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CHAPTER 1  

Connecting Philosophy and Public 
Administration: Rationale, Functions 

and Approaches 

Abstract This chapter provides two reasons why philosophy and public 
administration (PA) ought to be connected more closely. The first 
perspective considers this connection as being constitutive and inherent: 
like every discipline and profession, PA is in search of its foundations, 
which only philosophical thinking can provide. The second perspective in 
connecting philosophy and PA stems from a concern for and preoccupa-
tion with the contemporary problems and multiple, interconnected and 
unceasing crises facing the world and society, and thence government and 
the public sector as a key part of society and of the possible solutions to 
contemporary problems. The chapter outlines the four approaches exam-
ined in this book for connecting philosophy and PA: (i) philosophy for 
PA; (ii) mapping backwards; (iii) aligning philosophy and PA; and (iv) 
philosophy of PA. The chapter then identifies the functions of philosophy 
applied to PA: enlightening; critical; gap filling; integrative; and norma-
tive. Finally, a research programme for connecting philosophy and PA is 
outlined. 

Keywords Philosophy · Public administration · Functions of philosophy 
applied to public administration · Philosophy for public administration · 
Aligning philosophy and public administration · Philosophy of public 
administration
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Connecting Philosophy and Public 

Administration: Two Main Rationales 

Why a book on connecting philosophy and public administration? We 
argue there are two main perspectives—supported by two distinct, albeit 
complementary, rationales—in connecting philosophy and philosophical 
thinking, on the one hand, and the field of public administration, public 
governance and public management (hereafter PA—more on definitions 
of both philosophy and PA below), on the other. The first perspective 
considers this connection as being constitutive and inherent: like every 
discipline and profession, PA is in search of its foundations, and philoso-
phy’s core preoccupation lies exactly in finding the roots and foundations 
of what we (human beings and the societies to which we give rise) are, 
what we should do, what we can know. 

When seen through this lens, philosophy and PA should almost by 
definition be connected (since all fields of inquiry and academic disci-
plines should connect to philosophy) and the observation that in certain 
historical periods (like the one we are living in) such connection becomes 
tenuous gets to be seen as akin to some sort of temporary aberration, 
as a contingent situation brought about by some spurious, exogenous 
factors. Such factors may include the way in which academic groupings 
and career paths are organised in contemporary academia, which may 
have led to separating and distancing these two disciplines, which are 
generally grouped into different clusters—the cluster of the humanities 
for philosophy, a more miscellaneous clustering for PA, which may be 
located within political science or government departments, or in business 
schools, or in law schools. Other factors can reside in the pressures put 
by decision-makers in public sector organisations on the academia to find 
‘solutions that work’, which are often considered as ‘technical’ in nature 
and hence afar from the core preoccupations of philosophy, hence driving 
the focus of the PA scholarly investigation away from philosophical inter-
ests. From this first perspective, the rationale for connecting philosophy 
and PA lies in remedying a contingent, temporary disconnect and rein-
state a ‘natural state of affairs’ by providing a connection that should have 
always been there in the first place—connecting philosophy and PA can 
in this perspective be seen as ‘operation back to normalcy’. 

The second perspective in connecting philosophy and PA stems from 
a concern for and preoccupation with the contemporary problems and 
multiple, interconnected and unceasing crises facing the world and
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society, and thence government and the public sector as a key part of 
society. In this perspective, PA as a field of study is seen as a disci-
pline (in itself at times deemed to undergo an ‘identity crisis’, Ostrom, 
2008; Rutgers, 1998) which operates in a world in crisis—in multiple, 
interconnected crises. Climate change, the information revolution and 
its disruptive consequences, the return of large scale war, the risk of 
pandemics, the long-term legacy of the 2008 financial crisis—amongst 
other processes—and the multiple ways in which such processes interact, 
give rise to a world in poly-crisis (Tooze, 2018); and the multiple crises 
may deteriorate due to bad political and policy responses that are too 
often given, bad responses which in turn may further exacerbate such 
crises and trigger vicious circles difficult to break (for example, amplified 
economic inequalities and reduced social cohesion can trigger consensus 
for populist forces, which then enter government and whose governing 
action in turn further amplifies inequalities and deplete social cohe-
sion, thereby nourishing the consensus for populist forces and hence 
reinforcing their position in government, and so forth). 

In this picture, government and the public sector can be part of the 
solution (thence countering by means of example the narratives of those 
who claim they are part of the problem), but in order to attain the goal 
of being part of the solution, governmental, policy and administrative 
action require to be guided by clarity on the assumptions that inform PA 
theory and practice; by a critical assessment of such assumptions which 
may lead to revise and improve them; by novel ideas, constructs and 
approaches that may fill gaps in the assumptions held; by the capacity 
to combine and integrate various forms of disciplinary knowledge into 
a broader understanding of the problems to be addressed; by evaluative 
and normative criteria which can provide justification for public action 
and provide the foundations for its legitimacy. That is, in order to be 
part of the solution to the problems of the poly-crisis the world is facing 
and be able to operate to transform such crises into opportunities, PA 
requires philosophy and philosophical thinking, in order to: shed light 
on its assumptions; critically assess its assumptions and, where required, 
revise them; provide novel ideas, concepts and constructs to fill gaps in 
such assumptions; integrate diverse and at times disconnected forms of 
knowledge into the broader PA theory and practice; and ground and 
justify prescriptive and normative arguments about how governmental 
and administrative action should unfold, and how the public sector ought 
to be organised. In this second perspective, connecting philosophy and PA
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is a way to strengthen PA and enable it to be part of the solution to the 
problems of the contemporary world: it is a way of finding contemporary 
solutions to tackle contemporary problems and hence to transform crises 
into opportunities. 

This book has the ambition to provide a framework for connecting 
philosophy (including eastern philosophy alongside western philosophy) 
and the field of PA in the pursuit of both rationales: the perennial one, as 
well as the contemporary one. A preceding book is much in the line of 
the first rationale: that book is explicitly a call to rediscover this perennial 
connection (Ongaro, 2020—the book is titled ‘Philosophy and Public 
Administration: An Introduction’, published by Elgar Publishing, and it 
is available open access; it has also been translated into Chinese, Italian, 
Portuguese and Spanish, thereby witnessing a quite widespread interest 
and attention for an introductory work about the contribution philos-
ophy can provide to the field of PA). The present book aims to provide 
a framework of analysis of the connections between philosophy and PA 
that can enable to pursue both rationales: the rediscovery of the peren-
nial linkages between philosophy and PA, while also enabling to employ 
and deploy philosophy to tackle specifically the contemporary challenges. 

The intellectual division of labour with my previous book is that 
Ongaro (2020) provides an introduction to the very rationale for 
connecting PA to areas of philosophy (ontology, political philosophy, 
epistemology); the 2020 book also provides a succinct overview of key 
streams of philosophy in relation to its application for PA (as schol-
arly books in philosophy may be written in ways that are not amenable 
to direct application to PA problems and themes) as well as an intro-
duction to selected philosophers and philosophies whose thought may 
prove to be of special significance for certain topics in the field of PA; 
finally, the 2020 book discusses issues of researching and teaching philos-
ophy in PA programmes (also examined in Ongaro, 2019 and 2022). 
In short: that book is about rediscovering the perennial and inherent, 
underlying reasons for connecting philosophy and PA; this present book 
shifts emphasis and focus. In terms of emphasis, this book is about 
applying philosophy to contemporary PA problems in order to stimulate 
the exploration of new ideas and perspectives in developing contempo-
rary PA. Along the way, it also has the ambition to contribute its bit, 
however infinitely small, not just in fostering the field of PA but also 
in revitalising philosophy itself, because philosophy gets fresh nourish-
ment when its ideas and notions get applied to contemporary societal
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challenges and problems; in fact, as aptly noticed by the philosopher 
Luciano Floridi (2019, in ‘Afterword—Rebooting Philosophy’), philos-
ophy is always at risk of ‘scholasticism’, meaning philosophy talking about 
itself to itself in its own jargon, hence becoming unfruitful, incapable of 
bearing fruits for addressing contemporary problems; instead, the applica-
tion of philosophy to contemporary problems—an important part of the 
solution to such contemporary problems requiring conceiving of PA to 
be part of the solution—can revitalise philosophy itself (indeed, philos-
ophy has never meant to self-confine in the Ivory Tower: this rather is 
a drift of philosophy, and engagement with contemporary problems and 
issues can be immensely healthy for philosophy itself to counter any such 
drift). Finally as regards the differences in emphasis between the previous 
and the present book, the previous book provides a review of the philos-
ophy literature (although inevitably just a drop in the ocean given the 
immensity of the field of philosophy)—at least western philosophy—and 
correspondingly the reader finds in that book classical references, mostly 
to the masterpieces of (excuse the pun) the masters of western philos-
ophy; in this book, the reader will find chiefly contemporary literature 
and references, mostly twenty-first-century publications. 

One commonality between this and the previous book is that the 
reader does not need to have been previously trained in philosophy to 
follow and appreciate the flow of the argument: we hope and think 
both the present book and the previous one are accessible to everyone, 
while keeping the highest standards of rigour in the argumentation being 
developed. Both books can guide the interested reader in engaging with 
philosophising about PA and appreciating the philosophical underpin-
nings of PA with increased awareness and knowledge. The reader who 
wants to turn such enhanced knowledge and sensitivity towards the topic 
of philosophy and PA into teaching applications may consider in partic-
ular the following works: an article entirely devoted to the teaching of 
philosophy in PA university programmes and published in one of the top 
journals for the teaching of PA (Ongaro, 2019); a chapter connecting 
researching and teaching of philosophy and PA (Ongaro, 2020, chapter 9) 
and a chapter on philosophy in PA published in a book entirely devoted to 
teaching public administration (Ongaro, 2022 in Bottom et al.). Further 
considerations on the significance of incorporating philosophy into PA 
teaching are discussed in a few paragraphs. 

The other major difference between that previous book and this one 
is its very focus: while the 2020 book is mainly about philosophy for PA,
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while hinting also to other possible directions of inquiry, this book works 
out in full a framework for connecting philosophy and PA along four main 
directions of inquiry:

• Philosophy for PA: this direction of inquiry in connecting philosophy 
and PA is based on mobilising philosophical thinking (one or more 
specific philosophies or philosophical notions) to enable revisiting 
key PA themes (this direction of inquiry is illustrated in detail in 
Chapter 2).

• Mapping backwards , from existing PA scholarly publications to their 
philosophical, often implicit, underpinnings: this direction of inquiry 
is centred on uncovering the underlying philosophical bases of the 
extant PA research (Chapter 3)

• Aligning Philosophy and PA: this direction of inquiry is centred on 
the ideational bases of PA doctrines, intended as elements of knowl-
edge, both analytical and normative, pertaining to the configuration 
of the administrative system, and aims at exploring the philosophical 
underpinnings of doctrines of reform of the public sector, such as the 
New Public Management, the New Public Governance and Collab-
orative Governance; the Neo-Weberian State; and others (Chapter 4 
is devoted to this topic).

• Philosophy of PA: this direction of inquiry is centred on working 
out a philosophy of PA, which can be seen in two ways: (i) as a ‘sec-
tion’ of a broader philosophical system; (ii) as a dedicated branch 
of philosophy aimed at tackling the problems and issues in PA that 
are philosophical in nature, and cannot be (at least not entirely) 
addressed through social sciences methods of inquiry; the latter 
direction of inquiry is delineated in this book (Chapter 5, which  
also concludes the book). 

This book outlines the profile of each of these four directions of inquiry 
by also benefiting of a growing literature on the topic. This present 
book contributes to the growing literature on the topic by proposing 
and developing a framework of analysis based on four main ways—which 
are called ‘directions of inquiry’—in which it is possible to conceptualise 
the interconnections between philosophical thinking and PA. The frame-
work that is being wrought out in this book is, to my knowledge, unique
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in providing a comprehensive approach to analysing and making sense of 
the interconnections between philosophy and PA. 

This book also outlines the ‘functions’ that philosophy applied to 
PA can perform, and it indicates how such functions can be performed 
along each of the four directions of inquiry (the functions of philos-
ophy applied to PA are introduced at the outset of the next section, and 
further discussed in Chapter 2). In short, this book provides an analytical 
framework to map the approaches to connect philosophical inquiry and 
PA theory and practice, and it outlines and illustrates the functions that 
philosophy can perform when applied to PA. We deem that providing a 
broad and (in our view) comprehensive framework for connecting philos-
ophy and PA, based on four dimensions of analysis, and outlining the 
functions that philosophy applied to PA can perform, along each of the 
four directions of inquiry, is the distinctive ‘added value’ of the present 
book. 

For whom is this book written? The direct answer is that it can be rele-
vant to a wide range of readers, scholars as well as reflective practitioners, 
who recognise the significance of philosophical issues and questions for 
their everyday concerns (be it researching and studying public administra-
tion, or the practice of it and the making of decisions in public settings). 
Indeed, this book makes the case and tries to provide a tool for philosophy 
to become part and parcel of higher education programmes in PA, under-
graduate as well as postgraduate programmes (be them MPAs—Master of 
Public Administration or MPPs—Master of Public Policy—programmes, 
or specialisation tracks within an MBA—Master of Business Administra-
tion—or other postgraduate programmes—and of course in postgraduate 
research and PhD programmes). The argument here (using a very direct 
language to strengthen our case) is that we would ‘betray’ our students if 
we convey them the message that PA is a ‘technical’ and ‘practical’ field, 
at least without qualifying the meaning of ‘technical’ as well as ‘practical’: 
it is not technical (or to be precise ‘not only’ technical), as it combines 
techniques (which need to continue to be taught in PA programmes) with 
issues of values-laden decision-making problems and processes which can 
be appreciated only by taking also a philosophical standpoint; and it is 
not technical (not only) as it concerns human behaviour and decision-
making whose roots are in human nature and freedom as well as culture 
and society, all dimensions which can be appreciated only by taking also 
a philosophical standpoint. And exactly because it is practical, PA does 
require of its teachers to make it explicit issues of values (normative in
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nature), thence of public ethics and morality and axiology, and the under-
pinning political-philosophical premises of whatever is communicated to 
represent a pattern of ‘good public administration’, a notion which can 
only be underpinned by ideas of what it means ‘living well together’, 
hence on a conception of what is ‘good’ (and what is not) in life together 
as human beings—and the broader ontological alongside the epistemo-
logical (and linguistic) premises on which it relies. PA programmes which 
do not even mention the philosophical underpinnings of PA are at risk of 
conveying the wrong message that PA can skip engaging with philosoph-
ical issues; and students do intuitively realise this message to be wrong, 
and when they become public decision-makers they discover it for them-
selves painfully, because they miss having engaged with these issues in the 
‘protected environment’ of a classroom, and would love to ‘catch up’ on 
these issues: which is why philosophy should become part and parcel of 
executive education programmes in PA too. The lack of engagement with 
philosophy in PA programmes is a gap in the extant teaching offer which 
could and should be filled. 

This is getting recognised more and more: as an important example, 
we notice that the latest (at the time this book goes to press) Subject 
Benchmark Statement of the Quality Assurance Agency for higher educa-
tion of the UK explicitly mentions ‘Philosophy of PA’ as one of the 
listed content subfields to be included in public policy and administra-
tion higher education programmes. And philosophy needs to become part 
and parcel also of PhD Programmes in PA and related fields: the teaching 
of PA in doctoral programmes has for example been experimented and 
rolled out at Penn State University (USA) at the time this book is being 
published, with an important uptake by doctoral students. 

After having introduced in these initial pages the rationales for 
connecting PA and philosophy, we are now ready to address the key 
question of ‘what can philosophy be used for?’ and thence delineate the 
functions that philosophy applied to PA can perform. 

The Functions of Philosophy Applied 

to the Field of Public Administration 

Philosophy can be considered to perform certain key functions when 
applied to PA—one or more in a combined way depending on the PA 
problem or issues being considered. Such functions can be identified as 
follows (they are introduced here and further elaborated in Chapter 2):
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an enlightening function, whereby philosophy sheds light on the guiding 
assumptions of PA; a critical function, whereby philosophy enables to 
revisit the guiding assumptions of PA, including by identifying possible 
gaps or outright contradictions in the assumptions that are held, at a 
given time, in the field of PA; a gap filling function, as philosophical 
knowledge can provide constructs, concepts and frameworks to fill, at 
least partly, gaps in PA assumptions, notions and theories; an integrative 
function, whereby philosophy sheds light on the underlying assumptions 
and the so-called ‘philosophical residue’ that is present in any social (or 
other) science as applied to PA, thereby enabling or at least facilitating 
the integration of the multiple disciplinary perspectives that are employed 
to address PA problems and topics; and a normative function, since 
philosophy can provide the rationale for normative-prescriptive arguments 
about how the public sector ought to be organised or reorganised—the 
‘reforms’ of the public sector. 

This book provides a framework to consider and appreciate the 
functions that philosophy can perform when applied to PA, thereby 
also providing a conceptual map to apply philosophy to PA. Thus, in 
Chapter 2 are presented and discussed in more detail the functions of 
philosophy applied to PA briefly previewed here; it is shown how the 
thought of key philosophers and philosophical streams can be applied to 
address PA problems and issues, thereby illustrating how philosophy can 
perform one or more of the functions outlined. The discussion of the 
findings of a number of published articles in PA that employ and deploy 
a philosophical perspective as a core part of their argument is used in 
an illustrative way to highlight the actual performance of these functions 
in published scholarly works. For example, we notice the integrative as 
well as the gap filling function that the philosophy of critical realism can 
perform by enabling to conjoin four distinct conceptions of what ‘public 
value’ is about into one integrated framework; or the normative function 
performed by philosophy when an ancient idea (both in the East and in 
the West) about the random selection from the population of representa-
tives for inclusion in public decision-making processes gets applied to the 
public administration problem of the selection and promotion of public 
servants, by means of creating ‘deliberative mini-publics’ that can perform 
a role in such processes and—the argument goes—enable to overcome 
some of the limitations of extant public management practices. Finally, 
the chapter expands on the possibility of combining a range of philoso-
phies (not just one at a time) to be able to address PA problems, as well
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as to, more ambitiously, match fields of philosophy with thematic areas of 
PA as ways of more closely interconnecting philosophy and PA. 

The normative function of philosophy is especially relevant when 
considering the theme of what are ‘good’ reforms of the public sector 
and what it means that public services are ‘better’ managed after a reform 
of the configuration of the administrative system or the management 
of public services. The topic is addressed in Chapter 4 through the 
lens of the notion of ‘administrative doctrines’, defined as elements of 
knowledge with a prescriptive/normative thrust about how public admin-
istration ought to be organised. Specifically, the administrative doctrines 
of certain ‘movements of reform’ of the public sector like the New 
Public Management, New Public Governance, the Neo-Weberian State 
and the Guardian State are discussed in Chapter 4 by means of the 
systematic consideration of the ideational bases of such doctrines of 
reform, noticing that such ideational bases encompass ontological, episte-
mological, linguistic, ethical and political-philosophical perspectives. The 
chapter introduces the notion of ‘ideational public governance configura-
tion’ to indicate the overall configuration of administrative doctrines and 
the ontological, epistemological, linguistic, ethical-moral and political-
philosophical ideas which enable to conceptualise, understand, interpret 
and explain administrative doctrines. The notion of ideational public 
governance configuration is a conceptual tool to mobilise philosophical 
thinking for unpacking and elucidating the ideational bases of our under-
standing of public administration. The framework of analysis proposed in 
Chapter 4 may provide a further expansion and direction of development 
of an important, wide-ranging and expansive stream of works on public 
ethics (De Graaf et al., 2016; Heath,  2020; Huberts, 2014; Jorgensen & 
Rutgers, 2015), an area of inquiry which has been amply investigated in 
the PA literature—indeed perhaps it represents the only area of inquiry in 
the field of PA which has developed in close connection with philosophical 
thinking. 

Prior to that, Chapter 3 discusses how to identify the philosophical 
premises of the extant PA scholarly works and literature, and it presents 
three approaches to detect and trace back the philosophical premises and 
underpinnings of such works: (i) by having the very authors of the public 
administration research to make it explicit the philosophical underpin-
nings of their work; (ii) by having an ex post interpretation performed 
by a scholar who reviews extant PA scholarly works with the aim to 
detect and unveil the underlying philosophical stances and premises of
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such works; and (iii) by investigating via bibliometric analyses the extant 
publications in the field of public administration and how they are influ-
enced by academic publications in the field of philosophy. We detect in the 
development of this direction of inquiry the performance of the critical as 
well as the enlightening function of philosophy applied to PA, also paving 
the way for the use of philosophy to identify gaps in the extant literature 
(gap filling function of philosophy) as well as potentially for performing 
the integrative function of philosophy applied to PA. 

Finally, a (yet-to-be wrought out) philosophy of PA for the twenty-
first century would mediate, enable and support the performance of all 
five the functions of philosophy applied to PA that we have identified. 
Chapter5 outlines the contours and the features that a philosophy of PA 
for the twenty-first century could and should (in our view) display. 

Definitions of Philosophy and Public 

Administration Used in This Book 

The very word ‘philosophy’ is a product of the genius of the ancient 
Greeks who established and grew to vertiginous heights the ‘science of 
reason’, giving rise to philosophy as the rational investigation of reality 
as such, the deployment of reason and the rational faculties of humanity 
for attaining the fullest possible comprehension of reality as such. The 
very Greek language word λόγοσ (read: ‘logos’) indicates both ‘reason’ 
and ‘word’, hence it is a pivotal term in Greek philosophy to denote 
the capacity to apprehend reality in and through language. To dwell 
a moment more on the language of the people who invented philos-
ophy, the ancient Greek word from which the English term of philosophy 
derives is φιλοσοφία (read ‘philosophía’), which can be translated as ‘love 
for’ or ‘friendship to’ knowledge understood as ‘wisdom’, thereby indi-
cating the speculative and contemplative character of this so noble human 
venture as well as the personal involvement and engagement (‘love for’, 
‘friendship’) and search for the betterment of human life (by seeking 
to attain ‘wisdom’) of those human beings who pursue philosophy (we 
will revisit, in a few paragraphs, the contemplative thrust of philosophy 
as a key feature of this enterprise which originated in the West when 
considering similarities and dissimilarities with the thrust which underpins 
perspectives to philosophy that can be found in the East). 

As aptly noted by Kenny (2010), philosophy is about the big ques-
tions that humanity faces (it has always faced, and it will always face),
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and philosophy can be characterised (and distinguished from any other 
‘science’) by its very distinctive trait of not having a subject matter (while 
all sciences have a subject matter and are defined by it: physics studies 
the laws of movement, biology studies the living organisms, economics 
studies the problem of the use of scarce resources for addressing needs 
which can be prioritised, and so forth). What philosophy rather does have 
are key questions and themes, very aptly summed up by Kenny (2010) 
around the following ones: 

– The question of Metaphysics, or Ontology, and God: ‘What there 
is’ 

– The question of Soul and Mind (and Body), or Philosophical 
Anthropology: ‘Who I am/ Who we are’ 

– The question of Ethics and Morality: ‘How to live (well)’ 
– The question of Political Philosophy: ‘How to live well together’ 
(‘together’ meaning both within a political community—public 
governance—and amongst political communities across the world— 
global public governance) 

– The question of Epistemology and Logic: ‘How to know/What we 
know’ (what is knowable, what we can and cannot know, and how 
we know). 

While most professional philosophers will deal with specific sub-questions 
in their daily practice of the profession, these are key overarching ques-
tions that substantiate what philosophy is ultimately about. There are of 
course other questions which are also eminently philosophical, giving rise 
to yet other areas of philosophy (e.g. ‘What is beauty?’: the field of philos-
ophy of beauty or Aesthetics, with its deep interconnections with all the 
other fields of philosophy): the five questions above provide a necessarily 
very succinct yet effective summary of key questions in philosophising, 
which translate into corresponding main fields of philosophy. There are 
also other related questions, or subtly different ways of formulating the 
above questions, with huge implications: e.g. the German philosopher 
Martin Heidegger, connecting to a long thread of philosophising, empha-
sised the formulation of the ontological question as: Why (is there) being 
rather than nothingness? And relatedly, why do I exist? Such questions 
complement—and are often part of the attempts to answer—the key 
questions delineated. It may also be noticed that Ethics/Morality and
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Political Philosophy can also be referred to as ‘Practical Philosophy’ (a 
camp to which also Philosophy of Law can be ascribed, which is central 
to understanding the assumptions of law and legal studies in general and 
notably, for the field of interest in this book, administrative law), while 
the other branches of philosophy can be placed under the label of ‘Theo-
retical Philosophy’: while the core of our argument is that the entirety of 
philosophy can (and should) be applied to PA, Practical Philosophy may 
be the most directly applicable to the field of PA. Finally (in terms of clas-
sification of branches of philosophy), a more recent branch called ‘social 
ontology’, which can be distinguished from both ‘pure’ ontology and 
political philosophy (albeit deeply entwined with both), can find applica-
tions to PA (see Chapter 4 in this book for an application to the study 
of administrative reforms and their underpinning ideational bases, and 
Ongaro, 2020, Chapter  4 for an introduction to this branch of philosophy 
in view of its application to PA problems). 

Importantly, all the ‘modern’ sciences, the individual disciplines that 
populate the academia have originated from philosophy and the act of 
philosophising and have only at a later stage detached from it, gained 
autonomy in terms of object of investigation and methods deployed 
to generate knowledge, and ultimately ‘set up home’ as a specific and 
distinct (from philosophy) discipline, all the while retaining their ulti-
mate connection with the specific subfield of philosophy from which they 
derive (for example, economics derives from moral philosophy). This irre-
ducible philosophical element present in every discipline is referred to as 
the ‘philosophical residue’. The philosophical residue is present in any 
science, hence the social and other sciences that are applied to investi-
gate PA problems and themes. The philosophical residue can be defined 
as the philosophical element that remains in any given field of scien-
tific study as the irreducible questions that cannot be addressed within 
the confines of the specific discipline itself, with its defined object of 
inquiry and methods for the generation of knowledge; such questions 
cannot be entirely reduced to and being addressed by scientific cate-
gories of analysis. Since PA is an interdisciplinary applied field (it utilises 
multiple social sciences, often in combination), it requires to detect the 
philosophical residue not just of one but of all its constituent disci-
plines, as well as to understand how such philosophical issues inherent 
in the social sciences that are applied in the field of PA interact and 
combine with each other. By way of example, we may consider the crit-
ical investigation of the assumptions about the human motives (which
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are philosophical in nature, hence part of the philosophical residue) that 
are purported to drive human beings as social agents when analysed along 
the lines of economic science applied to PA (like in the theorisation of the 
bureau-shaping model, see Dunleavy, 1991), on the one hand, and when 
considered from the perspective of law (public law, administrative law), 
on the other hand, as applied to PA problems and themes; economics-
based models in PA may see human beings as driven by the pursuit of 
self-interest and utility maximisation, while law-based models in PA may 
evoke sense of duty and moral compass (or absence thereof); the find-
ings of the two disciplines may differ because of the different assumptions 
and perspectives they employ. Such assumptions may be similar or dissim-
ilar, may be made explicit or be hidden and go unnoticed: philosophical 
inquiry enables to detect and critically examine and possibly integrate the 
assumptions taken by different disciplines when they are applied to PA 
problems and themes, hence the findings of such disciplines to the given 
PA problem/topic can be applied in a combined way (integrative function 
of philosophy) for a more holistic understanding of the problem under 
investigation. 

It can be argued that the further away a discipline is from defining its 
problems in an unproblematic way and standardising its concepts in an 
uncontroversial way—that is, the further it is from fully setting up home 
as a ‘normal science’—and the closer it remains to philosophy as such. In 
this sense, given it is widely and almost unanimously claimed that such is 
the case for PA, that is, that it is very far from having its problems and 
concepts unproblematically and uncontroversially standardised (e.g. Raad-
schelders, 2005), then it can be claimed that the ties with philosophy are 
stronger in the case of PA than most other academic disciplines, and that 
the unresolved ‘philosophical residue’ gains even further prominence in 
the case of PA (Ongaro, 2020). Indeed, the inherent interdisciplinarity 
of PA (see below on the definition of PA) further distances it from 
monodisciplinary sciences (like physics or economics), since PA inherently 
compounds the philosophical residues of all its many constituent disci-
plines (that is, of all the disciplines that it applies to its subject matter: 
which is the functioning of government, the administrative system and 
public services), thereby being ‘by nature’ (so to speak) closer to philos-
ophy than most other sciences. As a further consideration, it may be 
noticed that it is not just disciplines but more specific theories that may 
vary in the degree to which they have a philosophical residue, and for this 
reason, some PA theories are more amenable to ‘philosophical treatment’
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than others: they contain a deeper philosophical residue; a clear example 
is the theory of public value, which may be seen as more inherently 
philosophical than other theories employed in the field of PA. 

Over the centuries, philosophy has worked out a range of concepts and 
notions, including that of substance (the essence of a thing or entity) and 
accidents (ways of being of a thing that depend on another being and are 
not related to the nature of the thing in itself), of entity and their relations 
(inter-entity relations and relations of whole and part), of causality (what 
determines something—indicated as the ‘effect’—to happen), of human 
freedom and individual agency (the autonomous self and the nature of 
human liberty), and so forth—as well as having critically reviewed and 
revisited ‘commonsensical’ notions like those of time and space, or those 
of mind and body—noticing that of course all notions are only apparently 
‘commonsensical’ when seen from a philosophical standpoint. (The reader 
interested in a primer of philosophical concepts specifically for applica-
tion to PA may wish to look at the already mentioned introductory book 
that precedes this one, on philosophy and public administration, Ongaro, 
2020.) 

In an illustrative way and concerning a notion on which we return 
in a few paras for its implications in relation to comparing the contri-
bution that can come from the application to PA of both eastern and 
western philosophies, we briefly pick and discuss the notion of causality. 
The ancient Greek Philosopher Aristotle identifies four types of causes: 
material, formal, efficient and final. The material cause refers to the mate-
rial element of which a thing is made (for example, the marble of which 
a statue is made—the marble being a cause of the statue, since without 
it the statue could not come into being), and more subtly the material 
cause refers to potentiality, the potential of becoming something: in fact, 
Aristotle goes beyond the ‘simple’ notion of matter as ‘that which has an 
extension, that which occupies a volume’ (this is the definition of matter 
used by the philosopher René Descartes), rather referring to matter as 
potentiality, that which has the potential of becoming something. The 
formal cause refers to the essence or substance of a thing, what makes it 
be what it is: a statue is a statue—let us define it as ‘a three-dimensional 
artwork’—irrespective of whether it is made of marble or bronze or wood 
or any other suitable material; the formal cause is the form, the ‘what it 
is’ of something. The efficient cause is what makes something happen, 
the ‘force’ which effects a certain change—in the case of the statue, the 
sculptor operating on the material with its tools (hammer and chisel).
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The final cause is the goal or end or rationale: the reason why something 
is brought about—in the example of the statue, the final cause can be 
the pursuit of beauty and/or the celebration of a ruler and/or the satis-
faction of the buyer of the artwork. It goes without saying, the notion of 
causality has been dissected by philosophers throughout the centuries that 
followed Aristotle and it has been refined and extended in manifold direc-
tions, including for use in the social sciences; however, it can arguably 
be stated that the notion of the four causes as wrought out by Aristotle 
remains a key entry point to the notion of causality in philosophy. 

