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The official birthday of the Institute
of Government is July 1st. It was born in
1931, and th is year counts itself forty
years young. But like most institutions
that endure, it had long and not
uncomplicated antecedents. One may
suppose that these antecedents have had
som eth ing to do with the vigorous
characteristics the organization exhibits
now in its prime.

The Institute of Government, nee, as
the crossword puzzles say, the Bureau of
Public Administration - a name which it
bore with honor for 33 years - was
established with a view to getting the
University of Virginia into the business of
providing research and service support to
the improvement of municipal
government in Virginia on a systematic
and continuing basis, and of reinforcing
instructional facilities at the University in
municipal government and
administration. The operative words in
this narration are systematic, continuing,
and reinforcing. The University was· no
stranger to local government in the
Commonwealth long prior to 1931. At
the time the Bureau was founded, the
I nstitute for Research in the Social
Sciences had already completed a notable
study of criminal justice in Virginia, in
which Raymond Moley was associated,
that I ed to th e abo I ition of the
just ic e- of-the peace system and put
Virginia in the judicial vanguard with the
appointment of trial justices. Wylie
K i Ipat ric k had jus t pub lished his
monumental survey of Virginia county
government. Stauffer and Snavely were

completing their work on taxation in
Virginia. In addition, various members of
the faculties of the then Department of
Law, the Department of Medicine, the
School of Political Science, the School of
Econ 0 m ic s, and 0 therUn i ve r sity
instrumentalities were in close contact
with many Virginia cities and towns.
Professor George W. Spicer was Chairman
of the Virginia Commission on County
Government, and would continue to lead
this agency of local government reform
for several years. There was no lack of
communication - sporadic and
unsystematized though it may have been

between the University and the
municipal ities of the State.

Moreover, the Commonwealth was the
home of one of the most active and
progressive state associations of
municipalities in the United States. It had
been organized as an annual conference
of municipal officials in 1905. Largely as
a result of the initiative of the late Louis
Brownlow, when he was city manager of
Petersburg, the League of Virginia
Municipalities (now the Virginia
Municipal League) had developed a
professional secretariat, and under the
leadership of Morton L. Wallerstein had
achieved a position at the forefront of
American municipal associations.
Wallerstein was a Richmond attorney
who had graduated from the College at
the University of Virginia and from
Harvard Law School, and had recently
ex pan d ed sub stan t i a IIy the service
program of the League with the hel p of a
developmental grant from the Spelman

Fund of New York. He was seriously
i n t ere sted i n f 0 st er i ngUn iv ersity
involvement on an institutionalized basis
in Virginia municipal government. Hence,
the cl imate both at the University and
among the cities and towns of Virginia

appeared to be favorable to the launching
of a research and service organization
which it was hoped would be helpful to
the municipal authorities of the State.

PRESENT AT THE CREATION

Forty years after the fact the
specificities of parenthood are difficult to
establish, but important among those
present at the creation was surely the late
Guy Moffett, then Executive of the
Spelman Fund. The Spelman Fund was a
Rockefeller philanthropy which
concerned itself primarily with the
improvement of public administration in
the United States at state and local levels.
Its customary mode of action was to
make developmental grants to
associations of publ ic authorities and
publ ic officials to permit their central
secretariats to develop organizational,
research, and advisory services, the
support of which, when they had proved
their worth, would be taken over by the
associations themselves. The Social
Sciences Division of the Rockefeller
Foundation itself, with which Stacy May
was connected, appears to have been
involved as well. But at the operating
level, the persons most concerned were
Wallerstein and Harold I. Baumes of the
League, and Edwin A. Alderman, Robert
K. Gooch, George W. Spicer, and Wilson
Gee of the University. Alderman was, of
course, the President, Gooch and Spicer
were professors of pol itical science, and
Gee was the Director of the Institute for
Research in the Social Sciences.

