ task, most of them soon realized, was 

to determine just how far they could go in limiting popular influence on the new regime 

without sacrificing popular support” (p. 193). The answer, they found, was through 

national representatives elected indirectly (Senate) or elected directly by huge 

congressional districts (House of Representatives). “By throwing so many heterogeneous 

groups into a single polity, the Framers made it much harder for any effort at influencing 

the government to attract a majority of the populace” (p. 205). The strongest voice for 

this effort was Federalist Number 10, in which Publius (in this instance Madison), 

constructs an argument for protection of the minority (wealthier class) against a majority 

faction (the poorer classes) (Zinn, 1980). When the propertied class is the primary 

participant in this authority its members become the majority (and the minority) thus 

becoming the sovereign for themselves — and the masses (Macpherson, 1962).  

    In this story, we see the paradox of the i/Individual beginning to emerge within the 

strategic political rhetoric of the Revolutionary period. Those who pushed for revolution 

spoke “of ‘our’ liberty, ‘our’ property, ‘our’ country” (Zinn, 1980, p. 57), beginning the 

fabrication of a rights-bearing atomistic Individual. This “American destiny” was not 

extended to all subjects, however. It was not a fluid evolution of the concept of the 

individual. While the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism seemed all-inclusive, in 

actuality, most people retained institutional individual status — submissive to the 

collective. The Lockean interpretation of natural rights was extended only to the white, 

male, propertied, and middle-class — it was their values that would define America, and 

their political dominance that would become “the tyranny of the majority.” As a result, 

citizens have historically had an extremely limited voice in the process of governance, 
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creating a self-fulfilling prophecy of limited citizen engagement in governance (Stivers, 

2008a). Considered in this way, we can see that “The Will of the People” upon which our 

government is said to be based experienced a dramatic ontological shift, fundamentally 

changing the way individuals relate to one another within the framework of governance 

and within the polity at large. The creation of the liberal myth of the atomistic Individual 

required the denial of the embedded (interconnected and social) individual. This would 

have particular impact on notions of government, placing political authority in the hands 

of disconnected and aggregated Individuals rather than rooting it in the relationships of 

interconnected and interacting individuals.  

    Zinn (1980) argues that the “legal entity called the United States” became a powerful 

symbol under which a minority of political leaders could “create a consensus of popular 

support for the rule of a new, privileged leadership” (p. 59). As time passed and market 

capitalism became more entrenched, atomistic Individualist rhetoric became more 

pronounced, and the Individual became more isolated and self-sufficient (Macpherson, 

1962; Phillips, 2002). The strong influence of Protestant mores helped make this 

ontological shift possible, feeding a belief that wealth reflected Divine provenance of the 

Individual (Holton, 2007; Weber, 1905/2002) and that Americans, The People, were “the 

seed of a great people which God with His own hands [had planted] on a predestined 

shore” (Tocqueville, 1835/1969, p. 37). This rhetorical shift would mark a movement to a 

world populated by atomistic Individuals struggling for wealth and power while, 

simultaneously, connected as institutional individuals under the banner of the nation and 

within the smaller associations that would begin to proliferate in the antebellum era. In 

the ensuing age of the industry and corporatism, followed by the trauma of the Civil War, 
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capitalism would be fueled by this rhetoric. Interestingly, however, as the rhetoric of 

atomistic Individualism grows stronger, the perceived need for institutional individualism 

grows as well, resulting in a more pronounced paradox of the i/Individual.  

 

Antebellum Cacophony: A chorus of conflicting i/Individualisms 

    The early nineteenth century was a time of chaotic shifts in industry, geographic 

territory and the heterogeneity of American society; between 1800 to 1860, just before 

the Civil War, all three increased dramatically.12 Industry also exploded, growing tenfold 

between 1810 and 1860 (McDougall, 2008, p. 153). Just as the nation was undergoing 

major growing pains, the notion of the individual likewise morphed in several directions 

simultaneously, resulting from westward expansion, the Second Great Awakening, 

tensions between North and South, the birth of mass consumption, shifting labor 

dynamics within industry and the emerging middle-class in the North.  

    These unique experiences “intensif[ied] the fear of isolation and the feeling of 

dependence on the group” (Potter, 1976, p. 23). According to Potter, “What this means is 

that the American may have been becoming psychologically less free at the same time he 

was becoming institutionally more free, that his disposition to submit to the group may 

have been increasing at the very time when the formal power of the group to force his 

                                                
12

  Between 1815 and 1860, the territorial scope of the continental United States had 
grown from 1.7 million square miles (with Louisiana marking the western boundary) to 
2.9 million square miles, stretching all the way to the Pacific coast. In addition to the 
rapid expansion, the population of America was becoming exponentially more diverse as 
the influx of immigrants swelled the numbers of foreign-born residents from around 
150,000 in 1820 to 4,138,697 at the beginning of the Civil War (Walters & Foner, 1997, 
p. 4). 
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submission was decreasing” (p. 23, emphasis added). As these social, political and 

economic developments unfolded, the idea of egalitarianism among atomistic and self-

reliant Individuals remained prominent in rhetoric, while institutional individualism and 

group dependence continued to bond these presumably self-reliant Individuals together in 

small associations. Tocqueville’s (1835/1969) writing speaks to the strange relationship 

developing between atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism in America. 

Tocqueville notes that in the spirit of religion, “obedience is passive, though voluntary” 

while in the spirit of freedom “there is independence contempt of experience, and 

jealousy of authority.” And yet, “Far from harming each other, these two apparently 

opposed tendencies work in harmony and seem to lend mutual support” (p. 47).  

    In a sense, the westward expansion of the antebellum era was critical to perpetuating 

the ideals of the atomistic Individual, providing an “important political, economic, and 

demographic safety valve” (Phillips, 2002, p. 28). The “free land” of the expansive 

frontier fueled atomistic Individualism and the myth of the self-made man as the ever-

expanding frontier provided freedom of movement for white settlers, inducing a form of 

entropy with settlers scattering across the continent. In this sense, the settlers experienced 

their world somewhat atomistically as they moved entropically across the opening 

territory (Potter, 1976).13 But, even within the context of the westward expansion 

                                                
13

  The moving boundary of the frontier was not neutral or truly “open,” however; it was 
often a frightening and volatile space between the security and safety of the well-
established towns and the “savage” world of nature and the Other represented in the 
Native American. And while poor white settlers were permitted to pursue the “American 
dream” of the atomistic Individual through physical mobility and access to western land, 
the Native people who occupied the western territories were subject to increasing external 
control, expected to submit to the patriarchal demands of a foreign nation — often 
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atomistic Individualism was a tenuous concept.  

    The rhetoric of Individual opportunity may have provided the impetus for many of 

the pioneers who moved westward. However, this movement did not embody pure 

atomistic Individualism. Those who populated the frontier’s edge rarely took that trip 

alone; they moved in small groups — sometimes a single family, more often several — 

and these groups were highly interdependent (McDougall, 2008). Despite this practical 

interdependence, the rhetoric of the atomistic Individual remained. According to John 

Louis O’Sullivan, to whom most accredit the term “manifest destiny,” the people of 

America were to move “onward to the fulfillment of our mission — to the entire 

development of the principle of our organization — freedom of conscience, freedom of 

person, freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality” 

(O’Sullivan, November 1839, p. 430). In the vision laid out by O’Sullivan (and taken up 

a little over a century later by neoconservatives) manifest destiny incorporated atomistic 

Individualism and laissez-faire economics within the institutional individualist umbrella 

of nationalism. These were being put forth as doctrines of the nation, and the nation as 

the institution to which little-i individuals must submit.14 

                                                                                                                                            
through brutal measures. Peck’s New Guide to the West (1837), made popular by Frederic 
Jackson Turner (July 12, 1893), provides a description of this entropic movement as a 
series of waves, rather than atoms. The first wave was often sparse and poor, taking 
advantage of the most tangible means by which to pursue “liberty and equality,” followed 
by subsequent waves who built towns and eventually industry in the safe spaces created 
by the original pioneers. As these wealthier classes moved in, some original pioneers 
stayed and others continued to move the frontier forward. Although this phenomenon was 
first articulated by Peck, it has become solidified as part of Frederic Turner’s “Turner 
Thesis.” 
14  This coupling of atomistic Individualism in the form of laissez-fairism and 
institutional individualism under the banner of patriotism would, a century later, as is 
discussed in Chapter Three, provide a similar bond between the ideologies of 
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     Coupled with westward expansion was the Second Great Awakening, bringing with 

it the revivalism that became “the core of antebellum Protestantism” (Walters & Foner, 

1997, p. 23). Reformers continued the legacy of Winthrop’s city on a hill, claiming a 

special place in God’s plan in the notion of manifest destiny (p. 26), and they continued 

the religious spirit noted by Tocqueville and embodied in institutional individualism. 

Toward the beginning of the nineteenth century, this desire for utopian society was 

reflected in the creation of small pietist communities (p. 39). These early communities 

flourished due to individual subservience to the community, fostered largely by strong 

ties of kinship, friendship and/or common language that allowed for development of 

mutual trust and interconnection. But these communities became increasingly based on 

occupational trades, and the growing notion of atomistic Individualism made the 

communal life of institutional individuals difficult to maintain (p. 48). 

    Changing communities was a reflection of changing religious views as well as 

shifting understandings of the institutional individual. Unlike the strict bond between 

individual and institution that existed among the Puritans, antebellum Protestants — both 

layperson and clergy — “changed from one denomination to another, with little effort” 

(Walters & Foner, 1997, p. 23). In other words, the ties to specific institutions were 

lessening as mobility increased and the teaching of evangelical Protestantism picked up 

on the atomistic Individualist strains of the era that had begun with the original Great 

Awakening. Salvation was no longer based on Calvinist predetermination or association 

                                                                                                                                            
neoliberalism (atomistic Individualism) and neoconservatism (institutional individualism) 
(Brown, 2006). 
 



 

 47  

with a pure institution, but could be affected by the actions of Individuals who “might 

assist in their own salvation” (p. 27). While early Puritans (Calvinists and Pietists) also 

emphasized the salvation of the institutional individual within the context of submission 

to the institution (Weber, 1905/2002), the splintering and multiplying sects of the Second 

Great Awakening, whatever their other differences, all emphasized the role of the 

atomistic Individual to renounce personal sin and seek personal (self-made) salvation 

(Wilentz, 2005, p. 267). Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, the evangelicals of 

the Second Great Awakening firmly embraced the notions of egalitarianism espoused in 

the Revolutionary rhetoric. Unlike their predecessors who viewed social undesirables 

(such as the able-bodied indigent, blacks, or Native Americans) as irredeemably sinful 

(Weber, 1905/2002), these unruly missionaries embraced the egalitarian ethos of the 

frontier and set out to recruit all persons for equal access to salvation — including slaves 

(Wilentz, 2005, p. 268). Along with Individual salvation, they proselytized the holy 

calling of work “that should be done with humility and thanksgiving to the glory of God,” 

(McDougall, 2008, p. 141), thus deepening the Protestant ethic that would become so 

crucial to capitalism’s ability to squelch worker autonomy (Weber, 1905/2002) and 

thereby perpetuating the paradox of the i/Individual. 

    However, while religious institutions flourished and competed for souls, other 

associations proliferated during the antebellum period as well; as Newfield (1996) 

suggests, it seems that the antebellum period “was remarkable for being as much the age 

of associations as it was the age of the [I]ndividual” (p. 67). These associations were 

particularly popular among the middle-class, reflecting an interest in (small) group life as 

democracy, with a general rejection of laissez-faire and an emphasis on mutual 
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responsibility (p. 78). Newfield refers to this as corporatism, explaining that “Good 

corporate life consisted of being in common, with no despotic leader and no external 

restraint. It was simply the principle of relation and interconnection, extended without 

calculation from the inner life of all the members. The natural association was democratic 

in that there was no leader to submit to” (p. 78). Such an emphasis on “relation and 

interconnection” with “no despotic leader” seems to hint at the emergence of an 

integrated individualism. This fledgling integrated individual was found prior to 1830, 

when these associations were based in the public sector or were small private service-

oriented community societies (benevolent, educational or religious). However, 

throughout the century, these associations became increasingly represented by private 

sector charters and witnessed a deepening of the schismogenic nature of the paradox of 

the i/Individual.  As Newfield explains, “By enabling the public interest to be privately 

owned, the corporation installed the collective, democratic will in a structure owned by 

possessive individuals” (p. 84). The institutional individual, it seemed, was becoming a 

tool for corporate purposes.15  

    The economic contract was the instrument that made this shift in balance possible. 

The contract was particularly attractive for balancing the difficult conflicts between 

institutional individualism and atomistic Individualism, particularly from an Individualist 

standpoint. The contract appeared to place autonomous decision-making in the hands of 

the Individual, who freely chose to become subordinate to the institution through 

                                                
15

  While this shift in the understanding of institutional individualism begins with the 
emerging dominance of private corporations, it would eventually infiltrate public 
organizations as well. 
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contract. This relationship became firmer as contracts became less about exchanges of 

commodities (transference of possessions) or even self-ownership, and, under capitalism, 

became more about engaging in transactions in which agency itself is the commodity for 

sale (Newfield, 1996, p. 81). While today we view such uninhibited contracting as 

essential to personal freedom and laissez-faire economics, during the antebellum era it 

was widely recognized that the commodification of agency within markets creates a 

homogenized populace of institutional individuals rather than autonomous atomistic 

Individuals (p. 169). 

    This homogeneity was fostered not only within the “unalterable casing” (or 

alternatively, “iron cage”) of capitalism (Weber, 1905/2002, p. 18), but through the very 

processes of mass production and mass consumption. Mirroring the tension between 

institutional individualism and atomistic Individualism that existed in associations and 

corporations, mass consumption was perceived as providing atomistic Individuals the 

pursuit of happiness and Individuality (McDougall, 2008, p. 154), all the while 

convincing them to “contract in” to the societal (particularly middle-class) expectations 

of fashion and consumption conveniently identified through advertisements. And, while 

they were predisposed to fulfill such societal expectations, creating an air of similarity, 

white Protestants still wanted to demonstrate their superiority through wealth 

accumulation and increased status (p. 157). However, while middle- and upper-class 

white Protestants were less than thrilled by the prospect of equality with “lesser” groups, 

mass consumption and entertainment nonetheless provided both distractive stimuli and 

enough semblance of equality through conformity. The conformity bred by advertising 

and enacted through mass consumption developed yet another means of fostering 
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institutional individualism — this time based on consumption — all the while promoting 

consumption as an expression of atomistic Individualism. Consumption as Individual 

expression and mass entertainment provided another safety valve for the class politics 

that bubbled throughout the Jacksonian era (Phillips, 2002, p. 29).  

 

Postbellum (re)Construction: i/Individualism in the Gilded age 

    Until the time of the Civil War, as noted above, the Union (or unity) had been a 

haphazard fabrication. This mythical unity was implicit in the civic religion during the 

call to arms of the Revolution and again in the dawn of mass consumption as 

i/Individuals strove to mark themselves as part of the homogenous equality of the People. 

As Zinn (1980) explains, this unity was fabricated through rhetoric and “enforced 

through arms” as striking workers became enemies of the cause of liberty and subject to 

military attack. Once the Civil War ended, however, the South was treated much more as 

a conquered land than as part of the unified Whole. The federal government became a 

“mighty republican instrument serving Yankee agriculture and industry,” extending 

industry power over workers and “preparing for a great leap forward toward world 

power” (McDougall, 2008, p. 399). This leap was taken at the behest of the Republicans, 

who in the aftermath of the war, retaining full control over Congress and an economically 

and socially decimated South, pushed through a long list of legislation that significantly 

restructured the political and economical arrangements of the country. 

    The most famous of these actions, of course, was the Thirteenth Amendment. While 

the act of abolishing slavery once and for all is undoubtedly a positive use of political 

power in the wake of crisis, the economic actions that followed it failed to extend the 
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promise of equality of opportunity to freed blacks (or poor whites). Seizing on the 

rhetoric of self reliance in atomistic Individualism, newly freed blacks quickly realized 

that without property or means to produce capital, they would continue to “be subject To 

the will of [the] Large Landowners” (Edisto Committee, October, 1865, quoted in Jones, 

1992, p. 14). And, in fact, the economic policies enacted in the shadow of war held these 

concerns to be prophetic. Almost all of the Southern land seized by the federal 

government was returned to its former owners, in reverence to their Lockean right to their 

property. Following this, the Freedmen’s Bureau implemented an annual contract system 

that required seasonal agricultural workers — predominantly newly freed slaves and poor 

whites — into year-long contracts with growers, preventing workers from finding work 

elsewhere in off-seasons and creating the exploitative sharecropping system (Jones, 

1992).  

    Meanwhile, Northern reform liberals were able to ignore the plight of blacks by 

stressing atomistic Individualism within the context of laissez-faire economics. They 

argued that freedom for everyone, including newly freed slaves, meant competing in the 

marketplace without the interference of government. As a newly-minted demographic in 

the free lower class, blacks immediately felt the paradoxical sting of i/Individualism. The 

sharecropping system flipped the balance of equality and liberty. Rhetorically, liberty of 

atomistic Individualism was still held as paramount, with blacks and poor whites 

expected to demonstrate their equality through self-reliance and autonomy (Newfield, 

1996). However, the annual contract system tightened authoritarian control vested in the 

employer (or corporation), strengthening the hold of institutional individualism. 

Additionally, blacks who attempted to obtain self-sufficiency through means other than 
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paid labor were labeled lazy, idle, or slothful. Thus, self-sufficiency was redefined as 

“any productive activity that directly benefited landlords and creditors or furnishing 

merchants” (Jones, 1992, p. 29). This redefinition would broadly impact what would 

count as work and atomistic Individualism in postbellum America, discrediting the 

domestic labor of women in the home and eventually influencing the structuring of the 

welfare system in the Progressive era. Atomistic Individualism, it seemed, could only be 

achieved through hard work as an institutional individual within an organization or 

corporation. 

    The corporatism that had begun in the antebellum era picked up pace, with 

corporations becoming increasingly private and receiving boons in government money. 

Railroads, for instance, received approximately $100 million in financial aid and 200 

million acres of land from state and federal assistance between 1861 and 1871, providing 

the bulk of the capital owned by private railroad corporations (Phillips, 2002, pp. 41-42). 

Such government subsidy to private corporations undermined the rhetoric of atomistic 

Individualism by blatantly providing legal protection and subsidy to support the 

“independence” of corporate elites while perpetuating, in fact exacerbating, social and 

economic inequality and fostering the “dependence” of working-classes on industrial 

wage-labor. These changes were supposedly based on the North’s system of free labor 

and self-mastery idealized in the atomistic Individual, in contrast to the antebellum 

South’s system of coerced servitude and slavery. However, “free labor was more often 

myth than reality” as it was questionable whether contracts ever represented agreements 

between equal atomistic Individuals (Purdy, 2009, p. 177). 

    This “corporate giantism turned labor into a commodity,” violating the inalienable 
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quality of one’s ownership of his or her labor upon which the egalitarian basis of the 

republic was supposedly founded (Phillips, 2002, p. 43). Indeed the class tensions that 

had been just below the surface in antebellum America threatened to erupt as the working 

classes felt “their antebellum world of republican self-sufficiency” disappearing (Jones, 

1992, p. 44) into the growing dominance of industrial corporatism. The experience of 

being an institutional individual chafed against the idealist rhetoric of atomistic 

Individualism. The rapid industrialization16 that took place during this time produced the 

rise of class conflict, instilling fear in Americans that their exceptionalist status might be 

shaken and permanent class division might emerge (Ross, 1993). Paradoxically, the 

festering class tensions and the economic crisis of 1873 served only to allow wealthy 

elites to control the Senate, continuing to push laissez-faire economic policy (Phillips, 

2002). These policies promoted corporatism by stressing the freedom of the atomistic 

Individual in free labor and free trade while promoting a version of property ownership 

and personal agency that relied on cooperation in the form of institutional individualism. 

The laws that regulated this cooperation were determined by an elite subset of the 

population, creating a system of coercion, rather than autonomy, for workers (Newfield, 

1996, pp. 186-187). This was solidified by the Supreme Court’s decision to grant 

personhood to corporations,17 protecting their money and property under the Fourteenth 

Amendment (Zinn, 1980). This, it could be argued, was the first step toward the 

                                                
16

  The Compromise of 1877 highlights the importance given to the process of 
industrialization. This Compromise, which determined the outcome of the presidential 
election and marked the end of the Reconstruction era, promised the industrialization of 
the South as one of its conciliations. 
17

  Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad, 118 U.S. 394 (1886). 
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development of the abstract Individualism of organizations discussed in Chapter Two. 

    Just as the economic dominance of railroaders, merchants and bankers was at its 

peak, the frontier was declared closed. The access to land that had acted as a “safety 

valve” was shut off, greatly limiting the ability of workers to avoid the coercive and 

exploitative tactics of wealthy landowners and corporate industry (Potter, 1976, p. 52). 

Atomistic Individuals, now seen through the lens of the natural sciences, were imagined 

to continue their movement within the newly limited space of the continent. The 

development of marginalist economics permitted a vision of social equilibrium rather 

than conflict and chaos. Through the natural laws of marginal economics, atomistic 

Individuals would exercise their freedom to maximize marginal utility, constantly 

achieving equilibrium and maintaining the ideal liberal world: “It was … American 

exceptionalism writ large” (Ross, 1993, p. 106). Likewise, the idea of social Darwinism, 

based on Herbert Spencer’s loose interpretation of Darwinian evolution, allowed social 

scientists, economists, politicians and reformers to espouse a “survival of the fittest” 

worldview grounded in rhetoric of atomistic Individualism and economic competition 

(Trattner, 1994). This move to scientism can further be seen as a reinvigoration of the 

Hobbesian understanding of society. Under neoclassical economics, atomistic Individuals 

are loosely interconnected within the market, each performing their function according to 

division of labor (based on selective reading of Adam Smith). Much like the Hobbesian 

society, the market thus becomes a single organism (Purdy, 2009), with natural economic 

law acting as the sovereign keeping the interactions of self-interested atomistic 

Individuals in balance. This exacerbated both the atomistic Individualism of economic 

liberty and the institutional individualism envisioned in the submission to the 
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market/collective. 

 

The Paradox of the i/Individual: The Hidden Foundation of Public Administration 

    From this history it seems that despite the dominance of atomistic Individualism in 

contemporary American rhetoric and ideology, the institutional individualism of the 

Puritans has not disappeared — although within the schismogenic paradox its normative 

function has shifted. This worldview, represented in institutional individualism, has not 

faded into the past with the emergence of atomistic Individualism. We also see it less 

obviously in the American tendency toward conformity, regardless of the prominent 

rhetoric of atomistic Individualism emphasizing negative liberty (Brown, 2006; Potter, 

1976; Whyte, 1956).  

    So, although the institutional individual associated with Puritan society seems quite 

contrary to the way we view the relationship between institutions and individuals today, a 

rereading of early American history and the traditional literature of public administration 

suggests otherwise. As is explored in greater detail in Chapter Two, this form of 

individual has continued to underlie much of our concern about legitimacy and 

accountability as well as social conformity. The metaphor of the institution or 

organization as an organism and the institutional individuals within them bound together 

through roles, so clearly articulated by John Winthrop in 1630, is one that is perpetuated 

within the organizational literature of the twentieth century. Likewise the Puritans’ focus 

on creating uncontaminated authority is a theme that continued to reverberate throughout 

management literature of the twentieth century.  

    As the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism became the more dominant half of the 



 

 56  

schismogenic duality, however, these connections to early notions of institutional 

individualism were lost. The re-emergence of the organization as organism within 

management literature, rather than focusing on membership ties within a community, 

would come to focus ever more on roles as organs for the sole purpose of benfitting the 

organism — the organization. Eventually, as is discussed further in Chapter Two, these 

privatized corporations would be granted a form of Individual status while retaining the 

ability to harness the democratic desire for cooperative group social arrangements in the 

form of institutional individualism. This reconceptualization of the corporation 

effectively reaffirmed institutional individual status to those within the corporation who 

were submissive to the autonomous will of the Individual corporation (and those who 

own it).  