So far so good as concerns the delineation of ‘western’ philosophy—in 
the example, the philosophical treatment of the notion of causality—for 
application to PA problems. Let me make an appeal to the patience of the 
reader to put this notion aside for a moment (we come back to it in a 
few paras) to now turn our attention to a challenge that comes from the 
East. With an oversimplification (adopted here only as starting point to 
introduce the issue), we can claim that eastern philosophies are different 
from western philosophies in a number of respects. To start with—and 
very important—eastern philosophies are more intimately interconnected 
with religion, religiosity and mysticism than is the case of philosophy 
in the West, where philosophy has established itself as an autonomous 
field of investigation driven by the use of reason and rational thinking, a 
domain of inquiry fully distinct from both theology and religious studies 
as well as from spirituality and mysticism (conceived of as the direct expe-
rience of the divine, of the connection of the human to the totality of 
reality attained in experiential terms). In the East, conversely, philos-
ophy has arisen closely entwined with religion and mysticism. It can 
be claimed that philosophy in the East (to the extent the very term of 
philosophy can be utilised in this tradition of thinking) is more about 
giving verbal expression and form to the direct experience of the inter-
connectedness of the individual with reality, than about enabling the 
autonomous apprehension of reality by means of the force of pure reason 
in and by itself (again alerting the reader we deploy here an oversim-
plification in order to capture the key point of differentiation between 
eastern and western philosophy—while recognising the immense variety 
of conceptions of philosophy and the huge differences that can be found 
across what we have here lumped together as ‘the East’ and ‘the West’). 
Such ‘verbal expression’ of the experience of interconnectedness may be 
wrapped in mythological language, like in the Upanishads in Hinduism 
(this itself being a western term coined in the nineteenth century by Sir
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Monier Monier-Williams, expert of Sanskrit at the University of Oxford: 
an indigenous term to indicate Hinduism is Sanatana Dharma, which  
can roughly be translated as ‘the eternal law’), or it can be manifested 
in the form of teachings for meditation—sutras and mantras . Indeed in 
eastern religions, and perhaps most notably in Buddhism, it is meditation 
which is key for the individual to attain salvation (more precisely: liber-
ation from the cycle of re-birth or samsara), rather than philosophical 
inquiry, which may even be deemed to be an impediment on the way 
to liberation, as philosophical inquiry entangles the mind in quizzes and 
doubts which forbid to ‘let go’ and distract from the pursuit of mindful-
ness and the attainment of deep meditation (see, e.g., the interpretation 
of Zen Buddhism, a strand of Mahayana Buddhism which originated in 
China and spread to Korea and Japan and in the latter it is known as 
Zen Buddhism, as ‘anti-philosophy’, where philosophy is here intended 
as ‘western’ philosophy, see Nagatomo, 2025). 

This conception of philosophy (or at least emphasis in what philosophy 
is concerned with) that comes from eastern thinking brings about a chal-
lenge about the very role and function of the intellect and reason (let us 
remind the reader here of the definition of philosophy in the West as the 
‘science of reason’). If in western philosophy intellect is the ‘power’ of 
the human soul that enables to attain the apprehension of reality (intel-
lect, volition and memory are often referred to as the three key faculties 
or capacities of the human soul), its function may be very different in an 
eastern perspective, in which the role of the intellect lies rather in ‘clearing 
the way’ for enabling the direct experience of reality, in supporting a 
preparatory phase of casting away prejudices and errors before connec-
tion with reality can be attained, through other paths. It has aptly been 
noticed that philosophy in the East can be more appropriately conceived 
of as ‘way’, rather than as a body of knowledge and understanding. 
For example, in the interpretation of a key trait of Japanese philosophy, 
Kasulis (2025) notices that philosophy in the Japanese tradition is seen as 
an enterprise that transforms both the knower and the known through 
a body-mind theory-praxis, in a conception of philosophy which can 
be contrasted with—if not outright opposed to—the (western) idea of 
philosophy as a field of scholarly inquiry, to philosophy as Wissenschaft , 
where the German term of Wissenschaft points to a domain of inquiry, an 
area of scholarship, research and (academic) education, especially in the 
sense of detached knowing, ‘theoretical’ knowledge (the ancient Greek 
word for θεωρία—read ‘theoria’—evokes a contemplative and speculative
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thrust). A Japanese (more broadly: eastern) conception of philosophy as 
‘way’, as process in which the knower is intimately involved (through a 
body-mind theory-praxis), might rather be closer to the ancient Greek 
etymology of philosophy as ‘loving wisdom’, as an engaged effort to 
attain wisdom, although Greek philosophy also always emphasises theo-
rising as speculation and contemplation with an element of detachment 
from the object being contemplated. 

Can these conceptions of philosophy—eastern and western—be recon-
ciled? This is arduous question, and one to be asked more properly of 
professional philosophers. What we can state here is that in our exam-
ination of the functions that philosophy applied to PA can perform 
(the enlightening function, the critical function, the integrative function, 
the gap filling function, and the normative function, previewed in the 
previous section and further wrought out in Chapter 2 and throughout 
the rest of this book), we try our best to refer to, accommodate and incor-
porate all these emphases and insights—eastern and western—into what 
philosophy is about. 

There is another challenge coming from the East, more strictly meta-
physical in nature (or perhaps more precisely: ‘anti-metaphysical’). It 
relates to the key notion of dependent origination (a core concept in 
Buddhism—though not shared by other eastern religions and related 
philosophies), the notion of the interdependence and impermanence of 
all things, and its implications. This notion refers to the dependence of all 
things—whether physical or mental—on other things, including depen-
dence of the knowing subject on all the rest, hence from this eastern 
perspective the knowing subject cannot be a principal autonomous entity 
or process, like in western philosophy is the Cartesian ‘I think’ which lies 
at the beginning of knowing for the philosopher René Descartes, or the 
principle of identity as ‘I = I’ whereby the thinking ‘I think’ poses itself 
and by posing itself it also poses the ‘non-I’ as claimed by the philoso-
pher Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and hence—in Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel’s interpretation—the principle of identity which starts from the ‘I’ 
is the—dialectical—foundation of the entirety of reality. Conversely, the 
notion of dependent origination elicits major questions about the very 
existence of the subject as a discreet, independently existing, autonomous 
agent, and hence of its social agency too (and thence, as concerns the 
object of investigation of this book, of the social agency of public servants 
and of citizens-users of public services alike). Even the use and concep-
tion of language is seen differently in an eastern perspective: rather than
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words possessing a capacity to refer to already existing things (enabling 
to interpret and give meaning to them through the relationship of the 
signifier—the written or pronounced word—and the signified—the thing 
or entity to which the word refers), as it is generally assumed in a western 
conception, from an eastern standpoint of reality as a field of interdepen-
dent events in continuous flux, language rather arises from engagement 
with the field itself, and the words, reality and the speaker express the 
moment together as part of the flux, and the truth of words arises from 
their ability to confer with, rather than refer to, reality (Kasulis, 2025, 
sect. 5.4). We reiterate that we are here proceeding by oversimplifica-
tions to highlight points of possible contrast between perspectives and 
standpoints of eastern and western philosophies, and it is important to re-
state that major differentiations and qualifications should be introduced 
within each cluster (including by noticing that the notions of dependent 
origination and impermanence are especially pertinent in the perspective 
of Buddhism and, in certain regards and within a different framework, 
Taoism—but not necessarily so within the frame of other eastern philoso-
phies like, e.g. Confucianism); the point here for the purposes of this 
book is that such philosophical conceptions pose formidable challenges 
to philosophy when seen from a western perspective. 

How can these perspectives (eastern and western) be reconciled? We 
formulate here one premise and two lines of argumentation about how to 
overcome this potential incompatibility (whether apparent or real). The 
premise is that the challenge is at the metaphysical level, the one more 
directly concerning philosophical preoccupations and hence of pertinence 
of this book. It does not pertain, however, to the level of religiosity as 
such: a systematic review of the scholarly literature in both the social 
sciences (Ongaro & Tantardini, 2023a, 2024b) and the religious studies 
and theology literatures (Tantardini & Ongaro, 2025) has shown how 
religion as both a personality system and an ideational basis, and mediated 
by the nature of the religious regime, does affect PA (Ongaro & Tantar-
dini, 2023) along at least eighteen thematic areas (Ongaro & Tantardini, 
2024a) and, although the (English language) literature that has been 
reviewed contains a lesser number of articles about eastern religions than 
about Christianity or Islam, there are examples of published works which 
illustrate how eastern religions affect different aspects of PA: from the 
behaviour of public managers (Dwivedi, 1990) to the level of Public 
service Motivation (Yung, 2014), from infusing the values of public sector 
organisations (Parboteeah et al., 2009) to the influence of faith leaders on
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local public governance (Chapman & Lowndes, 2014), from providing 
legitimacy to public governance (Rots, 2016) to shaping conceptions of 
Public Value (Ongaro & Tantardini, 2024c). 

To tackle the metaphysical challenge, we propose two lines of argu-
mentation. The first one lies in drawing a distinction between the 
experience of unity with the flow of becoming and the overcoming of 
any duality, a state that can be attained through paths like deep state of 
meditation (a ‘state’ which, for example, in Zen Buddhism is designated 
as non-discriminatory wisdom, a state in which the Zen practitioner can 
trans-descend and which transcends the perceptual reality we experience 
in everyday life, and which poses challenges for western philosophical 
notions of being, self, time and space—amongst others), on the one 
hand, and the everyday life, on the other hand, where ‘normal’ sensorial 
experience and normal science continue to apply. Since every encounter 
of citizens with public administration and public services occurs in the 
everyday life, it could be argued that the metaphysical challenge of 
conceiving of reality as a field of interdependent events in continuous 
flux is indeed a challenge at the ontological level, but not something 
the scholar and the practitioner of PA should concern themselves about. 
This point is effectively illustrated in the profiling of the Zen person 
discussed in Nagatomo (2025, sect. 8.1) in which, in the commentary to 
a passage of the Zen dialogue between Zen Master Ungen and a fellow 
practitioner, when Ungen is making a cup of tea, the dialogue runs as 
follows:—Practitioner: “To whom are you going to serve the tea you are 
preparing?”—Ungen: “There is the person who wants it”—Practitioner: 
“Can’t the person who wants it make the tea himself?”—Ungen: “Fortu-
nately, I am here to do it for him”. In this dialogue, ‘person’ designates 
a Zen person who has attained non-discriminatory wisdom, while ‘you’ 
designates those who remain in the everyday world. The former is a ‘trans-
individual’ while the latter is an ‘individual’: the former cannot ‘make the 
tea himself’ because he or she is not incarnate like the individual who 
remains in the everyday world, who continues to live in the perceptual 
world according to everyday commonsensical patterns of behaviour (like 
being able to use what nowadays would be a kettle to make a tea). The 
Zen master avails him or herself of both of these perspectives—she or he 
is extraordinary in having attained wisdom, while at the same time being 
quite ordinary in appearance and availing her/himself of the everyday 
perspective when required: to make a tea or, in the case of more direct



1 CONNECTING PHILOSOPHY AND PUBLIC … 21

pertinence for the subject of this book, to make, co-produce or use a 
public service. 

The second line of argumentation to tackle the metaphysical challenge 
undertakes another path, arduous yet potentially fruitful. An integrative 
path can in fact be envisaged, one which engages with philosophical 
concepts and perspectives both eastern and western and pursues the path 
of integrating such notions into broader frameworks—at least within the 
much more modest remit of the application of these concepts to the field 
of PA which is the humble preoccupation of this book, leaving aside, 
to the extent this is possible, addressing the broader and more funda-
mental underlying philosophical issues—questions that have occupied the 
brightest minds for millennia. 

How can, then, be reconciled the perspective typically adopted by 
philosophies and philosophers where Buddhism has historically been 
more influential, e.g. Japanese Philosophers who view reality as field— 
viewing reality in terms of a complex, organic system of interdependent 
processes, a system that includes themselves as knowers (Kasulis, 2025, 
sect. 5.2)—with views of reality centred on notions like the autonomous 
existence of entities (their substance and attributes) and of the self-
conscious soul (the thinking subject) and the explanation of change (or 
the absence thereof) at the physical, social, psychological and metaphysical 
level through notions like Aristotle’s four causes (the already introduced 
western notion to which we can now return)? Since we are examining 
these arduous philosophical problems in relation specifically to the appli-
cation of philosophical concepts to PA, we can afford to discuss such 
issues in relation to specific PA problems rather than in abstract and purely 
philosophical terms. 

One of these PA problems concerns how to conceptualise the notion of 
‘context’—usually referring to the societal, cultural, political and admin-
istrative context—and the ways in which it affects continuity and change 
of public administrative systems and public services and their reform—a 
major strand of research and inquiry in the field of PA (Pollitt, 2013; 
Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017). The notion of context is fraught with philo-
sophical implications, thereby making it a topic of interest for analysis 
from a philosophical standpoint (Ongaro, 2026). What kind of causality 
applies when studying contextual influences? One useful notion is that 
of multiple conjunctural causation, in which ‘outcomes are analyzed in 
terms of intersections of conditions, and it is usually assumed that any 
of several combinations of conditions might produce a certain outcome’
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(Ragin, 1987, p. x and chapter 2). It is centred on multiple intersecting 
conditions linking features of context and process to certain outcomes 
and in which different conditions combine in different and sometimes 
contradictory ways to produce the same or similar outcomes. While still 
firmly within a western philosophy-derived notion of causation, because 
it distinguishes between causes and effects rather than assuming inter-
dependence of all things with all other things, the notion of multiple 
conjunctural causation may possibly represent a tentative bridge with 
the notion of universal interconnectedness, at least for the practical and 
limited purpose of application to analyses of a PA problem like the ques-
tion of how a notion like context can be dealt with to understand its 
influence on the functioning of administrative systems. In fact, the notion 
of context by its very transparent etymology suggests the image of a 
tissue (Rugge, 2013, pp. 44–45—the Latin contextere, from which  the  
English word ‘context’ is derived, in fact means ‘to weave together’), 
of something which is woven (interconnected) into something which 
is (indefinitely) broader. Indeed, the notion of context is intriguing 
in terms of exploring bridges between notions in western philosophy 
and concepts from eastern philosophies for a range of reasons. In fact, 
context ‘denotes an object of an undetermined extension’ as ‘there is 
always a broader context’ (Rugge, 2013, p. 44): contextual influences 
are amenable to being studied through a range of conceptualisations of 
causation grounded in western philosophy: the Aristotelian four causes, 
multiple conjunctural causation, probabilistic causation (Ongaro, 2013, 
pp. 198–201), primary and secondary causes—and yet the very notion of 
context denoting an undetermined (indefinite?) extension evokes inter-
connectedness and interdependence of things on other things. It may 
also evoke a holographic paradigm of analysis, typical of eastern thinking 
whereby the whole (holo-) is considered to be inscribed (-graph) in each 
of its parts (Kasulis, 2025, sect. 2.2), a paradigm which is not alien to 
western thinking (consider Neoplatonism whereby each unit, and notably 
each person, is considered to be a micro-cosmos and to reflect the entirety 
of reality within itself): analysing phenomena in context is an approach to 
detecting the connections between a unit (the focused object of analysis), 
that is, what is determined in its extension, and the undetermined exten-
sion of which it is part and that it reflects. Moreover and relatedly, the 
notion of ‘context denotes one object, but in fact evokes two of them 
[t]here is no context without a “contexted”, an object that is or has to be
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put into a context’ (Rugge, 2013, p. 44), thereby suggesting a relational 
view of reality, evoking if not outright pointing to reality as a field. 

Combining these elements of reflection, there appears to be an opening 
to envisage a path(way)—at least within the frame of the confined appli-
cation of philosophy to a delimited set of concerns like those in and 
of PA—towards fruitfully combining western and eastern philosophical 
notions to study PA (Ongaro, 2021), towards a truly global apprecia-
tion of the application of philosophy to PA. The end result of such effort 
can have global reach, as it encompasses and is open to the wider range of 
philosophical perspectives and pursues a critical analysis to integrate them, 
without being globalist, that is, it does not reduce or subsume different 
perspectives into one viewpoint—rather it strives to attain a higher-
level integration of the contribution that each perspective can provide, 
achieved not in a syncretistic mode but through critical inquiry in the 
Kantian sense, through an approach that strives to attain synthesis wher-
ever possible while also contemplating the possibility of rejecting options 
which are deemed contradictory or unacceptable on logical-ontological 
ground. This way, a range of conceptualisations of causation grounded 
in western philosophy—the four causes, multiple conjunctural causation, 
probabilistic causation, primary and secondary causes—can be combined 
with paradigms grounded in eastern philosophy—interconnectedness and 
interdependence,1 holographic relations—in view of a broader and more

1 The notion of interconnectedness is central also in different perspectives to those 
associated with Buddhism and certain eastern religions and philosophical systems. In the 
East, it is central in Hinduism (Sanatana Dharma), albeit in Hinduism the existence of the 
autonomous self (soul or atman) is a central tenet, and all that exists has its self (atman), 
and all souls are interconnected and ultimately a manifestation of the absolute principle, 
Brahman. In the West, interconnectedness is central to Christianity, notably in Catholicism 
in the key notion of the Communion of Saints—the communion in Christ of all people 
and of all things who belong to God, who are all interconnected in and through Christ 
(the Second Person of the Holy Trinity), who is the Vine to whom all those who belong 
to Christ partake as its shoots, while maintaining one’s own autonomous self (in full 
unity of soul and body, hence in full psychosomatic or body-mind unity—this happening 
according to the Christian faith as the end of times when the parusía—the return of 
Christ on earth / in this world—will occur and will bring about the resurrection of the 
body of all human beings: this is marvellously visualised in the most famous painting by 
Michelangelo Buonarroti in the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican); this consideration provides 
an important bridge with the notion of body-mind theory-praxis that we have seen in 
relation to eastern philosophies, and it is also a powerful reminder that the perspective of 
mind-body unity has been amply considered also in western philosophy, whose richness 
cannot be simplistically reconducted to the divarication of Cartesian ascendence of mind
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encompassing potential synthesis. A path of inquiry for the application 
of philosophy to PA characterised by an integrative thrust is therefore 
envisaged in this book in which we aim to dissect the connecting points 
between philosophy and PA and the functions of philosophy for PA in 
an encompassing way (as encompassing as possible) by relying on both 
western and eastern thinking, with all their huge richness of thought and 
understanding and internal variety (in the same line of analysis is situ-
ated the collective work published in the special issue guest edited by Ho 
and Ongaro, 2025, titled ‘Eastern and Western Philosophies: Rethinking 
the Foundations of Public Administration’; for an argument about the 
benefits of integrating eastern and western philosophical perspectives for 
application to PA, see specifically the editorial introduction, Ongaro & 
Ho, 2025). 

We can now turn to the definition of PA that we use in this book. 
We use the acronym PA to encompass three notions: public administra-
tion, public management and public governance. We deem the framework 
wrought out in this book for connecting philosophy and PA to apply to 
all three the notions (an argument originally developed in Ongaro, 2020, 
chapter 1, pp. 9–18 in particular, from which we draw in this section), 
which are then placed collectively under the umbrella of PA (we indicate 
in the text whenever we are singling out one or the other, if and when a 
certain aspect of the connection with philosophy pertains more specifically 
to it). Starting from the notion of public administration, there seems to 
be wide consensus amongst scholars in the field that it can be defined as

and body, of the separation if not outright opposition of res cogitans (literally: the ‘thinking 
thing’) and res extensa (literally, the ‘extended thing’, the thing which occupies space). 
This conception provides room for interpreting the notion of the autonomous self, that is, 
of individual or personal freedom, as relational freedom, that is, a freedom that acquires 
its full meaning in the encounter and relation with the freedom of fellow human beings 
as well as the liberty of God, who in the perspective of the Christian faith (and the 
Abrahamic faiths more broadly) engages into a covenant with humanity in which God, in 
a sense, fulfils his liberty by freely choosing to bind Himself to humanity thereby living a 
relational form of freedom, one which chooses to constrain itself for love of the others, 
of all creatures. 

In relation to the key topic for this book of the interconnection of faith, religion and 
philosophy, we notice that the Christian faith and the Greek philosophy combined in the 
Patristic philosophy to complement each other (a key element for conjoining faith and 
Greek philosophical reason is in the Gospel according to John in which Christ is referred 
to as the Logos). While philosophy established itself in the West as an autonomous field of 
inquiry relying on the power of reason, it also profoundly intertwines with religion and 
faith, in a mutual nourishment.
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a subject matter, defined by its subject (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Ferlie 
et al., 2005; Ongaro & van Thiel, 2018; Perry & Christensen, 2015; 
Pollitt, 2016; Raadschelders, 2005) rather than being defined by its focus 
on one category or dimension of natural or social phenomena or by its 
methods (which are borrowed from other disciplines and often combined, 
as public administration displays an inherent openness to methodological 
pluralism). A subject matter is defined by the terrain it covers, all the while 
remaining a discipline in the sense of Wissenschaft, a field of scholarly 
inquiry, study, education (and in this sense being an academic discipline 
in its own right). 

In distinguishing between public administration and the second 
notion that we place under the umbrella of PA, that is, the notion of 
public management, Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017) notice that one way 
of qualifying the notion of public administration is by emphasising its 
concern with the processes of preparation, promulgation/enactment and 
enforcement of the law, also in view of the consideration that a distinctive 
trait since Weber’s theorisation lies in conceiving of public administra-
tion as operating under conditions of legal domination, whereby the law 
is the legitimate source of power in the ‘modern’ world, rather than 
charisma or tradition (Rosser, 2018); to differentiate from the notion of 
public administration, Pollitt and Bouckaert observe that the notion of 
‘public management’ has a different emphasis: rather than on the role 
of law, public management is defined by its focus on the relationship 
between resources consumed and results produced by public organisa-
tions public administration and public management are in this respect 
different mappings of the same terrain (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994). Finally, 
the notion of public governance, which we also include under the label 
of PA throughout this book, is used to refer to the broader processes of 
steering of society by public institutions and engaging non-governmental 
actors into public policy, to distinguish from the stricter focus on 
governmental authoritative decisions and administrative processes that are 
captured by the label of public administration (Pierre & Peters, 2000) the  
notion of governance also refers to the broader formal and informal rules, 
conventions, practices and beliefs in place in a given political regime. 

So far, we have addressed the question of defining PA from the lens 
of PA as a science, in the sense of field of scholarly inquiry, study and 
education. PA is also, on an equal footing and in an equally constitutive 
way, a profession (Frederickson, 1980): PA is being practised by millions 
of people across the public administrative systems and public services all
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over the world; in this perspective the aim of PA would then be optimising 
public administration in the widest sense, that is, making the state and all 
public institutions work as legitimately, fairly, effectively and efficiently as 
possible (Bauer, 2018). 

Next, PA can be seen as an ‘art’ (Lynn, 2006)—and indeed the arts 
(the fine arts) should not be seen only as metaphor but as a proper source 
for understanding the nature of PA (Bouckaert, 2025; De Graaf & van 
Asperen, 2025; Drechsler, 2025; Ongaro, 2025). 

Finally, PA has been defined as ‘humanism’, specifically as a form 
of practical humanism (Ongaro, 2020, chapter 1). Biancu and Ongaro 
(2025) specifically interrogate in what sense it is possible to speak of 
humanism of and for PA, and they revisit defining issues about the notion 
of humanism: as a historical and historiographic term, as a synthesising 
cultural category, and as an axiological term. They then reflect on how 
humanism intended as a mythical and axiological reference can provide 
a horizon of sense within which PA can be studied and practised, and 
they notice how the notion of humanism can operate as a synthesising and 
generative category at the core of a constellation of notions—like human 
dignity and human rights—which require being continuously renegoti-
ated while remaining universally shared by humankind and in need of 
being continually upheld. They conclude that such conception substan-
tiates a notion of public administration as practical humanism. We may 
further notice this conception is very much in line with Waldo’s concep-
tion of the nature of the discipline of public administration (1948/ 
1984), a conception which has recently been revisited by Overeem (2025) 
highlighting the inherently philosophical, specifically Socratic, stance of 
Waldo, thereby proposing a reading of Waldo’s approach and stance to 
PA as inherently philosophical.2 

In a published work unfolding in the form of a dialogue by the author 
of this book and a then high-level official of the European Commis-
sion (Dewandre & Ongaro, 2022/2024), the case for bringing PA back

2 Notably drawn from political philosophy and political theory; we may further observe 
that we could also use the expression ‘public affairs’ here, noticing however that public 
affairs (i) is broader than the specific focus on the triad of public administration, 
public management and public governance which is the focus of this book, and (ii) 
that public affairs encompasses political philosophy too, so the notion of public affairs 
encompasses both the fields of knowledge that this book aims to connect: it refers to 
both ‘PA’ and ‘Philosophy’, while at the same time also denoting other areas of scholarly 
inquiry and practice that fall beyond the scope of this book. 
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to its humanistic roots has been made in strong terms by recalling the 
always valid admonitions that Hannah Arendt (1951/1958) issued to 
the contemporary rulers of her time when she referred to the death of 
Socrates as the death of wisdom in both public governance and society 
at large: from this consideration stems her call to rediscover philosoph-
ical wisdom alongside and in a sense over technical expertise as the only 
way forward for a better and more humane society and public gover-
nance. Her call resonates as part and parcel of the rationale for both this 
book and the one that precedes it (Ongaro, 2020), whose overarching 
thrust is to (re-)introduce philosophical knowledge into the study of PA 
in a more systematic way, and with it re-bring philosophical wisdom (the 
wisdom that derives from philosophical knowledge and understanding) 
into public governance. 

Philosophy and PA: A Developing Research 

Agenda and Scholarly Programme 

We conclude this chapter by wrapping up on the framework proposed in 
this book about how to connect philosophy and PA along four directions 
of inquiry and revisiting key issues encountered when attempting to more 
systematically connect Philosophy and PA. In this final section, we at first 
consider the issue of the responsibility (in the spirit of the Philosopher 
Paul Ricoeur’s ethics of responsibility) of those scholars and whoever is 
pursuing such endeavour, to then discuss the conditions under which the 
endeavour of more systematically interconnecting philosophy and PA may 
be pursued along all four the directions of inquiry outlined throughout 
the volume, and delineate the contours of a research agenda which may 
hopefully become a shared and collegially owned scholarly programme of 
investigation longer-term. 

To introduce the issue of responsibility in undertaking the academic 
enterprise of connecting philosophy and PA, I would like to recall a ques-
tion that was asked when presenting at a research workshop the initial 
contours of what later would become this book: ‘Why open the gate and 
flooding PA, a practical discipline with its feet on solid ‘technical’ ground, 
with the quagmires of philosophy?’ The implication of the question: ‘Isn’t 
it dangerous to bring into PA the philosophical never-ending querying, 
with its entailed risk of entangling PA into the morass of philosophical 
quizzing and doubting, its inherent risk of ‘scholasticism’, and ultimately 
the danger of getting PA to be shackled and bogged down, paralysed



28 E. ONGARO

in the quagmire of philosophical questioning and not able anymore to 
advance through accumulation of (empirical) knowledge and the elabora-
tion of solid, strictly social scientific, verifiable claims?’ (I am indebted to 
Sungmoon Kim for eliciting my reflections on this point and to Alfred T. 
Ho and City University of Hong Kong for hosting the workshop during 
which this discussion unfolded.) 

The question, and the challenge it entails, is serious. Indeed, any intel-
lectual enterprise mobilising philosophical thinking should never be done 
light-heartedly—quite the opposite, it is something that should be done 
responsibly, with the humility, restraint and awareness of one’s own limita-
tion, as well as the kindness and gentleness, displayed by the Philosopher 
Paul Ricoeur and his approach rooted in an ethos of responsibility. Moral 
judgement can be attributed to the human self, and we can be morally 
judged and hence held responsible for our own actions—including the 
intellectual action of scholarly writing and teaching—actions which should 
be assessed not only on the bases of the conviction with which they are 
undertaken and whether they are inherently ‘appropriate’, but also by the 
consequences they can engender (hence an ethics of responsibility). It 
would therefore be remiss to be naïve or dismissive about this ‘risk area’. 

In order to seriously engage with this important concern, three 
interconnected claims can be put forward for why bringing back the 
connections of PA with the field of philosophy is a worthy enterprise, 
also from an ethics of responsibility viewpoint—leaving it to the readers 
to judge the value of these claims. The first claim is grounded on a (very 
unphilosophical) matter-of-fact constatation: that contemporary PA has 
become so a-philosophical, that it has gone so far down the road of 
overlooking or outright ignoring and disregarding philosophical thinking 
altogether, that it may well be the moment of compensating for it, of 
offsetting at least to some extent this drift. Banal as the formulation of 
this argument may be, the point here is that—like in medicine—it is also 
a matter of dose: were contemporary PA completely absorbed by philo-
sophical preoccupations, and the scholarly works in the field of PA entirely 
concerned with philosophical questioning to the detriment of the contri-
bution that other disciplinary perspectives can bring to the field, it would 
probably not be responsible to issue a call for connecting further philos-
ophy and PA. However, such is not the case: the field of PA is strongly 
rooted in the social sciences, and rightly so. Indeed, most of the calls in 
PA over the past decades and since at least the aftermaths of World War



1 CONNECTING PHILOSOPHY AND PUBLIC … 29

II have been about strengthening the contribution to PA as an interdis-
ciplinary field of one or the other social science that was considered to 
have been overlooked in the preceding period: so, over time, movements 
of opinion have emphasised the contribution of management (over the 
alleged previous dominance of law in the field of PA), the contribution of 
political science (over the alleged risks of managerialism in PA, notably at 
the zenith of the New Public Management), of social psychology and the 
experimental research methods coalescing around the label of behavioural 
public administration (over the limitations of all the previously empha-
sised disciplines), and so forth. However, none of these calls has, to 
our knowledge, ever involved philosophy and philosophical thinking. Put 
simply, calls for new disciplines have plucked from the social sciences, 
and more recently from the STEM (Science, Technology, engineering 
and Mathematics), driven by the impressive advances in computer sciences 
and digital technologies, but they have forgotten the humanities and the 
contribution they may provide to contemporary PA. Indeed, interdisci-
plinarity is constitutive of PA and strengthening interdisciplinarity in and 
for PA demands to encompass the humanities as well (a case being made 
in a collective work by over twenty scholars, see Ongaro et al., 2025a), 
and philosophy is king and pivotal in the realm of the humanities. There-
fore, given the humanities at large and philosophy specifically have been 
overlooked over many decades now, it may be high time for issuing a call 
to bring back philosophy and the humanities into PA. 

This constatation brings us to the second and connected claim for 
why contemporary PA may benefit of philosophy. The field of PA has 
over its history oscillated between the two poles that constitute its dual 
nature as both an applied field, an assemblage of solutions to practical 
problems, and as an academic field, a scholarly discipline within academia 
(Wagner & Raadschelders, 2025). As an academic field, and one which is 
inherently interdisciplinary in nature (as amply discussed throughout this 
chapter), the status and standing of PA within the academia can only be 
strengthened by the solidification of its connections with a discipline like 
philosophy, the academic discipline par excellence, at least in the West. 
An argument can therefore be put forward that the flourishing of PA 
within academia may also depend on the strength of its connections with 
other established disciplines, chief amongst them being philosophy. This 
may perhaps be seen as an instrumental argument, concerned about the 
flourishing of PA as an academic field based on the constatation that 
connecting with philosophy may be instrumental to this purpose, yet
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it is not irrelevant since the flourishing of PA as an academic field may 
generate the research and educational opportunities—attracting research 
funding, attracting students—which may in turn engender a virtuous cycle 
of development of the field which spills over to the ‘real world’ of public 
administrative systems functioning and public services being managed 
better. It is a goal of this book to contribute to strengthen the status 
of PA as an academic discipline—its standing and recognition. That said, 
connecting with philosophy provides PA with more than that: it enables 
PA to expand its boundaries. 