FINANCING SECURED

In due course the parties came to
agreement on the organization of a
Bureau of Public Administration - a new
subdiscipline of political science which
had been formalized mainly by the
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researches of Leonard White and William
Anderson - within the framework of the
I nstitute for Research in the Social
Sciences. The Bureau would be jointly
financed by the University of Virginia 
using part of a grant from the Rockefeller
Foundation for research in the social
sciences - and the League of Virginia
M u n ic i p alit i es - u sin g part of a
developmental grant from the Spelman
Fund of New York. This is not the first 
nor the last - time that foundations have
been coordinated by their grantees.

The operation was funded at $6,000
per annum, with each participant paying
one-half. At 1931 prices th is budget
provided, not ungenerously, for a director
at the associate professor level, a
secretary, and Iine items for library,
travel, ana supp les. The Bureau was to be
housed with the I nstitute for Research in
the Social Sciences in a building
popularly reputed to have been the first
structure erected on an American
university campus to accomodate
instruction in the medical arts. It was
known to the undergraduates as Stiff Hall
and stood, until it was torn down in
1939, at approximately the southeast
corner of Alderman Library.

SELECTION OF A DIRECTOR

With agreement on the general lines of
what was to be done, and with money
and space in hand or in sight, the next
problem was to find a director. My
long-time friends and colleagues in the
School of Political Science have never
chosen to tell me precisel y what went on
in the course of their searches and
investigations, and I have never felt
certain enough of what might be revealed
to press them. This capsule venture in
IJcapture and record" must therefore skip
to what I presume was the concluding
stage of the recru itment effort, si nee I got
the job.

All I know is that on a very pleasant
day in March 1931, I encountered in the
office of George Graham, then an
instructor at Princeton University,
Professor George W. Spicer of the
University of Virginia. * After a half-hour
or so of pleasant talk mostly about old
friends at the University and in
Charlottesville, we repaired to the Nassau
Club for lunch. Here the conversation
continued, where it was devoted for the
most part to the work of the Virginia
Commission on County Government and
"its sponsorship of the county manager
plan. There was at one point a fairly

*Editorial Note: The author was 23 years of

age at the time of this meeting.
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casual reference to the research
organization which was to be established
at the University, but if there was any
hint that Professor Spicer was in search of
a warm body it was not perceptible to
me. I have since had occasion to speculate
that the University's gain of a professor
of constitutional law was a considerable
loss to the arts both of poker and
diplomacy. Indeed, my meeting with
Professor Spicer on this occasion was
wholly accidental. At the time I was
heavily involved with a New Jersey state
commission investigating public finances,
and wou Id ordinarily have been in
Trenton during working hours. That day I
was in the Princeton University Library
pu rsuing some fugitive materials not
available in Trenton.

The receipt of a telegram from
President Alderman about two weeks
later, i nv iting. me to come to
Charlottesville for a talk, was almost
completely mystifying. I had met
President Alderman two years earlier at a
reception for persons attending the
University's annual Institute of Public
Affairs, and assumed, correctly I think,
that the invitation had no relation
whatever to our previous meeting. A
casual remark by Graham led to a
somewhat inchoate connection with
Professor Spicer's visit to Princeton. In
any case, I was happy at an opportunity
to go to Charlottesville for any purpose,
and little time was lost in arranging an
appointment for the following Sunday
week.

On th e day for which President
Alderman had summoned me, Wilson Gee
came by my hotel shortly after lunch,
and during a trip to Ash Lawn briefed me
on plans for the Bureau and explained the
reasons tor r+l-V presence at th-e University.
Promptly at four o'clock in the afternoon
we presented ourselves at Carr's Hill,
wh ere we encou ntered Wallerstein,
Baumes, Gooch, and Spicer, and were
ushered into the President's study.
Alderman was a man of enormous
dignity, but incomparable warmth and
charm, and his IJpresence" was probably
unequalled by any American public figure
of his generation with the exception of
Franklin D. Roosevelt. But this was a
working session, and the President
quickly led the conversation into a
discussion of what it was the University
and the League proposed to do, and how
they intended to go about it. Exchanges
were highly animated, and Alderman
managed to involve both Baumes and me,
who were the junior members of the
party, in the palaver along with our elders
and betters.