    The version of the paradox of the i/Individual found in scientism and marginal 

economics would eventually be smuggled into the founding of public administration. In 

Chapter Two I consider the underlying notions of i/Individualisms within public 

administration to examine the way the politics-administration dichotomy and questions of 

administrative legitimacy internalize and mimic the paradoxical relationship between 

institutional individualism and atomistic Individualism. I argue that in taking the 

“scientific turn” (Ross, 1993) public administration rooted itself in a fetishization of 

hierarchy and expertise. Leaning heavily on quantitative analysis and empirical data, 

public administrators abstract the populace into broad generalizations, continuing the 

effort to suppress acknowledgement of the paradox of i/Individualism.  
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Chapter 2: i/Individuals in Public Administration 

It’s about race, of course. It’s about class, of course. It’s about apathy, of course. It’s 
about a lack of education, of course. It’s about bureaucracy and how we do our jobs, and 
we don’t have a concern for people that we would show individually. ... You see, we, just 
in our everyday dealings with each other, we don’t show a certain type of humanity and 
feeling (Wynton Marsalis, When the Levees Broke, Act V). 
 
Who among us has not had a bureaucratic experience? You stand before the machine – 
the inquisitor. Even if you behave, that is, follow the rules, your humanity is 
compromised. The machine decides. The program chooses. The tools of the machine 
decide. The functionaries rule. One is fitted to the system. Woe to the person who is the 
deviant case (Carnevale, in Hummel, 2008, p. xv).  
 
 
    Entering the world of child support as a new college graduate, I had little experience 

to prepare me for work in an administrative agency. I quickly learned, however, that I 

was to play a role within a carefully choreographed constellation of relationships. The 

world of child support, I learned, is defined by strict roles. There is the obligee; she is the 

one who takes care of the children and receives the child support. And, yes, it is assumed 

that the obligee is a she and that she has sole custody of the children. Then, there is the 

obligor; he is the one who pays the child support. He is a garnished paycheck. Finally, 

there is the child support officer; this is the role I played.1 The support officer is the one 

who garnishes wages, modifies support orders, seizes bank accounts, dings credit reports, 

intercepts tax refunds, suspends licenses, and refers obligors for criminal prosecution 

                                                
1
  Specifically, I was a child support enforcement officer. Because I was in one of the two 

largest counties in the state, in my agency there were two different categories of support 
officer. Establishment support officers were in charge of case intake; they established 
paternity and set up child support orders. Enforcement support officers were in charge of 
everything that happens after a support order is in place — most importantly making sure 
that the order is paid. 



 

 58  

when they don’t pay.2 The children themselves, whom this entire system is set up to 

support, play no role whatsoever. They are merely names and birth dates in the case 

record. These roles depict a particular set of relationships between the parties, and the 

language of the child support system reifies stereotypes about these relationships. 

Obligees are referred to as “CPs” — custodial parents. Obligors are referred to as “APs” 

— absent parents. The “SO,” support officer, is a public servant but only the obligees are 

considered “clients” of the support officer. Thus, the support officer serves his or her 

client, the custodial parent, by pursuing the absent parent for financial support utilizing a 

variety of financial and legal tools. Built into this language are gender and class 

stereotypes about caregiving, interaction with children and financial support. 

    When a support officer is overwhelmed by a huge caseload,3 and immersed in the 

bureaucratic language of the child support system, it can be difficult to see past these 

stereotypes. One is constantly reminded to follow a strict set of timelines and procedures, 

all conveniently outlined in the caseworker manual — a three-inch binder of policies and 

procedures written in legalese. So, what is a support officer supposed to do when a father 

who has joint custody calls and asks why he has received a letter addressing him as 

“Dear Absent Parent”? He has just finished tucking his children into bed, only to open a 

letter that explicitly accuses him of being absent. There is no acceptable answer to give; 

it is a form letter, using agency terminology, sent out from a centralized mailing 

distribution center. What if another father has not seen or had contact with his child in 

                                                
2
  When I began working at child support I was fresh out of my undergraduate program. I 

had a Bachelors degree in Philosophy, no legal background and two weeks of agency 
training. The severity of the actions within my role definition terrified me. 
3  I had a caseload of roughly seven hundred cases. 
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years? He wants to send his daughter a letter; he wants to regain contact with her, but he 

has no address.4  The support officer may be the only person who has contact with both 

parents but is legally prohibited from providing the child’s address to her father. These 

are just two of the many situations I encountered as a child support officer.  

    The appropriate reaction in both circumstances I was told was to do nothing. And, in 

the first there was little I could do other than apologize. I had no means of changing the 

language on the letter so I was forced to remain within my defined role boundaries. As a 

result, the father felt alienated, his parenting belittled, and left without recourse. In the 

second, I chose to take actions not outlined in my policy manual. I could not legally 

provide the child’s address, I told the father, but if he sent me his letter I could forward it 

to the mother who could choose to give it to his daughter. He sent the letter. I forwarded 

it to the mother, and he called me around two weeks later, elated. He had included a 

calling card and his phone number in the letter and he had just received a phone call from 

his daughter — the first time he had spoken to her in years. This reunion happened 

because I chose to act outside my strictly defined role. I didn’t have terminology for it at 

the time, but I had employed administrative discretion. In my mind, I was simply being 

human.  

 

 

 

                                                
4
  In this specific case, the daughter and her mother had moved, but since the mother and 

father no longer had a relationship, he had never been given the new address. As a result, 
he lost contact with his child. 
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Introduction 

    Administrative discretion, and the debate surrounding it, is a symptom of the meta-

arguments that have formed the field of public administration: the quest for legitimacy 

and the politics-administration dichotomy. The legitimacy problem has been a thorn in 

the side of public administration from its infancy (Catlaw, 2007a; Harmon, 2006; 

McSwite, 1997b). Beginning with research bureaus and the rapid move to professionalize 

public administrators (city managers, public works professionals, welfare officers, 

financial planners, etc.) in the early twentieth century (McSwite, 1997b), concerns 

regarding the field’s legitimacy have caused the need for ongoing efforts at its 

justification within the sphere of democratic governance. Catlaw (2007a) describes the 

problem perhaps most succinctly: “within the liberal democratic context, administration 

has been held as suspect insofar as it portends the installation of a powerful, unelected, 

and ostensibly unaccountable cadre of bureaucrats. This, it is alleged, constitutes a grave 

threat to the defining premise of democracy — goverment according to the will of the 

sovereign People” (Catlaw, 2007a, pp. 9-10).5 Arising during the progressive era, public 

administration began to form as a self-conscious field in the wake of the scientific turn 

                                                
5  Interestingly, if one were to replace “administration” with “judicial review” and 
“bureaucrat” with “Justice,” this description of the legitimacy problem could define the 
counter-majoritarian difficulty in Constitutional law. The counter-majoritarian difficulty 
stems from the implementation of judicial review as a result of Marbury v. Madison. It 
stipulates that in overturning legislation or applying discretion in the interpretation of 
laws enacted by the legislative majority, the Supreme Court may “legislate from the 
bench” and violate both the will of the People and separation of powers. The legislature, 
it is argued, is the will of the People and the Justices are to apply that will to specific 
legal disputes. The parallels between the two “problems” for the non-legislative 
governance functions pose pointed insight into American ideas of democracy. 
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(Ross, 1993) and rampant political corruption in the form of nepotism (Stivers, 2000; 

Waldo, 1948/2007). The scientific turn provided an answer to the corruption and, it was 

hoped, to the legitimacy problem: expertise. The administrative expert provided hope to 

stabilize the topsy-turvy world of political bossism. Emerging under these conditions, 

however, placed administration into a natural tension with the existing system of politics 

(McSwite, 1997b, p. 157).  

    The legitimacy problem, according to McSwite (1997b), was first answered by 

Goodnow’s (1900/2003) Politics and Administration, which they identify as the founding 

text for the field.6 Goodnow’s answer is to separate administration from politics, defining 

politics as the “will” of the People and administration as the “execution” of that will: 

“Politics has to do with policies or expressions of the state will. Administration has to do 

with the execution of these policies” (p. 18). Applying an organism metaphor to the state, 

Goodnow likens politics and administration to two distinct organs, each with its own 

function (p. 9). Finally, Goodnow argues that there can only be harmony between these 

two functions when one is subordinated to the other (p. 24). McSwite (1997b) suggests 

that by separating administration from politics Goodnow is trying to save administration 

from being questioned — to make it inherently legitimate. Reflecting the scientific turn 

of the times, McSwite argues “Goodnow was bootlegging into his argument the idea that 

                                                
6  Wilson’s (1887/2004) article “The Study of Administration” is often cited as the 
founding text instead of Goodnow. Like Goodnow, Wilson articulates a politics-
administration dichotomy and envisions a technocratic profession removed from the 
messy business of politics. Wilson’s article is not mentioned in Politics and 
Administration, however, and it is unclear just how well-known Wilson’s article was 
prior to his presidency. 
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because it was grounded in science, administration should be considered beyond 

controversy” (p. 163).  

    In his foreword to the 2003 version of Politics and Administration, Rohr echoes this 

sentiment. He explains that, “Having divorced administration from politics, [reformers] 

contended that democracy as a form of government pertained to politics but not to 

administration. The latter was a ‘science’ with principles that could be taught and applied 

in any regime — democratic or otherwise” (Rohr, in Goodnow, 1900/2003, p. xvii). 

Administration was therefore thought to be so divorced from politics, according to this 

argument, that American administration could look to anti-democratic countries for 

administrative techniques without fearing any impact to the American democratic regime 

(Wilson, 1887/2004). In the early literature on public administration, assurances abound 

that it is possible to “adopt the administrative devices of autocracy without accepting its 

spirits and its ends” (Waldo, 1948/2007, p. 13). Administrative structures needed to be 

scientific, not democratic — democracy would be ensured so long as administration 

remained subordinate to politics and so long as administrators could not employ too 

much discretion. Politics would determine the will of the state, while administration 

would apply the tools of a technocratic profession grounded in science to execute that 

will. The answer to the legitimacy problem, therefore, is that not only is administration 

separate from and subordinate to politics, but administrators must be bound by well-

entrenched rules and procedures, replacing human judgement with rules, procedures and 

strict hierarchy (Weber, 1978).  

    The politics-administration dichotomy articulated by Goodnow is now often 

dismissed as no longer relevant (Appleby, 1949; Gulick, 1937; Marini, 1971; Simon, 
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1945/1997). Since Goodnow, both classic and contemporary scholars have given 

vigorous, and persuasive, arguments that administration cannot be separated from 

politics (Norton E. Long, 1949), that administration necessarily involved the application 

of values (Harmon, 2006) and that implementation always involves policy making 

(Lipsky, 1980; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). And, of course, even Goodnow 

(1900/2003) did not believe that politics and administration could be completely 

separated (p. 44).7  And yet the legitimacy concern still exists and it persists in terms 

very much like those articulated in the politics-administration dichotomy.   

    In his analysis of the ontology of representation, Catlaw (2007a) provides a new way 

to understand the legitimacy debate, and the politics-administration dichotomy. As 

Catlaw explains, and is apparent from the discussion above, legitimacy is seen to stem 

from governance being directed by the will of the People. Public administration exists, as 

Catlaw says, “‘below the bar’ of the People” (p. 17). Within the traditional views of 

representational democracy and the politics-administration dichotomy, once the political 

arm of the government has interpreted the will of the state, or public will, administrators 

are to take these value goals as the given ends and devise the most efficient means to 

achieve them. It is through this process that, traditionally, the will of the People is 

understood as coming to fruition. This is a common enough interpretation of 

representational democracy. And the term “representational,” it turns out, is the key to 

Catlaw’s criticism. According to Catlaw the People — the representational mirror of the 

                                                
7
  He does warn, however, that if there is too much discretion in administration, “the 

party system must make up for this lack of coordination [i.e. subordination of 
administration to politics] by becoming much stronger” (p. 136). 
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public will — is an empty signifier. It is fabricated. It is created as a homogenous unity 

through exclusion and careful prescription of its boundary, but there is no referent. The 

People is not “prerepresentational” (p. 58). 

    For Catlaw (2007a) this fabrication of the unity called the People reflects an 

“ontological commitment to the One” (pp. 59, 186). The legitimacy question, he holds, is 

the result of this political ontology that is grounded in commitment to the One through 

representation (p. 155).  Beginning from Catlaw’s conclusion that the People is a 

fabricated (i.e. empty) signifier, I turn my attention to the many (the i/Individuals) that 

are subsumed into that One and who are held accountable to execute its will. Just as the 

legitimacy debate is a symptom of the People, it is also a symptom of conflicting 

understandings of individual. If the sovereign were purely a homogenous One, the 

legitimacy debate would not include the debate over administrative discretion. It is 

because the One is set against atomistic Individual actors — in this instance, bureaucrats 

— that the quest for legitimacy arises. Because administrators (and the public they serve) 

are caught within a constant tug-of-war between definition as atomistic Individuals and 

institutional individuals, they become a locus of suspicion in representational democracy. 

Thus, the paradox of the i/Individual permeates public administration’s legitimacy 

neurosis in the form of the politics-administration dichotomy and the technological and 

rational approaches to administration. 

 

Efficient Administrators: atomistic or institutional? 

    At the heart of this ongoing debate is the apparent conflict between the autonomous 

actions of Individual bureaucrats and the public will of the People, as determined through 
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democratic representation. Because administrators within bureaucracy are not elected by 

the public, there is a concern that they will therefore be unresponsive to the public will, 

and mechanisms must be put in place to ensure that they are held responsible for acting 

in accordance with higher guidelines (Finer, 1941; Thompson, 1975). The tension arises 

because the will of the People is seen as a product of a contractual political theory. Based 

in the work of Locke and Hobbes, contract theory assumes an atomistic Individual actor 

who enters into contract with other atomistic Individuals. Even within this contract, 

however, such Individuals cannot be trusted; therefore, the sovereign is created in this 

contract to keep Individuals in line. The administrative institution becomes the social 

contract writ small, and this, in turn, assumes that administrators are atomistic 

Individuals (Harmon, 1981, p. 36). Because administrators are seen as atomistic 

Individuals who have contracted into their roles in organizations there is a conflict 

between Individual and collective (institutional individualist) values. Harmon explains 

that these are seen in the organization and public administration literature in “concerns 

about conflicts or differences between [I]ndividual ‘needs,’ such as self-actualization, 

and organizational ‘needs,’ such as survival, system maintenance, or productivity” (p. 

78). As long as administrators remain atomistic Individuals, they create a potential 

problem for realizing the goals of the organization.  

    This is simply the legitimacy debate on a smaller scale. In other words, the tension 

between administration and the state becomes reproduced in small scale as the tension 

between atomistic Individual administrator and the organization. Similarly, much as the 

state is depicted using organic metaphors (Goodnow, 1900/2003; Hobbes, 1668/1994), 
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the organization8 quickly succumbs to the structural-functionalist worldview as a system 

of interrelated functions (Barnard, 1938; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Urwick, 1937). By 

defining the organization as an organism and redefining bureaucrats as fulfilling specific 

functions the actions of those bureaucrats are brought under hierarchical authority and in 

line with the goals of the organization. They become institutional individuals confined 

within Weber’s infamous “iron cage,” trapping the administrators within the organization 

— “their basic humanity denied” (Ritzer, 2008, p. 27). As Harmon (1981) explains, “The 

functionalist/voluntarist debate over order versus freedom is irreconcilable given the 

ways in which each approach implicitly conceives the nature of the self” (p. 79). The 

strategic move from a voluntarist (atomistic) notion of contract (Fischer, 2008) to a 

functionalist (institutional) notion of sociality revises the self from active and 

autonomous to passive and deterministic. The mechanisms used to redefine 

administrators as institutional individuals employed a rationalist approach that was 

heavily influenced by the scientific turn. These mechanisms included hierarchical 

command, role definition, and efficiency. 

    The movement from a focus on the atomistic Individual to the institutional 

individual within a functional context is most often seen as rooted in Taylor’s (1911) 

Principles of Scientific Management. Taylor himself makes this move explicit, stating 

that “In the past the man has been first; in the future the system must be first” (p. 7). 

Employing the powerful influence of the scientific method, Taylor fashions his approach 

                                                
8  It is not unimportant that the words “organization” and “organism” both have the same 
Greek root, organon. 
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as utilizing science to determine the most efficient means to produce the organization’s 

desired ends. However, as noted in Chapter One, the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism 

has always played an important role in defining chances for opportunity, for creating 

equality by promising that anyone who works hard can be great and that “great men” will 

rise to the top. Taylor seems to realize that his scientific management will hold little 

appeal if it is read as a simple move from pure atomistic Individualism to pure 

institutional individualism. The rhetoric of atomistic Individualism is intoxicating and 

people are loath to give up their Individual status. However, Taylor walks a fine line 

between the two, explaining that “Not only is there a ‘one best way [for each job or 

function],’ there is a ‘one best man’” for each task as well (Waldo, 1948/2007, p. 59). 

Taking advantage of the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism, Taylor follows his call to 

emphasize the system with an immediate appeal to Individualism: “This in no sense, 

however, implies that great men are not needed. On the contrary, the first object of any 

good system must be that of developing first-class men; and under systematic 

management the best man rises to the top more certainly and more rapidly than ever 

before” (p. 7). Here it is apparent that Taylor is careful to assure his readers that the 

scientific mechanization of work will actually assist in the development of “great men.”  

    Following a functionalist framework, Taylor argues that scientific management is 

beneficial to all roles within the system, worker and manager alike, and that “the true 

interests of the two are one and the same” (Taylor, 1911, p. 10). It is worth noting that 

this statement could be seen as a means of integration, such as recommended by Follett. 

However, the predominant reading has been one that stresses the need for cooperation 

through hierarchy, albeit envisioned as a more amiable form of hierarchy than some 
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alternatives (Fry, 1989). Although his work was based in manufacturing and the methods 

were tested in time-and-motion trials in the private sector, Taylor’s dogged pursuit of 

efficiency and his scientific management principles became a social movement and 

coincided with the emergence of public administration (Waldo, 1948/2007, p. 47). As 

such, the principles of scientific management had an extensive reach and were eventually 

implemented by the federal government and touted by reformers of the Progressive era 

(Stivers, 2000). Picked up by reformers, Taylor’s principles were seen as providing 

means to eliminate government waste and rein in public managers; as such, the battle 

against inefficiency became deeply entrenched within the public administration discourse 

and has continued to be a key concept in the discussion (Stivers, 2000). The ideal of 

efficiency and Taylor’s emphasis on rational data analysis have been a continuous thread 

throughout government policy and public administration since Taylor’s time.  

    Luther Gulick (1937) expands on the idea of increased efficiency through 

organizational structure.  Not unlike Taylor, in his “Notes on the Theory of 

Organization,” Gulick is importing efficiency tools used in manufacturing into a broader 

discussion of organizations, public and private. One of the key components of Taylor’s 

scientific management is the use of specialization and division of labor; this allows each 

worker to be assigned a task — of which he would become an expert  (Fry 1989).  Each 

worker takes on a specific role within the organization’s whole and perfects it through 

specialization. In this way administrators can be contained within an institutional 

individual framework (becoming “passive selves” in Harmon’s [1981] terminology), 

while providing a sense of atomistic Individualism in the act of specialization. Gulick 

largely follows Taylor’s lead with his support of division of labor, coordination of 
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workers and focus on technical efficiency. Gulick also adds the “principle of 

homogeneity.” Homogeneity addresses organization within the company or bureau, 

stating that divisions of differing specializations should be kept separate. For Gulick, 

however, the application of scientific management is not just a matter of prizing the 

value of efficiency. Through scientific approaches to public administration, such as 

scientific management, Gulick hopes to extrapolate administrative principles that would 

lead to greater economy and efficiency; once the political sphere had determined what 

goals were to be carried out by public administration, administrators could “devise the 

most economical, productive, and effective ways” of achieving these goals  (Caiden, 

1984, p. 51). In this way, public servants could be trusted to carry out their duties in the 

most economical fashion while remaining nonpartisan, universal and efficient. 

 

Responsibility in Administration: Homogeneity through roles 

    The metaphor of the organization as biological organism is reinforced through 

Simon’s (1947/1997) Administrative Behavior. Simon calls his work “organizational 

biology,” arguing that it aims at a better understanding of the “anatomy of the organism” 

which “is to be found in the distribution and allocation of decision-making functions” (p. 

305). His premise is that the organization itself can influence the decision-making 

processes of the people who fill the roles within the organization. For Simon, the 

principles of administration set forth by Gulick (specialization, hierarchy, centralization, 

span of control) are not valuable in themselves but only for the goal of maximizing 

overall efficiency for the organization (p. 43). In this move to focus on pure 

maximization of efficiency, Simon leads the field even deeper into the realm of 
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institutional individualism — in which each administrator is guided purely by efficiency 

concerns for the whole — while stressing the language of atomistic Individualism with 

his focus on decision-making. This leads to two contradictory issues, each with particular 

consequences for the paradox of the i/Individal. The first comes from the extension of the 

organism metaphor combined with the rationalist focus on efficiency. This is the 

structural-functionalist paradigm of organization best represented, according to 

Harmon(2006), by Katz and Kahn (1978). The second is the paradox of responsibility 

outlined by Harmon (1995), a paradox largely driven by the underlying paradox of the 

i/Individual.  

    As explained above, the atomistic Individual creates problems within an 

organizational framework. As long as Individuals are understood to be motivated by self-

interest, there are only two options available to bring them in line with organizational 

goals: they must be transformed into institutional individuals, passive to the direction of 

the organization, or incentives must be built into the organization to direct Individual 

actions (Downs, 1967; Simon, 1947/1997). For structural-functionalists like Katz and 

Kahn (1978), the answer is the former. Katz and Kahn have learned from Mayo’s 

(1949/1975) work that social environment is important to the functioning of personnel 

within organizations and they are critical of behaviorist psychology for the assumption 

that Individuals exist within a “social vacuum” (p. 2). Their understanding of the social 

psyche, however, is also shaped by Taylor’s scientific management. While they 

recognize that humans are social, their concern is not with the psychological well-being 

of the people within organizations but with molding those people to fulfill the functions 

of the organization. 
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    The organic metaphor so central to both contract theory and organization theory is 

again present in Katz and Kahn and they clearly see people as institutional individuals, 

tied “into the system as functioning parts” (p. 53). The process of creating institutional 

individuals out of atomistic Individuals requires, according to Katz and Kahn, a sort of 

psychological splintering. If people attempt to fulfill functional roles as whole, unitary, 

Individuals, there is excess. As they explain, “The organization neither requires nor 

wants the whole person” (p. 46). In fact, in the organization, a system built from formally 

specified interlocking roles, it is critical that these roles be “employed without the 

encumbrances of socially inherited status or personality contamination” (p. 45).9 What 

the organization wants, according to Katz and Kahn, is for the atomistic Individual to set 

aside those personality traits that are not relevant to performing a given role. The result 

of this, over time, is that the personality of the worker adjusts to the role being fulfilled.10 

Thus, within the functionalist framework, individuality is truncated and people are 

molded into institutional individuals whose personalities mirror their place within the 

organization. 

    In other words, the functionaries within organizations are to become what Whyte 

(1956) calls the “Organization Man.” Whyte describes what he calls a “social ethic” 

                                                
9
  Ritzer (2008) warns that this reduction of workers to finite skill sets to fulfill specific 

functions results in an under-utilization of worker skills. He likens this to a Weberian 
unintended consequence of scientific management in which strict rationality leads to an 
irrational reduction in potential efficiency (p. 31). 
10

  While Katz and Kahn see this as a positive outcome, others use this same point to 
highlight the psychologically destructive nature of organizations. Ramos (1981), for 
example, says the “efficient jobholder must be a depersonalized actor” and that, as a 
result, expresses what Dewey refers to as “occupational psychosis” in which character 
traits adjust and result in unconditional compliance with the prescribed role (p. 86). 
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within organizations, a shifting of focus to coordination within the institution rather than 

autonomy of Individuals. Whyte’s social ethic is not so dissimilar from the Puritans’ 

institutional individual; however, where once it was religion that bound the individuals of 

an institution together, religion has been replaced by science. Like the Puritan 

institutional individualism, Whyte sees those bound by the social ethic as primarily 

concerned with the purity and harmony of their immediate social groups; the 

responsibility is to one’s immediate society (in this case the organization) and “the idea 

that in social isolation from it — or active rebellion against it — he might eventually 

discharge the greater service is little considered” (p. 8). However, where the Puritans 

constantly worried about the long-range outcomes (salvation) for their society, or 

institutions (Bercovitch, 1978; Kaufmann, 1998), Whyte says that those subscribing to 

his social ethic are motivated by immediate worries of balance and harmony rather than 

long-term implications for society. The functionaries within the organization focus on 

maintaining stability and homeostasis for the organization by fulfilling their roles. Unlike 

Katz and Kahn, Whyte recognizes that the social ethic is no more realistic than atomistic 

Individualism; he understands this social ethic instead as mythology, but sees it as rising 

to become the dominant mythology, seeking complete denial of Individual will.  