This consideration connects to the third claim we put forward for why 
PA needs philosophy: this is based on the (philosophical) consideration 
that ‘philosophy is always there’, including in PA. In fact, PA—like all 
human enterprises—does have guiding assumptions: we may not notice 
them, given how deeply embedded they are in our own thinking, but 
they are there: our philosophical presuppositions determine and shape 
what we think and how we think; philosophy is already there serving 
PA scholars and practitioners alike. We said earlier on that PA has 
become a-philosophical, but this is in a sense impossible, as philosoph-
ical assumptions are always there, although they may be implicit and get 
unrecognised. We may just not be aware of them, and if such is the case, 
then this means that PA has drifted along the road of basically counte-
nancing and assuming only a few philosophies (philosophical streams) as 
acceptable, ruling out the others—without any rationale for making such 
a self-limiting move. 

The three philosophical strands that have possibly found their way into 
PA over the past decades are Positivism (which, as insightfully argued by 
Whetsell & Shields, 2011, has come to enjoy a status of ‘quasi default 
philosophy’ for many scholars in the field of PA, perhaps also driven by 
a thrust towards explanation and causality inspired by an emulative— 
of the natural sciences—approach which seems to be quite dominant 
in PA, as it is or has been in other social sciences or humanities, see 
Atkinson, 1978, for historiography; and see also Beaton et al., 2024, on  
the ‘burden of objectivity’ that this approach may place on the shoul-
ders of scholars of PA), Pragmatism (see, inter alia, Ansell & Boin, 2019; 
Shields, 1996, 2008; Whetsell & Shields, 2011; Whetsell, 2025), and 
Relativism-Constructivism (see, amongst others, Box, 2007; Catlaw &  
Treisman, 2014; Farmer,  2005; Fox & Miller and notably their joint work 
Miller & Fox, 2007). These three perspectives applied to PA have been 
recently reviewed in Ongaro and Yang (2024), a work which also makes
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the case for introducing Critical Realism more forcefully into PA. Other 
perspectives surface occasionally: chiefly amongst them the Aristotelian-
Thomist Realist philosophical tradition, which is closely connected to 
Critical Realism, and which is occasionally, albeit most often implic-
itly, brought up in rigorous yet also super-parsimonious ways by certain 
leading scholars (at least so I interpret some works of scholars like Geert 
Bouckaert, Wolfgang Drechsler or Guy Peters—and indeed also some of 
my own works, e.g. Ongaro, 2009, 2024). And this is all, or almost all, as 
concerns the explicit and self-conscious application of philosophy to PA. 
The risk is therefore that PA gets de facto dominated by a few philoso-
phies, and it ends up missing out on the contribution that many other 
philosophical traditions with deep roots can bring to the field. This is a 
problem which demands to be addressed, in line with the stated approach 
of an ethos of responsibility in engaging with this venture of introducing 
philosophy into PA. We deem it would be remiss to not facilitate the 
connection between PA and a broader range of philosophical streams, as 
this precludes the field of PA from benefiting of their contribution; and 
not encompassing such other philosophies would leave the field of PA 
‘biased’, not towards not-philosophy (which is ultimately impossible as 
philosophy is already there in every human activity) but rather towards 
a limited and ultimately narrow range of philosophical strands (however 
important each of them is in its own terms), which do not get critically 
appreciated and questioned against the contribution that other philoso-
phies can offer and provide to PA. This is indeed the rationale for this 
book: providing a framework for connecting the field of philosophy and 
the field of PA that can facilitate the development of bridges between the 
widest range of philosophical streams and traditions, on the one hand, 
and the field of PA in its entirety, on the other. This book attempts to 
enable these connections to happen, as well as along the way and as most 
welcome ‘by-product’ (so to speak) to also enable to revisit critically the 
contribution of the few philosophies which have already somewhat found 
their way into PA. 

This is why it is worth delineating the steps for developing a research 
agenda for individual scholars or reflective practitioners who may deem it 
worth pursuing the establishment of closer connections between philos-
ophy and PA as part of their research work and their commitment 
to public service. Such research could become a scholarly programme 
proper, a broader collective and collegiate effort. How to develop this
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research agenda and scholarly programme further? There are practical and 
theoretical steps that can be considered. 

The reader may be interested in starting from the practical ones, 
after having been exposed to theoretical considerations earlier on in this 
chapter and with many more to come throughout the rest of this book. 
A first practical point regards how to build networks of teams of scholars 
(and practitioners) engaged in this inquiry; part of the problems lies in the 
fact that working on such an interdisciplinary venture like the intellectual 
effort to strengthen connections between philosophy and PA can in some 
regards be likened to swimming against the tide: academic incentive struc-
tures are likely to run against the bridging of seemingly unrelated fields; 
across-the-board constraints on obtaining funding may play out (espe-
cially for a line of activity that does not appear at face value oriented to 
developing knowledge which can translate into skills for the job market, 
more and more a key requirement for receiving funding in contemporary 
academia); engaging into such efforts may also bring with it reputational 
issues for scholars as blending findings of these two fields may be very 
challenging because these academic fields are so distant in their thrust, 
academic status, career paths, conventions of what is ‘highest standard 
of science’, and so forth. However, realism in appraising the challenges 
ahead is important but should not lead to overlooking the opportuni-
ties that lie in undertaking interdisciplinary efforts at bridge-building: 
building connections between academic fields is deeply enriching, first 
and foremost for those who engage into this venture. A green field opens 
up for those who engage into connecting these two fields and embark 
in such interdisciplinary venture, who may become leaders in a new area 
of inquiry and develop academic standing in a distinct area, as well as a 
reputation as academic bridge-builders. Interdisciplinary work also seems 
to attract a lot of interest from students, practitioners and the public at 
large: PA scholars who engage with foundational issues are likely to attract 
much more interest from their audience than just by speaking about more 
conventional PA topics and themes; and philosophy scholars who, by 
connecting with PA, become able to also bring to the attention of the 
audience connections with ‘actual’ contemporary problems, may reach 
out to their audience more effectively. 

Journal editors may also potentially play a big role in the process 
of establishing the interdisciplinary connections between philosophy and 
PA: for example, by demanding of prospective contributors to make
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their philosophical assumptions more explicit when submitting a contri-
bution, perhaps ideally as a ‘standard section’ of their submission, like 
the methods section or the discussion section which are standard compo-
nent in every PA publication. Indeed, the readership of a journal article 
may well wish to know what the underlying assumptions of a given piece 
of research are, exactly like they demand to know about the methods 
employed to generate knowledge or the implications of the findings of 
the research (findings which in their turn can be better interpreted if 
the underlying philosophical assumption which drove and informed the 
research in the first instance are made explicit and elaborated upon by the 
author of the article). 

These are some of the practical steps to advance the programme of 
connecting philosophy and PA. As regards theoretical considerations, we 
suggest two approaches in developing this research programme. The first 
one is exploratory: one approach to make this research programme both 
very attractive (for scholars and practitioners alike) and very fruitful is by 
interconnecting it with the cutting-edge subfields of inquiry in PA, the 
ones that are ‘the next big thing’, and when the limits get reached about 
what can be studied with empirical methods or logical-mathematical 
reasoning (i.e. standard science) applied to PA problems, then usher 
in philosophy to tackle the issues that cannot be addressed with stan-
dard scientific methods and deploy the intellectual power of philosophy, 
thereby highlighting the functions of philosophy for PA: enlightening; 
critical; gap filling; integrative; and the capacity of philosophy to address 
issues and questions that are normative in nature. For example, at the 
time, this book goes to press the ‘next big thing’ is the impact of arti-
ficial intelligence on public administration and public governance and 
the dramatic changes to state-citizen interactions driven by the disruptive 
innovations occurring in digital and algorithmic governance. A research 
programme centred on connecting philosophy and PA may complement 
and supplement the scholarly literature by enabling to shed light on 
aspects of digital governance that are philosophical in nature and ethical 
(hence inherently normative) in thrust. In working out the contours of a 
philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century (Chapter 5), we systemat-
ically resort to philosophy of information, a recent and novel branch of 
philosophy, using it both as a pattern and also for its potential to enable 
connecting philosophy and PA around issues which are especially salient 
and relevant for the contemporary debates in PA.
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The second approach, in a sense the one most directly flowing from 
this book, lies in using the framework wrought out in this book as an 
orientation map and picking and developing each of the four directions of 
inquiry outlined here further. Each of the next chapters provides elements 
hopefully useful for how this can be done in relation to the direction 
of inquiry presented and discussed in the chapter. So, in philosophy for 
PA (this direction of inquiry is developed in Chapter 2), indications are 
provided about how to expand the range of philosophies applied and the 
range of PA problems investigated. In mapping backwards from scholarly 
works in PA to their underlying philosophical assumptions (this direc-
tion of inquiry is delineated in Chapter 3), indications are provided on 
how to further expand the coverage in the recognition of the philosoph-
ical assumptions of extant PA works. In aligning doctrines for the reform 
of the public sector with their ideational underpinnings (the direction 
of inquiry analysed in Chapter 4), further clusters of doctrines may be 
considered, and more detailed analytical connections between adminis-
trative doctrines and their ideational bases may be developed. And, finally 
and crucially, a key pillar of this research programme rests in working out 
in full a philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century, whose features and 
contours are outlined in Chapter 5. 

If, as the English saying goes, ‘the proof of the pudding is in the 
eating’, then it is now high time to draw to an end this introduc-
tion and overview chapter, and let the reader turn to Chapters 2–5, 
dedicated to outlining the four directions of inquiry in connecting philos-
ophy and PA that substantiate the framework of analysis that this book 
works out, starting from philosophy for PA, to which Chapter 2 is dedi-
cated, followed by the backwards mapping approach that is detailed in 
Chapter 3, the aligning of philosophy and PA—aligning doctrines for the 
reform of the public sector with their inherent philosophical premises and 
ideational bases—the direction of inquiry to which Chapter 4 is dedi-
cated, and, in the most classical ‘last but not least’ (to conclude with 
another English adage), the delineation of the key traits of a philosophy 
of administration, the final direction of inquiry in connecting philosophy 
and PA that is proposed in this book, which is the task for the concluding 
Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 2  

Philosophy for Public Administration 

Abstract The chapter presents, describes and illustrates the functions 
that philosophy can perform when applied to public administration (PA). 
The functions that philosophy applied to a PA problem or theme can 
perform include: an enlightening function; a critical function; a gap filling 
function; an integrative function; and a normative function—one or more 
such functions in a combined way. The discussion of a number of scien-
tific articles in the field of PA that employ and deploy a philosophical 
perspective as a core part of the argument is used in an illustrative way to 
highlight the actual performance of these functions in published scholarly 
work. This chapter articulates the approach in connecting philosophy and 
PA that we qualify as ‘philosophy for PA’. The chapter finally expands on 
the possibility of combining a range of philosophies to address given PA 
problems as well as, more ambitiously, to match fields of philosophy with 
thematic areas of PA as ways of more closely interconnecting philosophy 
and PA. 
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Introduction 

This direction of inquiry takes the move from the recognition that philos-
ophy is already there: PA (we use the shorthand ‘PA’ to encompass the 
fields of public administration, public management, public governance 
and government, referring to both the scholarly study and the practice of 
it—see Chapter 1 for further discussion of definitions and terminology) 
does have existing guiding assumptions—all intellectual endeavours do 
(we may not notice them, but they are there)—and therefore mobilising 
philosophical thinking explicitly enables to address foundational issues in 
PA. 

Analytically, in this chapter, we propose, illustrate and critically review 
possible ‘functions’ that the explicit application of philosophical thinking 
to PA problems can perform. Such functions are introduced and then 
illustrated through examples of published scholarly works in which one 
or more philosophical perspectives have been employed to address a PA 
problem or theme, thereby performing one or more of the functions 
considered. We finally propose a range of approaches whereby philosoph-
ical perspectives can be applied in a combined way to perform the outlined 
functions, thereby contributing to the investigation of PA problems and 
topics. 

Functions of Philosophy 
for Public Administration 

The Functions that the application of philosophy to PA problems can 
perform can be identified as follows:

• Enlightening function: Philosophy sheds light on the guiding 
assumptions of PA.

• Critical function: Philosophy enables to revisit the guiding assump-
tions of PA, including by identifying possible gaps or outright 
contradictions in the assumptions that are held, at a given time, in 
the field of PA.

• Gap filling function: Philosophical knowledge can provide 
constructs and approaches to fill, at least partly, the gaps in PA 
assumptions, notions and theories.
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• Integrative function: Philosophy sheds light on the philosophical 
residue of any social (or other) science applied to PA, and enables or 
at least facilitates the integration of the multiple disciplinary perspec-
tives that are employed to address public administration problems 
and themes.

• Normative function: Philosophy can provide the rationale for 
putting forward a normative-prescriptive argument about how the 
public sector (public governance, public administrative system, 
public services management) ought to be organised or reorganised. 

These functions are considered and discussed in the remainder of this 
section. Examples of published scholarly works are provided in the 
next section: they illustrate the usage of one or more philosophical 
perspectives to examine and discuss a certain PA problem or theme and 
provide an instantiation and illustration of philosophical knowledge and 
understanding being used to perform one or more of the functions 
considered. 

Starting from the enlightening function: this is in a sense the most 
quintessentially philosophical function of philosophy, as philosophy is 
inherently concerned with the acquisition of rational knowledge and 
understanding of reality as such, it is the ‘science of reason’ deployed 
to understand reality—and reason has been likened to a light, a lamp, 
enabling human beings to shed light on reality (this is also the root word 
of the Enlightenment—the cultural-intellectual-philosophical movement 
that developed in western Europe in the eighteenth century CE). It is 
also the primal function of philosophy as and when specifically applied to 
PA: if nothing else, philosophy enables to gain a deeper understanding of 
a given PA problem or theme by illuminating angles and corners of the 
problem that are beyond the reach of the social sciences—as a minimum 
because philosophy, differently from any other science, does not have, nor 
does it place, borders to its inquiry: it does not set out a defined object on 
investigation and set of methods to acquire knowledge about it; rather, 
it is curious about anything and everything and it deploys the power 
of reason to generate knowledge and understanding in all directions of 
inquiry. 

The critical function is eminently philosophical too. The giant of 
philosophy Immanuel Kant considered knowledge to be about ‘correct’ 
judgements by the reason, where a judgement is a connection of two 
concepts, one being the noun and one the predicative in a sentence:
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what is claimed about the subject of a sentence. Kant then analysed 
the conditions and limits within which the human reason can formulate 
judgements, in a major, gargantuan attempts to set out the conditions and 
limits of human knowledge. Applied to the specific and circumscribed 
remit of the field of PA, philosophy can provide the conceptual tools 
for critically revisiting and, if demanded by the outcome of the rational 
scrutiny, revising the assumptions that guide speculative as well as practical 
reasoning in public administration. 

The gap filling function of philosophy is performed when philosoph-
ical knowledge and understanding is employed to address the gaps in 
extant PA assumptions, notions and theories. For example, assumptions 
about human motives and behaviours drawn from different social sciences 
may lead to paradoxical (if not incoherent or outright contradictory) 
accounts of individual’s behaviour (selfish and altruistic, self-determined 
and hetero-directed, benevolent and malevolent, and so forth) and hence 
of the dynamics of administrative processes and public decision-making. 
A philosophical anthropology perspective may then be brought to bear to 
make sense of such paradoxes (statements that appear self-contradictory 
and false, and yet may contain a particular kind of truth—see Pollitt & 
Bouckaert, 2004, p. 163, for a discussion in relation to public admin-
istration topics) or outright contradictions, for example by furnishing 
conceptual tools like the method of the levels of abstraction (Floridi, 
2011, chapter 3) whereby, in a nutshell, reality can be studied at different 
levels, and paradoxes or contradictions may turn out to depend on the 
levels of abstraction chosen in the inquiry, and be overcome or turn out 
not to be in contradiction when the appropriate levels of abstraction at 
which the inquiry unfolds are identified: a task which (only) philosophy 
can perform. To further corroborate the gap filling function that philos-
ophy applied to PA can perform, we point to the consideration famously 
been proposed by Waldo that, in the field of PA, theory may be derived 
not only from empirical evidence actually observed but also and perhaps 
foremost from philosophical reasoning or imagining about the world 
(see Overeem, 2025; Waldo, 1984); philosophy can therefore powerfully 
contribute to the filling of gaps in the highly varied—at times sundry— 
pool of theories, notions and assumptions that compose the corpus of PA 
knowledge. 

The integrative function of philosophy can be understood as twofold. 
First, philosophical thinking can provide conceptualisations and intel-
lectual frames that may enable to bridge apparently unconnected or
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loosely connected theories and concepts drawn from the social (or other) 
sciences, each social science being apt at investigating its own chosen 
domain of inquiry, but less so at interconnecting its findings with those of 
other sciences. Through philosophical framing, therefore, unconnected or 
loosely connected theories and concepts get to be seen as part of a broader 
theoretical-interpretive framework. Second, the integrative function arises 
when philosophy enables to identify and understand the philosophical 
residue, the philosophical element that remains in any given field of scien-
tific study as the irreducible questions that cannot be addressed within the 
confines of the specific discipline, with its definite object of inquiry and 
methods for the generation of knowledge. Since such questions cannot 
be entirely subsumed into social scientific categories, it is through philo-
sophical thinking that such questions get highlighted and re-interpreted 
to make sense of them and complement social scientific knowledge. So, 
for example, economics originally belonged to moral philosophy and then 
set up home as an independent social science, and indeed one of the most 
successful social sciences, and at times even a very complacent one (Four-
cade et al., 2015), yet its assumptions and concepts periodically require 
to get revisited, especially at certain intellectual junctures, as underlying 
questions about human freedom and human motives to act as well as 
questions about the inextricably multi-level interplay between means and 
(moral) ends resurface periodically to challenge those assumptions which 
had become widely held at a certain given period within the economics 
science. Since PA is an applied interdisciplinary field of study which utilises 
in a combined way various social science disciplines each with its own 
specific philosophical residue, and since, furthermore, PA is a field whose 
specific focus and domain is far from being unproblematically stated and 
its concepts are far from uncontroversially standardised (Raadschelders, 
2005), then we may argue its ties with philosophy are even stronger than 
for other disciplines like economics, and the unresolved ‘philosophical 
residue’ mentioned earlier further gains in prominence, hence philosoph-
ical thinking may enable to integrate diverse and possibly differing (when 
seen within their own level of abstraction and disciplinary field) findings. 

Finally, in the most classical ‘last but not least’, philosophy, or more 
precisely certain branches of philosophy like morality, ethics and polit-
ical philosophy, also have an inherently normative thrust, which enables 
philosophy to also perform a normative function when applied to public 
administration. Specifically, political philosophy is inherently (albeit not
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necessarily in all its areas) normative in its thrust: it is about how polit-
ical institutions (of which administrative systems are a part) ought to 
be set up and operate. We notice the field of PA oscillates between a 
descriptive/explanatory stance of PA ‘as a science’ (Ongaro, 2020; Raad-
scheldes, 2008), and a normative/prescriptive one. This latter manifests 
itself notably in relation to the discussion of the administrative doctrines: 
the debate about how the public sector ought to be organised, with 
successive sets of administrative doctrines, like the New Public Manage-
ment, New Public Governance, Neo-Weberian State, and so forth, each 
proposing its own set of recipes to address this inherently normative 
question (see Chapter 4 for a philosophically informed discussion of 
the ideational bases of such clusters of administrative doctrines). Polit-
ical philosophy is key to providing intellectual grounding for PA in its 
normative stance. It is rarely applied to PA, albeit there are important 
exceptions, introduced and discussed by Zacka (2022). Ethics, morality 
and value judgements (axiology) are also central to normative stances 
in PA (for example, in relation to the dilemmas of street-level bureau-
crats, Zacka, 2017). Philosophy, notably through the field of political 
philosophy and the field of ethics and morality (public ethics and moral 
philosophy/axiology), can perform a normative function when applied to 
PA problems and topics, by providing the rationale for putting forward 
normative-prescriptive arguments about how the public sector ought to 
be reorganised, and how public services ought to be administered and 
managed. 

This section has aimed at providing an overview of the functions that 
philosophy can perform for PA. It has done so at an abstract and concep-
tual level: we now turn to illustrating through specific applications in the 
literature how such functions can be performed when specific philosoph-
ical perspectives, specific philosophies, get applied to address specific PA 
problems and themes. In the next section, we therefore further illustrate 
and flesh out our argument through examples of application of philosophy 
for PA, showing how research work that has applied specific philosophical 
perspectives to specific PA problems has, implicitly or explicitly, utilised 
philosophy to perform one or more of the functions outlined here.
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Examples: Mobilising Selected 
Philosophies to Address Public 

Administration Problems and Issues 

This section presents and discusses a number of worked examples of the 
functions that philosophy—more specifically: certain selected philosophies 
and philosophical streams—have been made to perform for application 
to PA themes and problems. These scholarly works illustrate the range 
of functions that we have argued philosophy can perform when applied 
to PA problems. These works have been plucked simply for illustrative 
purposes, without any pretension of comprehensiveness, as would have 
been the case, e.g. through systematic literature review; on this point, 
that is, on the question of how many and how frequently scholarly works 
in PA rely on scholarly works in philosophy, see the contribution by 
Tang et al. (2025) which we consider in Chapter 3. An overview of the 
works is reported in Table 2.1. The selected contributions are discussed 
in the remainder of this section. They are presented starting from two 
contributions which address from a philosophical standpoint the topic 
of the creation of Public Value, a theory in the field of PA which is in 
many regards deeply entwined with philosophical consideration, to then 
consider philosophical perspectives that are closely interconnected with 
the teachings of institutionalised religions, both eastern and western, to 
finally revisit Hegelian and Weberian philosophy applied to PA, a ‘classic’ 
in the field of PA.

The work by Ongaro and Yang (2025) mobilises the philosophy of 
Critical realism to provide an integrated interpretations of four major 
conceptions of Public Value, a key notion in public governance and 
public management, which has itself given rise to an important strand 
of inquiry and debate. The four conceptions of Public Value are drawn 
from the work by Hartley et al. (2017), who make a valuable summary of 
the literature on the topic by distinguishing: (1) a managerially focused 
concept of creating Public Value that reflects normative agreements of 
what the public wants (e.g. Moore, 1995, 2013); (2) a policy and soci-
etally focused conception of public values as relative citizen consensuses 
that are detected from constitutions, policies and opinion polls (e.g. 
Bozeman, 2007, 2019); (3) a psychology-based approach and theory of 
basic human needs and objectified values (e.g. Meynhardt, 2009); and 
(4) a process focused approach to study the public sphere in which Public 
Value outcomes are debated and created (e.g. Benington, 2011).
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Table 2.1 Illustrative examples of scholarly applications of philosophical 
streams to public administration problems and themes 

Theme/contribution of 
philosophy to PA 

Reference Functions performed 

Critical Realism and Public 
Value 

Ongaro and Yang 
(2025) 

Enlightening—Critical—Integrative 

Personalism and co-creation 
of Public Value 

Ongaro et al. 
(2025b) 

Enlightening—Gap 
filling—Integrative 

Non-violence philosophy and 
public governance 

Baldoli and 
Radaelli (2022) 

Enlightening—Gap filling 

Supererogation and Public 
Value, Public Service 
Motivation, Administrative 
reforms 

Biancu and Ongaro 
(2025) 

Enlightening—Critical—Gap 
filling—Integrative 

Deliberative mini-publics as 
Confucian institution and PA 

Tong (2025) Normative 

Hegelian philosophy of 
administration—Weberian 
‘Proto-Existentialism’ 

Tijsterman and 
Overeem (2008) 

Critical and Normative

Grounded specifically on Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic approach 
(Archer, 2007, 2012) and the framework of the three overlapping 
domains of reality wrought out by Bhaskar (1993, 2008)—namely: the 
Empirical domain, which includes observed events, practices and expe-
riences; the Actual domain, which represents the level at which events 
(actions) happen; and the Real domain, which includes the underlying 
causal mechanisms—Ongaro and Yang provide an integrated view of the 
four conceptions of Public Value, which are seen as unfolding across 
different phases of the morphogenetic cycle, whereby ‘Moore’s and Boze-
man’s approaches treat public values as already objectified and concrete 
phenomena, the normative consensus at time = 1 (T1), that condi-
tion and enable agents’ reflexive thinking over what they value, which 
occurs over a period T2–T3, which then leads to a stage (T4) where 
Meynhardt’s approach to public values signals that as a result of agents’ 
reflexivity towards valuing, public values—as structural and cultural elabo-
ration—eventually become pronounced as objectified psychological needs 
on moral-ethical, political-social, utilitarian-instrumental and hedonistic-
aesthetical dimensions. Finally, Benington’s insights unpack what is 
beneath the empirical lived public valuing experiences from the perspec-
tives of structure, culture and agency: it documents and dissects the



2 PHILOSOPHY FOR PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 49

whole T1-T4 recursive process of Public Value creation, reproduction 
and transformation that is embedded and informed by the past, agential 
reflexive evaluation of the present, and their imaginary projective future 
(Ongaro & Yang, 2025, pp. 8–12 in particular). 

The functions performed by philosophy for PA in this scholarly work— 
the philosophical perspective being in this instance Critical Realism as 
elaborated in particular by Archer and Bhaskar, and the topic in the field 
of PA being the creation of Public Value—include both the enlightening 
function and the integrative function. As regards the enlightening func-
tion, in fact, philosophy (and specifically in this instance Critical Realism) 
provides a novel and comprehensive way to interpret and ‘make sense’ 
of social science theories applied to a PA topic: notably, in the specific 
example, the topic of the creation of Public Value, which has occupied the 
minds of several PA scholars and innumerable practitioners around the 
globe. As to the integrative function, whereby apparently unconnected 
or loosely connected theories and concepts get to be seen as part of a 
broader theoretical framework, and the philosophical residue, the philo-
sophical element that remains in a given field of study and cannot be 
entirely subsumed into social scientific categories, gets highlighted and re-
interpreted, the chosen philosophical approach of Critical Realism enables 
to integrate four conceptions of Public Value and to shed light on aspects 
which are not fully resolved within an exclusively social science based 
approach. Four theories of PV can therefore be seen in an integrated 
way by applying Archer’s morphogenetic approach: their connections are 
highlighted through the adoption of a philosophical perspective. 

Before moving to the next example of a published work applying 
philosophy to PA, we may notice that the concept of Public Value is a 
notion with deep philosophical implications, given its inherent normative 
dimension as well as its constitutive links with philosophical notions like 
‘common good’ or ‘value’ and ‘valuing’; it therefore represents an area 
of inquiry in PA—a topical area—which is amply amenable to philosoph-
ical treatment, to being analysed from the angle of philosophising. We can 
therefore briefly sketch a few further lines of inquiry about how a different 
philosophical perspective may enable to gain understanding of the four 
main conceptions of PV as delineated above—leaving the full analysis of 
such perspective of inquiry to another book, to be written by another 
author. Given the very notion of PV in the contemporary literature orig-
inated in the West (it is in many regards a product of western scholarly 
traditions), it may be intellectually opportune to consider a philosophical
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perspective from the East, in order to ‘challenge’ the assumptions of PV 
theorising that we have been considering so far and expanding the gamut 
of intellectual facets through which we see the theory and practice of PV 
(and in this way continuing an emergent strand of scholarly inquiry whose 
main thrust is the application in a combined way of both eastern and 
western philosophies to PA problems for enhancing our understanding of 
the latter; the rationale for this approach is delineated in Ongaro & Ho, 
2025, and the special issue ‘Eastern and Western Philosophies: Rethinking 
the Foundations of Public Administration’, published as issue 3/2025 in 
the journal Public Policy and Administration and guest-edited by Ho and 
Ongaro, 2025, provides a first building block in this direction). 

We may therefore take the perspective of Confucianism as an eminent 
philosophical strand which—alongside culture, politics and society—has 
also permeated the public governance and infused the very conception 
of the civil servant and the role of the public sector in a number of east 
Asian countries, and consider how it might be applied to the theory and 
practice of PV, and with what implications for the very theorisation of PV. 
Even a very preliminary and tentative initial application of Confucianism 
reveals the scale of the challenges such perspective may bring about. As 
a first point, we can start from the very notion of publicness—what is 
the ‘public’ in Public Value—and observe that, while modern western 
philosophy, notably political liberalism from John Locke onwards, frames 
‘public’ and ‘private’ as antithetical, as contrasting poles, Confucianism 
rather sees a harmonious public-private continuum (Bai, 2020, chapter 6). 
This different conception of publicness may have startling implications. 
Let us consider Meynhardt’s psychology-based framework of PV (one 
of the four conceptions of PV that are mainstream in the literature): 
from a Confucian perspective, we may question whether Maynhardt’s 
framework (in turn based on the works of western psychologists) may 
not be able to represent adequately the ‘Confucian mind’, the psyche 
as culturally infused by the values and notions and practices and habits 
of Confucianism, notably in the way in which Confucianism conceives 
of the relation of the public and the private. Ultimately, the systematic 
consideration of a psychological, social and cultural Confucian perspec-
tive may lead to revising some of the premises of the PV theory, and it 
may open up novel paths of inquiry about the psychological foundations 
of PV theory. 

As a second point of inquiry, we may query from an eastern perspec-
tive the profile of Moore’s public manager (another one of the four
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conceptions of PV that are mainstream in the literature: this was the 
first conception of Public Value to have been proposed in the contempo-
rary literature, and a conception which is core to PV theory), that is, the 
conception of the bureaucrat-turned-public entrepreneur who becomes 
creator of PV. This conception too is framed in western terms and 
notions, which might get challenged from a Confucian perspective. The 
figure of the bureaucrat operating as an entrepreneurial public manager 
creator of PV who has to deal with an authorising environment, which 
is constituted of the legal framework and the role of elective officials, 
represents a profile of the bureaucrat steeped into the liberal-western 
conception of politics and bureaucracy, in which legitimacy stems from 
‘the people’ (government ‘by the people’) and public decision-making 
powers are entrusted upon elected officials via electoral representation 
processes, and only thence bestowed upon tenured officials, thereby 
implying that bureaucrats must be ‘authorised’ by elected officials to 
undertake a given course of action: they must seek authorisation in 
order to gain the legitimacy to pursue courses of action which aim at 
creating Public Value. If we revisit this legitimacy and accountability chain 
from a Confucian perspective, we notice that some key assumptions get 
turned upside down when seen through this lens. In a Confucian perspec-
tive, performing the bureaucratic role inherently requires the adoption 
of virtuous behaviour (the Confucian notion of rule by virtue/rule by 
the virtuous), and virtue and morality prevail over law and legalism (this 
vision has been challenged in the Chinese scholarly debate by Han Fei 
Zi, an early opponent of Confucianism): in this sense, the notion of 
‘authorizing environment’, within which the public manager operates, 
takes a very different shape, since a bureaucratic behaviour orientated to 
creating Public Value is inherently legitimate, it is legitimate per se, so 
to speak, in a Confucian framework, and virtue-based behaviour prevails 
over the legal framework, and it is the latter which has to be adapted in 
case (where there is contrast between the two). Moreover, the Chinese 
bureaucracy has never operated within an elective system western-style 
(in this different from other bureaucracies that have also been influenced 
by Confucian thought, like those of Japan and the Republic of Korea, 
and which have seen a western constitution foisted upon them after 
World War II), hence the Chinese bureaucracy has never encountered the 
dichotomy between the role of the elective and the tenured official—there 
is no such distinction in contemporary China, nor de facto has there ever 
been in the history of China. In this regard too, a Confucian perspective
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brings profound challenges to the consolidated theorisation of PV, and it 
may open up novel paths of inquiry into the theory and practice of PV, 
notably in the direction of deeply revisiting the very notion of ‘authorising 
environment’. 