Midway of the meeting I suddenly

realized that my attitude toward the
undertaking had changed fundamentally.
What had begun as a tentative, if serious,
inquiry had metamorphosed into a very
rea I desi re to be a part of what was bei ng
planned at the University. I wanted the
job, and I wanted to come to
Charlottesville. I think Alderman must
somehow have sensed my feel ings, for as
he walked us to the portico in company
with Gooch a few paces behind
Wallerstein and me, I heard him say to
Gooch: JlRobert, go ahead and bring the
boy down. If he doesn't work out as a
professor, we'll put him on the football
team."

That evening I attended a party in
honor of Professor C. K. A\len, Warden of
Rhodes HottS~ at the home of Robert
and Florine Gooch. Several men who
would in due course become colleagues
and warm friends were present, among
them Stringfellow Barr. Barr, who was
subsequently to achieve national fame as
a Great Books man and as president of St.
J 0 h n' s College, and who is now a
neighbor in Princeton, was then professor
of history at the University. In common
with many students of humanities and
the social sciences throughout the
country, Barr was intensely skeptical
about the introduction of the II new"
subject of public administration, which I
think he equated with horse-shoeing, into
the curriculum of institutions of higher
learning. He was only partially reassured
when I exhibited a bowing acquaintance
with a period of English history in which
he was interested. But at the end of the
evening even Barr was heard to concede
that if the University of Virginia simply
had to have one of those th ings, of the
propriety of which he remained - and
doubtless still remains -=- unconvincedl- he
supposed it might as well be Egger. With
that accolade I knew , had it made 
obviously not with a summa, but with at
least a gentleman's average.

The return to Princeton the following
day was in a mood of sober elation. , was
elated with the prospect of joining the
faculty of the University, and certain in
my own mind that I would accept an
appointment if it were offered. I was less
certain, and very sober, about my ability
to handle the job; my experience with the
New Jersey investigating commission,
which had extended over a period of
e i ght months, was a woefu II y sh ort
apprenticeship for the research phase of
the proposed program in Virginia. On the
instructional side, I had taught with
Harold Dodds in the introductory course
in public administration in Princeton
University, and he was charitable enough
to say it was successful. But teaching



under the superVISion of a master of the
craft and offering a course independently
are two quite different matters. The
problem that most merited concern 
whether I had the emotional maturity to
d ea I equably and sensibly with the
incredibly complex problems into which
the work of the Bureau would inevitably
lead - received no attention at all.

Less than 10 days after my retu rn the
New York Times printed the sad news of
President Alderman's death from a heart
attack on the trai n en route to the
University of Illinois where he was to
attend a presidential inauguration. John
Lloyd Newcomb took over as Acting
President and in due course signed my
letter of appointment that Alderman
had d \ctated before he Ieft fo r III ino is. I
accepted the offer without further
sou I-search ing.

Professor Thomas H. Reed, under
whom I had studied at the University of
Michigan, organized a round table on
I oc aI government at the University's
annual Institute of Public Affairs in 1931,
and invited me to serve as secretary. I
moved to Charlottesville the third week
in June to make the necessary
preparations. The 1931 session of the
Institute was a notably brilliant and
portentious gathering in a series wh ich
had long attracted important public and
academic figures from throughout the
co u n try. A m 0 n g the dis ti ngu ish ed
speakers was the Governor of New York,
who in a historic address outlined for the
audience what was subsequently to be
known as the New Deal.

AN ECLECTIC APPROACH

This is not the place to summarize the
history of the Institute of Government.
There are, in any case, at least three fairly
bulky documents ensconced somewhere
in the files that record the activities in
wh ich the Institute has been involved
over the past four decades.
Unfortunately, it has not proved feasible
to make an objective, Ifoutside lf appraisal
of the work of the Institute comparable
to the study of the University of Alabama
Bureau of Public Administration
embodied in Research, Education, and
Regional ism. It is enough to point out
that the Institute has been wholly eclectic
in its response to the needs of Virginia
government. I t has expanded its concern
to embrace both county and State
government and administration, in
addition to sustaining its work with the
cities and towns. It has, at one time or
another, employed almost every device
known to the knowledge business and the
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communication arts in encouraging the
improvement of government management
in Virginia.