    This movement from atomistic Individual to institutional individual within the 

organism of the organization has caused consternation for some. Denhardt (1981), for 

instance, explores what happens when the institutional individual becomes prominent 

within society. He explains that “Through organization, we have sought growth and 

productivity in society, but our success has come at some cost to the [I]ndividual” (p. 

vii). He worries that with the reduction of personal autonomy and responsibility the 
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social ethic of the organization has infected society — resulting in a widespread “ethic of 

organization” (p. vii). Denhardt’s is a typical reaction against the widening shadow of the 

organization, one echoed in Ritzer’s (2008) study of the “McDonaldization” of 

contemporary society.11 Even Weber worried about “the extension of formal rationality 

to all areas of life as a form of domination” (Hamilton, 1991, p. 86). For Denhardt the 

concern is that the delicate balance between atomistic Individual and institutional 

individual has been disturbed, not the paradoxical relationship between them. He sees the 

autonomous self (atomistic Individual) and the social self (institutional individual) as in a 

dialectical relationship, but still clearly separate — each of us engaged in a pattern of 

movement “back and forth between our [I]ndividuality and our sociality” (p. 36). This 

movement between two notions of the individual simply takes us back to the original 

paradox, however. Within public administration it leads to another paradox: the problem 

of administrative discretion and the underlying paradox of administrative 

responsibility.12 

 

 

                                                
11

  Ritzer uses the term “McDonaldization” as a substitute for Weber’s “rationalization.” 
His is a contemporary analysis of bureaucratic organizations, applying Weber’s critique 
to contemporary business models exemplified by McDonald’s restaurants. 
12

  Harmon (1995) describes the paradox of responsibility thus: “As the expression of our 
status as moral agents, personal responsibility is implicated in the most basic of 
paradoxes, namely the spiritual predicament pitting the impulse toward self-creation 
against the demands for answerability emanating from a world not entirely of our own 
making” (p. 68). This paradox is the result of three sub-paradoxes: the paradox of 
obligation, the paradox of agency, and the paradox of accountability. It is the sub-
paradox, the paradox of obligation, which most closely mirrors the paradox of the 
i/Individual and which is addressed below. 
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Discretion and Responsibility: i/Individuals in conflict 

    As explained above, administrative discretion is seen as problematic in that if 

Individual bureaucrats exercise free choice in determining their actions it is possible that 

they may act contrary to efficient actualization of organization goals — they will not 

fulfill institutional individual expectations. At a larger level, this returns us to the 

politics-administration dichotomy. If bureaucrats, through use of discretion, interfere 

with organization goals then they — assuming the organization is subordinate to the will 

of the People — may also interfere with execution of the will of the People. It is thought 

that, if not micromanaged, bureaucrats will use their discretionary freedom to benefit 

themselves (Downs, 1967) or, in most generous terms, they will simply mishandle their 

administrative responsibilities due to lack of competence in areas of role and time 

management (Weick, 2001). 

    Administrative discretion, like the politics-administration dichotomy, is first 

addressed by Goodnow (1900/2003), who says that administrative systems can have one 

of two kinds of discretion built in: they either have a good deal of discretion (making 

them part of politics) or they have virtually no discretion (p. 94). Of the former, he says 

the administrative system is made up of “a hierarchy of officers.” In this hierarchy only 

the “superior officers” have decision-making discretion; subordinates are expected to be, 

well, subordinate (p. 95). In the second system he says there is little or no subordination 

of one officer to another, but subordination instead to the law “as laid down by the body 

having the right to express the will of the state” (p. 95). Thus, for Goodnow, 

administrative discretion, when it exists, is to be exercised only by top-ranking officers 

of a strictly hierarchical system. 
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    In more contemporary debates, however, the discussion of discretion often filters 

down throughout the organization — even if it is hierarchically organized. The most 

famous of the debates surrounding administrative discretion involves Freidrich 

(1940/1990) and Finer (1941). The debate starts with Freidrich, who argues that 

curtailing administrative discretion is not an appropriate way to hold bureaucrats 

accountable to the will of the People because, as Catlaw (2007) would later unpack the 

idea, the People is actually composed of “vast heterogeneous masses” (p. 131). It does 

not make sense to say there is a principal-agent relationship between bureaucrats and the 

public if the public cannot provide guidance with a single voice. Further, for Friedrich, 

employment of strict administrative responsibility to prohibit discretion prevents 

administrators from responding creatively (or quickly) to the complex and shifting 

problems they face. This latter point is expanded upon by Lipsky (1980). Lipsky argues 

that, as one gets closer to the street level, discretion continues to be essential. Lipsky says 

that as long as the tasks that street-level bureaucrats must perform are complicated (i.e., 

they have to process large work loads very quickly with inadequate resources) and 

require human intervention, discretion will be necessary (p. 16) and workers will strive to 

maximize their discretion (pp. 22-23).  Finer, on the other hand, reiterates the position 

that because bureaucrats are not elected, there are no accountability mechanisms in place 

to hold them responsible to the public.13  

                                                
13  Rohr (1986) would later argue that, in being responsible to the public, administration 
is accountable to all three branches of the government. As such, bureaucrats must be 
allowed to exercise discretion in order to respond to all three masters in a coordinated 
way. 
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    Responsibility, however, is not straightforward. Much like the concept of the 

individual explored in this dissertation, Harmon (1995) explains that there are 

contradictory notions of responsibility at play within public administration. These 

different meanings create havoc because the distinctions often go unrecognized. Harmon 

notes that the word responsibility, as generally used in the rationalist discourse of 

mainstream public administration outlined above, has three separate meanings: agency, 

accountability and obligation. Under this formulation, the administrator is identified with 

his or her actions — given agency, or free will, to accept “responsibility” — and yet, he 

or she is accountable to enact the ends designated by the People through the most 

efficient, or rational, means. Together, these impose an obligation, or a moral 

expectation, to use personal judgment to take action while binding the administrator to a 

specific range of acceptable actions. So, while the autonomous (atomistic) Individual 

administrator becomes the locus of “responsibility,” as an institutional individual, he or 

she is expected to act as a “functionary,” giving up his or her own values and autonomy 

“for the organization in deference to those of the owner” — the People (Thompson, 

1975, p. 10). 

    The implications of the paradox of the i/Individual for administrative responsibility 

is best illustrated by what Harmon (1995) calls the paradox of obligation:14 “If people are 

free to choose but at the same time are obliged to act only as others authoritatively 

choose for them, then they are not, for all practical purposes, free. If on the other hand, 

                                                
14  Harmon develops three sub-paradoxes: obligation, agency, and accountability. 
Together these create the paradox of responsibility. 
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people do choose freely, their actions may violate authoritative obligations, in which case 

their exercise of free choice is irresponsible” (p. 8). This paradox occurs because the 

competing understandings of responsibility attach to different forms of individual. When 

the administrator retains the identification of atomistic Individual, free to choose his or 

her own actions — in effect, employing discretion — the administrator is personally 

responsible for the decisions made and the outcome of those decisions which may be 

deemed irresponsible. Responsibility in this sense is a substantive characteristic owned 

by the atomistic Individual. When the administrator is understood as an institutional 

individual, responsibility is to the organization; it is the expectation to act within strict 

role boundaries. Irresponsibility for the atomistic Individual is to make a choice or take 

an action that results in an undesirable outcome. Irresponsibility for the institutional 

individual is to act in any way contrary to rules of the organization, regardless of 

outcome. 

 

Organization as abstract atomistic Individual 

    This concern for acting contrary to the rules or goals of the organization continues to 

bear remarkable similarity to the politics-administration dichotomy. It is understandable, 

therefore, that Ramos (1981) sees the tendency to anthropomorphize organizations in a 

negative light. Building on Ramos, I argue that such anthropomorphizing simultaneously 

turns organizations into a new form of individual and delimits human nature to 

administrative (institutional) behavior. This is depicted in the way behavioral textbooks 

often describe organizations as being “believed to have, on a large scale, all the qualities 

of the [I]ndividual” (Rush, 1969, quoted in Ramos, 1981 at p. 125). Ramos blames the 
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“ongoing process of over-organization and depersonalization of the individual” as a 

symptom of the market system and the industrialized society (p. 126). For Ramos the 

personification of the organization has transformed society into a world in which 

organizations have become atomistic Individuals and humans have been mostly reduced 

to institutional individuals, always expected to fulfill specific roles, to act as organs 

within the atomistic Organizations. 

    The evolution from organic metaphor to seeing the organization as a type of 

individual seems to be a natural enough progression. The question becomes, however, if 

the organization is an individual, where does this individual fit into the typology outlined 

in the introduction? It turns out that this is not a straightforward question to answer. The 

personification of organizations began in the late nineteenth century as the social and 

economic landscape became populated by large corporations such as railroads, telegraph 

companies, manufacturers and petroleum companies (Leinberger & Tucker, 1991, p. 12). 

Leinberger and Tucker suggest that the use of Individualist metaphors applied to 

organizations changes the way we think about both organizations and i/Individuals: “our 

corporations have become psychic projections and our psyches corporate reflections. 

They — we — are all artificial persons now” (p. 14). Davis (2003) explains that this 

creates a confusion in which we can no longer differentiate, particularly in economic 

theory, between atomistic Individuals and “many-person-[I]ndividuals” (p. 43). Like 

Leinberger and Tucker, Davis feels the need to find a new term that can encompass this 

confusion and he turns to “abstract individual.” This confusion is mirrored by a shift in 

economic ontology in which the basic unit of analysis has also shifted from the atomistic 

Individual to the firm — a markedly “anti-[I]ndividualist” worldview in a society that is 
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so often dominated by a methodological Individualism that is presumed to take human 

Individuals as its subject (Kincaid, 2001, p. 29). This mirrored shift is perhaps suggestive 

of the “market-centered” nature of American administrative theory (Ramos, 1981, p. 

129). 

    The confusion created by the Individualizing of the organization and the paradoxical 

existence of the human i/Individual within those organizations, suggests that there is a 

hidden dual unity, or even a paradox of unity, within the institutional individualism of 

organizations. As presented above, institutional individualism depicts a system of the 

people fulfilling strictly defined roles within an organization or group. The institutional 

individual is still understood as a unitary subject, but changes from an active subject to a 

passive subject (Harmon, 1981) because free will is subjugated by bureaucratic authority. 

While the human functionary remains a unitary subject, in becoming passively 

reactionary to organizational authority she is stripped of much of what is thought to make 

her human because she is stripped of her free will and opportunity to express her unique 

point of view (Denhardt, 1981). However, when the organization is given the status of 

organism, as in structural-functionalism, then the organization becomes a unitary subject 

as well. At times the identity of group unity can be so strong as to obliterate differences 

between persons within the group — even functional differences. This is what Catlaw 

(2007a) describes in the entity of the People; it is what he means when he says it 

becomes the One. What is happening in such instances, therefore, is a changing sense of 

unity at the level of the organization or group. When an organization or group is an 

organism, humans within that organism retain some differentiation in the form of roles. 

When the organization or group is elevated to the status of One, of pure unity, 
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differences between humans within the group are obliterated and each becomes a 

representative of the group, each the same as the next.15 

 

Public Subject as Institutional individual: obliterated under the One 

    It is this elevation of group to pure unity that is most often applied to public 

individuals — whether citizen or non-citizen. This is because unquestioningly accepting 

a rational empirical approach to governance comes at the cost of considerations of inter-

personal relationships and lived experience. The hierarchical structure means that both 

bureaucrats and legislators are far removed from the public subjects they are policing 

through their policies. As a result, the focus is on statistical outcomes deemed desirable 

at the top and not human experience at the bottom. What gets lost in this process is the 

lived experience — and knowledge — of the public subject. As with the People, 

mechanisms of aggregation are applied to groupings of public subjects in order to create 

generalizations about target groups. In most instances econometrics are used to perform 

quantitative analysis on a given population — this then represents all of the units within 

that group. These generalizations are then used to create policy. However, as indicated in 

the preceding discussion, such generalizations obliterate differences that exist within 

these groups.16  

    Such generalization has powerful rhetorical and cognitive impact. This proclivity for 

generalization and the difficulty that can be posed in trying to counter it is illustrated in 

                                                
15  The intellectual connections I highlight between Catlaw’s (2007a) articulation of the 

One and the many and the iterations of individual explored here were critically 
influenced by several personal conversations with Margaret Stout.  
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the use of the term “public subject” instead of “citizen” above. Although much public 

administration literature uses the term citizen to represent the generalized public, in this 

discussion I purposively move away from this norm. Instead, I use the term public subject 

to account for all individuals who constitute the public served by administrators. 

Although admittedly cumbersome, I choose this term rather than citizen because not all 

persons served by administrators are citizens and it is important to acknowledge that non-

citizens are also impacted by governing structures. When public administration theorists 

employ the term citizen universally to apply to all public subjects served by 

administrators they strengthen the notion of homogeneity across a generic public, the 

(big-C) Citizen, while simultaneously rendering large portions of the population invisible. 

    In policy terms, these homogenized groupings (citizen, welfare recipient, small 

business owner) are referred to as “target populations.” It is then these constructions of 

target populations that drive policy formation (Schneider & Ingram, 1993).17  Thus, 

while the role definitions that bind administrators are debilitating and at times 

dehumanizing (Denhardt, 1981; Ritzer, 2008), as implied by the opening story in this 

chapter, this dehumanization pales in comparison to the experience of the public subject. 

For public subjects, the scientific turn resulted in two-fold alienation. As bureaucrats are 

increasingly captured and defined by institutional roles, they become less able to apply 

                                                                                                                                            
16   The groups themselves are of course social constructions to begin with. 
17   Today, public subjects are seen as agglomerates of interests when values are 
processed at the beginning of the policy process (politics) and as target populations at the 
end. In best-case scenarios the role of target populations has been extended to the role of 
“customer” under approaches such as the National Performance Review (1994) and new 
public management (Green & Hubbell, 1996). 
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administrative discretion in ways that recognize the humanity and unique situations of 

the people they serve, and, as suggested above, these people become part of 

homogeneous groups for the purpose of policy-making. The result, as with administrators 

who are forced into strict role categories, is that public subjects are reduced to “cases” 

made up of “characteristics abstracted from persons”  (Hummel, 2008, p. 28). Hummel 

explains that this dehumanization of public subjects is a direct result of pressures placed 

upon administrators to act as institutional individuals: “The bureaucrat has no time or 

permission to become involved in the personal problems of clients. From the 

bureaucrats’ point of view, the more they can depersonalize the client into a thing devoid 

of unique features, the more easily and smoothly they will be able to handle cases before 

them” (p. 25). 

    For policies that affect politically powerless target populations, such as public aid, 

the problem is further complicated by the ways the “target populations” are often 

constructed by policy makers and administrators. These public subjects are commonly 

viewed collectively; at best they are seen as “dependents,” and, at worst, as “deviants” 

(Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Once again, this reflects the politics of fear and Othering, 

as women comprise the overwhelming majority of welfare recipients, and particular 

attention has been historically paid to recipients of color and immigrants. As Catlaw 

(2007a) notes, these categories have proven problematic for the project of creating a 

homogenous People, representing those who have been historically kept out, written out 

or included out of the Unity that is the People. Whether seen as dependents or deviants, 

these citizens are caught in the tension between the big-I Individual and the little-i 

individual, neither considered competent to exercise the freedom of the atomistic 
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Individual, nor to be accepted within the unity of the multitude; as a result, like 

administrators, they often experience both the subjugation of Individual “responsibility” 

and the alienation of being “included out” as institutional individuals.  

    Jean-Paul Sartre illustrates the problem of such generalizations in Search for a 

Method (1963). He contrasts the impersonal approach of policymakers attempting to deal 

with a public health crisis (tuberculosis) through use of empirical data with the 

experiential perspective of the individual who must cope with the illness (“tubercular 

man”), 

    Tuberculosis is an object of a practical Knowledge: the physician learns to know it   

    in order to cure it; the Party determines its importance in Poland by statistics. Other  

    mathematical calculations connecting these with production statistics ... will suffice  

    to obtain a law of the type y = f (x), in which tuberculosis plays the role of         

    independent variable. But this law, the same one which could be read on the   

    propaganda posters, reveals a new and double alienation by totally eliminating the  

    tubercular man, by refusing to him even the elementary role of mediator between the  

    disease and the number of manufactured products (pp. 178-179).18 

In other words, because of the focus on generalizing empirical data, the way policies are 

experienced on the ground by those they are meant to affect is not considered in the 

policy process. When these target populations of policy are considered, it is as social 

groups or as a statistical generalizations, not as unique perspectives representing lived 

experiences in a web of interrelationship; and, the focus, as in organization theory, is 

                                                
18

  I am indebted to Peter Caws for calling my attention to this passage by Sartre. 
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behaviorist, not psychosocial. The lived experience of individual public subjects is 

ignored. Public subjects have no mechanism to give voice to their experiences with the 

policies that govern their lives, other than through the contrived mechanisms of 

representational democracy — largely voting (Follett, 1918/1998; Thayer, 1973).19 And, 

administrators have limited ability to engage in interactions with the public subjects they 

serve (or one another) in ways that yield meaningful human interactions.  Instead of 

developing an atmosphere to encourage authentic communication between public 

subjects and administrators, the division between expert (administrator) and citizen is 

maintained through the rigidity of bureaucratic organization and emphasis on 

bureaucratic roles and responsibility (Campbell, 2005a).  

    Because the hierarchical structure of government agencies destroys forums for open 

                                                
19  This problem persists even in situations in which attempts have been made within the 
political processes to create avenues for “participation” by citizens (non-citizens are 
routinely excluded). The public administration and political science literature is heavily 
skewed toward the use of formal processes of public participation (Campbell, 2005b). 
Most citizens interested in bringing their experiences into the political sphere of 
governing find their means of participation limited to voting for representatives, voting 
on referenda, and testimony in public hearings/ meetings. However, systems of voting — 
even direct referenda — are inherently alienating (Thayer, 1973). This is because in 
systems of voting, the citizens’ options are limited to a range of predetermined choices. 
Even in referenda, where citizens directly decide the outcome of the policy decision, the 
options are predetermined by those in power, and citizens can only vote the initiative “up 
or down.” Here, although citizen feedback is binding, it is in no way nuanced by 
individual lived experience.  Similarly, although public hearings/ meetings are portrayed 
as venues in which individuals can voice their concerns, experiences and desires, the 
opportunity is often available only to a few (select) citizens. As with voting, public 
hearings and meetings often bring citizens into the process after the item at issue has 
already been defined and a course of action proposed. Thus administrators and politicians 
are often simply “using the hearings as a tool to explain or justify a predetermined 
action” (Lando 2003, cited inCampbell, 2005b, at p. 694). The majority of citizen 
participation options, therefore, are indirect and inauthentic (Beckett & King, 2002). 
 



 

 85  

interpersonal relationships, they often end up “exacerbating the problems they 

supposedly want to solve” (Thayer, 1973, p. 9). Unfortunately, as Sartre (1963) explains, 

by ignoring the public subjects the policies affect (e.g. “tubercular man” or “welfare 

recipient”), policies often result in unintended consequences, and sometimes even policy 

failure. Such unintended consequences are precisely those Weber warned of when formal 

rules become ends rather than means and the impersonal order of formal rationality 

creates a system where calculations are made “without regard for persons” (Hamilton, 

1991, p. 86). Of course, most often such policy failures affect primarily those who were 

not consulted in the policy process (Thayer, 1973). However, it is highly possible, due to 

the emphasis on population-level data that these failures may go unnoticed by policy 

makers; or, when they are noticed, the source of the failures may not be readily apparent. 

The irony here, of course, is that if public subjects affected by policies were included in 

the policy process, or if street-level bureaucrats were allowed discretion in dealing with 

“cases,” many times such policy failures could potentially be avoided (Thayer, 1973). 

 

Escaping the Paradox: which way is out? 

    Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835/1969) is lauded for its description of the 

tension between community and Individualism in the United States. His was a project to 

describe (with awe) the way in which Americans kept the tensions in balance (Vetter, 

2008). This tension is in many ways the tension inherited from the move from the 

institutional individualism of the Puritans, in which individuals were understood to be 

indivisible from the social institutions with which they formed voluntary covenants 

(Kaufmann, 1998), to the atomistic Individualism of the Enlightenment (Miller & Fox, 
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2007). This same tension underlies the major debates that emerged during the early years 

of public administration as a field: legitimacy of administration, the separation of politics 

from administration, and, ultimately, the concerns regarding discretion and responsibility 

that lead to alienation of both administrators and public subjects. The legitimacy debate 

is largely the residue that accumulates when these tensions are not only left unbalanced 

but are also misconstrued. It is my position that both a refusal to acknowledge the 

primacy of the i/Individual tension as well as a misconstruing of the ontological nature of 

American Individualism have fueled the legitimacy debate, allowing for the infiltration 

of economic and rationalist frameworks and devaluing interpersonal discourse. 

    There has been a consistent pattern within the development of the public 

administration canon of jettisoning discourse-based theories that would develop a 

nuanced little-i understanding of integrated individualism in deference to those that 

persist in perpetuating the paradox of i/Individualism. Settlement women such as 

Addams “lost” to bureau men (Stivers, 2000), Follett’s “Law of the Situation” and theory 

of consensus-driven decision has received repeated intellectual attention but little action, 

and Herbert Simon’s Satisficing Man became the dominant paradigm of the field. These 

silences are created by the bellowing voice of rational empiricism and a focus on 

objectivity and efficiency.  

    Despite the overwhelming infiltration and shaping of public administration by the 

i/Individualism paradox, it has not gone unchallenged. Although the paradox has not 

been directly challenged, there have been many voices raised against its symptoms: the 

legitimacy debate, the politics-administration dichotomy, administrative discretion and 

responsibility and the alienation of public subjects. By and large, two escape routes have 
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appeared in the public administration literature, each envisioning a new way of 

understanding the individual. The remaining two chapters will explore these alternatives, 

considering whether each provides either an alternative to the paradox or a means of 

dissolving it. In Chapter Three I investigate the creation of the fragmented Individual 

found in the literature of postmodern public administration and the new public 

management. In Chapter Four I investigate the possibilities for the integrated individual, 

found in a variety of literatures grounded in the writings of Mary Parker Follett and John 

Dewey.  
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Chapter 3: (dis)Integrating i/Individualisms: Fragmented Individuals 

“While the rugged individual survives in popular culture in the world of James Bond, 
Captain Kirk and Clint Eastwood, in high culture the self-sufficient, aggressive 
individual has declined in the face of the pluralisation of life-worlds and the emerging 
emphasis on individuality as merely a defunct private subjectivity” (B. S. Turner, 1988, 
p. 62). 
 
We must suspect, therefore, that essentialist defenses of the market in reality involve 
other themes and issues altogether: the pleasures of consumption are little more than the 
ideological fantasy consequences available for ideological consumers who buy into the 
market theory, of which they are not themselves a part. Indeed, one of the great crises in 
the new conservative revolution — and by the same token one of its greatest internal 
contradictions — was displayed by these same ideologues when some nervousness began 
to appear over the success with which consumer America had overcome the Protestant 
ethic and was able to throw its savings (and future income) to the winds in exercising its 
new nature as the full-time professional shopper. But obviously you can’t have it both 
ways; there is no such thing as a booming, functioning market whose customer personnel 
is staffed by Calvinists and hard-working traditionalists knowing the value of the dollar 
(Jameson, 1991, p. 271). 
 
 
    On January 18, 2009, taking advantage of my location in the Washington, DC area, I 

hopped into a crowded metro train and headed down to the National Mall to “participate” 

in the inauguration kick-off events for then President-Elect Barack Obama. While thrilled 

by the general sense of elation and anticipation in the air, I was also taken aback to see 

that the National Mall had become, quite literally, a shopping mall: the nation’s town 

center had been transformed overnight into a shopping center (Cohen, 1996). There were 

offerings of every conceivable kind: buttons, shirts, posters, hats, stickers, and calendars. 

There was a rock concert at the Lincoln Memorial that was also being televised on LCD 

screens strewn about the Mall and around the Washington Monument. And, if visitors to 
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the nation’s capital felt like straying north to the U Street Corridor,20 they could find 

fancier commodities at the Everything Obama store, including watches, belt buckles, 

water bottles and jewelry — all decorated with images of the President Elect and his 

family.  