As a third point of consideration in examining the challenges brought 
about by the application of Confucian thinking, we may notice that the 
reading of PV theory through a Confucian lens may engender a Coper-
nican revolution in relation to ‘who’ determines what Public Value is. The 
shift is from ‘the public’ (however defined) as being centre stage in deter-
mining what PV is at a given time and place, to the very bureaucrat taking 
the podium. Bozeman (2007) wrought out a framework for the detec-
tion via multiple channels (statutes, policies, opinion polls and so forth) 
of what the public values, so that the detection of public values as already 
objectified and concrete phenomena produces the normative consensus 
which may guide the public managers in their decisions in order to create 
Public Value (as we discussed above by applying Critical Realism to PV 
theory and noticing this is one stage of the PV cycle, indicated at T1). 
In a Confucian perspective, the core of the process occurs in a merito-
cratic, top-down, and paternalistic way: the Confucian perspective is one 
of ‘government by the virtuous’, in which bureaucrats are at the centre 
of the stage and make decisions ‘for’ the public, but not taking direction 
‘from’ the public—it is government for the public, but not from, nor by, 
the public, albeit consulting the public continues to be a (complementary 
and ancillary) part of the process of defining what is Public Value. (We 
may notice the Confucian approach is a perspective which may evoke, for 
those educated in western philosophy, the Platonic government of and 
by the philosophers, delineated by the ancient Greek philosopher Plato 
in his work TheRepublic; Plato’s ‘common good’ approach may have 
many points of similarity, or at least resonance, with aspects of Confu-
cian thinking; it is instead the liberal theory of the social contract as it 
arose in the West since the seventeenth century to be in many regards 
at the antipodes of the Confucian perspective; an audacious attempt to 
combine liberalism as a political philosophy aiming at protecting universal 
individual rights while decoupling it from electoral representation and 
rather harmonising it with Confucianism is developed by Bai (2020), 
producing an interesting fusion of western and eastern elements, albeit 
within a firmly eastern-orientated philosophical perspective.) 

Finally, with different theoretical underpinnings to Bozeman’s 
approach, we have seen that Benington (2011) evokes the notion of
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the public sphere as theorised by the (western) philosopher Habermas as 
central in the process of determining ‘what the public values’ and hence 
what is Public Value in a given political community at a given place and 
time. Here too Confucianism may bring about a Copernican revolution: 
in fact, in a Confucian perspective it is the (Confucian) sage who assesses 
what is Public Value in the given historical-political circumstances, with 
the complementary assumption that in matters of public goods and public 
services it is the meritocratic bureaucracy to be the venue where sages in 
such matters (public governance and public services) are to be found; the 
public sphere (to the extent this very notion may retain its meaningfulness 
in a Confucian perspective) gets to be shaped under profoundly different 
premises, centred on the figure of the sage rather than on the larger public 
(i.e. the totality of the members of the political community). Here too, 
the adoption of a Confucian perspective leads to querying some of the 
very premises of the theory and practice of Public Value and it opens up 
novel avenues of inquiry. 

We may now return to the consideration of works published in the 
extant scholarly literature which explicitly apply strands of philosophy to 
PA problem. Ongaro et al. (2025b) revisit the philosophy of Personalism 
and apply it to a connected major PA problem, namely the co-creation 
of Public Value: the core theoretical preoccupation of this work is to 
explain the drivers of processes of co-creation, what enables such processes 
to occur. The authors detect and dissect the lineages existing between 
key notions elaborated in the philosophical stream of Personalism—these 
are the notions of common good, active citizenship, relational freedom 
and intermediate communities—and the notions of, respectively, public 
value, value co-creation, collaboration and participatory public policy, 
showing how those philosophical concepts underpin much of the theo-
rising in the co-creation of Public Value literature, albeit their influence is 
hardly detected and recognised in the extant literature (this gap relative 
to the absence of a philosophical anthropology underpinning co-creation 
theorising and the potential of the philosophy of Personalism to fill this 
gap was first noticed in Torfing et al., 2021). The work by Ongaro 
et al. (2025b) also aims to make a broader argument, namely, to show 
how philosophical perspectives can provide ontological grounding in the 
conception of the human nature and the nature of human freedom for 
making sense of PA problems (thereby providing a philosophical anthro-
pology for underpinning the theorising of Public Value co-creation—in 
some regards in line with Isaiah Berlin’s theorisation of human freedom).
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Specifically, a relational (as opposed to a libertarian) notion of freedom 
is here found to be able to underpin and make sense of the collaborative 
processes that enable the co-creation of Public Value, as well as to show 
some of the roots of the very conception of Public Value in the notion of 
common good. 

This paper performs three of the functions of philosophy for PA 
that we have outlined. First, the enlightening function, by showing the 
ideational roots or lineages of the concepts employed in a PA stream of 
literature: it sets a stream of PA literature within a broader intellectual 
frame and an ampler, and preceding historically, strand of scholarly liter-
ature. It also performs a gap-filling function, in that it joins the dots 
between observed behaviours leading to co-creation of Public Value (as 
reported in the findings of social scientific studies on the topic, which 
also investigate the conditions under which these occur) and the roots 
of the social agency which is underpinning such behaviours and which 
is detected in a relational notion of human freedom. Finally, it performs 
an integrative function in that it may supplement the findings of social 
psychology studying the motivational structure whereby individuals may 
engage in collaborative efforts to bring about common solutions to public 
problems with a philosophical anthropology perspective shedding light 
on the roots origins of the relationality that underpins the communing 
amongst persons for the pursuit of forms of common good—a relational 
conception of human freedom. 

A work by Baldoli and Radaelli (2022) draws from another philo-
sophical perspective—indeed, more broadly a stream of thought which 
embraces ethical, political-philosophical, metaphysical and religious 
elements—to elaborate a political philosophy with extensive implications 
for public governance and for public policy and public services manage-
ment, and especially for PA topics like the co-production of public 
services and the co-creation of solutions to public problems. This is 
the perspective of non-violence, most famously brought to the atten-
tion of the broader global community by Mahatma Gandhi. In their 
analysis, Baldoli and Radaelli employ philosophical ideas drawn from the 
Italian philosopher Capitini, including those of compresenza (compres-
ence, referring to ‘the connection constructed between all men, both 
living and dead, at the moment when they present themselves as moral 
subjects, in contrast with the given reality, and acting as members of an 
ideal community’—Capitini, 2000, 105—thereby pointing to nonviolent 
action as the moment in which humans embrace the life cycle overcoming
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barriers across generations, species, time and epochs, see Capitini, 1998), 
liberazione (liberation, specifically referring to liberation from biolog-
ical and historical determinism), and apertura (intended as openness to 
others). These ideas are creatively combined and integrated with teachings 
in the body of wisdom generated over the millennia by the medita-
tion on the Hinduist—as well as Buddhist and Jainist—ideal of ahimsa, 
thereby providing an original and fruitful synthesis between an ‘east-
ern’ body of though—Hinduism—and a strand of western philosophy 
(Ongaro & Ho, 2025; see also Ongaro, 2021; Ongaro & Tantardini, 
2023a, 2023b). Baldoli and Radaelli interpret non-violence through the 
lens of the consent theory of power, whereby governments are assumed 
to have power only until citizens allow them to exercise this power over 
them. Re-elaborated this way, non-violence can provide a theoretical lens 
for working out a bottom-up notion of citizenship, one which may have 
extensive implications for public policy and administration studies, and 
notably for capturing some of the political-philosophical underpinnings 
for theorising notions in PA like that of co-production and co-creation. 
The main function performed by philosophy for PA in this contribution 
(in our interpretation) is the normative function: to propose a political 
theory which, through a different interpretation of citizenship, has also 
implications for PA themes like those of collaborative governance, co-
creation and co-production, and brings to the fore in a normative way a 
citizen-centric understanding of public governance and the management 
of public services. 

Another perspective, which also intertwines religious and philosoph-
ical wisdom, which has been employed in scholarship to shed light on 
PA themes, is the theological-philosophical perspective of supereroga-
tion, whose conceptual contours for application to PA are outlined by 
Biancu and Ongaro (2025). The notion of supererogation has its roots 
in Catholic theology and it is used to denote actions which are morally 
positive yet they are beyond the call of duty, that is, the individual is not 
required to perform them, nor are they demandable: while they may be 
perceived as mandatory from a first-person perspective (i.e. by the agent at 
the moment of deliberation), they are not so from a third person perspec-
tive (i.e. from the point of view of an external observer). The agent feels 
they have to do what is not required nor demandable to the extent that it 
is a condition of possibility of liberty and humanity. To further flesh out 
the implications of the notion of supererogation in more practical terms, 
consider this passage from Biancu and Ongaro (2025, p. 72):
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Let’s think of the three pillars of modern politics – liberty, equality, frater-
nity […] Liberty and equality are usually considered as required. Protests 
around the world are always claims for either more liberty or more equality. 
The State, and therefore PA, must guarantee and protect them. Compared 
to them, fraternity is usually considered as supererogatory – it is good 
to have a more fraternal society, but it is not demandable not required. 
Rather, by contributing to create truly human and free subjects, the 
supererogatory attitude of fraternity needs to be understood as a condi-
tion of possibility of both liberty and equality. When fraternity is missing, 
freedom and equality are purely formal. Fraternity makes them substantial. 
Since the liberal state needs citizens who are truly free human subjects, 
fraternity fulfils those premises on which […] the liberal State lives without 
being able to guarantee them by itself 

The perspective of supererogation can therefore be seen as a viewpoint 
from which to interrogate, from a moral philosophy and philosophical 
anthropology perspective, the key issue of the ‘duty’ of and in the public 
service, for both public servants and citizens. Biancu and Ongaro (2025) 
apply the lens of supererogatory action to critically revisit key theories and 
notions in PA, such as Public Service Motivation, Public Value manage-
ment and governance, and administrative reform models. Philosophy in 
this framework performs both the enlightening function and the critical 
function, by addressing questions of why public servants should engage in 
certain actions and adopt certain behaviours at all. Philosophy here might 
possibly also perform the gap filling and the integrative function: where 
assumptions of the social sciences about the intentions and behaviours of 
social agents may appear incomplete or remiss, the philosophical notion 
of supererogation may fill the gap and lead to a different ‘model of man’ 
(model of human behaviour), which may enable to make sense of certain 
intentionality and behaviour by human beings as social agents in public 
governance and public management processes. 

Another, distinct and distinctive approach in the application of philos-
ophy to public administration is the one suggested by Tong (2025), 
whose work provides a powerful illustration of the normative function 
that philosophy, notably political philosophy, can and does perform. Tong 
(2025) revisits an ancient idea which has roots both in eastern and in 
western political-philosophical thinking, namely the idea of the random 
selection from the population of representatives for inclusion in public 
decision-making processes: the so-called deliberative mini-publics. Tong 
then elaborates a sophisticated application of this idea to both Confucian
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political meritocracy (likely the most prominent political philosophical 
alternative to liberal democracy) and Confucian democracy (a major 
attempt to combine Confucianism and liberal democracy in the design 
of public governance). The paper develops this idea and its application 
specifically by focusing a key public administration problem, namely the 
selection and promotion of public servants. It delineates how deliberative 
mini-publics could be introduced and used to improve processes of selec-
tion and promotion of public servants, a core public administration and 
management problem. 

Both the critical function and the normative function of philosophy are 
performed in the work by Tijsterman and Overeem (2008). They revisit 
the political philosophies of Hegel and Weber in relation to the key issues 
of public service values and the relationship between bureaucracy (the 
civil service, the body of civil servants) and freedom. They notice that 
both differ from the Lockean (John Locke’s) political philosophy in that 
they move beyond an exclusively negative notion of liberty centred on 
the idea of the need for limiting the power of the state so that the indi-
vidual may have more freedom. More fundamentally and perhaps also 
more unexpectedly, they observe that the political philosophies of Hegel 
and Weber differ widely (also) in relation to the issues of public service 
values and the relationship between bureaucracy and freedom. Taking 
the move from highlighting the profound difference between Weber’s 
‘proto-existentialist’ notion of freedom (outlined especially in his works 
on politics and science as profession) and Hegel’s view of freedom as 
anchored in the rational state, whereby the limitations stemming from the 
obligations set by the law do not hamper personal freedom, rather are the 
conditions of it, insofar as both subjectively such obligations are accepted 
with a free will and objectively the political order honours freedom. As 
summed up by Tijsterman and Overeem (2008, pp. 78–79): ‘The point 
of departure of [Hegel’s] dialectical mode of argumentation is the free 
will, which is the will that wills its own freedom. Starting with this basic 
principle, and taking the wills of other individual wills into account, Hegel 
thinks through how social life has to be organised in order to be free. 
The political order that logically flows from the free will as it enables 
freedom is the rational state [which] constitutes the framework in which 
these individual rights can be upheld. Respecting individual rights does 
not only concern the relation between citizens and government, but 
requires primarily that individuals of a society mutually recognise each 
other as persons and consequently take individual rights to be true’. In
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other words, these values are foremost a predicate of society as a whole; 
individual rights are embedded in a political culture of which the notion 
of individual rights is a part1 ’ (in interpreting this difference it is worth 
reminding the reader that both Hegel and Weber accepted the liberal 
‘negative’ freedom of the individual person whose civil, economic and 
political rights have to be protected by the state). 

In summing up Hegel’s sophisticated notion of political freedom (and 
freedom tout court), Tijsterman and Overeem (2008, p. 79) observe that 
for Hegel: ‘Freedom requires that one wills the rational state because 
only this state makes free life possible. The freedom of the citizens of 
the rational state has a dual nature; individuals can strive after their own 
interests and have to take into account the interest of the whole and agree 
with interventions in the name of this. Individuals have private freedom 
and have the freedom of citizens to deliberate about the common good’. 
Based on the appreciation of the profoundly different notions of freedom 
in Weber and Hegel, Tijsterman and Overeem draw important conclu-
sions for a key PA topic, namely the conception of bureaucracy. In fact, 
‘Weber and Hegel conceive of the relationship between bureaucracy and 
freedom in diametrically opposed ways. While for Weber, bureaucracy 
poses a threat to liberty, for Hegel this does not have to be the case as the 
civil service is an essential part of any free state’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 
2008, p. 80). It follows that, for Weber, ‘every political order entails 
obligations and coercion, it necessarily limits the possibility to decide 
autonomously how one is to live. We should not understand Weber’s 
stance only as species of the liberal negative conception of freedom. The 
point is that every order does not only diminish the free space of indi-
viduals to make their choices, but forces people to live heteronomously.

1 Given Hegel’s thought has sometimes casually, and deeply wrongly, been associated 
with forms of totalitarianism, it is worth reporting this passage too by Tijsterman and 
Overeem (2008, p. 79) about Hegel’s conception of individual freedom in its relationship 
to the state: ‘Despite its fundamental character, the rational state does not, according to 
Hegel, absorb individuals wholly. The customs in which the idea of the state lives do 
not destroy its subjects’ subjectivity; the individual and the modern state do not converge 
blindly or completely. “In the states of antiquity, the subjective end was entirely identical 
with the will of the state; in modern times however we expect to have our own view, our 
own volition, and our own conscience” (para. 261A). Individuals can distance themselves 
from the political order, be aware of their subjectivity, and from this subjectivity affirm 
the social order that at the same time underpins them. In order to do so, the individual 
must go through a process of formation (Bildung) that the institutions of social life, such 
as the family and civil society, offer (para. 270)’. 
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Every political structure of society predetermines choice and thus cannot 
be chosen freely, even if one personally agrees with it and would choose 
it if there was a choice. As a consequence, freedom is a predicate of 
individuals; the notion of a free society does not make much sense [for 
Weber]’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, pp. 80–81). In this perspec-
tive, individuals can live a non-self-chosen life—and most citizens will 
do. Some, however, can break this ‘iron cage’: most likely not bureau-
crats, the bearers of the rationalisation process since (according to Weber) 
‘bureaucratic office offers little or no room for this kind of freedom, 
being rule-bound and characterized by purpose-rationality’ (Tijsterman & 
Overeem, 2008, p. 81). Rather, it is ‘real’ politicians who can realise their 
existentialist freedom ‘through autonomous action in the pursuit of self-
chosen ends […] it is the freedom of charismatic political leaders that 
Weber thought worth protecting. Indeed, for Weber the very “justifica-
tion for electoral democracy lay in the scope it provided for the individual 
leader” […] Now we can see how Weber’s advocacy of bureaucracy’s 
subordination to politics flows from his understanding of freedom as 
existentialist choice’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, p. 81).  

Conversely, in Hegel’s well-ordered state ‘the laws governing social 
life do not infringe upon freedom but rather make freedom possible, 
because they are the embodiment of the basic (moral) principles that 
constitute the political community [..] As a consequence, the civil service 
(Regierungsgewalt ) has [for Hegel] a distinctive and prominent role in 
the constitution of the rational state. This role is twofold. First, the core 
role of the civil service consists in executing the law by subsuming partic-
ular cases under the law […]. Second, civil servants play an important role 
in framing new laws, even though they must be deliberated and ultimately 
voted upon by the legislature and ratified by the sovereign monarch’ 
(Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, p. 81). This conception has implications 
also for how the civil service should be recruited and managed: in fact, ‘As 
the civil service identifies with the interests of the state, Hegel calls them 
the “universal class.” This means that, according to Hegel, civil servants 
have to be lifted out of civil society’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, 
p. 81). This is a socio-cultural as well as a legal-managerial conception of 
the bureaucracy which has huge implications about how the civil service 
ought to function. Equally huge are the implications for how bureau-
crats should approach their tasks: ‘for Hegel, bureaucratic judgment does 
not consist in technocratic, rule-bound execution of the law (technè), as it 
does for Weber. Rather, it involves moral deliberation (phronèsis) of how a
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particular case should be subsumed under the public values as expressed in 
the law. Whereas in Weber’s view bureaucratic activity is characterized by 
purpose rationality, “for Hegel, bureaucracy is not a teleological organiza-
tion with an externally imposed end to implement” (Shaw, 1992, p. 386). 
Especially in its function of preparing new laws, the civil service has 
also to engage in moral considerations’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, 
p. 83); the authors then go on to notice that ‘Within Weber’s account 
of bureaucracy, such an understanding of legal and administrative action 
is impossible. He cannot accept the notion that a political community 
has a rational idea of how social life should be organized because the 
good life is beyond the domain of rational argumentation. As part of 
the process of rationalisation, laws themselves become more and more 
rational, but they do not have moral worth. The laws are contrary to 
freedom. As a consequence, bureaucratic values do not flow from the 
public value of freedom as clearly as in Hegel’s state. There is a strong 
connection between Weber’s idea of freedom being under threat in the 
modern world and the distinctive twist he gives to the idea of bureau-
cratic neutrality. The bureaucracy should not only serve no particular 
interests except that of the state, but be subordinated to political lead-
ership as well. This normative requirement is not grounded in the ideals 
of the liberal democratic state, but in the attempt to save the freedom 
of political leaders. The other bureaucratic values, however, legality and 
efficiency, have a different status, as they are intrinsic to the phenomenon 
of bureaucracy’ (Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, p. 83).  

Ultimately, both Hegel’s and Weber’s conceptions are a normative 
account of the inner workings of a bureaucracy, they state how the 
bureaucracy ought to function, and why. The bureaucracy as conceived 
by both scholars upholds the values of legality and efficiency; however, 
ultimately the role the bureaucracy performs in the political order and in 
policy-making is profoundly different for Hegel than for Weber, and the 
distinct roles attributed to the bureaucracy stem from a different notion 
of freedom. In the work by Tijsterman and Overeem (2008), philosophy 
(notably the political philosophies of Hegel and Weber) perform both a 
critical function—in that they enable to revisit the assumptions that guide 
speculative as well as practical reasoning in the field of public adminis-
tration about the role of the bureaucracy—and a normative function, as 
they outline the configuration, functions and workings of the bureaucracy 
(of public administration) vis à vis the other political institutions and the 
citizens.
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The revisiting of the works of Hegel and Weber also provides connec-
tions to two other direction of inquiry outlined in this book: one is the 
direction of inquiry we qualify as philosophy of public administration, 
as these philosophers delineate the contours of a philosophy of public 
administration as part of their broader philosophical system (notably 
Hegel, who outlines in detail a philosophy of PA as part of his broader 
philosophical system); we return to this perspective in the final chapter 
of this book (Chapter 5). The second direction of inquiry to which 
the revisiting of the works of Hegel and Weber contributes is that of 
aligning philosophy and public administration, as Weber’s and especially 
Hegel’s conception of the role of the bureaucracy may provide some of 
the political-philosophical ideational bases for the notion of the Guardian 
State, and on how to combine it with the Neo-Weberian State (these 
are discussed in Chapter 4). These directions of inquiry are expounded 
in subsequent chapters; here, we continue to investigate the perspec-
tive of philosophy for public administration, by addressing the question 
about what broader strategic approaches can be deployed for mobilising 
philosophy for public administration. 

Approaches for Advancing Philosophy 
for Public Administration 

In the preceding section, we have seen examples of scholarly works 
bridging philosophy and PA. While the very contents of the works consid-
ered differed significantly (ranging from Hegelian philosophy applied to 
the PA topic of freedom and bureaucracy to Critical Realism applied to 
the theory of Public Value), the basic approach in terms of ‘research 
strategy’ employed by these works is similar, in that they all hinge on 
mobilising one philosophical stream (be it Critical Realism, or Person-
alism, or Non-violence, or Supererogation, or Hegelian thought, or the 
ancient political-philosophical idea of deliberative mini-publics) for appli-
cation to one PA problem or thematic area. They all basically rely on 
a one-to-one matching between one philosophical stream and one PA 
topic, whereby the former is plucked for its potential to be applied to the 
latter (the exception is the work by Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, which  
considers and contrasts two philosophies: Hegel’s and Weber’s). 

In this section, we argue that other approaches are also possible and 
indeed could be even more powerful and fruitful for deploying philo-
sophical thought for application to PA, albeit we immediately recognise
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they might in practice be much less feasible to implement, especially for 
reasons of the sheer volume of intellectual and practical resources required 
of these approaches. This section thus discusses the approach implicit in all 
the works discussed in the previous section alongside two other possible 
approaches to mobilising philosophy for PA; the approaches that can be 
employed for advancing philosophy for PA are presented and discussed. 
We have labelled such approaches as follows (in italics the driving idea of 
each approach): 

(i) Mobilising one philosophical stream 
(ii) Mobilising and combining a range of philosophies 
(iii) Matching fields of philosophy with thematic areas of PA. 

They are presented in the remainder of this section. 

i. Mobilising One Philosophical Stream 

This is the approach we have seen throughout this chapter. Philosophical 
streams that have been mobilised in PA scholarly works or that could 
be mobilised for their apparent potential to address at least some of 
the key issues in PA include, for example, Positivism, Constructivism, 
Pragmatism, Critical Realism, Existentialism, Phenomenology, Person-
alism, Analytical Philosophy, Philosophy of Language and so forth. To 
mention another example beyond those reported in the previous section, 
Zhang and He (2020) tackle the PA problem “what makes a public space 
public?”, which is philosophical in nature, and mobilise Ludwig Wittgen-
stein’s language analysis (philosophy of language) to examine and dissect 
this problem, to then discuss issues and problems of effective public 
governance, notably in the face of the revolutionary challenges posed 
by advances in information technologies. When any such philosophical 
stream gets applied to a given PA problem, the philosophy chosen will 
perform one or more of the above described functions of philosophy 
for PA, to a greater or more limited depth and level of problem/type 
of problematising depending on the PA issue that is being addressed 
and the ‘fit’ between the philosophical perspective mobilised and the PA 
problem object of study. Basically, all the works reviewed in the previous 
section adopt by and large this approach, with the exception of Tijsterman 
and Overeem (2008), which adopts approach (ii), albeit to the minimum
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breadth as the range of philosophies considered numbers two only: the 
contrast of two opposing—in the view of the authors—philosophical 
stances, the resulting comparison thus enables to shed light on alternative 
conceptions of the role of the bureaucracy; this is an efficient research 
strategy: contrasting two perspectives in order to shed maximum light on 
the problem under investigation while deploying the minimum possible of 
intellectual resources compatible with the requirement of adopting more 
than one philosophical stream; such research strategy greatly advances 
feasibility, given the huge challenges involved in the mastering of philo-
sophical thinking coupled with the requirement to master the PA problem 
that is being addressed. 

The work by Whetsell (2025) is quite intriguing in regard to the 
approach of mobilising one philosophical stream for application to PA 
because of its declared ambition to have found ‘the’ philosophy most 
suitable for PA. In discussing the contribution that the philosophy of 
Pragmatism (broadly conceived, very much in the line of Patricia Shields’ 
elaboration and application to the field of PA) can provide to PA, Whet-
sell (2025) makes the argument that Pragmatism may represent an almost 
‘natural fit’ for PA, that it may in a sense be the philosophical strand more 
consonant to the very ‘intrinsic features’ of PA as both a field of inquiry 
and a practice. His argument is based on laying out four ‘principles’ of 
Pragmatism—namely that Pragmatism is (a) ‘practical’, (b) ‘pluralistic’, 
(c) ‘participatory’ and (d) ‘provisional’—and arguing that such distinc-
tive features or principles correspond to inherent traits of PA as a field. It 
goes without saying, a number of objections can be raised to this argu-
ment: philosophers who work out and dedicate a ‘section’ of their overall 
philosophical system to PA, like Hegel, would clearly counter that *it 
is their very own philosophy to be the natural fit for PA, indeed on the 
ground (at least in the case of Hegel’s philosophy) that their own philos-
ophy is … the natural fit for the entirety of reality, thence of PA too as 
a section of it! (We discuss the meaning of Hegel’s philosophical system 
having a section on PA further in Chapter 5.) From the more down to 
earth perspective of PA scholarship, objections can be raised on multiple 
grounds about the nature of the PA field and hence towards Pragma-
tism being ‘the’ philosophy for PA, rather than just ‘one’ philosophy for 
PA, not least for it being so entwined with one country and intellec-
tual context, namely that of the USA. We may further notice that the 
relatively ‘loose’ character of Pragmatism—as opposed to, e.g. the more 
tightly knit and rigid continental European philosophical systems—may in
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a sense facilitate its ‘compatibility’ hence applicability to the field of PA. 
All this being considered, as regards the classificatory approach we outline 
here, this contribution remains within this first category, namely that of 
one philosophy for one PA problem—albeit in Whetsell’s ambition this 
one philosophy can, broadly speaking, be applied to the entirety of the 
field of PA, or at least to vast ranges of the problems and issues of PA. 

Summing up, this first approach to philosophy for PA consists in identi-
fying one PA problem and then plucking one philosophy or philosophical 
stream which appears especially apt to provide the ideational bases to 
address that PA problem, thereby making philosophy to perform one or 
more of the functions highlighted above (enlightening, critical, gap filling, 
integrative, normative). The identification of the PA problem comes first 
logically, in the sense that at first a PA problem has to be identified, before 
a philosophical perspective may be mobilised as the ‘solution’ to shed light 
on the problem; and it comes first generally also chronologically, although 
it may also be the case that the philosophical stream that gets mobilised is 
the ‘preferred’ philosophy—or one of the preferred philosophies—of the 
scholar (or practitioner) engaging with the problem, and this represents 
a case of ‘solution in search of a problem’. Given the challenge for a(ny) 
scholar to master more than one philosophical stream and more than one 
PA problem, and to do so in such depth to be able to employ the former 
to tackle the latter, this may very often be the only realistically feasible 
form that scholarly works connecting philosophy and PA can take. 

ii. Mobilising a Range of Philosophies, Rather Than ‘Just One’, and 
Combining Them for Addressing PA Problems 

This approach (of which we have seen an exemplar in Tijsterman and 
Overeem’ work, 2008) hinges on combining two or more approaches 
(often by comparing and contrasting their respective explanatory power) 
for the investigation of a given PA theme or problem. The key idea here 
is that by expanding the range of philosophies that are being mobilised, 
and applying them in a combined way, a better grasp on the PA topic of 
investigation may be attained. A research strategy similar in thrust is that 
of connecting the thinking of philosophers to then show the combined 
influence on PA theory, as in Sager and Rosser (2009) who notice the 
influence of Hegel on the theorising of the modern bureaucracy of both
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Woodrow Wilson and Max Weber, notably in relation to the issue of the 
politics-administration dichotomy. 

A key research and intellectual strategy in this approach can be that 
of encompassing philosophical perspectives from different intellectual-
civilisational traditions. For example, one approach may lie in mobilising 
and, crucially, combining both eastern and western philosophical perspec-
tives to address PA problems. This approach has been pursued in the 
special issue in the journal Public Policy and Administration guest edited 
by Ho and Ongaro (2025) which has aimed at revisiting foundational 
issues in public administration by employing in a combined way both 
eastern and western philosophies. As a specific example, Yifeng Ni and 
Ning Liu (2025) combine one eastern and one western philosophical 
perspective to work out defining issues about the nature of PA as a field 
of knowledge. Specifically, they mobilise Wang Yangming’s interpreta-
tion of the Xin Xue school of thought which initiated during the Song 
Dynasty in China and provided a counterpoint to the then dominant Li 
Xue school, and William James’s philosophy of Pragmatism, for tackling a 
meta-theoretical issue in PA, namely the theory-practice divide. These two 
philosophical perspectives are combined to form what Ni and Liu refer 
to as the ‘virtuous-pragmatic approach’, whose main thrust is offering a 
novel and different perspective to tackle the issue of the ‘theory-practice’ 
divide in public administration. Their suggested approach is shaped by a 
combination of these two philosophies, and Ni and Liu’s work is therefore 
illustrative of the combined approach to the application of philosophical 
thinking to tackle PA problems presented here. 

Another work which considers in an interesting way a range of (polit-
ical) philosophies for PA is Ansell (2025). The paper clearly adopts a 
normative perspective to the relationship of philosophy to PA. Ansell 
introduces the notion of ‘public philosophy’, defined as a system of prin-
ciples and values that cohere (to some degree) and are invoked and 
utilised to guide public action and debate, thereby pointing to a norma-
tive use of philosophy and to a way to address the ‘big question’ of 
what principles and values ought to guide the (re-)configuration of the 
administrative state (the main reference in Ansell’s contribution is PA in 
the USA, though his theoretical framing of the contribution of philos-
ophy for PA can be applied more widely). The chapter discusses three 
political philosophies—populism, liberalism and civic republicanism—and 
contrasts the implications of each of these for the configuration of the 
public sector: a plurality of philosophical streams are therefore mobilised
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and their contribution discussed, and in this sense, this contribution falls 
within the present approach, namely mobilising a range of philosophies 
and combining them for addressing a given PA problem. At yet another 
level, Ansell takes a broad perspective in discussing the role of public 
philosophy (the very term of ‘public philosophy’ being his coin), almost 
providing a sort of mapping of how the field of political philosophy can be 
employed for addressing normative concerns in PA. In this sense, Ansell’s 
contribution can be seen as prefiguring (albeit at bird’s-eye view level) 
the third approach we refer to below—approach (iii)—that of matching 
entire fields of philosophy (in this case political philosophy) with thematic 
areas in PA (in this case, the configuration of the administrative state). 