At one end of the spectrum, it has at
times been involved in almost pure
research, mainly directed at the
d eve lop men t of improved analytical
techniques and methods. I t has been
engaged in appl ied research throughout
its history. It has operated much of the
time as a management consulting
o rga nization, helping write municipal
charters, survey revenue systems,
reorganize government departments, or
even helping devise plans for legislative
reapportionment. One of its more
successful techniques in times past has
been to initiate service operations wh ich
are subsequently taken over by other
instrumental ities, such as the legislative
reporting service during sessions of the
General Assembly. I t teaches courses in
public administration and state and local
government at the University, it conducts
seminars throughout the Commonwealth
for the in-service training of officials, it
sponsors conferences of public officials
and attempts to maintain a high level of
educational content in their proceedings,
it publishes reports, it produces this News
Letter, and its staff will make speeches at
the drop of a hat. There is, literally,
nothing the Institute will not do to
achieve a little improvement in Virginia
government and administration.

THE BEST INVESTMENT?

After 40 years of it, to paraphrase
Brand Whitlock, what does it all come to?
I s an i nstru mentality such as the
Institute, wh ich is not cheap, the best
investment of scarce University
resources? Is an organization whose goals
and criteria are determi ned by the felt
needs of government in the
Commonwealth rather than the
exigencies of pure science compatible
with the University's quest for
excellence? Would not time and
circumstance have forced upon Virginia
S tate a nd I oca I governments such
improvements as have been ach ieved
whether there had been an Institute or
not? Is not an agency which treads so
closely on the heels of politics, and from
time to time unavoidably makes a few
political enemies, more of a liability than
an asset to a State-assisted institution
such as the University?

To the first question it is difficult to
get an objective answer, and impossible to
get a categorical one. I t all depends.
Weldon Cooper and I would give one
answer. Unless the University has changed

more drastically than I think during the
seven years I have been away, there are
people on the Grounds who would argue
that any expenditure for the Institute is a
poor investment, whether resources are
scarce or plentifu I. Even Cooper and I
wou Id be forced to agree that at some
point expenditures for the Institute could
become wasteful and even
counter-productive. On the other hand,
th rou ghout most of its history the
Institute has produced a certain amount
of respect for and good will toward the
University in the corridors of power; and
while no prudent person would ever
postulate a causal relationship between
what a pol itician says and how he votes
on an appropriation, there are grounds
for thinking that Institute-generated good
will is a part of the great mosaic wh ich
forms the General Assembly's attitude
toward the University. This good will
cannot be weighed or counted, and it is
not bankable. It will continue precisely as
long as the Institute continues to earn it,
and no longer. To the extent the Institute
continues to merit and receive the
approbation of its political masters, and
to the extent that its cost represents an
acceptable claim to scarce resources in
the eyes of its educational masters, it is
probably a pretty good investment. But
this conclusion is not very objective, and
it is certainly not categorical.

COMPATIBLE WITH EXCELLENCE?

The second question raises issues
currently of profound importance in
academia. The frantic urge in the social
sciences during the past 20 years to
increase the Ifhard science" content of
the disciplines, the canonization of the
com pu ter, a nd the development of
exogenous vocabu laries have all created a
very real credibility gap between the new
political scientism and econometrics on
the 0 n e han dand ap p lied pubIic
administration research on the other.
Obviously, both are good. Equally
obviously, they are not good for the same
thing.