        The inauguration of a new president, the head of the administrative state, was being 

marked by a rock concert and an exhibition of mass consumption — consumption of 

politics, consumption of nation, consumption of identity. The Mall was strewn with 

“contentless content” in which “the vacuity [of the message on bumper stickers, t-shirts, 

posters, pins, hats, watches, bracelets, water bottles] expresses the very lack of action or 

participation that is contemporary citizenship, the substitution of ordinary family and 

consumer life for democratic participation” (Brown, 2006, p. 709). As I took in the scene 

on the Mall that day, I could not help but think that the vision of happy shoppers I saw, 

trundling along the Mall loaded down with armloads of Obama goods, embodied the true 

spirit of the notion of moving from citizens to customers — demonstrating both 

patriotism (group identity) and Individuality through the consumption of goods (Arens, 

2003). This activity highlights a complication of the schism created by the paradox of 

i/Individualism in the postmodern era of identity consumption. 

    As Brown articulates, this is the de-democratizing effect of neoliberalism 

(fragmented Individualism) joined with neoconservatism (institutional individualism); it 

                                                
20

   It seems they inevitably did head north in order to visit the location of Ben’s Chili 
Bowl, made famous by Obama on the campaign trail. When I wandered up that way later 
in the evening the line to sample Ben’s chili dogs stretched out the door and around the 
block. 
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is also representative of what happens when the paradox of i/Individualism becomes 

complicated by a decentered, fragmented, Individualism. As illustrated in Chapters One 

and Two, the depth of this schism runs much deeper (historically) than the rise of 

neoliberalism and neoconservativism, and it runs much deeper psychologically than 

simple apathy in the populace. It is for this reason that calls to service made by Obama, 

whether marketing ploys or genuine, are likely to be met with consumption of the 

message but perhaps little action. The neoliberal/postmodern public administration of the 

new public management has become the status quo and the schism of i/Individualisms 

underlying it makes the goal of redefining ourselves as social individuals, and public 

administration as public service, much more difficult. 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter seeks to understand how the postmodern/neoliberal turn in governance 

has redefined the paradox of the i/Individual. The notion of a postmodern/neoliberal turn 

is a play, of course, on the linguistic turn most often associated with Wittgenstein. In this 

instance the term refers to Best and Kellner’s (1997) book The Postmodern Turn and I 

apply the term in a similar manner. In this typology of i/Individualisms, the postmodern 

turn elaborated by Best and Kellner is seen as accompanied by a neoliberal turn. Best and 

Kellner explain that their choice of the term “turn” is strategic, acknowledging the 

continuity and continued overlap between modernist and postmodernist positions and 

theories (p. 25). Likewise, I argue that the “turn” between liberalism and neoliberalism is 

also a continuity in which there are both ruptures and overlaps. These would seem to be 

two distinct “turns” that are influenced by one another but exist in separate spheres. 
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However, in the “turn” under scrutiny in this analysis, the two seemingly opposed, and 

often considered oppositional, theoretical discourses of postmodernism and neoliberalism 

are held together strategically with a forward slash. This forward slash indicates that 

while seemingly at odds, both neoliberalism and some forms of postmodernism21 have 

turned from a unitary subject to a decentered and isolated subject — the fragmented 

Individual. 

        I argue that both neoliberalism and postmodernism lead us away from a “many” that 

is composed of atomistic Individuals, themselves unitary subjects with cohesive life 

narratives. In place of these atomistic subjects with their neat and tidy identities, both 

neoliberalism and postmodernism identify a fragmented and decentered subject. 

However, despite this fragmentation, within each of these theoretical perspectives the 

subject remains largely isolated from other subjects. In neoliberalism, the subject is 

isolated through the extreme commodification of identity, as the marketplace infiltrates 

all aspects of life including fleeting and shifting identity politics. In what Rosenau (1992) 

terms “skeptical” postmodernisms, the isolation occurs due to the extreme fragmentation 

and dissolution of the subject in language games, when “knowledge and meaning [are 

reduced] to a rubble of signifiers” (Harvey, 1990, p. 350). This places the 

neoliberal/postmodern subject squarely within the lower left-hand quadrant of the 

typology map within the box of fragmented Individualism. And yet, with this move, the 

                                                
21  Rosenau (1992) argues that it is more appropriate to talk about post-modernisms than 
post-modernism, as there are as many different ideas about what postmodernism is as 
there are theorists. But, for heuristic purposes, she says that there are two dominant 
orientations that are relevant to the social sciences: affirmative and skeptical (p. 15). 
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notions of the atomistic Individual do not melt away; the atomistic Individual is not 

simply replaced by a fragmented Individual. Instead, the paradox of the i/Individual 

outlined above, created by the tension between atomistic Individualism and institutional 

individualism, is merely further complicated by the fragmenting of unitary atomistic 

Individuals into decentered fragmentary Identities. 

        Rather than moving us outside the paradox by providing an alternative or by 

“dissolving” the underlying dualism (Harmon, 2006), fragmented Individualism adds a 

second invisible dualism to the matrix. Fragmented Individualism is both in a constant 

dualism with atomistic Individualism and it also inherits the paradox of i/Individualism 

that pits the One against the many. The former arises as we find ourselves more and more 

fragmented yet clinging to the reassuring rhetoric of atomistic Individualism in American 

culture. The latter is perpetuated because, even though the many become fragmented, the 

One remains essential within contemporary Western notions of representational 

democracy (Catlaw, 2007a) and within the hierarchical ordering of organizations 

(Thayer, 1973).  

        This chapter begins by examining what it means for the subject to become 

fragmented and why this fragmented Individual remains socially isolated (and therefore a 

big-I Individual). I then consider how the underlying paradox of Individualism is shifting, 

as the Protestant ethic (Weber, 1905/2002)becomes an Infantilist ethic (Barber, 2007) and 

the Organization Man becomes Consumer-Citizen (Cohen, 2003; Leinberger & Tucker, 

1991). Finally, the chapter seeks to understand how these tensions and ideologies 

underlie the new public management (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992), the dominant 

movement in public administration over the past two decades, arguing that — at its core 
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— new public management is both neoliberal and postmodern. 

 

From Atomistic to Fragmented Individual 

Decentering the Subject 

        Postmodernism is infamous for its resistance to neat description and categorization. 

“Postmodern” theories vary widely, but it is often argued that they can be minimally 

grouped  together by an opposition to grand narratives (T. Bennett, Grossberg, Morris, & 

Williams, 2005; Best & Kellner, 1991; Best & Kellner, 1997; DeZwart, 2002), 

sometimes attributed to a reaction against the essentialism they identify in Marxist 

historical materialism.22 Their rejection of grand narratives (Lyotard, 1984), particularly 

of the Enlightenment, helps lead to the decentering of the subject, as these theorists reject 

the unitary subject, technical rationality, and the hierarchy of entrenched power 

structures. Therefore, within this broad move to counter grand narratives, postmodern 

theorists are also bound together by their rejection of a unitary subject, with a stable and 

central identity — replacing it, instead, with a subject who is decentered and fragmented 

(Harper, 1994; Jun, 2005). 

        As noted in the explanation of the typology in the Introduction, the contrast between 

a unitary i/Individual and a decentered subject is nicely articulated by David Farmer 

                                                
22

  Finding the roots of postmodernism in the May 1968 turmoil of France (as well as 
Western anti-war movements of the era), Best and Kellner (1997) note that many of these 
early theorists, particularly Baudrillard, were notably pessimistic in their tone due to the 
feeling of betrayal as the Communist Party sided with the capitalist regime in order to 
maintain the status quo and squelch revolution (p. 5). These feelings of frustration, they 
maintain, may have helped to develop the theories of fragmented subjects, developed by 
theorists who found themselves marginalized (p. 9). 
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(Farmer, 2005), who associates the former with Descartes and the latter with the work of 

Deleuze and Guattari.23 The unitary self, in Farmer’s words, is a “self-contained, self-

mastering individual, providing a firm foundation for certainty in knowing.” For this 

centered and internally consistent self, “Stability and reliability exude” (p. 43). The mind 

and the body are distinct and the subject persists as a unified whole through time: I am 

me at Time A and I continue to be me at Time B — the two are joined through a linear 

(and often teleological) narrative. In other words, the unitary subject endures24 through 

time (Hales & Johnson, 2003). While all postmodernism takes issue with this modernist 

form of the subject, some postmodernism considers this unitary subject to be “fictitious, 

in the extreme a mere construction … They argue that personal identity of this sort, if it 

ever existed, was only an illusion, and is no longer possible, today, in a post-modern  

context” (Rosenau, 1992, pp. 42-43).  

        The decentered self, on the other hand, “is constituted in sites like race, class, 

gender, culture, and power. This decentered view is based on a mixture of psychoanalytic 

discourse and poststructural thinking” (Farmer, 2005, p. 43). Therefore, while the unitary 

subject may have properties of race, class, gender, or culture, these are characteristics 

that the body wears like clothing; they cover the subject but are not the essence of the 

subject.25 For the decentered self, these cease to be mere properties and become 

                                                
23

  Although Farmer associates decentering with the work of Deleuze and Guattari, this 
decentering of the subject is a key commonality among all postmodernisms (Harvey, 
1990; Rosenau, 1992). But, as Rosenau indicates, this decentering in postmodernism does 
not always necessitate the isolation or annihilation of the subject (p. 59). 
24

 Endurantism is “the view that objects have three spacial dimensions and move through 
time” (Hales & Johnson, 2003, p. 524). This view is contested by perdurantism. 
25

  This is a consequence of the mind-body distinction made by Descartes which not only 
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identities, and yet there is no central unified subject to which this agglomeration of 

identities is consistently attached. This is another way of highlighting the intersectionality 

of being (Hill Collins, 1990). However, “intersectionality” may assume a crossroads, a 

point at which these identities meet, but, when the decentered self is isolated, there is no 

there there.  

        When one looks for the essence of the decentered self, the subject disappears into 

fragments of identity. The i/Individual is constantly being (re)defined by these (shifting) 

loci of intersectional identities. If these are not connected through relationship, embedded 

within a social framework, these isolated loci are fleeting and the fragmented Individual     

        has only an ‘anonymous’ existence, no positive identity of any substantive character  

        (Megill 1985: 203), along the lines modernity encouraged. S/he is rather the  

        disintegrating patchwork of a persona, with a disparate personality and a potentially  

        confused identity. S/he submits to a multitude of incompatible juxtaposed logics, all  

        in perpetual movement without possibility of permanent resolution or  

        reconciliation. (Rosenau, 1992, p. 55)  

Like the atomistic Individual of liberalism, this fragmented Individual in skeptical 

postmodernism is also usually isolated (therefore earning the badge of big-I). Unlike the 

(rhetorically) autonomous atomistic Individual of liberalism, however, the fragmented 

Individual of postmodernism is left alone, largely powerless, with only the adage to “be 

yourself” (Bogason, 2001, p. 168), and yet without a self to be. This creates a new 

paradox in which people, as i/Individuals, are subsumed into groups (organizations, 

                                                                                                                                            
allows for an essentialist understanding of the self rooted in the mind, but provides the 
basis for a belief in objective science. 
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political identity, brand loyalty) or are eliminated altogether (Davis, 2003). 

Isolation through language games and consumption 

        It is this potential for isolation that determines the location of the fragmented 

Individual in the lower left quadrant of the typology. A decentering of the subject is not, 

in itself, isolating. Indeed, Lyotard argues against what he sees as the extreme isolating 

implications of Baudrillard’s theory, in which the individuals become a “mass of 

[I]ndividual atoms thrown into the absurdity of Brownian motion” (Lyotard, quoted in 

Hummel, 2008, at p. 51). The problem with the postmodern subject then is not that it 

exposes the myth behind the atomistic Individual — what Miller has alternatively 

explained as an ideograph (2004a). In fact, this call to question such metanarratives is 

quite illuminating. Instead, the danger is exemplified in Rosenau’s conception of 

skeptical postmodernism, what Boje (2006) calls the “dark side” of postmodernism. In 

these postmodernisms all discourse is dissolved into language games and “the 

consequence of all this radical nihilism is self-disintegration” (p. 484). It is this dark side, 

identified as “skeptics” (or sometimes nihilists), “who see fragmentation, disintegration, 

malaise, meaninglessness, and societal chaos” leading to “untamed capitalism, and 

disaster” (Bogason, 2001, p. 167). It is such skeptical postmodernism, in which the “self 

is only a ‘position in language,’ a mere ‘effect of discourse’” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 43), that 

leads to the disintegration of social bonds.  

        Rosenau explains that for this darker side of postmodernism “The subject is 

nonessential to their own analysis that concentrates on language, free-floating signs, 

symbols, readings, and interpretations” and thus skeptical postmodernism most often 

seeks “to dissolve and eliminate [the subject] from their analysis” (p. 43). In this dark 
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side of postmodernism the obsession with the deconstruction of language and its self-

referential signifiers can leave fragmented “desiring machines” (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1983) in isolation, unable to engage with each other or society and thus unable to 

improve the conditions they are critiquing. According to Lyotard, language games are 

socially determined and embedded in social institutions (Bell, 1996); as a result the 

“social subject itself seems to dissolve in this dissemination of language games” 

(Lyotard, 1984, p. 40). If the subject is thus dissolved, and interpersonal relationships are 

but mere language games with no hope for mutual understanding, then the skeptical 

version of postmodernism does indeed create an isolated fragmented Individual. In 

reducing language to unmoored self-referential signifiers, postmodernism challenges the 

ability to craft a common set of signifiers through which to create community (Anderson, 

2006). The result is a fragmented, yet still isolated, Individual, unable to enter into a 

process of co-creation through discourse and therefore unable to build community, 

fabricated or otherwise. If left here, the fragmented Individual is largely left unequipped 

to stand up against the neoliberal chimera of the free market. Instead, left to themselves, 

pulled along by the ebb-and-flow of the market forces that surround and define them, 

they are left with only consumption through which to define themselves: consumption of 

community, consumption of politics, consumption of identity. 

        A similar isolation of the decentered subject is also found in neoliberalism (based in 

neoclassical economics) where market competition requires the proliferation of new 

subsets of consumers and increasingly niche markets. Thus, neoliberalism, like 

postmodernism, creates a fragmenting of the subject. Under neoliberalism this 

fragmenting is explicitly applied to the economic subject as different choices and 
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preferences are attached to different bodily realms — a byproduct of the continued 

“clamor for parsimony, simplicity, and elegance in [mathematical economic] expression” 

(Amariglio & Ruccio, 2001, p. 144). This fragmenting of the world that postmodernism 

identifies fits hand-in-glove with the proliferation of increasingly niche markets: a 

proliferation of markets, and arguably the transition toward neoliberalism itself, which 

was catalyzed by the shift to mass production and mass markets.  

        Cohen (2003) explains that the proliferation of markets under mass marketing “lent 

marketplace recognition to social and cultural divisions among Americans, making 

‘countercultures’ and ‘identity politics’ more complex joint products of grassroots 

mobilization and marketers’ ambitions than is often acknowledged” (p. 309). Hence the 

decentering of the subject into haphazard amalgams of various shifting identities provides 

for the neoliberal paradigm of identity expression through choice and consumption. 

Cohen explains that “as mass markets increasingly splintered, [I]ndividuals gained more 

opportunity to express their separate identities through their choices as consumers” (p. 

309). Thus, like skeptical postmodernism, the subject in neoliberalism (or “late 

capitalism”) takes on imaginary and shifting identities, driven above all by desire (Dean, 

2006; Hummel, 2008; McSwite, 1997a). 

        This fragmentation of self (and community) is a perfect reflection of the 

fragmentation of markets in the neoliberal marketplace. As Cohen (2003) notes, 

marketers and corporations embrace market segmentation, reflecting countercultures and 

identity politics in the marketplace, and, “manufacturers, advertisers, marketers, and 

political operatives became invested in segmenting the whole, thereby encouraging social 

and cultural divisions for their own profit” (p. 408). The zeal with which these 
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“entrepreneurial” agents of the free market encourage and profit from the proliferation of 

decentered communities and selves should give us reason to pause when considering the 

rhetoric that reinforces isolated Individuals, whether atomistic or fragmented. The 

“choice” offered by the free market system can be more disempowering than 

empowering, as these choices are manipulated and multiplied, often drowning out true 

needs with manufactured needs (Marcuse, 1964/1991) that are provided in an abundance 

that exceeds our capacity to reconcile them (Schwartz, 2004).  The fragmentation of the 

isolated consumers leave them “malleable and weak” (McSwite, 1996, p. 200), 

“vulnerable, unprotected, and susceptible to outside manipulation” (Barber, 2007, p. 32). 

Infiltration of fragmentation into public administration 

        Within postmodernism, such a move purports to dissolve the myth of the atomistic 

Individual by fracturing the unified subject into innumerable, constantly-shifting 

fragments; however, in many ways this fractured subject provides the perfect subject 

needed to fuel the hegemony of the late capitalist market — one whose multiple identities 

are always fleeting and must constantly be refreshed and redefined, leading to continual 

identity consumption (Harvey, 1990; Jameson, 1991). In pushing back against the myth 

of the atomistic Individual, postmodernism can often leave us with what might be an 

even more radically isolated Individual — one which is surrounded by a world of self-

referential signifiers, trapped in a world unto herself. Zanetti and Adams (2000) help to 

highlight the way postmodern conceptions of the Individual provide a place of grounding 

for neoliberal new public management. As they explain “postmodernism exaggerates 

[the] atomistic self, drawing on market values to minimize still further any tendencies 

toward collective responsibility and the public square” (p. 544). The fragmented 
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Individual (in contrast to the unified atomistic Individual of liberalism) is the perfect 

citizen-consumer in a neoliberal global-market system of governance both of which 

embrace multiplicity and fragmentation while “luxuriat[ing] in the liberating possibilities 

of technology and celebrat[ing] hybridity and self-absorption” (Thorne & Kouzmin, 

2004, p. 413). 

        The impact of isolating language and fragmenting identity in governance has been 

explored by several public administration scholars (Farmer, 2002; Farmer, 2005; 

Hummel, 2008; J. D. White, 1999). Social policy can give a clear example of the ways 

these factors are at work in administration. By breaking citizens into identity fragments, 

the administrator can focus on the slice of identity that is deemed relevant to conducting 

his or her job, while ignoring all other characteristics. In this way, persons are turned into 

“cases,” a process by which complex socially-integrated individuals become reduced to a 

select number of pre-specified features (Hummel, 2008). Whereas reducing a unified 

atomistic Individual (composed of diverse yet fully integrated features) to a role within 

institutional individualist organizations proved strategically tricky, fragmented 

Individuals make it much easier to reduce people to traits as there is not a center to hold 

them together or social bonds to add complexity or nuance.  

        People, as cases, can be further broken down into time slices (Farmer, 2005). Using 

categories to classify people not only blurs their specific characteristics into a broad 

generalization, as Farmer explains, it also cuts them into segmented bits by time: at time 

t1, individual A is category X; at time t2, the individual is ~X. The times (t1, t2) and the 

categorization (X, ~X) are the only things that are important. Individual A disappears 

beyond these time slices and “will not be regard[ed] as [a person] who [is] born and who 
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must proceed in a connected way through life…” (p. 39). To illustrate the way in which 

fragmented Individuals are treated as categories rather than as humans, Farmer provides 

the example of a welfare recipient who is “a category limited to the slices of time when 

the category applies. The recipient hauls herself from one program office to another 

during the times when she falls into particular subcategories. She treks from one place to 

another, for example, from this food stamp appointment here to that Medicaid 

appointment there” (p. 39). Thus, Farmer explains, in this way the decentered Individual 

is broken down into disparate and discontinuous bits of data — a peculiarly economic 

way of organizing the world. Farmer argues, “In a theory conceived in modernity, the 

economic theorizing approach has always been oddly ‘postmodern’ in treating people as 

if they were disjointed bits” (p. 39). In this way, fragmented identities allow for easier 

generalization within an institutional framework. 

 

From Protestant Ethic to Infantilist Ethos: Organization man to consumer man 

         The unitary subject, hence, comes under attack as a “modernist illusion” (Davis, 

2003, p. 7). However, it is not clear that the alternative decentered subject offered by 

neoliberals and skeptical postmodernists — in the form of the fragmented Individual — 

fares much better.26 Indeed, this fragmented Individual is in many ways an exaggeration 

of the rights-bearing atomistic Individual of classic liberalism, one which draws “on 

market values to minimize still further any tendencies toward collective responsibility 

and the public square” and further “extends the market mechanism to new social spheres” 

                                                
26

  Hence its classification as a big-I Individualism. 
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(Zanetti & Adams, 2000, p. 544). As such, the isolation that the fragmented Individual 

experiences breaks down the social bonds of community both through the isolating 

function of language and the deterioration of the public forum as the public realm is 

transformed into a sphere for consumerism. This transformation is seen as the citizen 

becomes consumer (Cohen, 2003); the “autonomous public citizen” becomes a 

“heteronomous private shopper … [who] ceases to buy goods as instruments of other 

ends and instead becomes the goods she buys” (Barber, 2007, p. 35). 

        Deleuze and Guattari (1983) argue that decentered subjects can best be understood 

as “desiring machines.”27 For such desiring machines, desire is a motivating force, the 

fuel for all potential action. Inverting traditional psychological theory, they explain that 

needs do not create desires but desire itself identifies a corresponding lack. The late 

capitalist (neoliberal) marketplace builds off the decentering of the subject and wields the 

productive capacity of the desiring machine, manipulating desire to continually create 

new lacks to be fulfilled. Dean (2006) explains that, like postmodernism, late capitalism 

strips subjects of their symbolic (atomistic) identities and instead “it offers them 

imaginary identities — ways to imagine themselves enjoying. These identities shift and 

change, taking on different meanings and attributes in different contexts” (p. 99).28 

Baudrillard sees in this combination of productive desire and desire manipulation a 

                                                
27

  Although I am singling out Deleuze and Guattari for example here, desire plays an 
important work in the works of many other postmodern theorists as well. Lyotard has an 
understanding of desire much like that of Deleuze and Guattari, one which is 
polymorphous and unbounded by rules of rationality (E. White, 1994, p. 483). 
28 While their assumed underlying motivations may differ, this centrality of desire does 
hint at an eery overlap with the Homo economicus version of the atomistic Individual. 
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source of disturbing power as we are encouraged by marketing promotions to “Take [our] 

desires for reality!” (Baudrillard, 1994, p. 22). 

        This transition from the Homo economicus of atomistic Individualism to the desiring 

machine of fragmented Individualism is neither neat, nor complete. It is also not 

surprising. Self-interest is the hallmark motivator for classical liberal economics and it 

continues to fuel the fragmentation of the market with its corresponding identity 

consumption and identity politics. However, while the self-interest-driven transactions of 

Adam Smith assumed an underlying sense of community and reciprocity, the neoliberal 

market encourages the dissolution of such social bonds (Barber, 2007) and skeptical 

postmodernism, in dissolving the subject, dissolves any further potential for social bonds 

(Rosenau, 1992). Correspondingly, we see a shift in the ideologies that shape the concept 

of the Individual, moving away from the traditional paradox.  

        The paradox of the i/Individual explored in Chapter Two is largely driven by two 

dominant ideologies: the Protestant ethic (atomistic Individualism) and Organization Man 

(institutional individualism). According to Weber’s articulation of the Protestant ethic 

(Weber, 1905/2002), early capitalism tapped into the idea of work as a calling and 

financial wealth as a sign of God’s grace. But as production capitalism shifted to mass 

production, the emphasis on production (to fulfill basic needs) also shifted to 

consumption — to manipulating the desiring machines that create our “needs.” This, of 

course, was the job of advertising. Thus, the Protestant work ethic was “undermined by 

capitalism itself” (Bell, 1976, p. 21) as the fantasy of the self-reliant (and thrifty) 

atomistic Individual was replaced by a fantasy in which the consumer could do and 

become anything she wants (Niedzviecki, 2006). This engendered a sense that it is 
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possible to achieve personal perfection — in a variety of realms/identities — through the 

act of purchasing. The ruling value became envy rather than work, and in struggling to 

keep up with our neighbors, appearances became key (Bell, 1976, p. 25; Cohen, 2003).  