We notice that approach (ii)—and even more so approach (iii) 
discussed below—may require a level of knowledge and expertise—in 
both manifold philosophical strands and in the field of PA—which may be 
hard to attain in practice by one scholar only, or even a team of co-authors 
(albeit not impossible, as the very work by Ni and Liu exemplifies). 
Such approach may require an important level of cross-disciplinary team-
work: the building of networks of teams (teams of philosophers versed 
in different specific streams, teams of PA scholars focused on different 
topical areas) working together around common problems, supported by 
a common framework of analysis. 

iii. Matching Fields of Philosophy with Thematic Areas of PA 

The difference to the previous approaches is that in this approach the 
thrust is to identify fields/areas of philosophy as privileged intellec-
tual sources for given thematic areas of PA, rather than singling out 
one specific philosophy for application to a given PA problem. So, for 
example, political philosophy can be matched to the PA thematic area 
of ‘good governance’, or to the PA topic of the issue of the legitimacy 
of populist elected government vs. the role of civil servants as guardians 
of liberal democracy (Bauer, 2023; Yesilkagit et al., 2024—we further 
revisit this topic in Chapter 4 when considering how to align philosophical 
perspectives and PA doctrines). 

Embedded within such broader matching of fields of philosophy to 
thematic areas of inquiry in PA, it is then possible to apply one or a 
range of philosophies, individually or in combination (see point (i) and 
(ii) above), drawn from within the focused field of philosophy, to address



2 PHILOSOPHY FOR PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 67

PA problems in the given PA thematic area. Developing approach (iii) 
can be seen as a longer term—yet highly salient—research programme 
involving to an even broader extent than approach (ii) a significant level 
of cross-disciplinary teamwork. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presents, describes and illustrates the functions that philos-
ophy can perform when applied to PA. Philosophy applied to a PA 
problem or theme can perform: an enlightening function; a critical func-
tion; a gap filling function; an integrative function; and a normative 
function—one or more such functions in a combined way. The discus-
sion of a number of scientific articles in PA that employ and deploy a 
philosophical perspective as a core part of the argument is used in an 
illustrative way to highlight the actual performance of these functions in 
published scholarly work. Most of these articles mobilise one philosoph-
ical stream to tackle a chosen PA problem (we have reasons to believe 
these are representative of the extant literature, that is, that most of the 
very limited scholarly literature connecting philosophy and PA mobilise 
one philosophical stream to tackle the chosen PA problem). The chapter 
therefore expands on the possibility of combining a range of philoso-
phies to address given PA problems, and to, more ambitiously, match 
fields of philosophy with thematic areas of PA as ways of more closely 
interconnecting philosophy and PA. 

In the next chapter, we turn to another direction of inquiry—which in 
a sense is the one going the other way around: the direction of inquiry 
that aims at detecting the extent to which extant scientific works in the 
field of PA incorporate philosophy into their core argument, with the aim 
to trace back and ‘unveil’ the underlying (often implicit) philosophical 
premises and underpinnings of such works: the direction of inquiry of 
mapping backwards, from philosophy to PA. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Mapping Backwards: Underlying 
Philosophical Bases of Public Administration 

Scholarly Works 

Abstract This chapter explores the direction of inquiry for connecting 
philosophy and public administration that takes the move from the critical 
analysis of existing scientific works in the field of public administration, to 
then detect and trace back the philosophical premises and underpinnings 
of such works. This direction of inquiry in connecting philosophy and 
public administration can be called ‘backwards mapping’. Three ways in 
which backwards mapping may be performed are outlined: (i) by having 
the very authors of the research to make it explicit the philosophical 
underpinnings of their work; (ii) by having an ex post interpretation 
performed by a distinct scholar who reviews extant scholarly works with 
the aim to detect and unveil the underlying philosophical stances and 
premises of such works; and (iii) by investigating via bibliometric anal-
yses the extant publications in the field of public administration that 
refer to philosophical scholarly works. Illustrative examples of these three 
approaches are presented and discussed. 
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Overview 

The direction of inquiry for connecting philosophy and public administra-
tion proposed in this chapter takes the move from the critical analysis of 
existing scientific works in the field of PA (we use the shorthand ‘PA’ 
to encompass the fields of public administration, public management, 
public governance and government, referring to both the scholarly study 
and the practice of it—see Chapter 1 for further discussion of definitions 
and terminology), to then trace back and ‘unveil’ the underlying (often 
implicit) philosophical premises and underpinnings of such works. It is 
a form of (ideational) backwards mapping—which provides the rationale 
for the title of this chapter. 

Backwards mapping can occur in at least three possible ways: 

– it can be performed by the very authors of the research, who make 
it explicit the philosophical underpinnings of their work; 

– it can be the resultant of an interpretation by other scholars of 
the philosophical underpinnings of a given PA publication or set of 
publications; or 

– it can be investigated via bibliometric analyses, in order to trace what 
are the influences on a given PA publication. 

The chapter discusses in detail each of these approaches and, based on 
applications of these approaches, aims to provide an appreciation of how 
philosophical thinking is being utilised by scholarly works and the extent 
to which it shapes the field of PA. 

Eliciting Awareness and Framing the Standards 
in Public Administration Scholarship 

The first approach to substantiate backwards mapping from PA schol-
arly works to their philosophical inspirations and underpinnings entrusts 
the task of uncovering such underpinnings unto the very PA scholar 
authoring the work (we remind the reader: it is our assumption that 
philosophy is always there, in whatever we think or do as human beings, 
hence there is a philosophical element in any PA argument). Mapping 
backwards can in fact be performed by the very author(s) of the research, 
by making it explicit the philosophical underpinnings of their own work. 
In this perspective, the author ‘ought to’ feel compelled to consider
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that disclosing one’s own philosophical standpoint (which includes one’s 
own values in an axiological perspective, but it also encompasses issues 
of ontology, epistemology and political philosophy) is part and parcel 
of the scholarly work and should see this as a ‘standard component’ of 
reporting about the findings of one’s own inquiry into the investigated 
public administration problem or topic. This perspective can be seen as a 
‘call’ to authors to rise to this task, based on a combination of voluntarism 
and a logic of appropriateness both being at work here. We hear the objec-
tion forming in the mind of the reader and we immediately notice that 
this rarely, or at least somewhat rarely, happens in practice in PA schol-
arly works (though not so rarely as one might think: see the bibliometric 
analysis by Tang et al., 2025, on whose findings we report more widely 
in the section below: ‘Mapping the field: bibliometric analyses’). 

Several reasons can be found for why such ‘disclosure’ of the philo-
sophical assumptions does not happen quite often in PA scholarship. One 
reason why this does not happen more often may lie in, very simply, the 
fact that this is not being expected nor required of a PA publication: a 
paper or a book can safely navigate all the route from submission to being 
accepted for publication without incurring any penalisation for not being 
explicit about its philosophical underpinnings and stance. This aspect is 
simply not deemed ‘important’, much less so a ‘requirement’, so why 
should an author bother and further complicate one’s own argument in 
the prospective publication, and risk attracting the darts of the reviewers 
by walking on the slippery terrain of one’s philosophical premises, when 
this is not required, neither formally nor informally? Moreover, making 
it explicit what the philosophical underpinnings of a piece of research are 
may not be an easy task, and PA scholars are unlikely to be profession-
ally trained in philosophy, as this is generally not part of the educational 
curriculum and career paths in this field, hence the hurdle for adding 
this layer of analysis in the paper may be quite demanding for the very 
author of the scholarly work. Furthermore, and even more prosaically, we 
should consider that the limitations to the number of words a paper can 
contain in many scientific journals and other outlets are such that each 
and every word should be spent for maximising the chances of the paper 
‘surviving’ the reviewing process: adding another section or even brief 
para of ‘philosophical considerations’ is practically highly disincentivised 
in contemporary PA scholarly conventions. 

However, this dire state of affairs ought not to be taken as an 
immutable given, and initiatives can be taken to raise awareness about the
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significance of making the philosophical standpoint underpinning a piece 
of research in PA more explicit (indeed, this is the rationale for and a goal 
of this book). Setting in motion a process for eliciting more awareness in 
the PA scholarly and practitioners’ community about the significance of 
engaging with—or at least being explicit about—the philosophical under-
pinnings of research work may well occur, at different levels. One is the 
level of the ‘epistemological culture’, that is, instilling in the culture of 
the PA scholarly and practitioner community a sensitivity towards this 
issue, making it more culturally accepted that being explicit about the 
philosophical underpinnings of one’s own work should not be seen as 
an ‘additional task’, rather as something that is simply part and parcel of 
the ‘standards’ of the scholarly work and the publishing conventions—in 
a logic of appropriateness framework: institutionalising it as part of the 
‘rules of the game’ of producing research in the field. 

Another level at which a process to raise awareness about the signif-
icance of making it explicit the philosophical standpoint underpinning a 
piece of research in PA is that of making this the goal of a deliberate 
research policy, which can focus on intervening on standards and conven-
tions. For example, a number of PhD programmes in certain departments 
or schools that ‘host’ public administration scholarship, like a number 
of Business Schools in the UK, tend to demand that the philosophy of 
science (epistemology) adopted by the PhD student be made explicit 
in their thesis project, and this must occur since the early stages of the 
doctoral project. This requirement could be expanded in scope to demand 
that the PhD student considers more broadly the philosophical premises 
of their work—including, alongside epistemology, the ontological under-
pinnings or the political-philosophical premises (if pertinent depending on 
the thematic subject of the thesis project), or the ethical and axiological 
premises (if pertinent), and so forth. As another example, formats to be 
adopted in the submission to journals could demand that the submitted 
contribution not just reports in a dedicated methods section the under-
lying epistemology, but more broadly asking of authors to report on the 
underlying ontology, or political philosophy, or axiology as pertinent. In 
short, there are a number of phases in the knowledge production process 
on which it would be possible to intervene as part of a deliberate policy 
to integrate philosophy more systematically into PA. 

But while the one depicted so far is a desirable scenario for the future 
development of the field of PA, for it to connect with philosophical 
knowledge in order to benefit of it, the question remains: what can be
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done, here and now, for ‘unveiling’ the philosophical underpinnings of 
extant research works and publications in the field of PA? We suggest 
two main approaches can be delineated to this purpose: an interpretative 
perspective; and a bibliometric analysis. They are examined in turn in the 
next two sections. 

Mapping the Field: Interpretative Perspectives 

Another approach—to which we refer as ‘interpretative perspective’—for 
unveiling the philosophical underpinnings of extant research works and 
publications in the field of PA is centred on detecting the philosophical 
influences on the PA literature as the resultant of an interpretation by 
other scholars of the philosophical underpinnings of a given PA publi-
cation or set of publications. We call this approach as ‘interpretative’ as 
it revolves around a second scholar ‘interpreting’ the work of a given 
PA scholar in terms of its philosophical underpinnings. It starts from the 
assumption that only rarely are the philosophical premises of PA works 
made explicit (see previous section), and hence someone needs to perform 
this task of ‘extrapolating’ the philosophical kernel in the extant publi-
cations across the PA literature (or at least, given the sheer number of 
scholarly works in the field, to glean such information out of a selection 
of the extant publications, seen as particularly significant or representative 
in some way). 

An exemplar of such kind of analysis is Chapter 4 in the work by 
Riccucci (2010), who discusses the main philosophies of science in use in 
contemporary public administration (according to Riccucci’s interpreta-
tion) to then identify major strands of inquiry in an important topic in the 
field of PA—in Riccucci’s analysis, these are works focusing on the topic 
of representative bureaucracy, a significant area of scholarly interest in PA. 
Riccucci then classifies extant scholarly works according to the philosophy 
of science which is (implicitly) adopted by the given strand of inquiry. 
For each strand of inquiry, Riccucci plucks an exemplar of a PA work 
particularly representative of that strand of inquiry. So, Riccucci considers 
that the main philosophies of science in use in the field of contemporary 
scholarly PA are the following (see Riccucci, 2010, pp. 46–51 for defini-
tions and details): (i) Interpretivism; (ii) Rationalism; (iii) Empiricism; (iv) 
Positivism; (v) Post-Positivism; and (vi) Postmodernism/Critical Theory. 
She then delineates the ontology, epistemology and key philosophers for 
each philosophy of science, as well as the methodology, methods and
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recording techniques favoured by each of these philosophies of science. 
Riccucci then delineates the profiles of the strands of inquiry that study 
the topic of representative bureaucracy from the perspective of each of 
these philosophies. So, for example, legal studies on affirmative action 
and case studies on hiring and promotion practices substantiate the strand 
of inquiry on representative bureaucracy whose premises and underpin-
nings are in the philosophy of Interpretivism; research challenging the 
mainstream tenets or suppositions of representative bureaucracy as the 
chief tool for achieving multiculturalism embody the strand of inquiry 
on representative bureaucracy whose premises and underpinnings are in 
the philosophy of Postmodernism/Critical Theory; and so forth. For each 
strand, Riccucci then identifies a key PA publication which exemplifies the 
strand. In short, Riccucci’s analysis provides an interpretation of the philo-
sophical perspective underpinning each of the main strands of inquiry in 
the subfield of representative bureaucracy, as an important area of PA 
inquiry. 

Another nice example of an interpretative approach to mapping back-
wards from a PA work to its philosophical underpinnings is provided 
by Di Nuoscio (2025), who employs Popper’s epistemology to criti-
cally analyse a notable public administration work from a philosophical 
standpoint. Di Nuoscio revisits the key tenets of Popper’s philosophy 
(of science), to then apply it to the ‘case study’ of scholar Sabino 
Cassese’s analysis of the severe dysfunctions affecting the Italian admin-
istrative system, contained in his ‘classic’ work Il sistema amministrativo 
Italiano (The Italian administrative system—Cassese, 1983). Cassese is 
a renowned public administration scholar in Italy, and his analysis is 
a mainstay in the Italian scholarly debate. By utilising the Popperian 
conceptualisation of the notions of: ‘problem’, ‘causality’, ‘nomological 
covering’, ‘explanation sketch’, ‘nomological common-sense knowledge’, 
‘primacy of situational analysis’ and ‘principle of falsifiability/falsification’, 
Di Nuoscio revisits and dissects the core ‘components’ of Cassese’s argu-
ment about the dysfunctions of the Italian bureaucracy contained in his 
book. Di Nuoscio ‘breaks down’ the components of Cassese’s admin-
istrative argument by deploying a Popperian framework of analysis and 
terminology, thereby providing an intriguing application of philosophy to 
public administration in the logic of backwards mapping. 

The contribution by Di Nuoscio sheds light on why and how a philo-
sophical perspective, ‘always and necessarily’, albeit most often implicitly, 
underpins any study of public administration, and the contribution that
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such philosophical analyses can provide by elucidating the philosoph-
ical premises underpinning administrative analyses. More in detail, the 
work by Di Nuoscio discusses at first the rationale for choosing Popper’s 
approach. For Popper (we here follow the structure of the argument 
as expounded in Di Nuoscio, 2025), problems, rather than ‘academic’ 
disciplines, come first: we (human beings) at first encounter a problem. 
In a Popperian perspective, a problem arises when ‘there is a mismatch 
between an expectation and an observation—which then triggers the 
quest for new knowledge, which [in turn] arises within the horizon of 
expectations and the background knowledge of the individual. Obser-
vations, in turn, are aimed at solving these problems. An observation 
without a problem is epistemologically impossible, because without the 
values, knowledge, and interests of the individual, the world would be 
reduced to a senseless infinity’ (Di Nuoscio, 2025). 

The quest for new knowledge capable of addressing and solving an 
extant problem then triggers the hypothesis generation process which 
is at the roots of the theory-building and then theory testing process. 
Most famously, Popper introduced the principle of falsification, whereby a 
theory can only be deemed to be ‘provisionally true’, as a single contradic-
tory fact is sufficient to establish its falsity (as Di Nuoscio, 2025, puts it:  
‘This reveals a logical asymmetry between the confirmation and refutation 
of a theory: however numerous, confirmations do not establish a theory’s 
truth, whereas a single contradictory fact can, logically, demonstrate its 
falsity’). 

We can now turn to illustrating how Di Nuoscio deploys the Poppe-
rian conceptual apparatus—notably the notions of ‘problem’, ‘causality’ 
(‘immediate’ and ‘remote’ causes), ‘nomological covering’, ‘explanation 
sketch’, ‘nomological common-sense knowledge’, ‘primacy of situational 
analysis’ and (of course) ‘principle of falsifiability’, as defined within 
Popper’s philosophy—to vet the structure of the argument of Cass-
ese’s (1983) study of the Italian administrative system (in his analysis, 
Di Nuoscio also assumes a principle of utility maximisation by indi-
viduals as rational actors, which he derives mostly from the works of 
Ludwig von Mises, and whose philosophical roots can be associated to 
the works of Jeremy Bentham and James and John Stuart Mill). Starting 
with the problem that Cassese identifies, this is framed in the terms 
of what he calls the ‘endemic dysfunctions plaguing the Italian state 
administration’ across key public functions and policy sectors, described 
through qualifications like the ‘deterioration’ and ‘devaluation of public
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functions’, the ‘difficulty in formulating and executing unified policies’ 
(policy coordination), and the ‘lengthening and slowing down of proce-
dures’(inadequate response times to deliver public services—see Cassese, 
1983, pp. 283–285). 

To explain such dysfunctions, Cassese looks for causality, seeking to 
trace a causal chain starting from the immediate causes and extending 
back to more remote ones. Chief amongst the immediate causes is the 
lack of clear attribution of public functions to public offices, with resulting 
overlapping and intersecting functions, due to single tasks being split 
amongst multiple offices, as a main cause of the identified dysfunc-
tions (Cassese, 1993, p. 274). To make sense of these dysfunctions, 
Cassese applies certain nomological rules (which Di Nuoscio, resorting 
to Popper’s analytics, collectively qualifies as nomological covering number 
one), which ‘can be made explicit as follows: (i) “The greater the number 
of actors involved, the harder it becomes to reach coherent decisions”; (ii) 
“As the number of decision-makers increases, so does the time required 
to make decisions”; (iii) “The less clearly competencies are defined among 
parties, the more overlaps, conflicts and uncertainties arise in action strate-
gies”. These ‘covering laws’ provide the necessary framework for Cassese 
to select causally relevant facts from countless possibilities, enabling him 
to pinpoint the specific factors underlying the dysfunctions in Italian 
public administration that he aims to explain’ (Di Nuoscio, 2025). 

Cassese’s analysis then shifts to what Di Nuoscio qualifies as the 
remote causes, of which the immediate ones are, in turn, effects. These 
remote causes are sought in the administrative action of three entities: 
(a) the Parliament, which by treating administrative organisation as an 
area of secondary interest had de facto forfeited its responsibility to 
shape the organisational function of the Public Administration (Cassese, 
1983, p. 279) and ultimately countenanced an opaque and ineffective 
organisational structure for the Italian public sector; (b) the Govern-
ment, which also has forfeited its responsibility in effecting a coherent 
administrative reform policy (Cassese, 1983, p. 280); and (c) the admin-
istrative staff, and here Cassese deploys an argument much in line with the 
arguments developed by Niskanen (1973) and Dunleavy (1991)—albeit 
with a very different terminology and a different reference discipline, as 
Niskanen an d Dunleavy resort to economics as the reference disciplinary 
perspective and proceed in a deductive way, while Cassese mostly resorts 
to administrative law, with some elements of the sociology of organisa-
tions, and frames his insights as ‘rules of experience’. The argument lies
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in attributing a bureau-shaping behaviour to the tenured officials (the 
bureaucrats), ultimately resulting in the dysfunctions identified as the 
problem. The analysis of these remote causes is also developed by working 
out certain nomological rules (nomological covering number two). And 
‘[T]his causal imputation also relies on implicit “rules of experience.” 
Causes (a) and (b) are identified through the following nomological 
insights: “whoever regards something as secondary will not give it special 
attention” and “without coordination of decisions, a coherent solution 
to a problem is unachievable”. Cause (c), on the other hand, presupposes 
the principle: “in the absence of a party asserting a shared public interest, 
particularistic interests will dominate”’ (Di Nuoscio, 2025). 

Di Nuoscio then further notices that Cassese’s theorisation serves as an 
explanation sketch, that is, an argument in which the underlying ‘covering 
laws’ that explain the phenomenon are left implicit. The identification 
of immediate and remote causes rather occurs through ‘nomological 
common-sense knowledge’ (Weber, 1903/2012, p. 5), which, as Di 
Nuoscio notices, is ‘described by Popper as “a-problematic” and “triv-
ial”[and] Although methodologically secondary, this nomological under-
pinning is logically essential for constructing the explanatory hypothesis, 
as without it, the identification of causal relations would be impossible’ 
(Di Nuoscio, 2025, relying also on Di Nuoscio, 2003, pp.18ff). 

Reliance on rules of experience brings with it notable challenges, 
though. The nomological covers identified this way may apply to a range 
of instances, but not to others. Rules such as ‘without coordination of 
decisions, a coherent solution to a problem is unachievable’ have been 
disproved (falsified) in a number of instances, as human history can 
provide plenty of evidence to the contrary (we can echo here Simon’s 
point about the proverbs of administration, Simon, 1946). However, 
such ‘rules’ may be found to fit the specific circumstances under anal-
ysis (revealing their ad hoc nature). This can be referred to through the 
notion of the primacy of situational analysis. Faced with the potential 
for multiple explanations compatible with the situation to be explained, 
the researcher can only rely on what Popper calls ‘situational analysis’: 
the most precise possible reconstruction of the unique interweaving of 
typical aspects that, in the view of the researcher, constitutes the causal 
context generating the explanandum. A detailed situational analysis allows 
the researcher to progressively reduce the number of alternative explana-
tions that, while compatible with the explanandum, are incompatible with 
each other (Di Nuoscio, 2018), which is what Cassese does in his analysis
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here reported. In particular, Cassese applies a logic of utility maximisation 
to public employees, and he assumes that those who advanced the inter-
ests of public employees (including the trade unions) acted rationally from 
their viewpoint as utility maximisers by exploiting the favourable circum-
stance represented by the void left by parliament and governmental (non-) 
action. 

Finally, as an outcome of his analysis, Cassese comes out with a theory 
about the causes of the administrative dysfunctions of the Italian admin-
istrative system (at least as it used to work in the early 1980s, when the 
analysis was developed). Such ‘theory’ can be submitted to the Popperian 
principle of falsifiability. In fact, Di Nuoscio observes: 

Cassese’s proposal is an example of a theory that can be subjected to 
falsificationist criticism. The following two types of propositions can be 
empirically tested: i) those describing the explanandum: “the disqualifica-
tion and deterioration [of functions], the high degree of interdependence 
of structures and the consequent difficulties in formulating and executing 
unitary policies, the constitution of coordinating bodies, the general 
lengthening and slowing down of procedures” (Cassese, 1993, p. 278) 
and ii) those describing the “initial conditions” – e.g. “norms with no 
apparent relationship, coming from heteroclite periods and sources, slide 
over each other and suddenly become immobilized in an organizational 
architecture whose design cannot be discerned”(Cassese, 1993, p. 279), 
“only the organization of five ministries is defined in general organizational 
acts of a normative nature [...] The organization of the other apparatus is 
regulated by multiple acts, codes and ministerial decrees that are added to 
each other in a disordered manner [..] As is evident, we are faced with 
empirically testable propositions, which may be contradicted by contrary 
facts (potential falsifiers) that, if identified by the scientific community, 
would lead to the falsification of the theory, thereby creating the condi-
tions for the formulation of a new hypothesis that incorporates the new 
empirical evidence.(Di Nuoscio, 2025) 

In sum, by providing a range of concepts and the terminology and 
then the application to the specific case example, in order to compare 
the underlying epistemological premises of Cassese’s administrative argu-
ment about the Italian administrative system with the underlying premises 
of alternative administrative arguments, Di Nuoscio (2025) aims at 
furnishing a more general method and framework of analysis that enables 
to ‘extrapolate’ the underlying epistemological premises of PA scholarly
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works and compare the underlying structure of their arguments. The 
contribution by Di Nuoscio can therefore be seen as aimed at providing 
a framework and method for vetting the structure of administrative argu-
ments as developed in the PA literature, to then compare them through 
a common conceptualisation and terminology in order to facilitate the 
establishment of a common ground for the critical discussion of adminis-
trative arguments (a similar thrust—but without any explicit reference to 
philosophy as the underlying discipline—can be found in Barzelay, 2001). 
Such framework as proposed by Di Nuoscio is based on a philosophical 
framing and a philosophical terminology, and it can therefore substantiate 
a structured approach to mapping backwards from a public administration 
work to its philosophical underpinnings and premises. 

The main thrust of Di Nuoscio’s account is working out the philo-
sophical premises of a PA work, and it is therefore fitting that it is being 
presented in this chapter dedicated to backwards mapping. At the same 
time, Di Nuoscio also aims at introducing more systematically Popper’s 
epistemology into PA studies, by working out a framework to be used for 
analysing and comparing PA studies, and in this sense, his work can also 
be seen as another example of mobilising philosophy for PA, which we 
have discussed widely in the dedicated Chapter 2 centred on the approach 
of ‘philosophy for public administration’ (specifically, in Di Nuoscio’s 
contribution, philosophy performs two of the functions characterising 
its application to PA problems: the enlightening function as well as the 
critical function). 

In concluding this section, we notice that the interpretative approach— 
which we have here seen applied mainly through the lens of the branch 
of epistemology—could be expanded to other areas of philosophy beyond 
epistemology. 

Mapping the Field: Bibliometric Analyses 

Philosophical influences on the PA literature can also be investigated via 
a different approach and method, namely through bibliometric analysis. 
In their work, Tang et al. (2025) scout the Web of Science database, one 
of the largest databases of scientific works (published in journal article 
format), to detect references to works that have been published in philos-
ophy journals that are contained in all the PA journal articles that have 
been published during the period of observation.
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Tang et al. (2025) have thus identified 58,633 PA journal articles 
published in the period from 1900 to 2022 (only original research arti-
cles and review articles were included), and their associated 2,246,146 
references. During the same period, WoS indexed 563,237 philosophy 
journal articles (in the WoS journal categories of ‘philosophy’ or ‘ethics’). 
After checking for duplicates, they matched the 2,246,146 PA references 
against the 563,237 philosophy journal articles and obtained 3,548 PA 
journal articles (out of 58,633) influenced by philosophy, in the sense 
that they cite at least one article published in a philosophy journal (books 
or other outlets are not considered in the database). 

Interestingly, while the above datum indicates that on average ca. 7% 
of PA articles cite (at least one) philosophy article, the authors detected 
a growing trend: while PA articles in the 1970s tended to very limit-
edly cite philosophy journals (only 0.9% of PA articles did so in 1970), 
a much larger share of ca. 14% of PA journal articles cite at least one 
article published in a philosophy journal in 2022. As the authors point 
out (Tang et al., 2025), this datum may point to an enhanced ‘absorp-
tion of philosophical knowledge’ into the field of PA, an upwards trend. 
Through additional investigation, the authors also find that PA research in 
the 1970s tended to cite books, government documents and other types 
of references that are not journal articles, while more recently published 
articles in the field of PA tend to cite other journal articles: this trend 
might therefore be seen as part of a ‘scientization’ of the PA field which— 
at least for research published in the form of journal article—tends to cite 
other journal articles, possibly seen as more ‘scientific’ than the grey litera-
ture which tended to be cited in the 1970s. To reiterate, there is evidence 
that over time PA journal articles more and more cite other journal arti-
cles rather than works published in other formats, which can explain the 
upwards trend of philosophy articles being cited by PA articles, as part of 
a general trend to PA articles more and more often citing other articles. 

However, it is by far not a given—it is indeed quite surprising (posi-
tively surprising, from the viewpoint of this book aimed at bridging the 
fields of philosophy and PA)—that PA journal articles tend to cite more 
and more philosophy articles—better: that there are more and more PA 
articles referencing at least one philosophy article, both in absolute value 
and as a share of the total PA articles that are published every year. 
This is even more striking when zooming in on the trend over time: 
in fact, the authors found, 1.4% of PA journal articles published over 
the period 1970–1999 cited philosophy articles (at least one philosophy
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article); 4.5% of PA articles published over the period 2000–2010 cite 
philosophy articles, and 11.3% of PA articles published over the period 
2011–2022 cite philosophy articles, with a ‘striking’ ca. 14% of PA arti-
cles citing philosophy articles in the year 2022 (the last year for which this 
analysis was carried out). To further reinforce the contrast, in the period 
before 1970, that is (given the temporal scope of the WoS database), from 
the year 1900 to 1969, out of the 3,717 PA research articles that were 
published, merely four articles (four!) cite philosophy studies. 

To better appreciate this evidence, Tang et al. (2025) also examine the 
number of PA journal articles citing articles from the ‘typical’ disciplinary 
fields underpinning PA studies, namely political science, economics, law 
and management (see, e.g., Rosenbloom et al., 2022). Not unexpect-
edly, PA journals tend to reference more often from these disciplines 
(next to referencing other PA journal articles, which represent the most 
cited category of articles) than from philosophy articles: in decreasing 
order, PA journal articles cite first of all other PA journal articles (over 
90% of PA journal articles cite, not unexpectedly, at least one other PA 
journal article), then political science articles, then economics articles, 
then management articles, then law articles and finally philosophy arti-
cles. Therefore, while the ‘common wisdom’ appreciation that PA articles 
tend to tap knowledge from the other social sciences articles (and first 
and foremost, amongst the social sciences, from the ‘big four’ of polit-
ical science, economics, management and law), and that PA articles tap 
knowledge first of all from previously published PA articles (as common-
sensical), it is intriguing to notice that philosophical knowledge seems 
to have been on the rise as a source of reference in PA scholarly works 
published in the form of journal articles. 

The authors then further analyse in which PA journals the most arti-
cles citing philosophy articles can be detected; not unexpectedly, the 
journal Science and Public Policy tops the ranking, with Public Admin-
istration Review, Public Management Review and Administration and 
Society as the next journals hosting the larger number of PA articles citing 
philosophy articles. They then examine which are the philosophy journals 
hosting the most philosophy articles being cited by articles published in 
PA journals; here too not unexpectedly philosophy and ethics journals 
concerned with the social sciences represent the primary sources: Journal 
of Business Ethics tops the ranking, with ‘purer’ philosophy journals like 
Philosophy and Public affairs and Journal of Political Philosophy ranking 
in seventh and eight position respectively. This finding suggests that the
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share of PA articles drawing on philosophical knowledge strictosensu may 
be (much) smaller than PA journals drawing from philosophical knowl-
edge latosensu, which includes the fields of ethics and the philosophy of 
science. 