I n many institutions of higher learning
t he new pol itical scientism is rather
completely alienated from public
administration and state and local
government; and the economists, who
with th ei r cost-benefit studies and
systems analysis are more relevant to
many co ntem pora ry gover n mental
problems, are taking over the
governmental research facilities in
institutions of higher learning just as they
are taking over increasingly crucial posts
in the civil service. But the recently



discovered affinity between economics
and publ ic admi nistration carries us just
so far. Cost-benefit ratios and systems
analysis answer many questions. They do
not resolve the issues of policy involving
political, social, and - one hopes - moral
criteria. As Paul Appleby has reminded
us, one of the important functions of a
public administrator is to complicate the
Iives of h is pol itical masters to the extent
that they do not resolve complex issues
on the basis of disingenuously simple
criteria. As a practical matter, the publ ic
administration man is likely to have the
last word in the advisory processes, but
he cannot cut himself off, or permit
others to cut him off, from the
wellsprings of theory and science however
awkward their argument and arcane their
expression. --

AN ESSENTIAL SERVICE?

The question whether an Institute
performs an essential service, i.e., whether
what happens wouldn't happen anyway,
also defies categorical response. It is
virtually impossible to demonstrate a
causal relationship between an Institute
survey and report and actual
improvement in an administrative
process. The Institute hel ps to write a
new charter for Richmond, helps
formulate a revision of the
Commonwealth's revenue system, helps
plan a reorganization of a governmental
department. The charter is accepted by a
public referendum, the requisite new
revenue laws are passed by the General
Assembly, the department is reorganized
by legislation or executive order. But
whether there is improvement in the
process depends on how Richmond is
managed under the new charter, how the
revenue laws are administered,. and
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whether the reorganized department does
better or more economical work. All one
can say about the Institute is that it
helped develop proposals that were, were
not, or were partially adopted in a formal
sense. It is, of course, equally difficult to
demonstrate a causal relationship
between a physician's prescription and
the health of a patient, and only a very
na ive person would suppose that a
professor's lectures have anything to do
with the subsequent intellectual
achievements of his students. Yet we
continue, essentially as an act of faith, to
behave as though there were some sort of
causal relationsh ip - as though doctors
actually cured patients and teachers really
educated students.

KISSING AND NOT TELLING

An institute could be a political
liability to a state-assisted university, and
there are some states in which it is
difficult to see how it could be anything
else. The two major conditioning factors
are the pol itical traditions of the state,
both with respect to the state-assisted
university and to rationality in politics _
and administration generally, and to the
way in which the institute is managed. A
state with political traditions that do not
put a h igh value on an analytical
approach to problems of government and
administration and that do not recognize
the implications of modern knowledge
for the management of public affairs is
not likely to provide a climate in which
ani nstitute could perform a useful
function. If in addition the general
government were accustomed to
meddling freely in the program of the
university, it is not very probable an
institute would be established, or would
long survive if it were. On the other hand,

it is possible so to mismanage an institute
that it would wear its welcome out even
in the most tolerant of environments.

I n Virginia the Institute has not to my
knowledge been at any time an
em bar r ass men t toth e U n ivers ity ,
although it has never dodged
confrontations with issues upon which
pol itical convictions have been both
strong and divided. But in Virginia the
political tradition does put a high value
on rational ity in government and
administration. Public officials and
legislators do recognize their obligation to
keep in touch with new ideas in public
affairs, and objective criticism is received
calmly, considered dispassionately, and
used or not as conditions require. One
can say almost anything to a Virginia
J3ublic official er e~i-s'ator, as ~eng as it is--
uttered in a friendly tone. Moreover,
while the Commonwealth does control its
institutions of higher learning on major
policy lines, it does not meddle beyond
the inevitable modicum of bureaucratic
infiltration. On the other hand, the
Institute has never been "activist," or
taken sides in pol itically controversial
issues. Equally important, it has preserved
the confidentiality of its advice: if a
public official or legislative body accepts
the advice of the Institute, and the
undertaking goes wel" the public
authority, not the Institute, takes the
credit. And if it doesn't go well, the
publ ic authority, not the Institute, takes
the blame. As Louis Brownlow was fond
of saying, in the quaint argot of a gentler
day, "You can't kiss and tell if you
expect to go on kissin'."

On its 40th birthday, one can wish for
the Institute noth ing better than that its
years of kissing and not telling shall be
long in the land. _~__
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