        The upending of the Protestant ethic by late capitalism results in what Barber (2007) 

has dubbed the “infantilist ethos,” one which “prized the very attributes the Protestant 

ethic condemned” (p. 37). In the infantilist ethos, as Barber depicts it, the religious 

ideology — that regarded the personal accumulation of wealth as a sign of Divine favor 

— under the Protestant ethic has been abandoned. In his own study of the Protestant 

ethic, Weber predicted as much. In Weber’s final assessment of the Protestant ethic, he 

comments on the inevitability that the accumulation of wealth will erode the Protestant 

ideals that created the circumstances for wealth accumulation through work in the first 

place; and, he asserts that modern capitalism no longer requires thrift or asceticism to 

support it. However, the fragmented Individual of the infantilist ethos still seems to have 

a direct descent from Homo economicus. Self-interest is still assumed as the prime 

motivating force and accumulation of wealth is still regarded as socially favorable; 

however, self-interest is no longer constrained by technical rationality (if it ever truly 

was). There is no longer the same emphasis on making the correct choice, only the act of 

choosing and of purchasing (Leinberger & Tucker, 1991, p. 260).29 Instead, we are 

simply encouraged to enjoy, “no matter what the cost” and this injunction to follow 

varied, fleeting and even contradictory pursuits of enjoyment becomes one’s duty as a 

                                                
29

  One could hardly argue that the consumption of cars, boats, homes, etc. displayed by 
the wealthy on popular television shows such as MTV’s Cribs, is driven by any form of 
rational decision-making. 
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member of society and a citizen (Dean, 2006).30 

        Instead of being tied strictly to property-ownership, identity is now forged through 

consumption — consumption of brands, of activities, even of politics. For Barber (2007), 

the “infantilist ethos” pushes atomistic understanding of the Individual to its extreme, 

while continuing to utilize buzzwords such as “empowerment” and “liberty.” The very 

notions of liberty and rights-bearing Individuals are what provide the continued 

justification for ever-increasing fragmentation and “catalyzes a novel identity politics in 

which consumer branding rather than race, religion, and other forms of ascriptive identity 

along with voluntary civic and political identity comes to define who we are” (p. 15). In 

this way, we see the capitalism and the atomistic Individual fracturing under their own 

weight as the atomistic Individual splinters into the fragmented Individual in a process 

not unlike nuclear fission. This creates a culture that is held together “through branded 

wants and manufactured desires,” one which dissolves community bonds as people 

become ever more fragmented through the proliferation of desires and fabricated 

communities (Barber, 2007, p. 250). Indeed, the rhetoric of the atomistic Individual has 

become so strong that “Institutions take a back seat to our personal quest to be ourselves” 

(p. xvi), and this quest takes us in increasingly varied directions. 

        In their analysis of the generation after Organization Man, Leinberger and Tucker 

(Leinberger & Tucker, 1991)31 argue that the social ethic of Organization Man has 

                                                
30

  Perhaps the most commonly cited example of this in recent years is George W. Bush’s 
call to the nation to resume normalcy and display patriotism after the attacks of 
September 11, 2001 by going shopping. 
31

  Leinberger and Tucker (1991) are interested in what became of the children of 
Organization Men. What they find is that these children, the baby boomers, have 
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likewise been replaced by an ethic of consumerism. Whereas Whyte saw some measure 

of atomistic Individualism as the “antidote” to the binding nature of the institutional 

individualism within the organization, Leinberger and Tucker suggest that this 

understanding of individualism has changed with the children of Organization Man. This 

change is directly related to a change in the concept of the individual, wherein 

“[I]ndividualism became synonymous with individuality and with the cultivation of the 

private self” (p. 11). Under Homo economicus, great pains had been taken to remove 

psychology from mainstream economics (Davis, 2003) — an assumption which 

continues in neoclassical economics32 — yet in the infantilist consumer ethos, we see the 

Individual fragmented into a near solipsistic psychological state (Leinberger & Tucker, 

1991).  

        Whyte (1956) acknowledges the seeds of this shift, when he calls attention to the 

split between rhetoric highlighting Individualism and an ethos that tightly binds one’s 

decisions and identity to the organization. With the Cold War, the rhetoric of both 

Individualism and nationalism (group belongingness) were purposefully ratcheted up by 

“Straussian” neoconservatives (Curtis, 2004), further ingraining neoliberal economics in 

                                                                                                                                            
strikingly similar ideas about consumption and individualism. They believe this shows an 
evolution of the idea of individualism, tying it back to the balance between individual and 
group explored by Tocqueville (1835/1969) and Whyte (1956). 
32

  As discussed in Chapter Two, however, in neoclassical economics this assumption is 
more and more being applied to a new form of abstract atomistic Individual. While the 
rhetoric of atomistic Individualism has been employed to paper over the fragmented 
Individual, it has also been stretched to encompass non-persons as well. Indeed, in 
modern mainstream economics, one is much more likely to find corporations fulfilling 
the role of Homo economicus. This is reflected in late capitalism that takes the 
corporation to be the fundamental economic subject, bypassing attempts to aggregate 
Individuals altogether and taking an essentially anti-Individualist view (Kincaid, 2001). 
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governance, particularly administration (as seen in the eventual privatization movement 

of the new public management) while simultaneously compounding the social 

requirements to remain true to the group (family, religion, or nation) emphasized by the 

neoconservatives. The result of this was to further entrench the, near pathological, 

confusion created by the tension between calls for conformity and rhetoric espousing 

autonomous Individualism (Potter, 1976). The de-democratizing effects of this 

combination of neoliberalism (fragmented Individualism)33 and neoconservatism 

(genealogically tied to institutional individualism)34 is nicely articulated by Brown 

(2006). This potential for atomistic Individualism to disintegrate into fragmented 

Individualism is what Strauss, and neoconservatives since Strauss, secretly feared — that 

“the politics of liberty could degenerate into a libertinism” that would destroy the bonds 

of society (Weinstein, 2004, p. 204). It is, at least in part, for this reason that 

neoconservatives attempt to reinforce the social bonds of institutional individualism 

through state-imposed morality and hawkish foreign policy. 

        The growing schism between atomistic Individuals, now disintegrating into 

fragmented Individuals, and institutional individuals has created difficulties for free-

market economics. In response rhetorical devices have continued to develop to assist in 

                                                
33 Neoliberalism is the application of neoclassical economics to governance. In 
neoliberalism there is a concerted effort to bring market economics into the sphere of 
governance. It is this form of neoliberalism that creates and sustains fragmented 
Individuals. 
34   Although they are often used interchangeably, I follow Brown (2006) in asserting that 
neoconservativism is actually quite different from neoliberalism. Neoconservativism, 
according to Brown, is concerned with maintaining social values, frequently through 
government intervention — these interventions may be in the realm of domestic policy 
(e.g. the religious right) or may take the form of hawkish foreign policy. 
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the “papering over” of the divide — after all, how can you have a self-reliant unitary 

identity if the subject is but a chimera of shifting facades and language games? And yet, 

the infantilist ethic that shapes the fragmented existence continues to be fueled by the 

rhetoric of atomistic Individualism. As Barber (2007) notes, “The infantilist ethos 

notwithstanding, a residual Protestant ethos continues to grip the American 

consciousness” (p. 315). This leads to a paradox that underlies the creation-expression of 

the subject. The search for an authentic and unitary (atomistic) self continues to be driven 

by the rhetoric of self-expression and self-realization, and yet this self, it is argued, can 

only ever be achieved through a process of consumption. The result is a self that is both 

“full and empty,” one that must “be both excavated and created; it is authentic and 

invented” (Leinberger & Tucker, 1991, p. 242).  

        Even in his description of the Organization Man, Whyte (1956) recognizes that there 

is an air of hypocrisy between the virtues extolled and those lived, as he argues that those 

who cling to these virtues, if only in rhetoric, are not being hypocritical. Instead, he views 

the need to cling to this rhetoric as a manifestation of mental illness, as compulsion (p. 5). 

In other words, those who continue to cling to the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism do 

so as if engaged in a ritual form of ongoing reification; it has a superstitious quality 

reminiscent of children who will not give voice to their fears because to do so might 

cause them to come into being. It is a paranormal relationship between the signifiers we 

breathe life into and the reality they are meant to reflect and simultaneously shape that is 

similar to the “holographic state” described by Witt and deHaven-Smith (2008). As 

Whyte explains, the adherent of American atomistic Individualism “honestly wants to 

believe he follows the tenets he extols, and if he extols them so frequently it is, perhaps, 
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to shut out a nagging suspicion that he, too, the last defender of the faith, is no longer 

pure” (p. 5). It is through the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism that one is able to deny 

his interrelationships, and interdependence, with others — his existence as part of a 

“collective” (p. 5).  

        Where Whyte and I part ways is in that he believes that these views were dying out 

with the generation of the First World War and that younger generations, beginning with 

the baby boomers, have grown disenchanted with the mythology behind the American 

Dream because they see that there is a schism between the rhetoric and reality (p. 5-6). 

However, this atomistic rhetoric is still strong today, and is prevalent throughout society, 

regardless of age. In striving to assert their independence and define their atomistic 

Identity, teenagers often seek to do so through consumption — of music, of name brands, 

of sports, of fashion styles. Adulthood only seems to continue this progression, with a 

shifted emphasis to career and car- and home-ownership. These everyday acts of seeking 

identity through consumption, under the rhetoric of atomistic Individualism, continue to 

serve the purpose of “papering” over the fragmenting of the Individual (Fox, 1996) and 

the new complications this creates for the paradox of the i/Individual. 

        These co-existing forms of i/Individuals (atomistic, fragmented and institutional) 

and the tensions they create can help us understand the way in which neoliberalism and 

neoconservatism have gained their firm footing in contemporary society. In her excellent 

analysis of the strange bedfellows, neoliberalism and neoconservatism, Brown (2006) 

explains that the two strains of thought work symbiotically to reinforce free-market 

ideology. The rhetoric employed by neoliberalism reinforces the rhetoric of atomistic 

Individualism through expanded choices in the market place — even while that 
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proliferation of choices promotes fragmented Individualism and the erosion of the social 

bond. In counterbalance, the neoconservative rhetoric reinforces the institutional ideals of 

patriotism and state-instituted morality. According to Brown then, the current infiltration 

of the political sphere by market economics is not simply the result of ideological drift or 

evolution; instead, she argues that the hollowing out of the administrative state is the 

result of “the explicit imposition of a particular form of market rationality” into the 

political and social spheres (p. 693). In public administration, this intrusion has been felt 

most sharply as the new public management has come to dominate the field. As Adams 

(2000) notes, this dominance of the new public management ethos is simply “part and 

parcel of the massive intrusion of free market values into public space” (p. 498). 

        Neoliberalism moves markets beyond the natural law envisioned by Adam Smith to 

advocate not simply libertarian arguments of government non-involvement in the market 

(such as deregulation movements); instead, neoliberalism envisions a lively role for 

social and economic policy, one that actively relies on government involvement to 

promote free markets, free trade and entrepreneurial rationality as normative ideals rather 

than objective facts (Brown, 2006, p. 694). Brown suggests that the implications for this 

neoliberal takeover is not just the massive movement toward privatization and 

outsourcing, but a renegotiation in the role of citizens and their relationships to one 

another and the government. Both citizens and administrators are to be entrepreneurs and 

consumers (“customers”) in this “reinvented” version of governance (Brown, 2006; 

Osborne & Gaebler, 1992) and “governance talk increasingly becomes market-speak, 

businesspersons replace lawyers as the governing class in liberal democracies, and 

business norms replace juridical principles” (Brown, 2006, p. 694).  
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        This emphasis on the administrator and the citizen as entrepreneur/customer is 

epitomized on the administrative side by what Osborne and Gaebler (1992) have termed 

steering; this vision of the manager at the helm of the administrative ship is the epitome 

of the heroic atomistic Individual (Fox, 1996). He is freed from the confinements of other 

bureaucratic duties and able to gain a removed and objective stance from which to make 

innovative policy decisions. Rather than becoming enmeshed in the messy business of 

providing services directly and becoming ensnared in that unruly red tape, he becomes 

both entrepreneur and customer, identifying and purchasing private market means to 

provide public goods and services. Likewise, the citizen “rises” to the status of 

entrepreneur and customer, fully autonomous and “measured by their capacity for ‘self-

care’” (Brown, 2006, p. 694). Thus, the neoliberal paradigm, while moving beyond the 

classic liberal ideology, retains the rhetoric of the atomistic Individual of liberalism. This 

rhetoric is particularly effective in justifying uneven accumulation of capital (B. S. 

Turner, 1988) and in capitalizing on the inherent anxiety that is produced when 

Individual autonomy is threatened (Miller, 2004a). This anxiety then makes the public 

susceptible to the neoconservative arm of the duo, in which moral authority, group 

solidarity and patriotism provide the rhetorical anchors for institutional individualism. As 

the public sphere splinters, fragments and multiplies, new public management gains a 

firmer foothold.  

        Meanwhile, although the postmodern push-back against the atomistic liberal-

humanist Individual has been essential in questioning the assumptions of the liberal 

tradition underlying public administration, it has largely been ineffective in doing the 

same for the neoliberal dominance in contemporary circumstances, in which identity, 
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politics, and governance are driven by consumption. Instead, the fragmented subject of 

postmodernism is amplified by neoliberalism and vice versa. As Kouzmin et al. (2009) 

argue, “Cults of technicism/efficiency [atomistic and institutional i/Individualism], 

unbridled consumerism [fragmented Individualism], and global markets are transfixed by 

postmodern fascinations with fragmentation, multiplicity, surface, media images, 

hybridity, and consumption — evidencing a fundamental mutuality of interest between 

the neoliberal and the postmodern approaches to globalization” (p. 425). I have suggested 

above that the rhetoric of the atomistic Individual creates a holographic illusion that 

covers over the growing schism between fragmenting Individualism and institutional 

individualism. Kouzmin et al. add to this another holographic “delusion,” that of the free 

market, which serves to intimidate governments into “deregulatory abandon” (p. 425). 

Thus, the reinterpretations of individual under neoliberalism and skeptical 

postmodernism are mutually reinforcing with detrimental implications for governance.  

 

Fragmented Individualism in the New Public Management 

        Because they occupy a shared subject in the fragmented Individual, skeptical 

postmodernism has been unable to provide a basis from which to counter the shift in 

governance toward a market-centered philosophy. In fact, it is by looking into the 

changing relationship between governments and citizenry that we are better able to 

understand the costs associated with the rise of the fragmented Individual. Neoliberalism, 

particularly in the form of the new public management, demonstrates that the once liberal 

political philosophy of Locke, one characterized by government non-involvement, has 

shifted emphasis ever so slightly to become a neoliberal philosophy in which 
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government’s purpose is to extend the market as much as possible. Once this happens, 

government can play a proactive role in extending the grip of the market to areas 

previously sacrosanct (Miller & Fox, 2007).35 

        A key influential text that set about remaking the world of public administration was 

that of Osborne and Gaebler’s Reinventing Government (1992), which Fox (1996) has 

simply dubbed “The Book.” This reference to a religious text is particularly appropriate 

as the The Book eschews rational coherence, instead relying on the competing 

mythologies of atomistic Individualism, institutional individualism and free market 

ideology almost as if elements of faith.36 Seemingly following the model of Klein’s 

(2007) “shock doctrine,” Osborne and Gaebler (1992) clearly employ the strategy of 

fomenting crisis to plead their reinvention case. They emphatically warn their readers that 

“We live in an era of breathtaking change,”  — a fast-paced information society where 

globalization places unprecedented demands on our institutions and workers demand 

their autonomy. These perilous conditions require immediate attention to save the 

(economic) souls of institutions and citizen-consumers. This turn to the consumer-citizen 

and entrepreneur-administrator is depicted as a means to address the increasing alienation 

of citizen from government, and the constricting mechanism of hierarchical bureaucracy. 

                                                
35

  Fox and Miller (2007) give the example of the expansion of eminent domain, saying 
that while “[c]lassical liberalism would abhor proposals to take people’s private homes or 
businesses and hand that property over to a corporation that would spur economic 
development, under neoliberal governance this is seen as the most efficient use of 
resources” and therefore desirable (p. 32). Klein (2007) gives several examples of such 
proactive government action in the wake of disasters. 
36

  This replacement of the modern by the postmodern elements of faith is exemplified in 
the G.W. Bush administration where, “In the shadow of postmodernity,” reason was 
replaced by faith in political rhetoric and policy making (King, 2005, p. 523). 
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Such a rhetorical move helps redraw the (in)visible lines (Thorne & Kouzmin, 2006) of 

the atomistic and institutional i/Individual, into a newly visible project of “managing and 

expressing complex identities in a fragmenting society” (W. L. Bennett, 1998, p. 755). 

        Osborne and Gaebler’s effort to remake the world into a market-centered polis 

peopled by fragmented consumers spread like wildfire through the administration 

community and was picked up on by the National Performance Review (1994) of Vice 

President Al Gore. Like Reinventing Government, the NPR was undertaken to help the 

nation “re-establish confidence not only in its government but in itself as a free people,” a 

result that would only be possible by “dramatically changing the way the federal 

government works” (p. 9). The way to do this, according to Gore, was to complete the 

transition from citizens to “customers,” re-invisioning government as a private business 

responsive to “customer satisfaction.” Cohen (2003) explains the dramatic nature of this 

shift: “As the market relationship became the template for the citizen’s connection to 

government, the watchdog, public-spirited citizen consumers of the 1930s and 1940s 

increasingly were replaced by the self-interested government customers of the 1990s, 

who were encouraged to bring a customer mentality to their relations with government” 

(p. 397).37 By the time of the Report, citizens were already comfortable seeking their self-

satisfaction through consumption, extending this endeavor to governance-as-commodity 

was merely a logical extension. After all, Osborne and Gaebler (1992) had already 

forcefully reminded us that our society is now in “an age of niche markets, in which 

                                                
37  Cohen dubs this a shift from the “Consumers’ Republic” to the “Consumerization of 
the Republic.” 
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customers have become accustomed to high quality and extensive choice” (p. 15). For 

consumers already used to asking “Am I getting my money’s worth?” (Cohen, 2003, p. 

397) in the marketplace, asking the same of government — and judging the answer by 

Individual satisfaction rather than public good — was not a far stretch. 

        In pleading their case, Obsorne and Gaebler use a blend of postmodernism and 

neoliberalism, co-opting the anti-rational, fragmented and bottom-up approaches of 

postmodernism to patch up the increasing tensions between the classic myths of atomistic 

and institutional i/Individuals.  Indeed, they open by making the case for a postmodern 

break with the modern era. They argue that while the top-down control mechanism of 

institutional individualism worked well when services were uniform and goals were 

widely shared, this approach was only appropriate for the industrial age, an era of slow 

change. In contrast, they say, now we live in a new (read “postmodern”) era (p. 14). As 

Fox (1996) aptly points out, Osborne and Gaebler’s Reinventing Government is itself a 

postmodern exercise, combining elements of market economics, public choice, empirical 

rationality, community and citizen empowerment, anti-hierarchical structuring, increased 

accountability with increased discretion. This mish-mash of recommendations defies any 

sense of internal consistency, instead providing a little something for everyone, yielding a 

new postmodern “paradigm” that is wholly defined by its slogans (Kamensky, 1996).  

        These slogans, however, mask the unleashing of a dangerous powerhouse in the 

form of government. Although new public management claims to make government 

responsible to the citizenry (pardon me, “customers”), in reality it is much more that 

citizens — particularly those who have traditionally been disempowered already, such as 

the poor — will simply become more and more disconnected from and malleable to 
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government (and corporate) whims. McSwite (1996) lucidly warns of this, reminding us 

that “such thinking offers the suggestion of cutting agencies loose to respond to the 

customer. [However,] There seems to be no sensitivity here to what commercialism has 

taught us about how malleable and weak people are when confined to the role of 

customer” (p. 200). This fragmented and frail process of continuous identity 

(re)formation creates a spiraling form of “anger politics” (W. L. Bennett, 1998) as 

socially dislocated and fragmented Individuals constantly seek to navigate the splintering 

public spheres of community, looking for that perfect market basket of representation 

they are told they can consume, but to no avail. The new public management is a chimera 

that feeds off this production of skeptical postmodern angst.  

        New public management, ala Osborne and Gaebler (1992), thus blends the 

neoconservative rhetoric of community (institutional individualism) values while pushing 

forth a neoliberal agenda based on an isolated Individual that is at times atomistic and at 

times fragmented. All the while, they mimic the main tenets of the new public 

administration (Frederickson, 1996), a movement that was in large part fueled by 

concerns for social justice. And, the resemblance to the new public administration 

highlights an important aspect of the project of the sovereign marketplace (Thorne & 

Kouzmin, 2006; Zanetti & Adams, 2000), that it is often espoused using the rhetoric of 

equity and fairness, of “offering potential benefits for all” (Johnston & Callender, 2000, 

p. 585). This rhetoric of equity, however, has nothing to do with egalitarianism or 

economic justice; instead it is move to reinforce the notion of “fair share” (Zanetti & 



 

 117  

Adams, 2000)38 in which to each is given according to the ability to pay. When brought 

into the public sphere of governance this rhetoric provides justification for the 

dismantling of the welfare state (as under the Reagan and Thatcher regimes), the 

privatization of quality public services (either through private corporations or through 

physical barriers such as exclusionary zoning), and fee-for-service public goods. 

        The example of equity demonstrates the neoliberal ability to co-opt theories of 

citizen empowerment and bend them to the will of the market. Concepts raised by 

pragmatist public administration theorists have been important to neoliberal ideals of 

marketing as well. For instance, Stivers (1994) argues for the need for “listening 

bureaucrats,” a position with which I agree. However, the listening that is essential for 

administrators to become facilitators in the sense Stivers envisions can also be used for 

manipulation because “listening means different things depending on the strength [and 

source] of one’s inducements and obligations to listen” (Green & Hubbell, 1996, p. 51). 

Additionally, listening can be used proactively, rather than responsively — employed to 

better market pet policy ideas and sales pitches. For instance, Karen P. Hughes, a “Brand 

USA promoter” in the G. W. Bush administration, “emphasize[d] ‘listening’ before 

pitching the U.S. trademark – a proven marketing technique in which customer ‘needs’ 

are heard, shaped, and factored into a message about the value of what is being sold” 

(Barber, 2007, p. 205). This is a popular marketing trend; Chico’s, a popular women’s 

fashion store in the United States, reminds its sales staff to listen to their customers, 

parroting back what they hear in order to “earn their trust” before suggestive selling, 

                                                
38  This is similar to the way classic liberal atomistic Individualism was used during the 

Revolution. 
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convincing the customer of needs or desires she was not aware she had.39 The citizen-

consumer is turned over to the hands of the Citizen Brand, where corporations strive to 

build brand loyalty through relationships of emotion and trust (Gobé, 2002). Indeed, 

listening in a reflexive manner is a worthwhile goal for administrators, but how that 

listening will be practiced depends on how the purpose of the listening is conceived; if 

listening is practiced by market-based agencies, it can be disempowering for citizens 

deemed less valuable (Green & Hubbell, 1996), rather than empowering. 

        In another nod to co-opting community empowerment movements, Osborne & 

Gaebler (1992) also advocate such interactionist mechanisms as “pushing out” control 

into the community in order to access the knowledge community members have of their 

own problems. They remind us that “Communities understand their problems better than 

service professions” (p. 66). Such an emphasis on community-based knowledge seems to 

resonate with antihierarchical stances such as those proposed by Thayer (1973), and 

Stivers’s (2008a) stern reminder that community-based councils can be both spontaneous 

and extraordinarily effective. The lip service paid to experiential knowledge of 

communities, however, when taken in context of the book as a whole, resounds with the 

hollowness that marks the hollowing of public administration today. Felts and Jos (2000) 

express this hollowness aptly, decrying that the market ideology of new public 

management “represents a serious challenge to many of public administration’s 

commitments to values other than efficiency, including equity, constitutional 

                                                
39  I am grateful to my inside source, an “ambassador” at a local Chico’s store, who 
provided me with a sample of the Chico’s sales literature “off the record.” 
 



 

 119  

stewardship, public spiritedness, and citizenship” (p. 520). Osborne and Gaebler (1992) 

tell us that those who propose massive privatization of government on ideological 

grounds are guilty of “selling the American people snake oil,” (p. 45), yet their emphasis 

on market mechanisms belies their off-handed dismissal of such mass privatization. 