Another interesting finding provided by Tang et al. is that PA journal 
articles citing philosophy articles tend to garner more citations than PA 
articles not citing philosophy articles. This may be due to a number of 
reasons—and possibly this can be due simply to the fact that PA arti-
cles referencing philosophy articles are likely to touch on topics that elicit 
more interest from other researchers for the very subject they investigate. 
However, it is intriguing to consider that works that do draw from philos-
ophy as one of their intellectual sources of knowledge and understanding 
of reality tend to be better positioned to also win the coveted prize (in 
the scholarly world) of attracting more citations! 

Yet another finding by Tang et al. concerns the topics that are more 
frequently examined by PA articles which cite philosophical references 
contrasted with the topics of PA articles which do not cite philosophy 
articles: ‘wicked problems’ as well as problems pertaining to research and 
innovation top the ranking of PA articles which also draw from philos-
ophy articles, while (interestingly) climate related issues top the ranking 
as the subject of PA articles which do not cite philosophy articles. 

Before concluding this section, it is worth recalling a limitation of the 
work by Tang et al. (2025), work which provides an impressive and highly 
valuable and useful contribution for the purpose of connecting philos-
ophy and PA. In fact, the bibliometric analysis carried out by Tang and 
Colleagues encompasses journal articles only, thereby leaving out works 
published in other formats. In the case of philosophy, the book format has 
historically been a privileged outlet for communication of the ‘findings’ 
of philosophical inquiry; this is especially so in the case of the ‘classics’ 
in philosophy, their work being often published in book format, but also 
contemporary philosophy prizes the book format to an extent that is not 
(anymore) appreciated in the social sciences (the book format used to be 
central also in PA studies in the past, but the trend to privilege journal 
articles, also driven by academic career patterns modeled on other social 
sciences like economics, has led to disparaging the book format in PA 
studies, unfortunately). 

Summing up, the work by Tang et al. (2025) sheds light on the 
extent to which philosophical knowledge is ‘absorbed’ in PA scholarly 
works. While their findings point to philosophical studies being less drawn
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upon than the social sciences in PA studies (not unexpectedly), they 
find, however, that tapping philosophical knowledge may be on the rise: 
it may be growing over time. They also show that the field of ethics 
may be the philosophical area most tapped in PA (again, not unexpect-
edly, given the significance of the topic of public ethics and related areas 
like anti-corruption and integrity of governance), thereby corroborating 
and underpinning with empirical evidence what may have been ‘common 
wisdom’ in this regard, yet previously undemonstrated. 

More broadly, at the ‘meta-analysis’ level, the study by Tang et al. 
can be seen as path-making: it can open a path of inquiry which has 
in bibliometric methods the approach to survey and map the multiple 
interconnections between the fields of philosophy and PA respectively. 
Bibliometric approaches can enable to walk the road connecting these 
two fields of scholarly inquiry (a two-way road: not only PA tapping 
philosophical knowledge but also the other way around), for mutual 
benefit. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the direction of inquiry for connecting philos-
ophy and public administration that takes the move from the critical 
analysis of extant scientific works in the field of public administration, 
to then detect and trace back the philosophical premises and underpin-
nings of such works. We refer to this direction of inquiry as ‘backwards 
mapping’, because it moves from extant PA works ‘back’ to their philo-
sophical ideational sources. 

We propose and outline three ways in which backwards mapping may 
be performed: (i) by the very authors of the PA research, who make it 
explicit the philosophical underpinnings of their own work; (ii) by an ex 
post interpretation by a distinct scholar, who reviews extant PA schol-
arly works with the aim to detect and unveil the underlying philosophical 
stances and premises of such works; and (iii) by investigation via biblio-
metric analyses, of which there are many techniques and variants, with 
different specific foci and units of analysis—a powerful example of one 
such analysis being the study by Tang et al. (2025), who have looked 
into the references cited by the journal articles published in PA journals 
over the period 1900–2022. 

Overall, these three suggested approaches may provide valuable tools 
to raise awareness of the philosophical underpinnings of PA scholarly
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work, both retrospectively by investigating extant publications in the 
field of PA and tracing their philosophical premises, and prospectively by 
eliciting self-awareness as PA scholarship develops and traverses the chal-
lenging seas of the theory and practice of public governance and public 
administration worldwide. 
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CHAPTER 4  

Aligning Philosophical Perspectives 
and Public Administration: Ideational Public 

Governance Configurations 

Abstract The core argument of this chapter is that a fuller understanding 
of administrative doctrines benefits from considering their ideational 
bases. Administrative doctrines can be defined as elements of knowledge 
with a prescriptive/normative thrust about how public administration 
ought to be organised. Examples of administrative doctrines include: 
the New Public Management; New Public Governance and Collabora-
tive Governance; the Neo-Weberian State; Public Value governance and 
management; the Guardian State: and not least the base case of ‘Old 
Public Administration’. We employ the notion of ideational public gover-
nance configuration to indicate the overall configuration of administrative 
doctrines and the ontological, epistemological, linguistic, ethical-moral 
and political-philosophical ideas which enable to conceptualise, under-
stand, interpret and explain administrative doctrines. The notion of 
ideational public governance configuration is therefore a conceptual tool 
to mobilise philosophical thinking for unpacking and elucidating the 
ideational bases of our understanding of public administration. 
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Introduction and Rationale 

This chapter explores a distinct direction of inquiry in connecting philos-
ophy and public administration, namely, it addresses the issue of the 
alignment between administrative doctrines and their ideational bases. 
Administrative doctrines or public administration doctrines (hereafter 
referred to simply as ‘PADS’) are defined as elements of knowledge with 
a prescriptive-normative thrust about how public administration ought 
to be organised. Thus, ‘Old Public Administration’ and ‘New Public 
management’ (Barzelay, 2001; Dunleavy & Hood, 1994; Hood, 1991) 
are both seen in this perspective as sets of administrative doctrines, as are 
‘Collaborative Governance’ and the ‘New Public Governance’ (Osborne, 
2006); the ‘Neo-Weberian State’ (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017); ‘New 
Public Administration’ (Frederickson, 1980) and ‘New Public Service’ 
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015); ‘Digital-Era Governance’ (Dunleavy 
et al., 2006); ‘Public Value Governance and Management’ (Alford & 
O’Flynn, 2009; Benington, 2015; Benington & Moore, 2011; Bozeman, 
2007; Bryson et al.,  2015; Hartley et al., 2017; Meynhardt, 2009; Moore, 
1995)—to mention some of the most prominent sets of administrative 
doctrines in an illustrative, but far from being exhaustive, fashion. Tons 
of ink have been poured about these reform doctrines, yet analyses of the 
philosophical underpinnings of such doctrines are less copious. 

The contribution this chapter aims to make is providing an original and 
distinctive entry point to the study and practice of public administration 
doctrines. Our argument is that a fuller understanding of PADS bene-
fits of considering their ideational bases , and that such ideational bases 
encompass ontological, epistemological, linguistic, ethical and political-
philosophical perspectives. Ideational bases shape both the conceptual 
context of knowledge of PADS—that is, how scholars understand PADS: 
the underlying premises which ground scholarly work of knowledge 
generation in PADS—and the factual context of knowledge of PADS— 
that is, the beliefs systems and assumptions (as mental anticipations and 
perceptions) which shape the collective understandings of the ways in 
which public administrations operate and public policies occur. Under-
standing context is key to any progress and development of comparative 
public administration and public management (Pollitt, 2013): it is there-
fore argued that a systematic consideration of the ideational bases of 
administrative doctrines is a lynchpin for the theory of public adminis-
tration, to which this book ultimately aims to contribute, through the
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analysis of the connections between philosophical thought and public 
administration doctrines (the significance of mobilising philosophical 
thinking for bettering and refining our understanding of context in public 
administration is further discussed in Ongaro, 2026). 

A better understanding of PADS demands that administrative doctrines 
are appreciated in the light of considerations of ontology, epistemology, 
semiology, values (axiology) and ethics, and political philosophy. We 
suggest that the label of ideational public governance configuration may 
be employed to indicate the overall configuration of a given set of 
administrative doctrines together with the ontological, epistemological, 
linguistic, ethical-moral, and political-philosophical ideas which enable 
to conceptualise, underpin, interpret and explain such administrative 
doctrines. 

This chapter, therefore, aims at complementing the substantive state-
of-art knowledge about PADS that the social sciences provide by delin-
eating the contours of the ideational public governance configurations 
which enable a deeper understanding of administrative doctrines, by 
resorting to broader branches of knowledge, rooted in philosophical 
thought and cognate fields in the humanities. We conceive of ideational 
public governance configurations as combinations of foundational ideas 
about ontology, epistemology, semiology, ethics and morality, and polit-
ical philosophy that enable an understanding of PADS in their broader 
ideational context. Philosophical thinking is therefore used broadly in 
this approach, and philosophy performs in general terms all the functions 
identified when applied to PA—enlightenment, critical, gap filling, inte-
grative, normative—with an emphasis on the normative function, given 
philosophy in this framework enables and supports the broader and better 
understanding of the ideational bases of administrative doctrines, namely 
ideas which are inherently normative in thrust. 

Two qualifications are required. First, ideational public governance 
configurations are multiple—that is, different ontological, epistemolog-
ical, linguistic, ethical and axiological, political-philosophical positions and 
stances that align with given conceptions of how the public sector ought 
to be organised are possible. However, not all configurations are consis-
tent; therefore, there will be only a limited, albeit potentially ample, 
number of configurations which are internally consistent and ‘make 
sense’, that is, that are not internally contradictory. For example, a Marxist 
political philosophy will presuppose an ontology of dialectical becoming, a 
usage of language emphasising transformation and change process (using
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the gerundial form to highlight the inherent becoming of reality), and 
an ethics which places social class centre stage; any treatment of public 
policy and administration from a Marxist ideational public governance 
configuration will therefore require some extent of consistency with such 
ontological, epistemological, political-philosophical, ethical and linguistic 
assumptions. In other words, only a limited set of configurations are 
consistent (that is, certain administrative doctrines presuppose certain 
philosophical ideas). The framework of the ideational public governance 
configuration is used as conceptual tool to revisit the extent to which 
a given set of administrative doctrines [PADS-10] presupposes certain 
ideational contents (which we label through nine categories, as [1– 
9]), ultimately enabling the search for consistency,1 through a dynamic, 
continuous process of alignment. 

The second qualification is that the scholarly study of different config-
urations presupposes the adoption of a perspective of uncommitted 
ontology: that is to say, that the observer (the public administra-
tion scholar investigating administrative systems, the practitioner making 
administrative systems work) remains uncommitted about the actual 
existence of the entities that are being considered, in fact, ‘[W]hile 
committed ontology is concerned with the existence of those entities it 
discerns, uncommitted ontology remains agnostic about their existence’ 
and ‘[U]ncommitted ontology focuses instead on the elucidation of the 
ontological presuppositions or assumptions of a particular author, theory 
or community’ (Al-Amoudi & O’Mahoney, 2016, p. 16). In order to be 
able to critically analyse and appreciate different ideational public gover-
nance configurations, beholders have to ‘relinquish’ their own ontological 
beliefs (and related assumptions in the other domains of philosophical 
speculation) and assume an agnostic stance, which enables a dialogue 
amongst different perspectives. 

Finally, it may be pointed out that the notion of ideational public 
governance configuration complements and completes a range of other 
notions widely employed in the field of PA and that are amenable to

1 Consilience is another term which might be employed here: Wilson (1998) introduced 
the term ‘consilience’ to indicate the linking of knowledge generated across disciplines to 
achieve common ground for explanations: ideational public governance configurations 
represent a framework to try and attain consilience across forms of knowledge in relation 
to administrative doctrines. 
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philosophical inquiry and appreciation: these notions are those of ‘prac-
tice’, ‘model’, ‘paradigm’, ideal-type’ and ‘utopia’—all notions that are 
of central importance for PA (Achten et al., 2016; Bouckaert, 2020a; 
Ongaro, 2020, chapter 8). 

Ideational Public Governance Configuration: 
Analytical Framework and Building Blocks 

The analytical framework employed to illustrate what an ideational public 
governance configuration is hinges around the notion of ideational align-
ment with administrative doctrines of an array of forms of knowledge 
and understanding which originate in nine main theoretical-disciplinary 
perspectives (see Fig. 4.1 for an illustration). Of these theoretical-
disciplinary perspectives, four pertain to dimensions of ontology [indi-
cated as ONTO-1 to ONTO-4]; two of political philosophy and theory 
[POLPHIL-8 and POLPHIL-9], the others pertain to epistemology 
[EPI-5], language analysis [LANG-6], ethics, morality and axiology [E-
7]. They represent macro-areas of human knowledge, intended in the 
broadest sense and encompassing varied forms of knowledge, wisdom 
and understanding in the investigation of reality. They pertain to philos-
ophy and philosophical thought, broadly intended, and its application 
to various realms of problems and research and policy questions: they 
represent philosophical perspectives to the study and practice of PADS 
(Ongaro, 2021, 2022a).

This analytical framework is intended for use both by the ‘detached 
beholders’, the scholars observing and studying administrative and public 
policy phenomena from the outside, and the ‘engaged practitioners’, the 
decision-makers aiming at changing with the purpose of improving (in 
some sense, and given their very own values, which are part and parcel 
of the ideational bases they use to frame administrative phenomena for 
purposes of action) the functioning of administrative systems. We are of 
course aware that both these profiles—the pure scholar and the engaged 
practitioner—are somewhat fictional, as most of the people in real flesh 
and bones involved in public policy and the functioning of administrative 
systems will be somewhere in-between the pure scholar and the engaged 
practitioner, but the message we intend to convey is that we consider the 
notion of ideational public governance configuration and the analytical 
framework to describe it that we introduce in this chapter to represent 
a useful conceptual tool both for theory-development and scholarship
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Ontology 
Reality in itself / what there is / Being and nature of things [ONTO-1] 
Conception of time and space/place [ONTO-2] 
Conception and understanding of human nature: the self / identity / model of man-human being 
[ONTO-3] 
Configuration and nature of society: social ontology - social structures and individual agency 
[ONTO-4] 

Epistemology and Logic: what we can know, how we can know [EPI-5] 
Language and discourse analysis: nouns (entities) or gerundial (becoming/process) [LANG-6] 
Ethics – values/axiology: public ethics / public values / integrity of public governance [E-7] 
Political Philosophy: 

Perspectives and approaches to the issue of the legitimacy of the political system and public 
governance [POLPHIL-8] 
Constitutional-political doctrines and conceptions of State and Citizen: Constitutional 
Liberalism and Liberal-democracy (Representative Democracy; Deliberative Democracy; 
Participatory Democracy); Libertarian Liberalism; Socialism (Social-Democracy); 
Communism-Marxism (Leninism, Maoism); Conservatism; Republicanism; Radical 
Democracy (Follett); Direct Democracy; New Authoritarianism – Fascism; Absolutism; 
Confucian Meritocracy; Confucian Democracy; … [POLPHIL-9] 

ALIGN WITH 

Administrative Doctrines [PADS or PADS-10], such as: Old Public Administration; New Public 
Management; New Public Governance and Collaborative governance; New Public Service; New Public 
Administration; Digital Era Governance; Neo-Weberian State; Public Value Governance and 
Management; … 

Fig. 4.1 Ideational public governance configuration: key components and 
alignment

(thereby encompassing both research and education and the teaching of 
philosophy for public administration, Ongaro, 2019, 2020—chapter 9— 
and 2022b) and for praxis and practice-orientated purposes. In short, 
both academics and practitioners will benefit of it, we think. 

The basic framework of analysis of the ideational public governance 
configuration, outlining the ideational alignment of such areas of knowl-
edge with administrative doctrines, is illustrated in Fig. 4.1. 

The components of the framework are succinctly discussed in the 
remainder of this section. A number of ‘actual’ sets of administrative 
doctrines and the corresponding ideational public governance config-
urations are proposed and critically reviewed in the next section, in 
an illustrative way, in order to show how the notion of ideational 
public governance configuration can be utilised in the field of public 
administration.
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Given space limitations, this chapter can only provide a bird’s-eye 
view, done in an evocative manner by way of just listing and labelling 
such huge areas of intellectual inquiry and very briefly hinting to their 
main traits, and we refer the readers to the pertinent literature for any 
in-depth study they wish to pursue further (so the reader interested in 
the issue of the legitimacy of a political system and public governance 
will have to delve into the corresponding political philosophy literature; 
the reader interested in issues of public ethics will have to develop into 
the ethics literature and public ethics specifically, and so forth). In other 
words, these areas of intellection or ideational dimensions can only be 
evoked and labelled here, leaving it to the reader to unpack each of 
them depending on the intellectual-practical set of circumstances in which 
they are embedded, that is, the given ‘here-and-now’ of the concrete and 
specific administrative system they are studying or contributing to making 
it work (the two functions of studying and making something work not 
being necessarily mutually exclusive, rather intertwined). 

The first four dimensions point to the significance of ontology for any 
field of study, and therefore also for PADS (Ongaro, 2020, chapter 4): 
these four dimensions bring to the fore the question of the nature of 
reality as such, and of the ‘essence’ of the entities that are being inves-
tigated. The labels ONTO-1 ‘Reality in itself’ and ONTO-2 ‘Time and 
space-place’ point to the significance of the ontological premises for any 
investigation into any specific field of reality: What is the nature of reality? 
Is it about being or becoming? Do entities exist in themselves or in 
relation to something else/ the other? What is time, are there different 
notions of time, what do these notions entail, and which one(s) should we 
employ for understanding and for changing the world and society? What 
is space and how does it shape the conditions for humans to think of enti-
ties and interact with them, and what is a ‘place’ and how does it shape 
social structures, social practices and social agency? The answers provided 
to these, and many other related fundamental questions shape any aspect 
of the way in which we understand and act upon social realities. Each 
student or practitioner of PADS will study and practise it by relying on 
their ontological views, that is, their vision of the world (often referred to 
with the German-language term of Weltanschauung , which has become 
technical terminology to express this concept), which is shaped by their 
answers (whether explicit or implicit) to the questions above. 

Two other sets of set of fundamental questions derive from, and 
interconnect with, the aforementioned dimensions, and they too are
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ontological in nature. The first set of questions concern the conceptions 
and understanding of human nature (the branch of philosophy sometimes 
referred to as the investigation of Soul and Mind): Who are we? How do 
we understand the nature of human beings and the meaning of ‘being 
human’? How do we understand the ‘self’ and the ‘other’? what ‘model 
of man (human being) do we assume, and what does it mean in terms 
of understanding human behaviour and individual freedom, the motiva-
tions driving individual agency, their underlying logics? Such questions 
are closely connected to questions of ethics and morality (how to live 
well?) and of political philosophy (how to live well together?), but they 
can also be seen as a set of distinct questions and issues, more ontological 
in nature, which we label in our framework as ONTO-3 ‘Conception and 
understanding of human nature’. 

The other set of questions—also ontological—concern the nature of 
‘social entities’, that is, the very entities we are most interested in when 
studying society (public administration being part and parcel of society). 
Questions about the nature of social entities constitute our fourth dimen-
sion, which we have labelled: ONTO-4 ‘Configuration and nature of 
society’. The field of social ontology has only relatively recently acquired 
wider currency and become an area of active inquiry (at least in compar-
ison with the ontological questions we have previously discussed, which 
have occupied the minds of philosophers over the millennia). Social 
ontology is a specialised field of ontology which is concerned with the 
nature and foundations of social entities, with ‘the study of what sort of 
things exist in the social world and how they relate to each other’ (Elder-
Vass, 2010, p. 4). Some of its roots can be traced in the work of Émile 
Durkheim, who introduced the notion of a ‘social fact’ and the question 
of under what conditions a fact is ‘social’, most famously through his work 
on the causes leading certain individuals at certain moments of their life 
to commit suicide: by demonstrating the influence of social conditions 
on even such most individual act which is the decision of taking one’s 
own life, Durkheim uncovered the ‘reality’ of social facts and their influ-
ence—that is, their causal power—on individuals’ lives. Such entities like 
social groups, social conventions, customs and habits of a society, social 
norms, institutions and organisations, social practices, social processes and 
social structure can all be defined as ‘social entities’ and form the object 
of inquiry of social ontology, as a regional ontology, an ontology focused 
on a specific ‘region’ of reality. Administrative systems and public policies 
partake of society and can be seen as instances of social entities, and as
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such they benefit from the findings of social ontology, and any under-
standing of administrative systems and public policies is also underpinned 
in social ontology (Ongaro, 2020, pp. 133–138). Social ontology can 
therefore contribute to shed light on the foundations of our knowledge 
of PADS. 

But how can we gain knowledge of reality and its entities? What can we 
know? These and similar questions constitute another set of fundamental 
philosophical questions which give rise to epistemology: the branch of 
philosophy which aims at ascertaining what we (human beings) can know, 
and how—in other words: what is ‘rigorous’ knowledge, that is, knowl-
edge that is grounded and that is ‘certain’. These questions are at the 
roots of the modern sciences, and therefore also of the social sciences, 
and are relatively more frequently discussed in social scientific research 
works than ontological questions usually are, notably in relation to issues 
of ‘adequacy’ of the research methods employed (e.g. Howell, 2012). 
Linked to this area of philosophy as well as to the next one (hence also 
operating as a bridge between the two) is the field of Logic. We refer 
to this fifth dimension of the ideational public governance configuration 
with the label EPI-5 ‘Epistemology’. 

Language is key to human beings and to our possibility of thinking 
of reality and our own self. Language can for example reveal whether we 
think of reality in terms of entities (possibly revealed by the emphasis on 
the use of nouns rather than gerundial to describe reality) or as process 
and becoming (revealed by the use of the gerundial rather than nouns in 
the description of reality). An important philosophical strand, the analytic 
movement, spearheaded by scholars like Bertrand Russell and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein in the first half of the twentieth century and especially influ-
ential in the Anglosphere and the English-speaking world, emphasises the 
analysis of language as key to any process of generation of knowledge 
which can uphold the highest standards of being rigorous. The related 
fields of semiology (the study of signs—the relationship of a meaning to a 
signifier—and of symbols) and linguistics (the scientific study of language) 
represent major theoretical-disciplinary perspectives whose significance 
for the field of PADS can hardly be overestimated. We label this sixth 
ideational dimension—philosophy of language and its related fields—as 
LANG-6 ‘Language and Discourse Analysis’. 

Ethics—our seventh area, labelled E-7 ‘Ethics’—is another key 
philosophical-disciplinary perspective which is central to PADS. It also 
concerns issues of values in human decisions and behaviour, an area of



98 E. ONGARO

philosophical inquiry also known as axiology. In public life broadly and 
PADS specifically these profiles are considered by such fields of research 
and practice as public ethics and integrity of governance, and all those 
scholars investigating public values. These are an integral part and active 
areas of inquiry in the field of PADS (e.g. Chapman, 2003; de Graaf et al., 
2016). 

Political philosophy can contribute in many ways to shedding light 
on key issues in PADS. A first area we highlight here is the issue of 
the legitimacy of public governance. Legitimacy concerns the political-
philosophical question of what justifies a political order and makes it just, 
thereby ‘giving reasons’ to its members to value it (Bird, 2006). Legiti-
macy is therefore concerned with gaining the consent of the members on 
the very foundation of the polity under consideration and, relatedly, with 
being able to command loyalty to the political system from its participants 
(Ongaro, 2020, p. 162). A key issue for the comparative study of PADS 
is whether the issue of legitimacy applies only to the political system as an 
indivisible whole (an example would be the claim that a liberal-democratic 
regime is legitimate per se, an authoritarian system is not), or whether we 
may consider that specific public governance and administrative arrange-
ments within the political system can be analytically distinguished (i.e. 
focused for purpose of study and analysis), and it is therefore possible 
to analyse the legitimacy specifically of the public administrative system, 
or selected areas of it (like its policing service, or its public healthcare 
services, or its educational system, and the like), while ‘bracketing’ the 
issue of whether the broader political system per se may be deemed to 
be legitimate or not (Ongaro, 2020, pp. 183–184 in particular). Zacka 
(2022) has pointed out the rediscovery of the issue of the legitimacy 
of public administration as such, the articulation of standards of good 
government as distinct from good public policy, as a central endeavour 
for political philosophy applied to public administration. Legitimacy is 
foundational to public governance, and therefore, this represents a first 
major ideational area in which political philosophy contributes to PADS. 
We label this POLPHIL-8 ‘Perspectives and approaches to legitimacy of 
the political system and public governance and administration’. 

Another way in which PADS is linked to political theory relates to the 
constitutional doctrines which provide the ideational underpinnings and 
foundations for a political system and hence its administration and public 
policies. We label this POLPHIL-9 ‘Constitutional and political doctri-
nes’. The history of humankind has seen a range of political regimes,
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and notably since the eighteenth century CE onwards the problem of the 
constitutional foundation of a political system (which intertwines with 
the issue of its legitimacy recalled earlier) has been tackled by a variety of 
doctrines. By way of hinting to these, we can mention the following polit-
ical doctrines: Constitutional Liberalism and Liberal-democracy (which 
combines Constitutional Liberalism with Representative Democracy—a 
treatment of the topic of bureaucracy in the framework of Liberal-
democracy has recently been provided by Heath, 2020), and, as ‘variants’ 
or ‘expansions and complements’ of it, Deliberative Democracy (centred 
on the notion of the public sphere and the analysis of the conditions 
for democratic deliberation processes to occur in the public sphere) and 
Participatory Democracy (centred on citizen participation to political-
public decision-making processes); Republicanism (hinging on the core 
tenet of civic participation); Conservatism (emphasising tradition and 
a preference for preserving extant institutions as the default option); 
Libertarian Liberalism (centred on a radical individualism); Socialism 
(Social-Democracy: combining Liberal Democracy with an emphasis 
on welfare and attenuating social and economic inequalities); Commu-
nism (with its varied strands including Marxism stricto sensu, Gramscian 
thinking, Leninism, Maoism); Radical Democracy (centred on small self-
governing communities, àla Mary Parker Follett); Direct Democracy 
(emphasising direct decision-making, including through referendums and 
other means of consultation of ‘the people’); New Authoritarianism— 
Fascism (emphasising natural social hierarchy and strong, centralised, 
unchecked leadership); Absolutism (emphasising the prerogative of the 
absolute sovereign—be it an individual person or a group—which gets 
to concentrate all authority whereby ‘what the sovereign commands as 
law is law’); and so on. All these doctrines refer to the constitution and 
foundations of a political system, of which the administrative system is a 
constitutive component enabling its functioning. The incorporation of 
the study of constitutional and political doctrines into analyses of the 
functioning of PADS represents therefore a major contribution for the 
analysis of the ideational underpinnings of PADS. 

Finally, our object of primary investigation and core concern (the 
‘dependent variable’) is the administrative doctrines that shape the 
‘model’ of public administration and management in a given jurisdic-
tion, i.e. how the public sector ‘ought to’ be organised. We refer to 
these doctrines collectively as ‘Administrative Doctrines’, and as part of
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the ideational public governance configuration they figure as its tenth 
element, therefore labelled: PADS-10. 

Ideational Public Governance Configuration 
of the New Public Management, New 
Public Governance, the Neo-Weberian 

State and the Guardian State 

This section develops an application of the ideational public governance 
configuration approach to a range of administrative doctrines which 
have over time become quite popular in the academic and practitioners’ 
discourse about how to reconfigure public administration. What follows is 
a brief and very much bird’s-eye overview of administrative doctrines with 
the purpose of illustrating how to apply the approach of the ideational 
public governance configurations. A more in-depth overview and critical 
review would require a comprehensive literature analysis which, alongside 
being almost impossible to undertake as a solo effort, it would also occupy 
an entire volume on its own, and it is therefore beyond the scope of this 
book chapter. If, however, such an analysis or range of interconnected 
analyses of administrative doctrines were to be elicited by this work, it 
would be a most welcome outcome that this book aims to bring about. 

The more limited goal of this section is simply to furnish some 
introductory armchair reflections about the form that public gover-
nance ideational configurations may take. This is, as mentioned, a 
bird’s-eye view which focuses very high-level, abstract and, indeed, under-
specified sets of doctrines, captured here in their more general terms. 
More well-specified doctrines are better amenable to being analysed in 
relation to their specific ideational bases. However, PADS which are 
commonly debated in the field of public administration are quite often 
under-specified—often, though not always, evoked in rather vague and 
underdetermined fashion—hence the analysis of ideational bases can only 
correspondingly be schematic, stylised and highly simplified rather than 
articulate, fleshed-out in the details and nuances, and in-depth. 

The remainder of this section examines the ideational public gover-
nance configurations of the following administrative doctrines: New 
Public Management; New Public Governance and Collaborative Gover-
nance; Neo-Weberian State and Public Value; and the recently introduced 
Guardian State. Others could (and indeed should) have been examined,



4 ALIGNING PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES AND PUBLIC … 101

but reasons of limited space (and also the very rationale for this section, 
which is to be illustrative, definitely not exhaustive, in showing how to 
apply the construct of ideational public governance configuration) require 
to limit the sets of PADS being considered in this section. Preliminarily, 
we outline the contours of the ideational public governance configuration 
of the so-called Old Public Administration. 

An Ideational Public Governance Configuration of Old Public 
Administration 

The idea of an ‘old’ public administration, a sort of ancient regime, a  
relatively stable and uncontested state of affairs about how public admin-
istration ought to be configured and the public sector be run is mostly 
fictional. Yet it can be a useful fiction a suitable starting point for our 
narrative2 to assume that, before the reforms of the public sector started, 
roughly, in the 1980s with the New Public Management and followed by 
successive reform waves inspired by different doctrines, there was a time 
when public administration was configured (at least at the ideational level, 
if possibly not factually) roughly along the lines of a Weberian bureau-
cracy set up to administer a growing welfare state, and that this model 
of public administration was either actually implemented, typically in the 
western part of the world (with distinctive twists depending on the history 
and context of the given country/jurisdiction), or anyway this was the 
model to which to tend to. In a number of respects, in fact, working 
under the assumption that the Weberian state is the starting point in rela-
tion to which all PADS have been developed, either by reaction (e.g. the 
NPM), or by evolution (e.g. the Neo-Weberian State, which deliberately 
and explicitly picks up key traits of the Weberian administration) contains 
more than a grain of truth and it may provide an apt entry point for our 
analysis.

2 Simplistic or outright wrong as this assumption may be: that is, lumping all non-
western countries together under the label of ‘developing countries’ and, on their way to 
development, assuming they had to mimic western countries in all respects—like capitalist 
economy and liberal democracy—and that this process also included adopting ‘western-
global public’ administration as their model of reference for how the public sector should 
be organised. This is obviously a simplistic or plain wrong storyline (or a discussion, see 
Drechsler, 2020), but such narrative has wielded huge influence in the past and can in 
this sense be utilised as a useful starting point. 
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What are then the underlying ideational bases of Old Public Admin-
istration? Starting with the constitutional-political doctrines (POLPHIL-
9), we can say that most constitutional-political doctrines are in principle 
compatible with a (stylised) Weberian public administration; however, not 
all of them are: direct democracy, for example, is hardly compatible with 
OPA. 