        The problem that the combination of skeptical postmodernism and neoliberalism 

poses, therefore, is that there is danger of becoming enthralled with their respective 

isolated fragmented Individuals. In doing so we can lose the wherewithal to interrogate 

the implications that the free market economy, and the economic disparities its swirling 

signifiers work to conceal. Efforts at engagement (authentic or otherwise) in the public 

sphere can be easily co-opted and bent to the will of the market. In this way, the strategic 

use of mythology and symbolism diverts attention away from the lived experience of 

individuals situated within an interconnected, constantly emerging, social fabric — many 

of whom face day-to-day economic peril under the sovereign watch of the market. There 

is, in this sense, another dimension to the holographic state (Witt & deHaven-Smith, 

2008): the holographic Individual, simultaneously autonomous and fragmented, hides the 

realities of economic disparity, exploitation and questionable wealth distribution that has 

always been dealt by the invisible hand of the market — hidden by visible rhetoric 

espousing atomistic Individuals displaying work ethic, entrepreneurial spirit, and civic 

consumption (Thorne & Kouzmin, 2006). In this respect, “the hyperreal has come back 

around to adversely affect the work-a-day real” and the symbolic truly has won the day 

(Fox, 1996, p. 259). 
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Identity Consumption in the Public Sphere 

        The dominant emanation of fragmented Individualism, with its emphasis on crafting 

identity through private consumption rather than public engagement, is reflected in the 

new public management approach to administration. New public management completes 

the movement from citizen to citizen-consumer to customer40 (of public services) and the 

purpose of governance is moved further away from service for the public collective good 

and toward meeting the needs of “atomized, juxtaposed [I]ndividuals” (Felts & Jos, 2000, 

p. 525),41 despite the fact that much of the business of public administration cannot 

appropriately be construed as customer service (p. 529). Barber (2007) argues that 

“Privatization [of the kind promoted by new public management] is a kind of reverse 

social contract: it dissolves the bonds that tie us together into free communities and 

democratic republics” (p. 143). If this is the case, then new public management (powered 

by neoliberalism and isolating postmodernism) brings us full circle from the imposition 

of a Hobbesian version of human nature that pits all-against-all prior to communal 

society to a society that is moving towards dissolution into the very “state of nature” 

Hobbes’ Leviathan was to protect us from. It is as if we began as “indivisible” individuals 

that have been dunked repeatedly into an acid bath, slowly dissolving the bonds of 

community. As Jameson (1991) explains,  

        Hobbes needs state power to tame and control the violence of human nature and  

        competition; in Adam Smith (and Hegel on some other metaphysical plane) the  

                                                
40   Here I am employing the terminology usually used in the literature. However, in 
keeping with the distinction between “citizen” and “public subject” above, this could also 
be rewritten as “from public subject to public subject-consumer to customer.” 
41 Here fragmented Individuals are “atomized” in their isolation from one another. 
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        competitive system, the market, does the taming and controlling all by itself, no  

        longer needing the absolute state…. The market is thus Leviathan in sheep’s  

        clothing: its function is not to encourage and perpetuate freedom (let alone freedom  

        of a political variety) but rather to repress it … (p. 273)  

Does this then set us up for the market to step in, becoming the new leviathan, replacing 

the social contract with a purely economic contract (Zanetti & Adams, 2000)? 

        Public choice theory, one of the primary theories behind new public management, 

has both spurred this shift from citizen to citizen-consumer and has become further 

entrenched by it. As Barber (2007) suggests, the deep atomistic understanding of liberty 

and Individualism that is reflected in the infantilist ethos “reinforces consumer market 

ideology” (p. 33) while “the dynamics of consumption actually render the [I]ndividual 

more rather than less vulnerable to control” (p. 36). That this is so has been demonstrably 

argued by Schwartz (2004), whose work on the neuropsychology of choice complements 

well-worn critiques of the limits of human rationality, including Simon’s “bounded 

rationality.” Rather than enhancing freedom, therefore, the abundance of choices in the 

market place drown out the dwindling meaningful interactions in the public sphere; 

citizen consumers become ensnared in an “infantilist monkey trap” not technically 

imprisoned, and yet increasingly removed from a free and democratic community 

(Barber, 2007, pp. 52, 126). Yet while the citizen-consumer finds herself in the new 

paradox created by the tension between fragmented Individualism and institutional 

individual, the administrator largely remains trapped in the atomistic/institutional 

paradox. 

        An implication of this continuing struggle against a holographic (Witt & deHaven-
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Smith, 2008) atomistic and fully autonomous Individual administrator has been an 

ongoing effort to strip administrators of both human characteristics and discretionary 

action. The implications of this have been severe for bureaucrats (as well as the people 

they serve), as the cumulative effect is to disconnect major aspects of the individual’s 

psyche (Hummel, 2008). Hummel argues that the result is disastrous: “Take any human 

being. Now remove his or her ability to judge what is socially responsible. The result is a 

sociopath. Then remove the ability to master challenges from the environment. He or she 

does not survive. Yet modern organization strips the human being of control over both 

these abilities” (p. 113). This analysis holds true not only for bureaucrats but also for 

public subjects; both administrators and the populace they serve are severely 

psychologically damaged by the demoralizing and dehumanizing stress of being pulled in 

multiple directions by a three-sided schism. Potentially more damaging than the personal 

stress caused by institutional, atomistic and fragmented i/Individualisms separately is the 

fact that they are expected to be symbiotic despite the inherent conflict.  

        More than simply ripping the subject from the fabric of the community, the myth of 

the isolated Individual (whether atomistic or fragmented) taken to the current extremes 

creates a confusion of identity for the public subject as well. Whereas the individual was 

once considered “indivisible” from the society and social institutions to which he 

belonged, today his identity is independent of those institutions yet indivisible from his 

consumption — we have become, quite literally, what we buy (Barber, 2007; Baudrillard, 

1994; Cohen, 2003) and “democracy is equated with the existence of formal rights, 

especially private property rights”(Brown, 2006, p. 703). Thus the citizen-consumer is 

encouraged to experience liberty and freedom through development of a unique, 
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atomistic persona — to become the embodiment of the autonomous, self-reliant 

Individual (Niedzviecki, 2006), but to do so in a process of continual identity 

fragmentation and redefinition through identity politics and consumption. And yet, as 

neoliberalism continues to hide the reality of a society of interconnected individuals 

under a holographic ontology of atomistic Individuals,42 citizenship becomes self-

focused, turning citizens inward, away from the common and further undermining “an 

already thin concept of a public good” (Brown, 2006, p. 695). Democracy becomes 

simply a system of formal rights (particularly property rights), and citizenship and 

political participation is reduced to the consumption of political parties, representatives 

and social policies (p. 703). If each of us is a disconnected self, with identity fully of our 

own making and autonomous from our social institutions, then administrative discretion 

is particularly dangerous and governance, in turn, requires systems of control to harness 

the independent ego-driven psyches within (and without) bureaucracy. 

        Additionally, when skeptical postmodern theory reduces all social activity to 

“language games,” this can lead to dramatic isolation and nihilism, as all meaning 

making is reduced to a swirl of self-referential signs. However, it is essential to recognize 

that the decentering of the subject need not necessarily lead to the formation of an 

isolated fragmented Individual. There are actually (at least) two different understandings 

of the decentered self in relation to other. In this chapter I have concentrated on what 

happens when the decentered self becomes isolated from others. Ruccio and Amiglio 

                                                
42   This is the rhetoric that continues to define our ideology and underlying ontology, 
despite the fragmentation due to late capitalism. 
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(2003) explain that in this scenario 

        subjects may be thought to occupy so many different positions and hold such a   

        bewildering variety of perspectives that stable and commensurable knowledge is  

        seen as impossible…. The fragmentation of subjects (within as well as among  

        themselves) leads each to retreat into the background or remain a thing of a  

        supposed past, one in which homogenizing forces were presumed to be more  

        decisive in constituting a horizon of transcendental intelligibility.… 

But the decentered subject need not be confined by isolation. 

        On the other hand, subjects may be seen to reflect the particular locations in which  

        they find themselves, thus leading to the idea that the unique experiences either of  

        individuals or of the groups to which they belong are productive of ‘situated’  

        knowledges that, while not entirely translatable or transmittable, are at least stable  

        enough to contribute to well-developed, ‘standpoint’-based understandings. This  

        view relies on the idea that fragmentation or decenteredness is not pure solipsism.  

        (p. 15) 

        Unfortunately, it has been the former, nihilistic, version of the decentered subject 

that has held the most sway in society and governance. It is for this reason that McSwite 

(2002) laments that the most important remnant of postmodernism in public 

administration in the United States “has been the dramatic erosion of the symbolic order 

and the fundamental social bond” (p. 69). When decentering leads to isolation, anything 

goes, leaving us unable to settle, or even debate, the big questions of how to live together. 

The result is that we are left to relinquish decisions on critical social questions to a matter 

of Individual choice and “Market theory has become the discourse that provides the final 
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answer to the moral issues of our day” (p. 86). Throwing up their hands in despair over 

skeptical postmodernism, McSwite exclaims, “Postmodernism as a set of intellectual 

enterprises is over. I am dismayed over how little we seem to have learned from it. Much 

of the critique of postmodernism that was put into print is either an hysterical polemic 

designed to appeal to cheap common sense or a flat rejection on normative political 

grounds” (p. 73). 

        So, if skeptical postmodernism and neoliberalism lead to a problematic isolation in 

the form of the fragmented Individual, what might it look like for a decentered subject to 

be embedded in a social network? This is the question to which I turn in Chapter Four. 

The answers, I argue, following Stout’s (2010a) cheeky suggestion, lie in going “back to 

the future” to revisit what we can learn from the American pragmatists of the early 

twentieth century — in particular, Mary Parker Follett and John Dewey. In the next 

chapter I explore the possibilities for dissolving the paradox of the i/Individual, and for 

reconceptualizing governance, when the integrated individual (decentered and embedded) 

becomes the basic unit of society. 
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Chapter 4: The Webs We Weave: (re)Envisioning the individual in social networks 

But who is the individual we have been seeking, who is the individual we are to find 
within the group? Certainly not the particularist [I]ndividual. Every man to count as 
one? That was once our slogan. Now we have relegated it to a mechanical age. To-day 
we see that every man must count for infinitely more than one because he is not part of a 
whole, a cog in a machine, not even an organ in an organism, but from one point of view 
the whole itself. A man said to me the other day, ‘That is not democracy, that is 
mysticism.’ But why mysticism? It is our daily life as lived from hour to hour. We join 
with one group of men at work, with another at play, another in our civic committee, 
another in our art club. Man’s life is one of manifold relatings. His vote at the polls must 
express not his particularist self, but the whole complex of his related life, must express 
as much of the whole as these multiple relations have brought into existence for him, 
through him…. We must put clearly before us the true individual with his infinite 
relations, expressing his infinite relations, as the centre of politics, as the meaning of 
democracy (Follett, 1918/1998, pp. 6, 7). 
 
 
    Every Thursday morning during the 2008-2009 school year I would force myself to 

wake up at 5:00AM so that I could arrive by 7:45AM at the basement of the Western 

Presbyterian Church in the Foggy Bottom neighborhood of Washington, DC. Ostensibly, 

my role was to teach an after-breakfast poetry class to the homeless men and women 

served by Miriam’s Kitchen, a soup kitchen that provides breakfast for the homeless 

along with caseworkers, psychiatric care, haircuts, and a range of after-breakfast 

programs. However, I have always maintained that the participants in the after-breakfast 

group, “Miriam’s Dialogue,” taught me, and each other, far more about poetry and life 

than I could ever hope to teach them. The population was diverse: some had little 

education, others had graduate degrees; some were chronically homeless, others were 

newly homeless, in danger of becoming homeless or had recently been homeless; they 

came from DC, across the United States, and from other countries; they were young and 

old; men and women; and they represented a variety of ethnicities.  
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    Some of these men and women had never read poetry, and some were illiterate or 

barely literate, but the knowledge they had to share was not limited by their lack of 

formal education. For instance, Chuck, who could read only with great effort, would 

proclaim his utter confusion regarding a poem and then proceed to find deep connection 

and meaning pertaining to spirituality and human relationships, all based within the 

context of his own experiences. Others were poetry enthusiasts and read with beautiful 

inflection. Todd, a regular in the group, had an infectious intellectual curiosity, always 

chiming in to help keep discussion moving. On my first day of leading the group alone, 

Todd stepped in as de facto co-facilitator helping to lead discussion with the ease and 

grace of a natural teacher. And, there were others still, who would sit silently throughout 

the session, simply taking it all in and reflecting on the discussion in silence. One 

morning, after a session in which we discussed metaphors in everyday language, Junior 

— who had remained silent until after the group broke up — initiated a lengthy 

discussion about an interview with Steven Pinker on the subject of metaphors that both he 

and I had happened to hear on C-SPAN radio that week. Despite their varying 

backgrounds and their current economic plight, each person at the table every Thursday 

morning was able to bring to the discussion his or her own experiences and insights, 

collectively creating a rich interpretation of the poems and their applicability to our lives 

and to contemporary society — often resulting in lively and high-spirited sessions.  

    The discussions that happened around the tables in the dining room of a soup kitchen 

were among the most enlightening and enjoyable I have had the pleasure of experiencing. 

Had this group been taught in a traditional didactic fashion the participants would not 

have had the opportunity to share their knowledge with one another, to explore new ideas 
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in a collective manner, sharing their varied experiences, cultures and points of view. And, 

the results would have been far from the spectacular community experience that group 

discussion and effort created — a learning experience for both the “students” and 

“teachers.” The after-breakfast programs at Miriam’s Kitchen provide a looking glass 

through which to understand the importance of creating a space for sharing a range of 

opinions, experiences, and knowledges. They are a reminder that while we, as a society, 

value expertise and hierarchical ordering, there are different kinds of expertise, and it is 

essential to bring varying viewpoints into conversation through nonhierarchical group 

processes. As my co-facilitator once observed of the interactive structure of Miriam’s 

Dialogue: “I've never before seen poetry do as well what poetry is supposed to do, which 

is, in this case, to help people share a common humanity” (Ginnie Hartmann, personal 

communication, September 3, 2008). This shared sense of common humanity is essential 

to living together as a society, to creating and fostering a healthy and vibrant polis. Thus, 

to be productive public servants and public subjects, I believe we must have the tools to 

facilitate, and participate in, such conversations and relationships in an effort to 

continually share our common humanity.  

 

Introduction 

    In discussing the preceding forms of i/Individualisms — atomistic, institutional and 

fragmented — I have been critical of the inability of each to provide an understanding of 

subjects as both unique, multi-faceted loci of lived experience and as socially embedded 

entities. Atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism exist in a constant 

tension with one another. As each becomes more extreme, pitting an anarchic solipsistic 
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Individualism against hierarchical totalitarian form of communalism, the schismogenic 

nature of the paradox becomes more profound. When atomistic Individualism is so 

strongly associated with negative liberty, interactions between Individuals cease to 

matter, creating a solipsistic existence. And, when institutional individuals become 

coterminous with roles within an organization or group, top-down authority can become 

ironclad. The relationship that drives this dualism is one of fear. As Thayer (1973) 

explains, in the West “we believe that organization means hierarchy and that the only 

alternative is anarchy” (p. vii). The structure and top-down control, devised to keep 

institutional individuals within their defined roles, reflects our fear of the uninhibited 

atomistic Individual (Follett, 1918/1998, p. 290). It is this fear of the atomistic Individual 

that is the basis for the Hobbesian war of all against all, and the very reason that social 

contracts are deemed necessary (Harmon, 1981). And yet, once atomistic Individuals 

have submitted to the collective, there is a reverse reactionary fear that Individual identity 

will be destroyed in the process of submersion within the larger group (Thayer, 1980). 

This has created a cyclical relationship between hierarchy (institutional individualism) 

and economic competition (atomistic Individualism) that is both self-perpetuating and 

alienating — regardless of whether competition or hierarchy is emphasized (Thayer, 

1973). 

    Looking for a “way out” of this paradoxical trap, in Chapter Three I turned to the 

individual of postmodernism and neoliberalism, paying particular attention to the 

implications within new public management. I found that where skeptical postmodernism 

and neoliberalism align, they yield a form of Individual(ism) I call “fragmented.” This 

particular alignment of postmodern and neoliberal perspectives sees the fragmented 
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Individual as both decentered through multiple narratives (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983) and 

isolated as they become trapped within language games. As Harvey (1990) explains, 

turning to Lacan’s idea of linguistic disorder, “When the signifying chain [within 

language] snaps, then ‘we have schizophrenia in the form of a rubble of distinct and 

unrelated signifiers.’ … [And] the effect of such a breakdown in the signifying chain is to 

reduce experience to ‘a series of pure and unrelated presents in time’” (p. 53). This 

breakdown prohibits co-intentionality between subjects, creating an alienation from one 

another. It is this alienation due to the impossibility of co-intentionality that drives the 

isolation of the fragmented Individual. The fragmented Individual, thus, has a “fluid” 

self, resulting from the constant search for self amidst isolation where the only 

alternatives are thought to be atomistic competition and institutional aggregation through 

contract (Ramos, 1981, p. 50). In other words, in attempting to escape the paradox 

outlined in Chapter Two I argue that, within the “postmodern condition,” the subject 

becomes decentered and isolated, resulting in extreme fragmentation and even deeper 

alienation.  

    However, I also hinted that not all postmodernism need lead to this result. As 

Rosenau (1992) suggests, there are some strains of postmodernism in which there can be 

noted a more affirmative outlook. More affirmative approaches strike a careful balance 

regarding our connection to one another through language. On the one hand, individuals 

are “open beings” who are “captured by language” (Hummel, 2008, p. 125) and, as a 

result the “social subject itself seems to dissolve in this dissemination of language 

games” (Lyotard, 1984, p. 40). On the other hand, for Lyotard, despite the essential 

meaninglessness of signifiers and the danger of being captured by or dissolved through 
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language, language is not necessarily isolating because we are dependent upon one 

another and are defined through our linguistic interactions with one another (Hummel, 

2008, pp. 51, 125). As Harvey explains, quoting Lyotard, “Each of us lives ‘at the 

intersection of many of these’” language games but “The ‘atomization of the social into 

flexible networks of language games’ suggests that each of us may resort to a quite 

different set of codes depending upon the situation in which we find ourselves (at home, 

at work, at church, in the street or pub, at a memorial service, etc.)” (p. 46). In other 

words, we are dependent upon our linguistic communication with one another to form 

both our understandings of one another and ourselves and this co-creation through 

relationship is situation-dependent. In this way, our ability to communicate with one 

another through language, no matter how imperfectly, is also a basis for creating social 

bonds. Fox and Miller (2001) hint at this possibility in their discussion of “epistemic 

communities” in which “small-t local truth” is produced (p. 669). For them, inquiry 

happens in context, with daily practices such as routines underlying meaning making. 

Thus, language is not about creating reality but about creating meaning that is bound by 

the context of a given epistemic community. 

    This epistemic community, however, has come under rigorous attack from other 

public administration theorists normally friendly to the theories of social construction 

through such localized communities (Evans, 2005; McSwite, 2005; Shields, 2005). These 

criticisms are largely in response to the “Rortyan” linguistic turn1 advocated by Miller 

                                                
1
  The characterization of this position as Rortyan is based on the common agreement by 

the participants in a debate on classical pragmatism and Rortyan pragmatism in the pages 
of Administration & Society (Evans, 2005; Hickman, 2004; Miller, 2004b; Shields, 2005; 
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(2004b), which dismisses the importance of experience as a “word-shaped object whose 

meaning is up for grabs” (p. 244). In this dismissal of experience, Miller dismisses the 

practical experience of practitioners (Evans, 2005; Shields, 2004), and, implicitly, of all 

public subjects — instead reducing the epistemic community to an (academic) 

environment of pure language games. Additionally, in an attempt to side-step the 

accusation of relativism, Fox and Miller (1995; 2001) employ warrants to determine who 

should be allowed to enter into the discourse of such an epistemic community (Evans, 

2005; McSwite, 2005), creating a purely academic, and hierarchical, structure in which 

persons can be categorically excluded from participation based on some arbitrarily set 

qualifications for participation such as “lack of substantive contribution” or “lack of 

willing attention” (Evans, 2005, p. 253). Such a position merely combines the problems 

we have seen heretofore, creating isolated linguistic (epistemic) communities that 

continue to separate groups of public subjects, practitioners, policy makers, and 

academics.2 In essence these become group-shaped fragmented Individuals that ironically 

embody the norms of competition (persons vying to prove they have something of 

“worth” to contribute) and hierarchy (employment of objective authority with the power 

to exclude persons from participation). 

    Such a community is one that neither fosters nor celebrates difference. If the 

Miriam’s Dialogue community, described above, had been conceived of as an epistemic 

                                                                                                                                            
Snider, 2005; Stolcis, 2004; Webb, 2004). 
2   Acknowledging some of the problems inherent in the use of warrants for discourse 
(Miller, 2005), this requirement is removed from the revised edition of Postmodern 
Public Administration (2007). 
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community in these terms it would have resulted in the systematic exclusion of countless 

participants3 — reducing the benefit to all involved. What this suggests is not that the 

idea of an epistemic community is misguided, but that so long as we conceive of social 

interconnection as purely linguistic and organizations as implicitly hierarchical, 

individuals will always be either isolated or subjugated and we will not escape the 

paradox of the i/Individual.  

        Instead, the “way out” of the paradox requires a theoretical lens that allows for an 

active subject (Harmon, 1981) within a process of co-creation of meaning (Stout, 2010b; 

Stout, 2010a). Such a subject retains free will within a socially-created context that is in 

some respects deterministically-bounded. Farmer (2005) explains this balance as one in 

which the subject exists “within the web of the opportunities and constraints afforded by 

society” (p. 40). In other words, the “way out” must dissolve the dualism between 

atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism, and, in doing so, illuminate 

interconnected groups of little-i individuals engaged in collective meaning-making — 

groups in which all individuals are active participants and therefore contribute to the 

collective knowledge about their shared worlds. When the individual is understood as 

integrated (as a embedded-decentered subject) she is located in and constrained by the 

webs of social networks, but she also retains the power to influence these networks with, 

and through, her social relationships.   

                                                
3
  Potentially, depending on how strictly these warrants were enforced, most if not all of 

the guests at Miriam’s Kitchen would have eventually been excluded. However, I would 
argue that even those who joined the group merely to escape the streets for an extra hour 
or two often gained more than a chair to sit in and refuge from the elements — although 
both of these benefits were highly regarded in themselves. 
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    Although the work of the classical pragmatists has not been historically influential in 

mainstream public administration (Stever, 2000), there are increasing calls to turn to, or 

reclaim, pragmatist ideas in public administration (Evans, 2000; Harmon, 2006; Shields, 

2003; Shields, 2005; Stivers, 2000; Stivers, 2008a; Thayer, 1973).4 The tendency for 

pragmatism to work through, or dissolve dualisms, as well as to emphasize the socially-

embedded nature of concepts such as truth, democracy and the individual, make it 

particularly attractive for invigorating an integrated relationship between selves and 

society. The classic American pragmatism of John Dewey and Mary Parker Follett 

provides a strong basis for understanding this decentered self in a social web of co-

creation. Selected contemporary literatures within public administration (new public 

service and collaborative management) as well as those traditionally outside the field 

(network and emergence theories, neuroeconomics, heterodox economics, and 

neuropsychology) help to reinforce this pragmatist vision of the integrated individual, 

thus providing a broad basis on which to reformulate our ideas of public administration 

and governance. 

 

Making the Social Matter: Embedding the individual in a social fabric 

    In looking to the integrated individual as a possible answer to the paradox of the 

i/Individual it is helpful to begin by considering its component parts based on the 

                                                
4
  In addition to these published works, Thomas Catlaw of Arizona State University and 

Kelly Campbell-Rawlings of Northern Arizona University have been working 
collaboratively to explore the potential of John Dewey’s “democracy as a way of life” (to 
be discussed below) for contemporary governance and understandings of democracy. 
Their work is forthcoming in the second edition of Government is Us. 
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typology outlined in the introduction: a subject who is embedded in a social fabric, and a 

subject who is decentered rather than unitary. The individuals within the intersection of 

these two characteristics both define and are defined by their social and material 

surroundings. Further, this happens in an interactive and continual process. The isolated 

Individuals depicted in atomistic and fragmented Individualisms are conceived of as 

subjects who exist prior to, or outside of, society. It is this isolated nature that allows for 

the conception of objectivity in the social sciences and of social arrangements such as 

Hobbesian or Lockean social contracts.5 But does it really make sense to consider 

individuals as capable of existing outside of a social environment? In Chapter Two I 

discuss the kind of embeddedness that occurs when a unitary subject moves from 

isolation into a contracted society. In this section, I consider what it might look like if we 

assume that society precedes the subject and therefore shapes individuality, and, more 

importantly, what it might mean for a society of integrated individuals to be engaged in a 

process of co-creation. 