As to the issue of the legitimacy of public administration (POLPHIL-
8), doctrines underpinning OPA assume that legitimacy of public adminis-
tration is a given and it is hardly in question. Indeed, most of the doctrines 
which emerged since the 1980s are a response to a (real or perceived) loss 
of legitimacy of the public sector, variously depicted (rightly or wrongly) 
as inefficient, inadequate, wasteful, unresponsive and so forth—a rhetoric 
that, on the rise since the 1980s, has transformed the technical term of 
‘bureaucracy’ and the derivative ‘bureaucratic’ into a word with a nega-
tive connotation in the eyes of the public at large (although the reference 
to bureaucracy in a derogatory term very much pre-dates the 1980s, this 
and the next decade saw a rise of an anti-bureaucracy rhetoric in public 
discourse and common parlance). Doctrines of reform of public admin-
istration (like the ones we discuss in the next sub-sections) have been 
promoted and propounded as ways for the public sector to recover an 
allegedly lost legitimacy in the eyes of the public—so their narratives went 
on. Reform narratives have pinned their pretension to regain legitimacy 
for the public sector by making it ‘work better and cost less’ on a range 
of political-philosophical premises: the philosophy of utilitarianism can be 
seen to lie at the roots of many of the claims of the NPM (Ongaro, 2020, 
pp. 177–179); Platonic ‘common good’ arguments can be interpreted as 
lying at the roots of Public Value governance and management doctrines 
(not by chance a critique to PV theory has come in the forms of criti-
cism to conceiving of public managers as ‘Platonic guardians’, see Rhodes 
& Wanna, 2007 and 2008, and for a rejoinder, Alford, 2008); at times 
palingenetic views have been propounded to mark the revolutionary char-
acter of digital governance; and so forth. Doctrines about OPA, on the 
contrary, are quite silent on the issue of the legitimacy of public adminis-
tration: they rather assume it as a given. Perhaps, if a theory of legitimacy 
is at all adopted in OPA, it is a Hegelian one, whereby the state, and its 
public administration, is legitimate in its own right: it is a pure and simple 
necessity, something that necessarily is and does not need to justify its 
existence and functioning (provided the state is the rational state which is 
the condition of individual freedom and is predicated on it, see chapter 2).
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Likewise, the public ethics (E-7) philosophical stance underpinning 
OPA can be interpreted as centred on a rather unproblematic assump-
tion about public servants and citizens fulfilling their respective duties, 
in relation to the workings of public organisations and citizen-public 
administration interactions. The citizen is a user of public services with 
no special or additional roles to perform other than complying with the 
regulation set up to administer the public services. The citizen in this 
perspective is not yet a ‘customer’, a ‘co-producer’, a ‘co-creator’ and 
so forth, as envisaged by later successive waves of PADS—it does not 
perform multiple roles: the citizen simply uses public services, and does 
so in compliance with the way in which they are administered to her/ 
him. 

As to the language of OPA, it is likely to be articulated in nouns 
rather than verbs (LANG-6): to be centred on entities that make up 
the configuration of the public sector and the citizen-public administra-
tion interactions. The use of the gerundial to describe the functioning 
of public administration in terms of processes, suggesting transformation 
and dynamism, rather concerns PADS that emerged later on, often in 
contrast to OPA, which is a set of doctrines implicitly suggesting stability 
rather than movement or change, a language of entities (the term entity 
deriving from the Latin ens, which means ‘to be’, the things that are, that 
exist) rather than processes (which would entail a language of becoming, 
rather than one of being). 

A realist epistemology (EPI-5) whereby things—which exist outside 
of the subject knowing them—can be known with some degree of 
certainty and ‘objectivity’ can be seen as the default and unproblematised 
epistemological stance here. Likewise, the underpinning social ontology 
(ONTO-4) can be assumed by default to be a realist one. 

As regards assumptions about human nature (ONTO-3), these— 
not problematised, at least in our fictional, stylised depiction of OPA 
doctrines—hinge around a robust sense of responsibilities and obligations 
informing public servants discharging their duties, and citizens complying 
with theirs. No special traits driving people to strive to maximise one’s 
own utility, like in NPM’s depictions of public servants and citizens; or 
to perform heroically beyond the assigned duties to rise to the call of co-
producing public services or co-creating solutions to public problems, like 
in the New Public Governance, are predicated of the social actors active 
in OPA. Individual agency and social structures/structural conditioning 
are not especially problematised in this perspective.
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Finally, a Newtonian-Galilean conception of time and space (ONTO-2) 
is likely to underpin OPA: the problematics of simultaneity being brought 
about by the information revolution and more explicitly considered by, 
e.g. the PADS of Digital Era Governance (Dunleavy et al., 2006) or other  
sets of doctrines, are, almost by definition, not part of OPA. Finally, a 
traditional ‘realist’ ontology (things—a mind-independent reality of some 
sort—exist in themselves ‘out there’, at least to some extent irrespec-
tive of the knowing subject), centred on entities rather than processes, 
may be assumed as default ontology in OPA (ONTO-1), reflected in 
the entity-oriented language we have already seen—although ontological 
issues are likely not problematised in this set of doctrines, and OPA may 
be compatible with a wide range of ontologies (it does not require specific 
ontological commitments, or those can be minimal at most). 

An ideational Public Governance Configuration of the New Public 
Management 

The NPM is a (loose) set of administrative doctrines which has been 
dissected from multiple angles, at least since the seminal article by Hood 
(1991). Effectively summed up as ‘Specialisation plus Incentivisation plus 
Marketisation’ in another seminal paper (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994), it 
has its theoretical roots in the strand of economic theory of the Public 
Choice (whose roots are in Downs, 1965, and developments in Dunleavy, 
1991 and Niskanen, 1973, 1994) coupled with a vaguely defined aspira-
tion of ‘business-like government’, driven by the alleged superiority of the 
management methods and techniques in vogue in the private sector. 

Its ideological inspiration has been associated to Neo-Liberalism 
(Roberts, 2011), hence it makes sense to look for its inspirational political 
doctrines (POLPHIL-9) in this stream of thought first of all. Neo-
Liberalism is a set of political doctrines predicated on rolling back the state 
and placing an emphasis on limiting state regulation of economic activi-
ties. It seems to be closely connected to an earlier strand of thought: the 
Libertarian strand of Liberalism, which may be especially fit for the NPM, 
given its emphasis on consumer choice, a negative conception of freedom 
centred on removing obstacles to expand the range of options available 
to a self-determining individual. In short, while the NPM is compatible 
with a highly varied range of constitutional-political doctrines, Libertarian 
Liberalism seems to be especially dovetailing a number of key features of 
the NPM.
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From the perspective of the advocates of the NPM (a dwindling cohort 
nowadays than during its heyday in the 1990s), the very legitimacy of the 
state gets questioned, and the legitimacy of the public sector can only 
be restored of it can deliver ‘value for money’ (POLPHIL-8). While the 
notion of value for money has been used in a technical sense as a declen-
sion of cost-benefit analysis of public programmes—‘Value for Money’ 
was indeed the name given to a UK government framework to assess 
prospective public programmes and projects—the underlying ideational 
basis is one in which the state and the public sector are hardly legitimate 
per se, rather it is what and how they deliver—the outputs and outcomes 
of public programmes—or indeed at times what they do not deliver— 
the rolling back of the state in order to reduce the taxpayers’ burden 
—that provides legitimacy to public action (a radical critique of the legit-
imacy argument implicitly aligned to the NPM has been developed by 
Cordelli, 2020, who has criticised the ‘privatised state’, namely the state 
systematically contracting out the running of key public functions like the 
management of prisons, or welfare offices, or security and warfare—which 
can be seen as a possible product of a form of application of NPM admin-
istrative doctrines—as fundamentally lacking legitimacy, at least from a 
liberal constitutionalist standpoint). Public sector legitimacy within the 
NPM is meant as being always conditional on the level of performance of 
the public sector: hetero determined rather than intrinsic. 

It may be problematic and highly controversial to align a public ethics 
philosophy (E-7) to the NPM. Some works have considered the NPM to 
be detrimental to the public service ethos, to be potentially harmful and 
lead to a depletion of ethical behaviour, due to its emphasis on incentives, 
market-type competition-oriented rewards and other mechanisms lever-
aging extrinsic motivation drivers. At the same time, it may be argued a 
strong public ethics to be assumed in the NPM, exactly to ensure that 
the very emphasis on incentives, competition and so forth—all centred 
on the logic of reward and utility maximisation—do not lead the public 
system morally adrift. Not just the public servant but the citizen-customer 
as well is assumed to enter utility-maximising and satisfaction-maximising 
logics and mechanisms, while at the same time refraining from gaming 
the system to her/his own advantage. A robust ethics of duties seems 
to be assumed in NPM doctrines, without it being nurtured by the 
system. Utilitarianism and sense of duty are assumed to, somehow, simply 
co-exist.
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As to language and discourse (LANG-6) underpinning this set of 
doctrines, NPM doctrines may be more closely aligned to a rhetoric 
of process and action: verbs conjugated in the gerundial form rather 
than nouns. Underlying epistemologies (EPI-5) may be varied; Neo-
Positivism, with its influence on factual knowledge and verifiable propo-
sitions, can be ideationally closely aligned to NPM. 

In terms of social ontology (ONTO-4), NPM doctrines can be more 
easily aligned to methodological individualism, with its emphasis on 
explaining social facts with direct reference to the action of individuals. 
As to human nature (ONTO-3), it tends to be read through an ontology 
of the Homo Economicus: the rational choice, utility maximiser social 
agent of the neo-classical economics, whose roots can be traced to the 
philosophy of utilitarianism, which lies at the roots of many of the claims 
of the NPM (Ongaro, 2020, pp. 177–179). Individual agency is impor-
tant, yet social structures may also prove highly influential, with a thrust of 
the NPM to design institutions which may leverage on structural condi-
tioning to create ‘rules of the game’ for individual agency to pursue 
self-regarding, maximising behaviours. 

Finally, and like for OPA, a Newtonian-Galilean conception of time and 
space (ONTO-2) can align ideationally to the NPM. Neo-positivism or a 
traditional realist or a critical realist ontology may be deemed as broadly 
compatible with the NPM (ONTO-1). 

An ideational Public Governance Configuration of the New Public 
Governance and Collaborative Governance 

The burgeoning strand of literature of the so-called Collaborative Gover-
nance and the set of doctrines ascribed to the New Public Governance— 
introduced more directly in contrast to the NPM—can be seen as both 
a post- and an anti-NPM set of administrative doctrines. Key tenets in 
this approach—although these are also distinct streams of literature and 
strands in their own right—are the literature on the co-production of 
public services and, more recently, on the co-creation of solutions to 
public affairs problems. The emphasis in this strand is on the notion 
of public governance (Peters & Pierre, 2000); indeed, this very set of 
doctrines contains a range of nuances of meaning which are conveyed 
through the English-language word of governance which may not have an 
exact correspondent in other languages (see Ongaro & van Thiel, 2018b). 
Citizens-users of public services take up multiple roles and agency in
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this set of doctrines: they perform as co-producers of public services or 
co-creators of innovative solutions to public affairs problems; they wield 
agency in shaping public decision-making. 

A range of constitutional-philosophical doctrines may align with the 
NPG/CG, albeit with qualifications, and definitely not all (POLPHIL-
9). Constitutional Liberalism and Liberal Democracy is broadly aligned 
with it (indeed, NPG/CG is often seen as a way of revitalising it), but 
certain strands of Liberal Democracy get especially emphasised, notably 
deliberative and especially participatory democracy, while others are rather 
seen as pre-requisite but incomplete on their own (notably, Representative 
Democracy). Traditional Republicanism with its emphasis on civic partici-
pation can be seen as broadly aligned with NPG/CG. Radical Democracy 
(à la Mary Parker Follett) can be seen as closely related: indeed, Follett’s 
thought may constitute an intellectual source for at least some strands 
of NPG/CG. Direct Democracy with its emphasis on self-governing and 
direct participation to public decision-making may also be seen as broadly 
aligned potentially, yet the literature on NPG/CG hardly makes mention 
of it (to our knowledge). On the other hand, Libertarian Liberalism, with 
its emphasis on leaving the individual alone and keeping the state out of 
her/his life as much as possible, is hardly compatible with NPG/CG. 
Socialism (Social Democracy) is also aligned with NPG/CG. Much less 
aligned is Communism, in all its variants, at least to the extent that the 
state takes on a central role in governing society. Equally incompatible 
with the core tenets of NPG/CG are the political doctrines of Fascism 
and Absolutism, with their emphasis on the individual leader or the collec-
tive dominant group taking control of all public affairs and administering 
it in a top-down, authoritarian fashion: the state here manages public 
services, but hardly entrusts its subjects to act on par with the bureau-
cracy in the delivery of such services, let alone in their governance and 
decision-making processes. 

While different from—if not outright opposed to—the NPM in terms 
of contents and substantive orientation, the NPG shares with the NPM a 
similar thrust in terms of legitimacy of public administration and adminis-
trative action not being a given, rather being in urgent need of recovery, 
by reforming the public sector: legitimacy (POLPHIL-8) becomes prob-
lematic and contested in the NPG as it is in the NPM. However, the 
NPM and the NPG sharply differ in POL-9 as one of the underpin-
nings of NPM can be found in Libertarian Liberalism and a vision of
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citizens (in the sociological sense) not being asked to engage in co-
producing and even less so in co-creating, rather to exercise their rights 
as customers. Conversely, NPG and Collaborative Governance, notably 
in the co-production and especially co-creation focus (Ansell & Gash, 
2008; Torfing et al., 2024) are underpinned by a political philosophy of 
Participatory Democracy and, possibly, by traditional Republicanism as a 
political philosophy notably where it emphasises civic participation and 
engagement by citizens. 

In terms of public ethos and the ethics (E-7) underpinning the 
NPG, the demand posed on public administrators and citizens alike is 
quite significant: a quasi-heroic ethos is predicated of the social actors 
engaged in making forms of collaborative governance, co-creation and 
co-production happen—a staunch commitment to devoting oneself to 
creating or sustaining the common good. The notion of supereroga-
tory action may prove highly meaningful here (Biancu & Ongaro, 2025). 
Supererogatory actions and attitudes are considered morally positive and 
yet beyond the call of duty: they are not required nor demandable— 
they are not object of obligation. According to illustrious philosophers 
like Thomas Aquinas, they belong to the sphere of the counsels rather 
than the commandments, and counsels are morally superior to command-
ments: if the latter concern what is good, the former concern a better 
good. We would argue that both the public administrator and the citizen 
alike as conceived of in the NPG/CG are—mostly implicitly—seen as 
acting beyond the’mere’ call of duty: the ethics of supererogatory applies 
to them. 

As to the language of NPG/CG doctrines (LANG-6), we may expect 
the language to be in verbs in the gerundial form, emphasising the process 
through which a solution is being attained (co-created) or a service 
is being (co-)produced. In terms of underlying epistemology (EPI-5), 
experiential learning, generating knowledge through acting and experi-
menting, the lived experience of people engaging into forms of collab-
orative governance can be as important, if not more, than ‘objective’, 
observational knowledge in neo-positivist fashion. 

The theory of structuration (Giddens, 1984) and approaches balancing 
social agency and social conditioning (Archer, 2012) can provide a closely 
aligned social ontology (ONTO-4). Human nature (ONTO-3), in the 
perspective of CG/NPG, is deemed to have a natural inclination to the 
good, benevolent rather than malevolent, generous more than selfish, 
other-regarding more than self-regarding, virtuous more than vicious.
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Human beings are conceived of as free, they are seen as protagonists 
of their life, but freedom here is not the Libertarian-individualist variant 
conceived of as the removal of the obstacles that impede the individual 
to pursue its preferences, rather it is the relational notion of freedom: 
human beings are seen here eminently as persons, they are free insofar as 
they relate to each other, they tie their own life and destiny to that of 
the others, they conceive of themselves as part (and builder) of a commu-
nity. The ‘co-’element, the togetherness that is implied in the process 
of co-creation as well as of co-production, as well as of collaboration, 
are premised on an ontology of human nature as centred on a rela-
tion conception of person and freedom (Ongaro et al., 2025b). Social 
structures are influential but individual agency, and notably co-agency of 
freely interacting individuals, albeit within structural conditioning, takes 
the lead in this perspective. 

Also the conception of space/place and time (ONTO-2) may shift in 
the perspective of NPG/CG doctrines: time may not anymore be the 
spatialised time of physics, rather it is the lived time of experience, à la 
Henry Bergson (1913/1989—on the application of Bergson’s thinking 
to public administration problems, see Ongaro, 2020, pp. 119–123 in 
particular). Space is the (social) place of human encounters and interac-
tions, where individual liberties meet and connect to each other. Even 
the very underpinning ontology (ONTO-1) may be different to those 
associated to the previous sets of doctrines: the very notion of creation in 
co-creation may be used in the common parlance to mean ‘bringing about 
something’, but may also be intended as referring to a different onto-
logical underpinning, an ontology of becoming in which the capacity of 
human beings to give rise to things that do not exist (at least in the rela-
tive sense, as in the absolute sense it is only God who may be attributed 
the power to create ex nihilo, out of nothingness) underpins this set of 
doctrines. 

An ideational Public Governance Configuration of the Neo-Weberian 
State integrated with Public Value Governance and Management 

The ‘Neo-Weberian State’ (NWS) is a widely debated set of administrative 
doctrines which has been introduced in the contemporary public admin-
istration discourse by Christopher Pollitt and Geert Bouckaert (2004/ 
2017) and qualified, by one of the very authors who coined the notion in
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the contemporary public administration literature, both as a model and 
as an ideal type (Bouckaert, 2023). 

The Weberian elements in the NWS include a reaffirmation of: (a) the 
role of the state as the main facilitator of solutions to the new problems 
posed by globalisation, demographic trends, environmental threat and 
technological change; (b) the role of representative democracy (central, 
regional and local) as the legitimating element within the state appa-
ratus; (c) the role of administrative law, suitably modernised, in preserving 
principles pertaining to the state-citizen relationship (including equality 
before the law, legal security and the availability of specialised legal 
scrutiny of state actions); as well as d) the idea of a distinctive status, 
culture and (to some extent) terms and conditions of the public service 
(Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017, p. 121). 

Before we review the ‘neo’ elements of the NWS, we recall here 
another major set of administrative doctrines, namely Public Value (PV). 
We follow an approach which proposes to integrate the NWS and PV into 
one composite framework (Ongaro, 2024), varied according to whether 
the NWS is considered as a model or an ideal type, and whether PV 
is conceived of as centred around laying out a structure of practical 
reasoning to guide public managers in engaging in processes of addi-
tion of PV through their agential action undertaken within public service 
settings (à la Moore, 1995, 2013), or whether it is seen as the outcome 
of a process of deliberation, by which ‘what constitutes value is estab-
lished dialectically [thereby allowing] for contest, and for diversities of 
values and identities, within a negotiated understanding of what it means 
to be part of the wider ‘public’ sphere, at that time and place’ (Benington 
2011, p. 43; also Benington, 2015). Within this framework and focusing 
notably the conception of the NWS as an ideal-type and PV as addition 
of value through actions by public managers, the ‘neo’ elements of the 
NWS integrated with PV can be defined as follows: 

a) the shift from an internal orientation towards bureaucratic rules to an 
external orientation towards meeting citizens’ needs actively pursued by 
entrepreneurial public managers orientated to the creation of Public Value; 
b) the supplementation (not replacement) of the role of representative 
democracy by a range of devices for consultation with the direct represen-
tation of citizens’ views, thereby including a range of tools and heuristics to 
detect the public values in the political community and gauge and measure 
the creation of Public Value; c) a modernization of the relevant laws, in the
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management of resources within government, to encourage a greater orien-
tation on the achievement of results rather than merely the following of 
correct procedure, thereby enabling or at least facilitating public managers 
value-creating entrepreneurship; d) a professionalization of the civil service, 
so that ‘bureaucrats’ become not simply experts in the law relevant to 
their sphere of activity, but also they get closer to professional managers, 
oriented to meeting the needs of their users, and knowledge of the law 
in the relevant area is only one of a broader range of skills required of a 
public official, an integral part of which lies in laying out a structure of 
practical reasoning to enable and guide public managers to the creation 
of Public Value. In the integration of the NWS as an ideal-type with PV 
conceived of as addition of value through actions by public managers, the 
resultant is a further qualified NWS ideal-type, in which PV as a (quasi-) 
paradigm ‘infuses’ the NWS and provides additions to it that ultimately 
produce a more nuanced and articulate ideal-type of the NWS. (Ongaro, 
2024, pp. 839–840) 

Jointly with the abovementioned Weberian elements, the ‘neo’ elements 
summed up in the above quote outline the doctrinal contents of the 
NWS—PV. 

In terms of underlying political philosophy (POLPHIL-9), the NWS-
PV is quite selective: it is purposefully meant to be a set of administrative 
doctrines thought of for the purpose of preserving and strengthening 
Liberal Democracy, in all its variants. It is, however, at odds with Liber-
tarian Liberalism. It is not thought for, nor compatible with, Radical 
Democracy and Direct Democracy either. It can fully accommodate Social 
Democracy, but not Communism in any variant, nor Fascism, nor forms 
of Absolutism, nor any other non-liberal conception of political regime. 

It adopts an intermediate position when it comes to the issue of legiti-
macy of administrative action (POLPHIL-8). It shares with OPA the same 
basic assumption whereby the state is legitimate in itself (in this being 
Hegelian in thrust), and yet it recognises that the public sector has to 
recover the trust of the people it administers and serves, and the ‘neo’ 
elements of the NWS are premised on as well as aimed at attaining such 
legitimacy, which is therefore considered as problematic, and recovering 
trust and legitimacy through reforming the public sector is seen as an 
overarching goal and rationale for the NWS. 

In terms of ethical foundations (E-7), there may be an inherent 
tension between the Weberian component premised on demanding of 
public administrators to perform their duty ‘and nothing more’, and
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the managerial and PV component demanding of public managers to go 
beyond the ‘mere’ call of duty—to act in a supererogatory perspective, 
as is the case of the NPG / CG, to ‘go the extra mile’ for the ultimate 
purpose of creating Public Value and restoring the trust of the people in 
the system. 

As to the language of the NWS-PV discourse and rhetoric (LANG-
6), this is likely to be a balance of nouns and verbs, of entities and 
processes, of being (in the Weberian component) and becoming (in the 
managerial and PV component). Its epistemology (EPI-5) can combine 
a realist epistemology with more interpretive ones, and in terms of social 
ontology (ONTO-4) it can accommodate a range of perspectives in terms 
of balance between social structures influences and individual agency. The 
model of human being (ONTO-3) is one which combines the sense of 
duty expected of the traditional bureaucrat with the (supererogatory in 
thrust) orientation to performing beyond the call of duty, possibly under-
pinned by a natural inclination to the good and a conception of human 
beings—or at least those human being who (self-select and) choose to 
commit to living their professional life in the public service—as other-
regarding more than self-regarding. Also the foundational conceptions 
of time-space/place and being (ONTO-1 and ONTO-2) may be seen 
as combining—in perhaps not an easy equilibrium—a more ‘traditional’ 
realist ontology with a conception of time as the lived time of experience 
(Bergson, 1913/1989) and space as the social place of human encounters 
and interactions, where individual creativity may unfold and bring about 
the creation of public value. 

An ideational Public Governance Configuration of the Guardian State 

In an attempt to rethink the role of the bureaucracy as defender of Liberal 
Democracy, Yesilkagit et al. (2024) have wrought out a set of conditions 
conducive to making the (core) civil service to perform as a guardrail to 
prevent liberal-democratic regimes to slide into any other form of polit-
ical regime (so-called democratic backsliding). They call it the ‘Guardian 
State’. In this framework, the bureaucracy is tasked with a higher-order 
competence to protect the liberal-democratic constitution should this be 
menaced, thereby elevating public administration to the status of a ‘fourth 
branch of the state’, alongside Montesquieu’s traditional separation of 
public powers along the executive, legislative and judiciary divide. The 
authors then outline the features the civil service must possess to be able
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to discharge this higher-order function, if circumstances arise, including 
the ways in which the recruitment, selection and training occurs, in order 
to socialise civil servants into this core mandate by educating and training 
civil servants not only to develop skills to deliver public policies, but also 
to enable them to detect and counter challenges to the liberal-democratic 
constitution, and they outline a training and educational path for civil 
servants in which public ethics and political philosophy become core 
components, in an institutional framework of higher level of bureaucratic 
autonomy. 

It is a bit of a stretch to liken the Guardian state to a full-fledged 
set of administrative doctrines, when in effect this contribution has at its 
core one specific preoccupation (albeit a gargantuanly important one), 
namely delineating the characteristics the civil service must possess to be 
able to prevent democratic backsliding and preserve liberal democracy 
(where it is already in place), should this be threatened. We therefore 
single out for analytical purposes only the political-philosophical under-
pinnings (POLPHIL-8 and POLPHIL-9) of this partial and focused 
set of administrative doctrines, hinging around the one preoccupation 
of preventing liberal democracies to undergo democratic backsliding, 
as these are constitutive of this governance configuration. In terms of 
constitutional-political doctrines (POLPHIL-9), the Guardian State is by 
definition compatible only with Liberal Democracy, albeit in all its vari-
ants, thereby encompassing also Libertarian Liberalism, alongside Social 
Democracy meant as a set of doctrines emphasising social justice with the 
framework of Liberal Democracy. The Guardian State is, by definition, 
antithetical—contrived exactly for the purpose of contrasting—all authori-
tarian forms of political system, and indeed broadly all non-liberal political 
regimes. It is also hardly compatible with forms of radical Democracy 
or Direct Democracy. Legitimacy of the public sector and administra-
tive action is a given for the Guardian state (POLPHIL-8); indeed the 
‘reform’ of the public sector which is argued for by this set of administra-
tive doctrines aims exactly at ‘locking in’ the liberal-democratic political 
regime as being legitimate in and by itself. 

By way of concluding reflection on this ideational public governance 
configuration, it may be observed that in a number of important regards, 
the Neo-Weberian State (previous section) and the Guardian State could 
be combined, resulting in the NWS with—however—a different role 
for the bureaucracy in regard to its role, which gets to be redefined 
to escape subordination to political institutions (pace Weber!) insofar
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as it comes to protecting the state itself: a conception of the bureau-
cracy as itself a political institution and a ‘branch’ of the state on par 
with the others, by having the bureaucracy to embody and protect the 
liberal-democratic state also from itself. In performing such function of 
protecting the liberal-democratic states from internal, domestic forces 
pushing for democratic backsliding (though it may be noticed in many 
factual instances such domestic forces pushing in the direction of demo-
cratic backsliding get supported by the deliberate interference of external 
non-democratic or outright anti-democratic states and other foreign 
actors), the bureaucracy is granted constitutionally protected prerogatives. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This chapter provides a map to navigate the broader and multi-layered 
ideational context into which public administration research, discourse 
and practices are embedded. It does so by pointing out nine ideational 
dimensions and suggesting conceiving of administrative doctrines as best 
understood when seen as embedded into the ten-fold ideational public 
governance configuration which constantly and dynamically shapes the 
ways in which public administration is thought of in the given ‘here and 
now’, at any given moment and place where human beings live their lives 
in ‘administered societies’. 

We have illustrated the notion by examining five ideational public 
governance configurations, taken because of their significance in contem-
porary debates and which are amply debated, but ultimately in only an 
illustrative fashion to discuss the application of the notion of ideational 
public governance configurations, as more administrative doctrines have 
currency, or will have in the future. 

The key message we propose and offer for consideration to the reader 
in this chapter is that the adoption of a broad philosophical perspective 
to understand and frame the ideational bases of PADS may be an apt 
way to both enlarge and better underpin the comparative knowledge of 
public administration. Administrative doctrines are a form of knowledge 
which is normative in thrust, whereby knowledge about how things are 
gets deployed to prompt and compel change towards how things ought 
to be, a desired end-state about the functioning of public administra-
tion and the configuration of the public sector at large. This chapter 
suggests the use of the notion of ideational public governance config-
uration to indicate the overall configuration of administrative doctrines
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(with their inherent normative-prescriptive thrust) together with the 
ideas—ontological, epistemological, linguistic, ethical-moral and political 
philosophical—which enable to underpin, conceptualise, interpret and 
explain administrative doctrines. The notion of ideational public gover-
nance configuration is therefore a conceptual tool, informed by the 
adoption of a philosophical perspective, for unpacking and elucidating 
the ideational bases of our understanding of public administration as well 
as addressing normative-prescriptive issues about how the public sector 
ought to be organised. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Philosophy of Public Administration 

Abstract This chapter undertakes the task of defining and delineating 
the contours of a philosophy of public administration (PA) which may 
be fit for the problems and challenges of PA in the twenty-first century. 
Philosophy of PA is identified as a branch of philosophy which is derivative 
(i.e. it is grounded on foundational areas of philosophy, such as ontology 
or epistemology or political philosophy) and whose main task is elab-
orating the research questions in PA that are philosophical in nature, 
thereby outlining what is distinctively philosophical in PA problems and 
questions. It is further argued that a philosophy of PA may draw upon 
one very important strand of philosophical thinking in the Aristotelian-
Thomistic philosophical tradition which has been fleshed out through 
very distinctive contributions provided by such philosophers like Francis 
Bacon, Thomas Hobbes and Giambattista Vico, who coined the expres-
sion ‘verum factum est’, that is, what is true in the social world is such 
because it has been made, we know it because we humans are its maker, 
we have made it and thereby we are the cause of it. This encapsulates the 
idea of a maker’s conception of philosophy, which is central to the philos-
ophy of information theorised by Luciano Floridi and which can provide 
a valuable blueprint for working out a philosophy of PA. 

Keywords Philosophy · Public administration · Philosophy of public 
administration · Administrative science · Administrative theory · 
Philosophical system
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Introduction, Rationale and Definition 

This chapter addresses the direction of inquiry in the relationship between 
philosophy and PA which is possibly the most intellectually challenging, as 
well as fascinating, namely, defining and delineating the contours of what 
a philosophy of public administration for the twenty-first century may look 
like (to notice we use ‘PA’ to encompass the fields of public administra-
tion, public management, public governance and government, referring 
to both the scholarly study and the practice of it—see Chapter 1 for 
further discussion of definitions and terminology). 

In a very schematic way, we may consider there are two main senses in 
which it can be spoken of a philosophy of PA: 

(i) Philosophy of PA as a ‘section’ of a broader philosophical system. 
(ii) Philosophy of PA as a dedicated philosophical elaboration. 

Regarding the former sense in which it is possible to speak of a philos-
ophy of PA, possibly the most notable example in (western) philosophy is 
the Philosopher Georg Wilhelm Hegel’s Theory of Right, which contains 
a section dedicated to PA (Paras 287–297) and more amply incorpo-
rates the study of bureaucracy and administration organically within the 
author’s broader philosophical system. We qualify this example (exem-
plar) as ‘notable’ for two reasons: due to the prominent standing of the 
German philosopher, as well as due to it being quite a rarity in the history 
of philosophy that a major philosophy book includes a section specifically 
dedicated to PA. 

It is, however, in relation to the latter sense in which it is possible to 
speak of a philosophy of PA that this chapter unfolds: the contours of 
philosophy of PA as a dedicated philosophical elaboration (and not as a 
‘section’ of a broader philosophical system) are outlined in this chapter, 
which is therefore centred on the profiling of what a philosophy of PA 
may look like as a dedicated intellectual enterprise for the needs of the 
contemporary epoch: a philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century. 

The argument wrought out here is patterned on Floridi (2011 
and 2019), whose framework to work out what he calls the philos-
ophy of information—another ‘branch’ of philosophy very significant for 
addressing contemporary problems—is taken as a blueprint. There are 
two complementary reasons why Floridi’s philosophy of information and 
his approach to philosophical questioning is taken as a blueprint here.