    In his writings, John Dewey struggles against the notion of the atomistic Individual 

— what he calls “old” individualism (Dewey, 1930/1999; Evans, 2000). Tracing “old” 

and “new” forms of i/Individualism, Dewey (1930/1999) highlights the shift from 

atomistic Individualism to institutional individualism in the Industrial age. Like many 

later critics of the ethic of organization, Dewey exclaims that “The [I]ndividual cannot 

remain intellectually a vacuum,” explaining that if the subject is not integrated into a 

                                                
5
  Even John Rawls’s (1999) concept of “justice as fairness,” based on the hypothetical 

veil of ignorance in the original position, falls into the paradox in a manner strikingly 
similar to Hobbes and Locke. 
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shared “communal life” then the result is forced consensus and homogeneity “secured as 

a substitute by artificial and mechanical means” (p. 41). In other words, insistence on a 

rhetoric of atomistic Individualism creates the necessity for a reactionary form of social 

togetherness which takes the shape of institutional individualism and coerced consensus. 

As discussed above, this reaction is the result of extremes generate due to an ongoing 

condition of fear. Dewey sees this coerced consensus emerging in a distinctly 

institutional form with the intersection of atomistic Individualist rhetoric and collective 

corporate culture in the Industrial age. For Dewey, this combination results in what he 

calls the “disintegrated” (institutional) individual (p. 37). As explained in Chapter Two, 

institutional individualism leads to the subordination of “creative individuality” (Dewey, 

1930/1999, p. 45). However, group life need not necessarily lead to these bleak 

outcomes. In fact, the reverse is also true, that creative individuality is only expressed 

within the context of the group (Follett, 1918/1998). But, in order for this to obtain, the 

group cannot be the structural-functionalist organization in which subjects are reduced to 

institutional individuals. As previously explored, such group arrangements result in 

truncation of creative capability, causing institutional individuals to become alienated 

from one another and their environment, and thus their creative capacities as well (Evans, 

2000). 

    Evans (2000) explains that, for Dewey, society always precedes the individual; it 

does not make sense to speak of isolated Individuals who voluntarily enter into contracts. 

Hence, the social contract theories of Hobbes and Locke are upside-down (p. 311). 

Dewey (1930/1999) sees the first instance of individuality emerging within a social 

context, but it emerges spontaneously and unshaped. He explains that it “is not something 
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complete in itself… it develops into shape and form only through interaction with actual 

conditions” (p. 81). Thus, without interactions with others in groups — recreational and 

occupational associations, religious institutions, families, friends — what we are left with 

is an unshaped, unfulfilled potentiality. Atomistic Individuals are not rugged and 

inspirational, they are shapeless “monstrosities” of eccentricity (p. 41). This criticism of 

the atomistic Individual is echoed by Follett (1918/1998) who also argues that there “is 

no such thing as a self-made man” (p. 62). Instead, she says “What we think we possess 

as individuals is what is stored from society, is the subsoil of social life. We soak up and 

soak up and soak up our environment all the time” (p. 62). This depiction of embedded 

individuals as sponges, soaking up their environment is quite striking. It provides a vivid 

image of the individual in an ongoing process of change, influenced by her surroundings. 

It is important to recognize, however, that despite the metaphors used, neither Dewey nor 

Follett is arguing for a tabula rasa interpretation of the subject. 

    The notion here is that subjects emerge within pre-existing social networks, that they 

are potentialities that take shape through interaction and experience in an ongoing process 

of becoming (Arendt, 1958/1998; Follett, 1918/1998; Mead & Morris, 1934; Stivers, 

2008a). However, the graphic depiction articulated by Follett above also poses the danger 

of inching us back toward the institutional individual. After all, if the embedded 

integrated individual simply arises within a social atmosphere that then shapes his 

potentiality and individuality, we are left with a passive-dependent subject (Harmon, 

1981) and the end result is strikingly similar to institutional individualism. It is this sense 

of determinism that is an anathema to those who view human action as active and 

intentional rather than passive and dependent. And, it is this sense of determinism that is 
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the crucial argument against most interpretations of methodological holism (Davis, 

2003), making political theories associated with methodological holism 

(communitarianism, socialism, communism, collectivism) so politically charged in an 

American context (Dewey, 1930/1999, p. 18).  

    The problem with this view of embeddedness is that it pulls us back into the paradox 

of the i/Individual, defining socially-embedded subjects that are socially embedded 

purely by their group associations and roles. This is a standard interpretation of Marxist 

conceptions of class, for instance, in which individual identity is reduced to class 

affiliation (Davis, 2003, p. 109).6 This pull is strong and it is emblematic of a society that 

is accustomed to thinking of the subject as unitary and the relationship between the 

i/Individual and society as defined by the polar opposites of methodological 

Individualism and methodological holism — a debate over where agency resides in 

society (Davis, 2003, p. 111). As Dewey (1930/1999) explains,  

        The myth is still current that socialism desires to use political means in order to  

        divide wealth equally among all individuals … It is regarded in other words, as a  

        kind of arithmetically fractionized individualism. This notion of socialism is of the  

        sort that would naturally be entertained by those who cannot get away from the  

        inherent conception of the [I]ndividual as an isolated and independent unit. (p. 50) 

The image here is of serialized units within a social framework, bent into the shape of the 

                                                
6
  However, Davis (2003) argues this is a problematic interpretation of Marx. He suggests 

that another way to understand Marx’s historical materialism is that instead of being 
defined by class, people with similar backgrounds and experiences are more likely to 
behave similarly. Thus, “class location constrains and limits individual nature and 
behavior but does not determine it” (p. 110). 
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culture that surrounds them until they are homogenized in mass-produced individuality. 

Under such conditions, individuals have ceased to be social because there is no difference 

across which to relate to one another: “They are all imprisoned in the subjectivity of their 

singular experience, which does not cease to be singular if the same experience is 

multiplied innumerable times” (Arendt, 1958/1998, p. 58). The common world is thus 

destroyed through mass repetition and the public realm is replaced by the isolation of a 

mass-produced private realm. As Davis (2003) explains, this result of “pure embedding” 

makes it a totally “unsustainable conception” (p. 108). 

    Recognizing the limitations of the Unity narrative, theories such as symbolic 

interactionism7 can help to highlight that there is a web of human interaction that we are 

born into and cannot escape; these interactions create our understanding of “self” as well 

as the identities placed on us by others — there can be no self without interaction. For 

instance, Mead (1934) defines the self as that which emerges from the interactions and 

act of communication of the subject in relationship with other individuals. He argues that 

there is no pre-existing self that exists at birth but only that which arises from interaction 

within the social sphere (p. 135). Arendt (1958/1998) refers to this direct interaction as 

the “in-between” and likens it to a table that maintains our separation as distinct subjects 

with unique perspectives while providing a common space for shared experience (p. 52). 

                                                
7
  Here I am specifically referring to the theories of Mead and those who come after him. 

Cooley, who is often identified as the original symbolic interactionist, does not manage to 
escape the charges of extreme methodological holism. For Cooley (1902/1922) the self 
emerges from interaction with the social; however, for him this social exists as an 
organism “living or whole made up of differentiated members, each of which has a 
special function” (p. 36). Thus, although Cooley explicitly rejects atomistic Individualism 
(p. 36), the social individual is still reduced to a role within the social organism (p. 50). 
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This table, it seems, holds the potential to shatter the unity narrative of the Individual, and 

provide common ground for communication among integrated individuals. It is by sitting 

at Arendt’s “table” and engaging the other voices that surround it that we develop our 

understanding(s) of the world and ourselves. In reality, however, there is not just one 

table, there are many; subjects may move from table to table, and the perspectives 

surrounding any given table likewise shift. In order to reinvigorate our public sphere, it is 

helpful to recognize this malleability of the social web and to understand that interaction 

and discourse both fabricate and reveal the integrated individual. Each of us is constantly 

shaped through our interactions with others and our unique position(s); and, as one is 

constantly interacting with the social world (Stivers, 2008a; 2008b), these identities are 

continually in flux. Thus, any given context will reveal different aspects of the individual, 

ones that are fleeting and situation-dependent. This means that any given individual will 

have multiple and shifting viewpoints, each of which is situation-dependent; these cannot 

be fused into a single independent, unified narrative of Individual (Mead & Morris, 1934, 

p. 142).8 These shifting and disjointed viewpoints within each individual are suggestive 

of the decentered nature of the integrated individual.9  

                                                
8
  Mead explains that “multiple personality is in a certain sense normal” because “We 

carry on a whole series of different relationships to different people. We are one thing to 
one man and another thing to another…. We divide ourselves up in all sorts of different 
selves with reference to our acquaintances” (p. 142). 
9
  Although he clearly introduces the notion of the decentered subject in Mind, Self and 

Society, it is not clear how strongly Mead adheres to this decentering. For instance, he 
also claims that despite the normality of “multiple personalities” that “Normally, within 
the sort of community as a whole to which we belong, there is a unified self, but that may 
be broken up” (p. 143). Here he seems to suggest that if we look beyond small group 
interactions and take society as a unified whole (hinting at methodological holism), we 
will find interspersed a unified subject within the whole of society. This is not quite the 
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    So, if we are to have any meaningful understanding of our world, it must be a 

common world (Arendt, 1958/1998). However, this does not mean that we must all agree 

on exactly the same interpretation either amongst ourselves or even within ourselves from 

one moment to the next. Instead it suggests that we must come together to discuss and 

debate our common world from our different perspectives. Further, one must recognize 

that these perspectives are in flux and shaped by these very interactions. This idea is in 

stark contrast to the Hobbesian, or realist, ontology in which we are isolated from one 

another while being stripped of meaningful differences. Without a common experience of 

the social, such as Arendt’s metaphor of the table, there is no public life. Unfortunately, 

the table of our common world continues to become ever more elusive due to the 

reification of the Individual, and the counter-balancing of mass-produced institutional 

individuals. And, both sides of the paradox perpetuate the problem of isolated and 

alienated citizens. What integrated individualism provides is a way to recognize that 

neither a fixed world nor a static unified individual exist (Dewey, 1930/1999, p. 82).10  

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
same as the unified subject within institutional individualism, but is also not as clearly 
and completely decentered as that found in Follett (1918/1998), as explained below. 
10   Later social construction theorists such as Berger and Luckmann (1966) provide a 
clear sociological framework through which to discuss the ways in which our empiricist 
assumptions — particularly regarding the static nature of the social world — result in a 
paradox in which “man is capable of producing a world that he then experiences as 
something other than a human product”  (p. 61). Hence, we have a confliction between 
the realist hypothesis of empirical epistemology (as applied to social concepts) and the 
reality that these social concepts have no physical limitations on what can count as a 
physical realization of them  (Searle, 1984). 
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Decentering the Subject: Integrated individuals within Follett’s circular response 

    Follett (1918/1998) lays perhaps the most comprehensive foundation for the project 

of re-imagining society as a human creation of interacting integrated individuals. Like 

Mead above, Follett reinterprets the subject as decentered. She explains that each of us is 

“surrounded by fringes, that these overlap and that by means of these I join with others” 

(p. 60).11 This depiction of each of us as a multifaceted overlay of fringes, overlapping 

and intertwining with other fringes gives rise to the metaphor of a social fabric, a slightly 

more flexible (yet still two-dimensional) metaphor than Arendt’s table.12 Dewey 

(1930/1999) adds to this nuance, placing it in more pluralistic language. He says that 

instead of thinking of society at large, we should think of “law, industry, religion, 

medicine, politics, art, education, philosophy — and think of them in the plural. For 

points of contact are not the same for any two persons, and hence the questions which the 

interests and occupations pose are never twice the same” (p. 80). In this way, Dewey 

articulates a decentering which anticipates that of Mead (1934) given above, and in line 

with the loci of identity politics (race, gender, class) that Farmer (2005) uses to illustrate 

the decentered subject.  

    However, Follett (1918/1998) takes decentering further than this. The joining with 

others that Follett is describing is not serial or static. This is hinted at by her choice of the 

                                                
11

  Dewey’s (1930/1999) metaphor for the integrated individual is similarly unbounded. 
He explains, “To gain an integrated individuality, each of us needs to cultivate his own 
garden. But there is no fence about this garden: it is no sharply marked-off enclosure. Our 
garden is the world … we, who are also parts of the moving present, create ourselves as 
we create an unknown future” (p. 83). 
12

  This metaphor will be extended still further later on, into the social webbing — a 
multi-dimensional, rather than two-dimensional, metaphor — of networks. 
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term “fringes” but is made more explicit when she denies the existence of the kernel of 

Individualist psychology — the ego. Denying the existence of the ego, Follett explains 

“we are only just beginning to see that there is no ‘[I]ndividual,’ that there is no ‘society.’ 

… Now we know that there is no such thing as a separate ego, that individuals are created 

by reciprocal interplay” and she concludes, therefore that “our whole study of psychology 

is being transformed” (p. 19). For Follett, we are constantly creating ourselves “in-and-

through-others” (p. 8), meaning that in our interactions our own identities are both shaped 

by and shaping the identities of others within our inherently social world. We cannot be 

separated from one another. Thus, Follett seems to be clearly describing the integrated 

individual as both decentered and embedded. It is for this reason that the decentered-

embedded subject in the typology is labeled “integrated” — a term used by both Follett 

(1918/1998) and Dewey (1930/1999). 

    It is important to recognize that this decentered self is not simply a scattering of 

fringes permanently embedded in place within the social meshing. The problem with 

such a depiction is that it again reinforces the conception of the individual as static — 

socially interactive as a nexus between other individuals with whom he interacts, yet still 

consistent in his existence and identity. For Follett (1918/1998), however, the integrated 

individual “is never yet embedded in the meshes but is forever free for every new 

possibility of a forever unfolding life” (p. 295). Here, Follett is suggesting that her vision 

of the group is not so much a fabric as a three-dimensional web in which an individual is 

always interconnected with others, but is also in motion, changing connections and 

continually interacting as her identity, the individuals with whom she interacts, and her 

surroundings are constantly in flux and interacting with, and in response to, one another. 
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Follett takes care to stress that the individual does not succumb to the group. Instead, 

contrary to group theories of democracy or organization in which the individual is 

expected at times to submit to the majority, Follett declares that “the individual is not for 

a moment to yield his right to judge for himself” (p. 55). But, this is not Follett 

reasserting the atomistic Individual, for she follows this immediately by explaining that 

the individual “can judge better for himself if he joins with others in evolving a 

synthesized judgment” (p. 55). It is clear from her careful descriptions that Follett 

envisions the subject as both decentered and embedded, yet active. This aligns with my 

interpretation of the integrated individual through Follett with Harmon’s (1981) “active-

social” subject, whom he describes as both an intentionalist and interdependent subject 

(p. 40).13  

    Follett is always conscious to stress this active and intentionalist capacity of the 

integrated individual, aware of the potential to misinterpret her description of 

individuality as arising through the group.14 At times, she faces the limitations of a 

language framed by the i/Individualist paradox head-on, acknowledging that her 

description lays itself bare to interpretation as methodological holism.15 Although Follett 

                                                
13

   It is also worth noting that Harmon’s descriptions of the active-atomistic subject and 
his passive-social subject (p. 40) seem to overlap significantly with atomistic 
Individualism and institutional individualism, respectively. 
14  In this way Follett highlights the limitations of language available to us to describe the 
integrated individual — limitations that I face creating my own typology as well. 
15   As Stout (2007) eloquently surmises, as we look for ways to reinterpret our social 
relationships it seems inevitable that we will run aground due to the limitations of 
existing terminology’s connotations and denotations. Stout argues that the result is that 
“even the language we must use in this conversation is rife with meanings that are often 
not meant by the user” (p. 468). 
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defines individuality as “finding my place in the whole” (p. 65), she acknowledges that 

she is not entirely comfortable with this way of framing the relationship through 

language. She explains that she does not like the phrase, even though she uses it often, 

because “It has a rigid, unyielding sound, as if I were a cog in a machine. But my place is 

not a definite portion of space and time. … To know my place is not to know my niche, 

not to know whether I am cog no. 3 or cog no. 4; it is to be alive at every instant at every 

finger tip to every contact and to be conscious of those contacts” (p. 65). Such a sensate 

description helpfully articulates the active and charged interpretation of the integrated 

individual Follett struggles to convey.  

     To describe the ongoing interaction between integrated individuals, with one another 

and with the social situations they create, Follett devises what she calls the “doctrine of 

circular response.”16 Follett describes circular response in terms of three “fundamental 

principles”: 1) the subject is always responding to a dynamic and changing environment, 

not a static one; 2) the subjects within the environment are causes of that change; and, 3) 

the response of the subject is to interaction and relating of subjects, not simply to the 

environment (Weinberg, 1996, p. 281). In this way, circular response paints a picture of a 

dynamic process. The group is not an aggregation or a simple procession of identities. 

Every action is determined in part by what precedes it and is therefore placed within a 

limited range of possibilities, and yet, each action impacts subsequent possibilities and 

actions in such a way that “every part is bound up with every other part, every tendency 

                                                
16  The doctrine of circular response is further articulated in Follett’s “law of the 
situation” which places the dynamic process of the circular response within situational 
contexts (Follett, 1933/1995). 
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is conditioned by every other tendency” (Follett, 1918/1998, p. 26).  

        Explaining how dynamic processes of individual action can be constrained without 

becoming deterministic, Follett provides her reader with a readily accessible metaphor, 

the tennis match: “It is like a game of tennis. A serves the ball to B. B returns the serve 

but his play is influenced as largely by the way the ball has been served to him as it is by 

his own method of return. A sends the ball back to B, but his return is made up of his 

own play plus the way in which the ball has been played to him by B plus his own 

original serve. Thus in the end does [sic] action and reaction become inextricably bound 

up together” (p. 26). In this way circular response depicts a complex reciprocal 

relationship in which the actions of the group are “interwoven” with one another (p. 33). 

Again, however, Follett remains vigilant in reminding readers that the integrated 

individual is decentered rather than unitary. Very simply, “we cannot say if we would be 

exact that the individual acts upon and is acted upon, because that way of expressing it 

implies that he is a definite, given, finished entity, and would keep him apart merely as 

an agent of the acting and being acted on” (p. 61).  She is clarifying that it is too 

simplistic to say that the relationship between individual and society is an ongoing 

process of action and reaction because this infers a unitary subject. Instead, “we must 

understand the complete interrelation of the two” (p. 61). 

     Again addressing the potential charges of holism, Follett insists that the 

interrelationships described in circular response are dependent upon the existence of 

different opinions and perspectives. She explains that it is only by interacting with others 

who are different from ourselves that our own identity comes “springing into view” (p. 

63). This is most apparent in her articulation of the importance of employing conflict as a 
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tool for building consensus (Follett, 1925/1995a). Whereas others such as Mayo, 

Barnard, and Taylor have stressed the need to foster consensus by eradicating conflict, 

and thus perpetuate institutional individualism, Follett sees conflict as serving a 

necessary and positive function. For Follett, conflict is inevitable — it arises as a 

symptom of our differences.  

        The crucial variable pertaining to the existence of conflict is how we choose to 

respond to it. She articulates three possible responses: 1) domination; 2) compromise; 

and 3) consensus (p. 68). Of these three, only consensus is an acceptable approach to 

conflict for integrated individualism as it is the only decision-making process in which 

participants utilize their differences in order to better understand their own positions and 

the situation; and in the process those positions often shift. It is through setting our 

perspectives side-by-side with those with whom we disagree and looking for ways to 

relate that we mature, as both individuals and as groups. Domination simply suppresses 

the conflict as one position exerts power over others. Likewise, compromise perpetuates 

conflict as none of the parties is satisfied with the outcome (Follett, 1918/1998). Our 

form of representational democracy, therefore, is wholly undemocratic from the 

perspective of integrated individualism. This is because as a system of majority rule, our 

representational democracy uses aggregation to create a domination outcome. In best 

case scenarios the majority may enact a compromise solution. In either instance, the 

outcome “reflects only a majority’s imposition of its will upon minorities” (Thayer, 1980, 

p. 126). 

     Integrated individualism, therefore, requires an alternative understanding and basis 

for governance. Circular response and interpenetration prevent broad politicization of 
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generalities because the interrelation between persons occurs in the small group situation 

and is central to the creation of our social webbing. This means that every person and 

every relationship is part of the social and political, blurring lines between public and 

private. Everything becomes part of the polis. It is no longer “the city-state in its physical 

location”; instead, it is inherent in every relationship and interaction: “Wherever you go, 

you will be a polis” (Arendt, 1958/1998, p. 198). If we are to step away from 

assumptions that the Individual and society are at odds with one another and away from 

the requirement for a coercive authority through social contract, we must find a new basis 

for democracy in which people can become self-governing (M. Stout, 2010a, p. 24).  

 

Integrated Democracy: Dewey’s democracy as a way of life 

     Dewey’s notion of “democracy as a way of life” provides a basis in which to locate 

integrated individuals within an ongoing process of experiencing, relating and becoming. 

The first step in redefining democracy as a way of life is to flip upside-down the notion 

of the atomistic Individual as a rights-bearing subject entitled to negative liberty. Dewey 

consciously challenges both of these central ideas of liberal democracy, arguing that 

freedom is not “freedom from” but “freedom to” — specifically freedom to engage in the 

process of continual becoming. Freedom therefore is not something we exercise in 

isolation, protected from the interference of others, but it is exercised “insofar as we are 

becoming different from what we have been” (Dewey, 1928/1993, p. 136). And, as has 

been outlined above, the process of continual becoming is always a social process. 

Likewise, liberty understood as negative liberty is nonsensical as it is also always-already 

social. Dewey explains “You cannot discuss or measure the liberty of one individual or 
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group of individuals without thereby raising the question of the effect upon the liberty of 

others. … No one can do anything except in relation to what others can do and cannot do. 

… liberty is always a social question, not an individual one” (p. 159). The existence of 

liberty to and freedom from, thus, can be restated in terms remarkably similar to Follett’s 

circular response. Thayer explains this reciprocal relationship of liberty in terms of 

decision-making: “any individual (A) makes a decision; if the decision is to have social 

meaning, it must affect at least one other individual (B). If B must accept A’s decision in 

order to preserve A’s right, as an individual, to make the decision, then B must obey A, 

regardless of what B might prefer to do. In this sequence, A’s right to decide effectively 

removes B’s right to decide” (Thayer, 1984, quoted in Catlaw, 2007b at p. 366). This 

reveals the authoritarian ramifications of the traditional liberal philosophy (Catlaw, 

2007b); Dewey seeks instead to ground democracy in the pervasive and ongoing process 

of integrated individuals in relation, rather than in static characteristics of atomistic 

Individuals. 

     Echoing the necessary blurring between the public and the private, Dewey 

(1939/1993b) redefines democracy as a “way of personal life,” one that must be practiced 

by everyone in order for democracy to exist within a society (p. 229). But in order for 

such democracy to succeed, Dewey’s democracy also requires the respect of differences. 

Just as integrated individuals become institutional individuals, if homogeneity is forced 

through coercive consensus then democracy as a way of life ceases to function when 

differences are not embraced. Any form of intolerance or name-calling, as opposed to 

careful cooperative understanding, in response to differences is “treason to the 

democratic way of life,” according to Dewey (1939/1993a, p. 243). This is because 
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democracy exists in our day-to-day relationships and efforts to work together, in our 

sharing of experiences and perspectives. While cooperation may include forms of rivalry 

and may not always yield consensus, it must be based in genuine efforts to engage in 

“mutual instruction under mutual criticism” (Caws, 2003, p. 112) in such a way that we 

are always open to learning and growing through our interactions with one another. As 

Dewey explains, “To cooperate by giving differences a chance to show themselves … is 

a means of enriching one’s own life-experience” (p. 244). Such attitudes, however, 

cannot be legislated; they can only be obtained through the self-reflexive actions of 

individuals acting in relationship with one another (p. 242). This means that democracy 

as a way of life cannot be realized through top-down or hierarchical methods. It is 

something that must spread organically from individual to individual, group to group, 

throughout the society. There are, however, some contemporary theories of governance 

that may help foster this process. While none of these literatures is necessarily, or even 

firmly, grounded in an integrated individualism of the kind described above, within each 

lies the possibility to rethink individual(ism)s. However, we must proceed with caution, 

for, as with neoliberalism and skeptical postmodernism, the rhetoric of integrated 

individualism may mask conflicting underlying assumptions.  