5 PHILOSOPHY OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 123

The first reason is the sheer effectiveness and clarity of his elaboration of 
a branch of philosophy as such; the second and complementary reason 
is that the philosophy of information may be extremely pertinent for 
contemporary PA, for a philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century. 

The latter point—that the philosophy of information may be a perti-
nent pattern for working out a philosophy of PA for the twenty-first 
century—can be argued on multiple grounds. Because, like philosophy of 
information, philosophy of PA is oriented to address socially and culturally 
contextual problems (PA as problem-driven). It is pertinent also because, 
here again akin to philosophy of information as conceptual design (see 
Floridi, 2019), PA is action-oriented—PA can be seen also as a profession 
and a praxis (Raadschelders, 2008), and hence a notion of philosophy as 
conceptual design may be an appropriate way of conceiving of philosophy 
of PA. Furthermore, because PA is part of the built/artificial environ-
ment, it is a human-made reality: hence the maker’s knowledge, the kind 
of knowledge that derives from being the maker, the ‘creator’ of some-
thing (a strand of philosophical thinking which has its roots in Aristotle 
and Thomas Aquinas and has been developed by philosophers such as 
Francis Bacon and Gianbattista Vico), as distinct from the kind of knowl-
edge that derives from observing something (beholder’s knowledge), is a 
central way of knowing in and for PA, like it is in information, of which 
humans are co-producers (this resonates with the conception of PA as 
also ‘art’ as discussed in Chapter 1, see Bouckaert, 2025; de Graaf and 
van Asperen, 2025; Drechsler,  2025; Ongaro, 2025). Moreover, because 
PA is inherently concerned with ethical-moral issues, like philosophy of 
information is (Floridi, 2014). And last but not least, because the ‘infor-
mation revolution’ is likely to continue to be a direct shaper of PA—the 
study, the profession, the art, the practice—in the twenty-first century 
(and likely beyond). 

While our concern is with contemporary problems and contemporary 
applications of philosophical thinking, we would (dare to) argue that 
discussion of the following key conceptual components is part and parcel 
of any philosophy of PA (past, present and future). A philosophy of PA is 
grounded in performing the following conceptual functions: 

(i) appropriately categorising philosophy of PA as a branch within (the 
much broader field of) philosophy, notably noticing that Philos-
ophy of PA is philosophia seconda, i.e. it is derivative, it is not a 
foundational area of philosophy (philosophia prima): it is grounded
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on the main areas of philosophy, it relies on the key ‘findings’ 
(so to speak) of philosophical thinking and then applies it in a 
derivative way; 

(ii) elaborating on philosophy of PA as… philosophy proper, that is, 
characterized by the fact that it appropriates a specific ti esti (in 
ancient Greek) / quid est (in Latin), that is, a specific ‘what is’, 
a specific domain of reality; notably it does so by addressing in 
a philosophical manner the two defining issue of PA: what is 
‘public(ness)’, and what is ‘administration’; as philosophy proper, 
philosophy of PA aspires to be an attractor of investigation, that is, 
it is a mediator of inquiry: it is a centre piece of intellectual investi-
gation in order to be foundational to other and related intellectual 
efforts that rely on philosophical underpinnings; and it attracts, 
or at least facilitates and enriches, investigation in both the field of 
philosophy and the field of PA (in simple words: it is an intellectual 
effort that bears fruits—it is ‘fruitful’); 

(iii) elaborating the research questions (hereafter: RQs) in PA that 
are philosophical in nature, rather than addressable through social 
sciences methods, thereby outlining what is distinctively philo-
sophical in PA problems and questions; 

(iv) working out a philosophical approach to enable addressing such 
RQs, to address those RQs in PA that are philosophical in nature. 

The performance of the above conceptual functions is the raison d’être of 
a philosophy of PA, the hallmark of it being a philosophy proper. In fact, 
by performing the above functions a philosophy of PA can (i) situate itself 
within the broader field of philosophy; (ii) identify and define the domain 
of reality it addresses; (iii) identify the research questions in PA that are 
philosophical in nature, as distinct from those which are answerable via 
social (or other) science methods and approaches; and (iv) address, by the 
means and approaches proper of philosophy (Kenny, 2010, chapter 1), the 
research questions in PA that are philosophical in nature. 

We can suggest a tentative definition of Philosophy of PA (again, 
patterned on Floridi’s blueprint of the philosophy of information) as 
follows: ‘a philosophical field concerned with the critical investigation of the
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conceptual nature and key concepts and basic principles of public admin-
istration, including its science,1 methods and problems – as well as the 
elaboration and application of theoretical concepts and practical problems 
of PA to philosophical problems ’. 

The remainder of this chapter addresses the key building blocks of this 
conceptualisation of philosophy of PA. 

Philosophy of PA as philosophia seconda 

We notice that philosophy of PA is philosophia seconda (Latin for: ‘second-
order philosophy’): it is derivative, it is not a foundational area of 
philosophy like ontology, or epistemology, or moral or political philos-
ophy—it is not a philosophia prima (foundational in nature). A philosophy 
of PA can only draw its concepts and the premises of its philosophising 
from the main areas of philosophy, on which it is grounded; its way of 
building arguments relies on philosophy tout court. 

More specifically, philosophy of PA ‘mediates’ between areas of philos-
ophy as philosophia prima (the basic branches of philosophy, such as: 
ontology; epistemology; moral philosophy and ethics; philosophy of 
mind; or the very philosophy of information we here use as a blueprint) 
and the field of PA. The notion of philosophia seconda means that philos-
ophy of PA relies upon the concepts and notions of the key branches of 
philosophia prima (first order philosophy), it is anchored to the theorising 
and the very conceptual and noetic resources furnished by philosophia 
prima (‘noetic’ is a term originating in ancient Greek and amply used 
in philosophy, which can loosely be translated as ‘intellectual’, from the 
Greek noein, to think, and nous , mind, referring to the action of thinking 
and the mental act of intellection, and more broadly it can be used to 
mean the gaining of knowledge, wisdom, understanding). 

To appreciate the significance of it, we may consider that, as a whole, 
philosophy of PA mediates between the field of philosophy and the field 
of PA. As a further qualification of this claim, it may be appreciated that 
philosophy of PA can mediate between specific branches of philosophy

1 We should here specify that by ‘science’ in philosophy it is meant knowledge obtained 
through rigorous methods, knowledge that is grounded and can be claimed to be acquired 
with certainty. The term science does not refer here to a specific discipline (like any of the 
social sciences) which is defined having its object of investigation and problems formulated 
and unproblematically stated and its concepts and methods uncontroversially standardized. 
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and certain thematic areas in the field of PA which are more closely 
interlinked; so, for example, philosophy of PA can enable a better connec-
tion between: the field of philosophy of Information and the field of 
e-government and digital governance (considered as a field of PA); or 
between the field of philosophy of mind and the field of Behavioural 
Public Administration; or between moral philosophy and ethics and the 
thematic area studying street-level bureaucracy discretion and state-citizen 
interactions (Zacka, 2017); and so forth. 

Philosophy of PA as Philosophy Proper 

We have suggested above that, in order to be a philosophy proper, philos-
ophy of PA has to appropriate a specific domain of reality, a defined ‘what 
is’. To this purpose, a philosophy of PA has to engage with issues of 
ontology (or, at least, with questions which are ontic in nature), i.e. it 
has to concern itself with addressing issues about the nature of the things 
it speaks about: what is a ‘public entity’; what is (public) ‘administration’; 
what is ‘publicness’ in public administration; and so forth. 

One way of doing it is by addressing in a philosophical manner the 
two defining issue of PA: what is ‘public’, or better what is ‘public-
ness’, and what is ‘administration2 ’, and all the derivative of the root 
word: what is ‘administering’, what is ‘administrator’—and relatedly if 
one considers that we use the expression ‘PA’ to refer not only to public 
administration, but also to notions such as ‘public management’ or ‘public 
governance’: what is ‘management’, what is ‘managing’; and what is ‘gov-
ernance’ and ‘governing’, and so forth (there is clearly more than just a 
flavour of analytical philosophy and the philosophy of language in this way 
of approaching the ontological question). The political philosophical and 
philosophy of law notions of public sphere, public space, public value (in 
the singular) and public values (plural), public purpose, legitimacy (and 
relatedly the notions of common good, social contract and social justice),

2 The root word of the English language term ‘administration derives from the Latin 
word ad, which means ‘to’, and ministrare, which can be translated as ‘to provide 
service’, ‘to be at the service of’, yet more specifically the Latin root word for minister 
or ministering means (being) ‘minor’, (being) ‘less than’ (those who are served), hence 
administration as the act of being at the service of by operating from a position of 
inferiority towards what is being served, that is, the public. 
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legality, rights and duties (of the citizen and of the human being), ethi-
cality and morality all pertain to defining issues of PA from a philosophical 
standpoint. It is the task of the (yet-to-be-worked out in full) philosophy 
of PA to be able to investigate philosophically the defining issues of PA. 

The ontological grounding provided by a philosophy of PA must 
display (and the ‘success’ of a philosophy of PA to live up to what can 
be expected of it can be gauged against) the following properties: 

– being ‘sufficiently’ portable, i.e. general enough to be applicable 
across the field’s sub-areas—for example, the ontological grounding 
of key issues around the nature of publicness of public administra-
tions should be applicable to underpin the investigation of topics 
ranging from the sub-area of performance management in the public 
sector to that of the organisation of the public sector, and so forth; 

– being scalable, i.e. the ‘solutions’ it generates continue to work 
and ‘hold’ also when the complexity or magnitude of the problem 
increases; and 

– being interoperable across the field of PA, i.e. the capacity of an 
ontology to allow interactions between different theories (Floridi, 
2011, Sect. 15.4 in particular—notice these concepts have been 
worked out borrowing from the vocabulary of computer science), 
even ‘distant’ ones. 

A similar way of framing these properties is by asserting that a philosophy 
of PA must possess the extent, scope and width of a regional ontology. 
In fact, in terms of ontology, philosophy of PA can be seen as a regional 
ontology located within the realm of social ontology. Social ontology is 
a branch of ontology, a regional ontology whose focus is on the nature 
and foundations of social entities (‘the study of what sort of things exist 
in the social world and how they relate to each other’, Elder-Vass, 2010, 
p. 4). Philosophy of PA is an ontology which is concerned with the nature 
of PA entities and their relations (the word ‘structures’—PA entities and 
their structures—may also be used here). As a specific regional ontology, it 
posits minimal ontological commitment in terms of general ontology (e.g. 
it does not require to answer the ‘foundational’ ontological questions of, 
e.g. whether reality is monistic or dualistic or else; whether reality is mate-
rial or ideal or informational or all of these; whether reality is ultimately
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about objects and their properties as manifest to a knowing subject and/ 
or it is about their relations/structures; and similar questions). 

In terms of epistemology (in fact, a philosophy of PA has to concern 
itself with and engage in issue of epistemology: What can be known, and 
how?), a philosophy of PA demands the knowability of relations and/or 
the empirical manifestations of PA entities, but it can be quite agnostic 
and limitedly demanding from an epistemic viewpoint re the foundations 
of knowledge (whether in a realist or transcendental or constructivist or 
constructionist perspective, and so forth). Yet, crucially, a philosophy of 
PA must be productive: it must be fruitful, that is (as Floridi suggests it be 
the case for the philosophy of information he so decisively contributed to 
establish), it must be capable of addressing pressing, relevant, contempo-
rary problems—it therefore must have a capacity of generating knowledge 
and understanding that would not otherwise be available without it (In 
simpler words: a philosophy of PA has to be able to make the difference 
in the knowledge and understanding of PA). 

Another related feature for philosophy of PA to be a philosophy proper 
is for philosophy of PA to aspire to be an attractor of investigation; that is, 
it is a mediator of inquiry: it is a centrepiece of intellectual investigation, 
in order to be able to provide foundations for other intellectual efforts to 
build upon (or adopting a humbler and less ambitious characterisation, it 
must at least be sufficiently influential to withstand centrifugal forces, that 
is, to be relevant for intellectual inquires in the field not to bypass it, or 
not entirely at least). Philosophy of PA must be able to attract, or at least 
facilitate and enrich, investigation in both the field of philosophy and the 
field of PA—it needs to be ‘fruitful’. 

The characterisation provided so far of what a philosophy of PA should 
look like might seem quite formalistic-abstract: being about the formal 
properties and contours of a philosophy of PA. Yet philosophy has been 
made over the millennia by the work of Philosophers—real people who 
have made this inquiry into the most fundamental questions that human 
beings may ask. The reader might then rightly ask at this point to ‘name 
the names’: Which Philosophers may be an inspiration for working out 
the philosophy of PA? 

This is of course no easy question, but we would like here to suggest 
one path. We argue that, in terms of ‘broad strands’ of philosophy, any 
future philosophy of PA may draw upon, and owe much to, one very 
important strand of philosophical thinking, which may be qualified as ‘a



5 PHILOSOPHY OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 129

maker’s conception of philosophy’. This strand lies in the Aristotelian-
Thomistic philosophical tradition and it has been fleshed out through very 
distinctive contributions provided by such philosophers like Francis Bacon 
and Thomas Hobbes and, crucially, Giambattista Vico, who coined the 
expression verum factum est, that is, what is true in the social world is such 
because it has been made, we know it because we are its maker, we have 
made it and thereby we are the cause of it. This encapsulates the idea of a 
maker’s conception of philosophy. It is an approach recently revitalised by 
Luciano Floridi (whose work is yet again employed as blueprint), who has 
developed a constructionist (not constructivist) notion of philosophy as 
conceptual design (Floridi, 2019), a philosophical perspective which may 
provide a pathway for grounding a philosophy of PA for the twenty-first 
century, the century of the information age. 

Towards a System of Research Questions in Public 

Administration That Are Philosophical in Nature 

Delineating a philosophy of PA entails shifting the focus of the anal-
ysis from research questions (RQs) which are ‘social scientific’ in kind, 
i.e. they can be addressed (answered) through social science contents 
and methods, and towards questions which are philosophical in kind. 
The first key task for a philosophy of PA is therefore to clarify what are 
philosophical questions. 

In order to be philosophical, questions—and therefore the philosoph-
ical questions of a philosophy of PA: the ‘PA philosophy questions’— 
should possess the following features (Floridi, 2019, chapter 1): 

– being open to informed, rational and honest disagreement; 
– being ultimate, but not absolute; 
– being closed under further questioning; 
– being constrained by empirical and logical-mathematical reasoning 
but requiring noetic resources to be answered. 

These features are here discussed. First, philosophical questions are open 
to informed, rational and honest disagreement. This definition can be 
appreciated by contrasting it with social scientific research (in PA as else-
where) which—in principle at least—aims for the attainment of answers 
that are ‘closed’, in the sense that they are answered exhaustively and
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thence there is no need to further investigate such questions (however 
infrequent this may happen to be in the practice in PA research, this is 
the ambition of social sciences, like any sciences: to ‘close’ the question 
by exhaustively answering it). As Floridi phrases this point: ‘What I am 
suggesting is that empirical and logico-mathematical questions are such 
that, once we have the necessary and sufficient resources to formulate 
a correct answer, any further disagreement on that formulated answer 
may speak volumes about the parties involved but says nothing about the 
answer itself’ (Floridi, 2019, p. 8). By contrast, being philosophical, PA 
philosophical questions remain open, which does not mean they cannot 
and indeed should not be answered, but it is their inherent nature (so 
to speak) that any answer remains open to informed, rational and honest 
disagreement (see more broadly Floridi, 2019, chapter 1, for a dissection 
of the features open questions possess, and a critical discussion to a range 
of possible objections). 

An example here will suffice: the author of this book was graciously 
invited to join a research programme lasted over many years investigating 
the features displayed by ‘public agencies’, defined as semi-autonomous 
organisations carrying out public tasks. The overarching goal of the 
research programme was to study public agencies in European countries 
as well as at the European Union level level, and investigate empirically 
and conceptually their relative autonomy from their parent organisation 
and the way in which they are steered and controlled and held account-
able, as well as the way in which they form their own (constrained) 
strategy and the ways in which they participate to the public policy process 
(this research produced countless publications—for an overview and a 
thoughtful compendium of some of the main findings, see Verhoest et al., 
2012). The reader may well imagine the innumerable hours discussing 
what is ‘public’ in and of a public agency, the question of what makes 
an organisation ‘public’. However, in hindsight we (or at least I) may 
have been too shy and reluctant in fully engaging with the underlying 
issue of the notion of publicness: if there is one area in which this other-
wise so comprehensive research programme might have gone further is 
in revisiting the political-philosophical debate on publicness and private-
ness—what is public and what is private and where one sphere ends and 
the other begins (for a composite review of this notion by PA academics 
for application to PA problems and issues, see Whetsell et al., 2025). 

Philosophy would have helped this research programme. The issue 
of ‘publicness’ (and its complementary notion of ‘privateness’) is an
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intellectual issue with a very long history of being debated in philos-
ophy, both in the West and in the East. By way of hinting to the 
complexity and articulation of the philosophical debate, Plato’s famous— 
and provocative—approach consists in suppressing the private interest 
(and the private dimension tout court ) almost entirely, as suggested in 
his work The Republic in which he puts in the mouth of the character 
Socrates (generally representing Plato’s view in his dialogues) the contro-
versial proposal—the ‘noble lie’—of telling everyone in the city (the 
political community in ancient Greece) that they were born not from 
their parents but by the land and earth of their city, who is therefore 
mother of all, de facto abolishing the institution of the family altogether 
(hence de facto suppressing almost entirely the private dimension of its 
citizens) and raising the children and looking after the elders in a totally 
communitarian way; as a consequence, the rulers and the guardians of 
the city will treat the elders (who may be their parents) or the young 
(who may be their children) as if they were their parents or children 
(and indeed such they might be), so that that rulers cannot favour their 
own kins (the ‘private interest’) and rather they will be restrained in 
how they treat everyone else by the fear of disfavouring their very own 
ancestors or progeny. Yet western philosophical thinking, or at least the 
main strands of liberalism as they have developed in the West, have 
not followed this route, rather have settled on dealing with the issue 
of defining the private (sphere) and the public (sphere) by means of 
drawing a clear, neat distinction if not outright separation between the 
public and the private, in the direction of demarcating and separating 
the two as much as possible, also as an intellectual strategy to deal with 
the conflicts that may arise between the two—and when conflicts arise, 
a more prevailing thrust in western liberal thinking has been to protect 
the private as much as possible from the public ‘intruding’ into it. Other 
western political philosophies, like Marxism, have proceeded the other 
way around while yet others philosophical streams, quite distinct and in 
other regards different between them, like traditional Republicanism or 
Christian Personalism, have focused more on a harmonious combination 
or even (moderate) fusion between the two, whereby the cultivation of 
both private and public virtues (ultimately virtues tout court ) is indispens-
able and mutually reinforcing to protect both the public and the private 
sphere, and ultimately for the betterment of society. All of these philoso-
phies, however, tend to assume a demarcation between the public and the 
private.
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In the East, the issue of what is public (public sphere, public interest) 
and what is private has been dealt with differently. Notable is the Confu-
cian view whereby the private and the public are seen as part of a 
continuum, rather than being neatly distinguished, with hierarchisation 
of one’s duties as the intellectual strategy to deal with conflicts that arise 
between the private and the public sphere: the ‘Confucian continuum 
and harmony model’, as Bai (2020, p. 138) calls it, is an intellectual 
framework within which solutions on how to harmonise the public and 
the private are found to be contextual rather than generally applicable 
(thereby also entailing a risk of contextualism and ad hoc-only and patchy 
solutions). It is however important to notice the pluralism of strands 
of thinking in Chinese philosophical debate, whereby other political 
philosophers, notably Han Fei Zi, sharply and eloquently argued (against 
Confucius and Mencius) that the public and the private are fundamen-
tally in contrast, thereby entailing that the private interest will inevitably 
prevail, unless laws can be formulated and enforced to constrain humans’ 
behaviours (a thinking much in line with, in western political philosophy, 
Thomas Hobbes’s thinking about the state of nature in which human 
beings are a threat to each other—homo homini lupus (‘the human being 
is like a wolf to fellow human beings’)—and the ‘Leviathan’ state becomes 
a necessary evil to stem human wicked and malevolent inclinations). Yet 
other intellectual traditions may be evoked to shed light (or perhaps 
enhance the confusion given the wide range of viewpoints) on the issue 
of the nature of publicness, like the Islamic intellectual elaboration, which 
emphasises the primacy of the public dimension to a larger extent than 
can be found in other religious-philosophical and intellectual traditions, 
whether Christianity, Confucianism or Buddhism or others.3 

The moral of the story of our brief excursus into the philosophical 
treatment of the issue of the nature of publicness is that in order to root 
‘standard social science research’ in PA—like the investigation of public 
agencies—it is necessary to also address foundational questions about the 
nature of public agencies, notably what is meant by their ‘publicness’

3 Incidentally, we may also notice that PA scholarly work properly referencing and elab-
orating upon the work of philosophy scholarship may help build true interdisciplinarity, 
by showing how PA scholars recognise the contribution of other disciplines, notably in 
philosophy, and can therefore help make this a two-way street, as philosophy-informed 
PA studies may be structured in such way that they may also inform philosophical 
investigation. 
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and what it implies for their operations. This example illustrates how PA 
philosophical questions are part and parcel of PA scholarly inquiry. It also 
indicates the sense in which they possess the feature of being open to 
informed, rational and honest disagreement (we have seen the different 
conceptions of the public-private relationship that have been elaborated 
over the millennia in philosophical thinking). 

The second feature of PA philosophical questions is that they are ulti-
mate, but not absolute. They are ultimate in the sense that they go to 
the roots of a(ny) PA problem (otherwise they wouldn’t be philosoph-
ical), but they are not absolute because they are pitched at a specific level 
of abstraction (on the methods of the level of abstraction, see Floridi, 
2011), i.e. they do not apply irrespectively of the level of granularity or 
detail at which they are pitched. An important qualification here is that, 
being philosophy of PA a philosophia seconda (as we have seen above, and 
unlike philosophy of information which aims to be philosophia prima), 
philosophical questions in PA are ultimate for (in relation to) PA prob-
lems, they are not (or at least they may not necessarily be) ultimate from 
the perspective of a philosophia prima (they are roots questions for PA, 
but they may be closer to the branches and leaves rather than the roots 
when seen from the perspective of a philosophia prima: in the example we 
have seen of public agencies, it is addressed the question of what is the 
publicness of public agencies: this is an ultimate question for PA, yet not 
necessarily ultimate nor, especially, absolute, for the broader philosophical 
debate of the nature of publicness and privateness and their relationship 
as such, when considered across all the domains of human life and not 
just in relation to public agencies). 

Third, PA philosophical questions are closed under further questioning, 
in the sense specified by Floridi (2019) that they are at the roots 
of concatenations of questions: answering ultimate questions leads to 
answering a range of concatenated lower level questions, but lower level 
questions trigger further questions, while questions closed under further 
questioning, if and when answered, do not trigger further questions at 
the same level. 

Fourth, PA philosophical questions are constrained by empirical 
and logical-mathematical reasoning but requiring noetic resources to be 
answered, that is, requiring distinctive purely intellectual-philosophical— 
as opposed to empirical—resources. In other words, they cannot be 
answered either by empirical investigation or by logical-mathematical 
analysis only: they are (also) a matter of informed exchange of rational
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arguments (Floridi, 2011, chapter 2 and 15). As in the example of what 
makes a public agency ‘public’, this question cannot be answered only 
on empirical ground (although the answer may well be informed also by 
empirical findings), nor is it frameable in a purely logical-mathematical 
way—it requires noetic resources and can only be addressed via informed 
exchanges of rational arguments. 

It is beyond the reach of this chapter to work out a system of inter-
related PA philosophical questions. Elaborating in full a system of inter-
related philosophical questions would be tantamount to fully fleshing out 
a (or perhaps even the) philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century—a 
task for another book (as such task can only be fulfilled through a wide-
scope, systematic, book-length dedicated work, delving into foundational 
philosophical problems and informed by philosophical process). In line 
with the purpose and thrust of this book, namely delineating directions 
of inquiry for connecting the fields of philosophy and the field of PA, we 
here only recall what the defining features of PA philosophical questions 
are: being open, ultimate, closed under further questioning at least at the 
level of a philosophia seconda, and requiring noetic resources—as we have 
seen above. 

We can also here briefly point to some aspects of the form such ques-
tions can take: being philosophical, they will investigate issues of essence 
or nature of things, ontological and foundational ‘what is’ type of ques-
tions about PA entities, relations and structures. Alongside being about 
the ‘formal causes’ (to borrow from Aristotle’s terminology and system 
of the four causes, see chapter 1), they will probe the rationale of PA-
entities, they will take the form of ‘why’ questions and be about the ‘final 
causes’ of PA entities. They will be questions linking PA to thematic areas 
of philosophia prima, like ontology, epistemology, philosophical anthro-
pology, ethics and axiology, political philosophy, as well as newer branches 
of philosophia prima like philosophy of information. Other, distinct yet 
related, PA Philosophical questions will be about epistemology of PA: 
What can we know in PA? And how can we know? Intriguingly, since 
the very process of generating novel knowledge creates new ‘facts’, as 
acutely argued by Bouckaert (2020b, p. viii), we may also evoke (albeit in 
a metaphorical sense rather than in an ontological sense strictly meant) the 
perspective of causative epistemology (à la Meister Eckhart, see Griffionen 
2023, Sect. 6.2 in particular) to make sense of how ‘PA entities’ get to 
be known and thence become part and parcel of PA and its philosophy 
(Bouckaert, 2020b).
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Yet other PA philosophical questions will be about individual freedom 
and social agency in relation to bureaucratic discretion and decision-
making (see the discussion of Hegel’s and Weber’s conceptions of 
freedom and bureaucracy outlined by Tijsterman & Overeem, 2008, 
and the significance of a relational conception of freedom for an under-
standing of the foundations of processes of co-creation of public value 
discussed by Ongaro et al., 2025b—we have reported on both works in 
Chapter 2). Yet other and interconnected PA philosophical questions will 
revolve around normative issues along the perspectives of the branches of 
philosophy of axiology, ethics and morality—questions of ‘what should I 
do?’ and relatedly: ‘What can I hope?’ as it comes to individual’s obliga-
tions and expectations in relation to the public sphere, thus, within the 
realm of the philosophy of PA: What should civil servants do? What are 
duties and obligations of public officials? What is ‘good’ public gover-
nance? And what can we hope for (rather than despair)? Addressing such 
questions will involve political-philosophical questions of ‘how to live well 
together?’ and notably the PA-related question of how the public sector 
‘ought to’ be reformed so as to contribute to bettering our living together 
in politico-administrative communities as human beings and so forth. 

Applications of a Philosophy 

of PA and Concluding Remarks 

We have here sketched the contours of what a philosophy of PA may look 
like. Once a philosophy of PA will have been fully developed—a big task 
ahead—it will complement and supplement, by providing its roots and 
foundational elements, the social scientific study of PA (Van Thiel, 2014) 
as well as the practice of it, the practice of PA as a profession, as an art, and 
as a form of practical humanism (see Chapter 1 and Ongaro, 2020). This 
task of delineating the profile of the philosophy of PA will be open-ended, 
both conceptually, that is, open to informed, rational and honest disagree-
ment which will lead to it being dialectically redefined, and temporally, 
that is, open to be continuously adapted to the evolving circumstances, 
to make the philosophy of PA a living body of understanding and knowl-
edge fit for the contemporary challenges. Ultimately, the very philosophy 
of PA that will be elaborated will have to be continuously adjusted and 
adapted via philosophical querying. 

The elaboration of a philosophy of PA may enable revisiting the 
thought of some of the more ‘philosophically-minded’ scholars of PA, like
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Dwight Waldo, whose work can also be read as an investigation into the 
conceptual nature and key concepts and basic principles of public admin-
istration (i.e.: publicness, in all its declensions; administration, in all its 
declensions). The working out of a philosophy of PA for the twenty-
first century may also enable to revisit in a more systematic way the 
thought of the intellectual founding fathers of PA—a long list including 
Confucius, Hegel, Nizām al-Mulk, Waldo, Weber, Wolff, inter alia—and 
rediscover the philosophical elements there—for example, the ‘Socratic’ 
element contained into Waldo’s scholarly work (Overeem, 2025). 

Once fully developed, a philosophy of PA will enable to address such 
PA philosophical questions in relation to the PA problems and themes 
which are relevant and salient for the twenty-first century, in order to 
support the development of PA (referring here both to the field of study 
of PA and the practice of it). A philosophy of PA for the twenty-first 
century will thus enable to shed light on the assumptions and premises of 
PA (enlightening function of philosophy applied to PA); to critically revisit 
such assumptions and premises (critical function); to provide constructs 
and approaches to fill, at least partly, the gaps in PA assumptions, notions 
and theories (gap filling function); to facilitate the integration of the 
multiple disciplinary perspectives that are employed to address public 
administration problems and themes, also by shedding light on the philo-
sophical residue inherent in each discipline as applied to PA (integrative 
function); and to provide rationales for prescriptive arguments about how 
the public sector ought to be organised or reorganised (the normative 
function of philosophy applied to PA). 

Finally, we can also ask if and how the elaboration of a philosophy of 
PA can provide an entry point also for the field of PA to inform, or at least 
stimulate, the revisiting of issues in the (academic) field of philosophy, that 
is, alongside the direction from philosophy to PA—central to this book— 
also the direction from PA to philosophy, we argue, could be a fruitful 
direction of inquiry. A philosophy of PA should ‘feed into’ philosophy 
tout court, or at least certain areas of philosophy like political philosophy 
or public ethics. We have kept this element into the very definition of 
philosophy of PA where we complete our definition of philosophy of PA 
by indicating at the end of its definition: ‘as well as the elaboration and 
application of theoretical concepts and practical problems of PA to philosoph-
ical problems ’ (we recall the definition of philosophy of PA, introduced 
above: ‘a philosophical field concerned with the critical investigation of 
the conceptual nature and key concepts and basic principles of public
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administration, including its science, methods and problems – as well as 
the elaboration and application of theoretical concepts and practical prob-
lems of PA to philosophical problems’). We deem this qualification to be 
part and parcel of the very definition of philosophy of PA, to be consti-
tutive of it. Indeed, as the saying goes that ‘when parents beget children, 
then also the parents change’, such metaphor may well apply here: when 
the field of philosophy begets (the specific subfield of) the philosophy of 
PA, then also philosophy, as its parent, changes, at least a bit. 

The intellectual journey of this book has led us to cross four bridges 
connecting philosophy and PA. The first bridge we have crossed is the 
direction of inquiry of philosophy for PA, whereby philosophies and 
philosophical streams get mobilised and employed, individually or in a 
combined way, for complementing and supplementing knowledge and 
understanding of PA. The second bridge has led us to walk the opposite 
direction, proceeding backwards by tracing the philosophical roots of the 
extant scientific works in the field of public administration, to unveil their 
underlying philosophical premises and underpinnings. Walking through 
the third bridge has enabled to address the issue of the alignment between 
administrative doctrines (‘prescriptions’ for reforming the public sector) 
and their ideational bases, which are inherently philosophical. Finally, in 
the most classic ‘last but not least’, the fourth bridge—which is yet to 
be fully built, but the bridgehead has hopefully been positioned in this 
chapter—has brought us towards the delineation of the contours of a 
philosophy of PA for the twenty-first century. 
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