    Democracy as a way of life is reflected within several of the tenets of the new public 

service. As articulated by Janet and Robert Denhardt (2007) the goal of the new public 

service is to rethink the role of the citizen as more than simply a legal status. Within the 

framework of the new public service the citizen is an engaged participant in the political 

process. As with Thayer and Dewey, this engagement is reflected in a focus on building 

community involvement, rather than on traditional means of citizen participation such as 
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calls for comments, public hearings or even voting. Likewise, they seek a balance 

between self-interest and public-spiritedness (p. 31) that is reflective of the intertwining 

of individual and community central to the integrated individualism and integrated 

democracy of Follett and Dewey. Perhaps most important to invigorating democracy as a 

way of life, the new public service stresses that we should strive to value people, not 

simply productivity.17 The valuing of people is vital for a system of democracy built on 

integrated individualism. It is only by valuing one another as people in-themselves in-

their-differences (Farmer, 2005, p. 181) that the interrelationships that form the social 

bond can be based on empathy rather than fear (Stout, 2010a). The movement from 

basing our political and social relationships on fear to grounding them in empathy is of 

critical importance if a society is to move past the paradox of the i/Individual.  

    The underlying sense of mutuality, built on such empathy, that fosters democracy as 

a way of life is also best represented by the new public service’s emphasis on the face-to-

face encounter as the only “interaction based on our recognition of the other as a self we 

share” (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, p. 41). For this reason, it is more appropriate to 

consider the relationship represented in the face-to-face encounter as the basic unit of 

analysis, rather than the Individual or the group (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007; Farmer, 

2005; Harmon, 1981; Hummel, 2008; Wolf, 1996). As Wolf explains, “The primary 

                                                
17

  This is “lesson” number seven of seven. The other six lessons include, 1) serve 
citizens, not customers; 2) seek the public interest; 3) value citizenship over 
entrepreneurship; 4) think strategically, act democratically; 5) recognize that 
accountability is not simple; and, 6) serve rather than steer (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, 
pp. 42-43). While not all of these lessons are in strict accordance with the interpretation 
of democracy as a way of life articulated above, the philosophy of new public service is 
nonetheless useful for this project. 
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settings for a community context are places where face-to-face encounters occur” (p. 

156), and it is in these encounters that the nexuses of the social web are located. The idea 

of the “face-to-face” encounter is not simply metaphorical either. Although our actions 

and words are meaningless unless there is another with whom to engage in an interactive 

process (Caws, 2003, p. 106), we do not only communicate through verbal or written 

language (M. Stout, 2007). There is a deeper level of communication and connection that 

occurs when humans are, in fact, face-to-face with one another rather than linked through 

technology such as the telephone or internet. This is when we are fully engaged with 

others as humans and therefore also made more aware of our own identity as a human 

self (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007, p. 41). It is in these face-to-face interactions that we 

communicate with all our senses, engaged in our full capacities as sensate communicators 

and actors. Farmer (2005), for instance reminds us of the soothing effect a simple touch 

or pleasing sound can have — factors that are so often overlooked in the world of 

objective bureaucracy, oftentimes even prohibited (p. 28).  

    Shifting our political and social foundations from fear to empathy and our unit of 

analysis from the Individual or group to face-to-face relationships will require a renewed 

faith in the possibilities for working together. Thus, it requires a renewed faith in the 

potentiality of human nature, as our assumptions about how we interact in society and the 

kinds of relationships that are possible profoundly impacts the social and political 

institutions we create and sustain, and is reflected in our theories of governance 

(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007). For Dewey (1939/1993b) human nature does not have a 

predetermined or inherent tendency toward cooperation or competition; instead the 

aspects of “human nature” exhibited by each of us is determined by the interrelationships 
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within community (p. 223). In this way, the structure of relationships within community 

has a self-fulfilling nature, shaping the relationships and social processes within the 

system of circular response. Different aspects of situations, including expectations, create 

causal loops and it could be argued that the current appearance of a self-interested 

Individualist human nature is the outcome of the “stuck loop” of representational 

democracy. The only way to change this stuck loop is to alter the relationships between 

people in any given situation (Weick, 1979, p. 86). Thayer (1973) suggests that one basic 

way to reshape these relationships is to reconsider the way children are educated. He 

points out “we now train young children to cooperate, share, and trust, then retrain them 

to compete with and be indifferent to each other” (p. 135). Within a framework where 

democracy is seen as a way of life, the “retraining” portion of this cycle would be 

abandoned, continuing instead the emphasis on trust and cooperation. The importance of 

education in reshaping our faith in human potentiality for trust and cooperation is 

reflected as well in Dewey’s work in the field of education (Dewey, 1938/1997). 

    Cooperation is also currently being fostered within governance in the form of 

collaborative public management and consensus-based decision-making. Reflective of 

the integrated nature of democracy as a way of life, collaborative management is best 

described as “neither top down nor bottom up; it is lateral public management” 

(Bingham, O'Leary, & Carlson, 2008, p. 15). While the cooperation emphasized in 

collaborative management is across organizations, rather than at the individual-level, the 

emphasis on collaboration (p. 6) holds possibility for an integrated understanding of 

interaction. Connelly, Zhang, and Faerman (2008) frame this call for collaboration 

specifically in the context of integrated individuals, explaining that collaboration between 
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individuals in collaborative management requires a relinquishing both the win-lose 

perspective and compromise as a means to address conflict. Instead, they argue that we 

must  

        assume that individuals can be concerned both with their own interests and goals  

        and with those of the other party. The difference is that there is no underlying  

        assumption of a fixed resource that will force one or more parties to give up  

        something in order to gain something else. Rather the assumption is that by  

        creatively engaging the problem, a solution can be generated that makes everyone a  

        winner and everyone better off. (p. 21)  

This passage could have come directly from Follett’s essay “Constructive Conflict” as 

easily as from a volume of contemporary and new approaches to collaborative 

management.18 

        Additionally, collaborative management is actively seeking to rethink the concept of 

authority, within traditionally hierarchical contexts (p. 21) as well as in non-

hierarchically arranged networks. Within the latter, collaborative management literature 

suggests that “The very terms for knowing are open for negotiation; [and,] mutiple types 

of substantive expertise are needed for addressing the policy problem and multiple 

sources are often consulted (Bingham, Sandfort, & O'Leary, 2008, p. 272). 

Unfortunately, these varying sources of expertise within collaborative management are 

                                                
18  Such close approximation of Follett’s ideas without attribution supports Jane 
Mansbridge’s claim, in her introduction to the 1998 edition of The New State, that many 
areas of contemporary management and negotiation theory utilize Follett’s theories 
without even realizing where they come from (p. xxiii). 
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often drawn from traditional sources — policy analysts, business managers, academics. 

As such, they can continue to limit participation and prioritize traditional forms of 

knowledge. Additionally, because collaborative management most often occurs between 

hierarchically-arranged organizations, the collaboration that exists between these 

organizations does not necessarily alter pre-existing ideas of hierarchy or power 

relationships. 

    Thus, even with these promising areas, however, there is still a concern that thinking 

remains trapped within the frameworks of hierarchy and competition (Thayer, 1973; 

Thayer, 1980), despite claims to the contrary. For instance, although in organizational 

theory consensus is thought to imply ongoing agreement and integration with 

organization goals, in hierarchical settings what it really means is “that superiors impose 

upon subordinates, through the deployment of rewards (which have the effect of bribes) 

and punishments” (Thayer, 1980, p. 126). In such situations, consensus is simply 

coercion. Thayer argues that this version of consensus assumes that conflict is 

problematic, that it is dysfunctional, and it “elevates harmony to a positive value” (p. 

126). Similarly, emphasis on intersubjectivity does not necessarily protect against the 

coercion implicit in hierarchical arrangements. If two people reach an intersubjective 

agreement but are in a superior-subordinate relationship, there is no way to be certain that 

the agreement does not camouflage some form of coercion or duress. In fact, it may be 

impossible to prevent such coercion simply because the superior has the authority to 

determine when intersubjective agreement has been reached. Therefore, in order to forge 

a society of integrated individuals in which democracy is a way of life, we will need to 

take Thayer’s challenges to hierarchy (institutional individualism) and  
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competition (atomistic Individualism) seriously. Looking to alternative theories of 

organization and economics can provide a place to begin creating a polis of integrated 

individuals engaged in democracy as a way of life. 

 

Where do we Begin?: Building a network of integrated individuals 

 Building a society and understanding of governance based on integrated individuals 

must begin by taking up the problems of hierarchy and competition. As long as these 

frameworks are dominant, we will never be able to move past the paradox of the 

i/Individual because the paradox is inherent within them. Within public administration 

the works of Follett, Thayer and Weick have been most useful for beginning to redefine 

individuals within a theoretical framework of integrated individualism.  Thankfully, there 

are also a number of literatures, traditionally seen as “outside” the interdisciplinary realm 

of public administration, that may hold some promise upon which to build. Network 

theory can provide a strong basis from which to rethink our ideas about organizations and 

relationship, and this rethinking can be supported by heterodox economics and 

neuropsychology.  

        Like the governance theories discussed in the previous section, each of these 

literatures can be approached with some optimism but also requires caution. Because 

individual(ism) has remained an invisibly aggregated term, the social relationships 

contained within each of these theories can fluctuate between various iterations of 

individual(ism), and these variations can be difficult to detect. Still, by identifying what 

public administration can learn from these non-traditional areas of study, and how they 

might hold promise for an integrated individualism, we can broaden the interdisciplinary 
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nature of governance — reflecting the day-to-day existence within the face-to-face polis 

in the process. 

    The bizarre combination of atomistic Individualism and institutional individualism 

that dominates our political foundations results in what Farmer (2005) refers to as the 

“cult of the leader” (pp. 141-153). This cult of leadership, according to Farmer, is more 

than mere management, it is a reified position of power and hierarchical dominance that 

is reflective of the Jungian archetype. As Farmer notes, there is an unrecognized violence 

in the cult of the leader; according to Farmer, it “is ill understood” and “equally oddly, [it 

is most present] in many democratic countries that pride themselves on the practice of 

democracy. The cult is so ingrained psychologically and socially that most cannot 

imagine a society without hierarchy” (p. 145). This hierarchy is omnipresent, as self-

reliant atomistic Individuals are held up as role models, they are the keepers of expertise 

and charisma, inserting themselves at strategic locations within matrices of institutional 

individuals and exercising their position to maintain control and order within the 

organization in the never-ending search for efficient outcomes. Such approaches to 

organization can be not only ineffective, but dangerous as well, as such control is always 

an expression of violence through coercive power — a utilization of “power over” rather 

than “power with” (Follett, 1925/1995b).  

    Even beyond issues of power, however, are problems stemming from the 

ambiguities that arise from the network-like properties of organizations and the over-

reliance on top-down decision-making. As Weick (1979) argues, “managers often know 

much less about their environments and organizations than they think” (p. 151).  In fact 

there are serious problems for management in trying to create a unified decision or 
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management structure. Managers simply cannot know enough to enact top-down decision 

processes or even to create decision structures in which managers determine who will be 

in the decision-making groups. Because they do not have enough information to make the 

decisions directly, they also do not have enough information to know who can or should 

be making decisions (Weick, 2001, p. 38). Thus, span of control and planned 

decentralization often run up against this problem. The limitation is not simply one of 

missing information or bounded-rationality. Thinking in a top-down fashion overlooks 

two other critical aspects of social organizing: the formation of networks and 

unanticipated consequences. Even within hierarchically arranged organizations, informal 

groups emerge in response to the tasks at hand (Mayo, 1949/1975). These groups are of 

varying size, with strength between connections sometimes tightly and sometimes loosely 

coupled (Weick, 2001). As Weick explains, the variability in these informal groupings 

can make them “difficult to anticipate, plan, implement, coordinate, and control” (p. 44). 

Far from being a problem, however, such ambiguity can help organizations maintain a 

flexibility that is essential to problem solving and institutional adjustment. In order to 

foster the flexibility that is inherent in organizations of integrated individuals, public 

administration could learn from the ideas of network and emergence theories that allow 

for ambiguity in form and outcomes.  

    These social systems, which Weick calls “self-organizing,” are actually much more 

like the World Wide Web, with complex interrelations in which “No single event 

happens in isolation, no simple straightforward cause and effect can be predicted” 

(Buchanan, 2002, p. 18). The fabric of society, rather than existing in hierarchically 

arranged silos, is really a fabric of networks and communities. This fabric is made up of 
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small tightly-knit networks (families, communities, organizations) that are held together 

by loosely coupled links between them, creating a “small world” effect. Contrary to 

hierarchically arranged networks, these “fishnet” linkages create a social networking 

system that is both more flexible and more stable over time (Buchanan, 2002; Weick, 

2001). This small world linking of the social fabric is strikingly similar to Thayer’s 

(1973) “linking pin” approach to structured non-hierarchy.19  

    When individuals are understood as integrated in this sense the ideal organizational 

structures flatten out. Knowledge creation happens as individuals intersect and interact – 

it bubbles up from the bottom and can spread from any direction, not just vertically from 

the top down or from the bottom up. The latter point in the previous sentence is worth 

reiterating: knowledge does not move vertically from the bottom up any more than from 

the top down. This is where our linear thinking and the two-dimensional metaphors 

invoked above can be misleading. The multi-directional nature of knowledge formation, 

dissemination and accumulation is what makes it critical that we think in the three-, or 

even four-dimensional space of webs and networks. Within self-organizing networks, 

work is done in groups, but these groups are not necessarily “teams” or “committees.” In 

the latter two decisions must be approved by higher authority, whereas, in networks, 

consensus is the decision-making rule, requiring collaboration, negotiation, conflict 

management and facilitation to function (Bingham, Sandfort et al., 2008, p. 273). 

Facilitation takes the place of strict authority or leadership and is a naturally occurring 

event in which different individuals will step forward to act as facilitators in different 

                                                
19

  The linking pin approach used by Thayer originated in the work of Rensis Likert. 
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situations.  

    However, despite the promise of a network approach for flattening out organizations 

and reconceptualizing expertise and relationships, it is important to recognize that 

networks do not necessarily yield this outcome. Conducting a discourse analysis of the 

network literature in public administration, Wachhaus (2009) constructs a tentative 

definition of networks as “structures or relationships that exhibit complexity… They 

proceed from a position of interdependence … [and they] facilitate interaction among 

participants for the exchange of information and resources so that, collectively a common 

goal may be pursued” (p. 71). Here Wachhaus is highlighting seven (of thirty-one) 

characteristics most used to describe networks in the literature: complex, exchange, 

interaction, interdependency, and nonhierarchical (p. 71). While these certainly seem to 

support an integrated foundation, particularly “interdependency” and “nonhierarchical,” 

the top thirty-one attributes also include other terms that do not suggest integration: 

“structure,” “power,” “stability,” “asymmetric,” and “accountability” (p. 68). This latter 

list might paint a very different definition of networks with a quite different 

understanding of individuals within them.  

        As Catlaw (2009) aptly warns, networks too can “resonate with the ideological field 

of the status quo and the triumph of global capitalism” (p. 479).  There is no guarantee 

that, without exercising some care, network theory will not simply recreate the problems 

articulated in Chapter Two, creating an “inward focused orientation” that focuses on the 

needs of the network (p. 482) — this simply replaces the organism of the organization 

with a more complex organism called the network. Finally, networks, like any other 

organizing mechanism, can be insular and elitist. There is no guarantee that networks 
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won’t privilege certain kinds of knowledge over others, thereby creating a “netocracy” (p. 

482). Therefore it is critical that we interrogate theories of networks, and the typology of 

i/Individualisms provides a means to do this. By asking what kinds of i/Individual(ism)s 

are assumed within a given articulation of network theory, one can gain a better idea of 

which of these conceptions are in play. 

 Developing network theories grounded specifically in integrated individualism may 

be encouraged by looking to alternative theories of economics. Heterodox approaches to 

economics, in fact, tend to be differentiated from mainstream economics in that the 

individual is assumed to be “embedded in networks of social and economic 

relationships,” although approaches differ on whether these embedded individuals are 

institutional or integrated (Davis, 2004, p. 132). While there is not room to discuss the 

various heterodox approaches to economics in detail here, I argue that they hold a vast 

array of possibilities for rethinking the nature of the relationships between individuals 

and society: replacing Homo economicus with Homo socio-economicus within social 

economics, analyzing the social construction of group identities in a way that yields a 

“politics of recognition” within feminist economics, and exploring the interdependent 

nature of economic agents and structures within intersubjectivist economics (Davis, 2003, 

pp. 120-126). Each of these approaches provides new insight for understanding political 

economy within a framework built around embedded individuals rather than isolated 

Individuals, yet they are currently systematically rejected within the contemporary 

literature of public administration — as well as the mainstream journals of economics.20 

                                                
20  So much so within the latter field that heterodox economists have created their own 
online journal to publish their work, the Real-World Economics Review. 



 

 162  

Opening up the discourse of public administration to reconsider the integrated 

individualisms of various heterodox economics could go a long way toward dissolving 

the paradox of i/Individualism that is inherent in dominant theories of economics. 

    Questioning the dominant framework of neoclassical economics, and reconsidering 

the hierarchical nature of organizations could also allow public administration to move 

beyond rationalist and linguistic constraints for decision-making and interaction. The 

elimination of emotion from theoretical consideration has driven dualities such as the 

fact-value so important in traditional public administration. However, once we recognize 

individuals as integrated and perpetually engaged in face-to-face relationships, it 

becomes apparent that affect must be taken into consideration. Therefore, 

neuropsychology can also help us better understand the way we relate to one another and 

communicate. While poststructuralists are correct to point to the shortcomings of verbal 

language, neuroscience indicates that much more nonverbal communication happens 

between people than we often acknowledge.21 As Martha Stout (2007) explains, while we 

“tend to conceive of ourselves as communicating with other people via language,” verbal 

communication “is only a part of what is going on, in some cases only a small part, and 

one that can (and often does) distract us from the deeper meaning of our interpersonal 

encounters” (p. 80).  

    This nonverbal communication is centered in the limbic system, which is 

particularly effective at broadcasting and receiving affect in order to “align our emotions 

with those of the people around us, and vice versa” (p. 78). Like Stout, Johnson (2001) 

                                                
21  This is a by-product of the mind-body distinction. 
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emphasizes the dramatic ability we have to “read” one another’s emotional states when 

we are in face-to-face encounters. As much as, or more than, our words, our body 

language provides an immense amount of information about what we are thinking and 

experiencing. Oftentimes much of this information is conveyed entirely unconsciously (p. 

195). It is this lack of immediate sensory feedback, in part, that makes hierarchical (or 

even electronic) communication challenging and ineffective (pp. 150-152).  As Johnson 

puts it, “Human beings are innate mind readers” (p. 196) — but this is only so when there 

are outward sensory displays of those minds immediately present to us. In this way, the 

“effect of affect”22 is of important consequence in social relationships because affect is 

easily transferred, creating another level of intersubjectivity. 

    Given the somewhat emergent nature of human organizing, and the centrality of 

face-to-face relationships for social organizing, street-level bureaucracy provides a well-

suited place from which to begin to build a world of co-creating integrated individuals. 

This becomes particularly apparent when one recognizes that street-level bureaucrats are 

those who engage directly with the public on a day-to-day basis. As such they are the 

“linking pins” between public organizations and public subjects. These relationships 

create the weak ties between tightly clustered communities that Buchanan (2002) argues 

are so essential to maintaining the web of society — in other words, the polis. Buchanan 

explains that weak bonds are those that exist between disparate individuals who rarely 

see one another and have very different social clusters, usually with no overlap. And yet, 

it is precisely these weak links that hold us together as a social fabric because without 

                                                
22  This clever phrase was coined by Thomas Catlaw. 
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them we disintegrate into localized and isolated clusters (p. 202).  

    Thus, as Udani (2008) explains, “public administrators – particularly frontline 

officers – are ones that serve a vital connection between the legislative arena in which 

ideas are formulated into laws and the public arena in which laws are translated” (p. 253). 

This practical engagement in ongoing interactions with other administrators and public 

subjects is reflected in the tendency for street-level administrators towards “individual-

think” within the face-to-face situation in contrast to the “group-think” perpetuated by 

official administration (Farmer, 2005, p. 35). While these administrative agencies cannot 

provide a panacea, public administrators can begin rethinking the relationships between 

administrator and citizen, as well as the hierarchical relationships within public 

administration itself. The first step in this rethinking is to recognize the inherent 

interdependence of human existence: that, as administrators and as public subjects, 

integrated individuals are “inextricably joined” with the one another (Rushing & Austin, 

2008). 

    Finally, the most immediate beginning from which to build an world of integrated 

individuals is within our own daily lives. As administrators we might begin with 

Farmer’s concept of the “Great Refusals” (Farmer, 2000) within administered life. As 

Harmon (2006) explains administrators must begin to refuse “all forms of oppression or 

domination that produce ‘power over’ rather than … ‘power with” (p. 142). As he 

explains the ability to recognize the difference will take practice and a great deal of self-

reflexivity — along with the willingness to engage in “authentic hesitation,” allowing 

pauses in which to give consideration to the other (Farmer, 2005, p. 105). Ultimately, 

however, we can return to Mary Parker Follett (1918/1998) herself, who advises us to 
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foster integration very simply: “By practising it with the first person we meet; by 

approaching every man with the consciousness of the complexity of his needs, of the 

vastness of his powers” (p. 160). 
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Afterword 

If the conclusions we reach run counter to our prejudices, let us not flinch; if they 
challenge institutions that have long been deemed wise and natural, let us not turn back 
(George, 1920, p. 13). 
 
 
     The proliferation of social and political theories can become overwhelming. Within 

American public administration we have seen various movements come and go: 

traditional or orthodox, new public administration, new public management, new public 

service, collaborative management, neopragmatism, and network theory, just to name a 

few. It can become difficult to distinguish all of the nuances that differentiate them, and 

there may be some incentives to reconcile the different theoretical approaches. For 

instance, Osborne and Gaebler’s (1992) use of tenets of new public administration, or 

collaborative management’s use of pragmatist ideas of consensus.  

     However, despite the arguments for consensus I examine in Chapter Four, in this 

dissertation I take the position that these different theoretical platforms represent 

profoundly different ways of understanding the world and are therefore largely 

unreconcilable. By applying the typology of i/Individualisms we can better assess how 

subjects (both public and administrative) are understood as living in relationship with one 

another. We can look at a theory of public administration and ask what kinds of 

i/Individuals are assumed and how do those i/Individuals exist in relationship to one 

another. 

     Using the theoretical lens of i/Individual(ism)s, we can gain a firmer grasp of what 

our political and social theories and institutions are reflecting about our social-political 
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ontology as well as our normative values. While networking and emergence can provide 

a strong foundation for creating a form of governance that invokes integrated individuals, 

they can just as easily provide foundations for fragmented Individuals within a 

neoliberal/postmodern market-oriented paradigm. Examining rhetoric, while useful, can 

only tell us so much. I suggest that we look closer, that we seek to understand the 

ontological assumptions reflected in the values given to the subject-identity and 

i/Individual-group relationship axes. With this deeper understanding we can get a better 

idea of what these theories are proposing and why they are so often profoundly 

incompatible. 

     Identifying these hidden assumptions is not always easy. Nor are the values for the 

axes always likely to be simple and direct. It may not always be apparent when the 

i/Individual-group relationship is isolated or embedded, and it may, at times, be difficult 

to tell if the subject identity is unitary or fragmented. As this analysis has shown, these 

values often co-exist. The typology developed in this dissertation is an ideal case based 

on the most prevalent values I have identified in the literature of American public 

administration. The axes, and the values I have provided, reflect a clearly Western 

perspective and do not necessarily take into account alternative values that may be 

available in other cultures or traditions. Therefore, as the typology is applied in practice, 

it will be most useful to remember that values may fall anywhere along the spectrum of 

each axis and that additional values may be added as ideas emerge or are imported from 

other cultures. The categories (atomistic, institutional, fragmented, integrated) are not 

pure and are therefore not wholly mutually exclusive. However, due to the schismogenic 

nature of their convergences, I would argue that in any given scenario certain value 
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characteristics, particular iterations of i/Individualism, will be predominant.  

        For instance, I have argued that in contemporary American society all four types of 

i/Individual(ism)s co-exist. The rhetoric of atomistic Individualism is still politically and 

socially powerful. Fragmented Individualism is the most prevalent type found in the 

consumerism of neoliberal/postmodern politics and society. Institutional individualism 

still exists in administrative and corporate contexts. And integrated individualism can be 

found in small group collaborations or even community or family units. By applying the 

typology we can identify the various ways that individual(ism) is at work in our society 

and can have a greater understanding of the nuances of our language, our social, 

economic and political theories, and, most importantly, our relationships with one 

another. 
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