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Author's Preface.

Many of the most important problems of social life, though their causes have from
the first been inherent in human psychology, have originated during the last hundred
and fifty years; and even in so far as they have been handed down to us from an
earlier epoch, they have of late come to press more urgently, have acquired a more
precise formulation, and have gained fresh significance. Many of our leading minds
have gladly devoted the best energies of their lives to attempts towards solving these
problems. The so-called principle of nationality was discovered for the solution of
the racial and linguistic problem which, unsolved, has continually threatened Europe
with war and the majority of individual states with revolution. In the economic
sphere, the social problem threatens the peace of the world even more seriously than
do questions of nationality, and here “the labourer's right to the full produce of his
labour” has become the rallying cry. Finally, the principle of self-government, the
corner-stone of democracy, has come to be regarded as furnishing a solution of the
problem of nationality, for the principle of nationality entails in practical working the
acceptance of the idea of popular government. Now, experience has shown that not
one of these solutions is as far-reaching in its effects as the respective discoverers
imagined in the days of their first enthusiasm. The importance of the principle of
nationality is undeniable, and most of the national questions of western Europe can
be and ought to be solved in accordance with this principle; but matters are
complicated by geographical and strategical considerations, such as the difficulty of
determining natural frontiers and the frequent need for the establishment of strategic
frontiers; moreover, the principle of nationality cannot help us where nationalities
can hardly be said to exist or where they are intertangled in inextricable confusion.
As far as the economic problem is concerned, we have numerous solutions offered
by the different schools of socialist thought, but the formula of the right to the whole
produce of labour is one which can be comprehended more readily in the synthetic
than in the analytic field; it is easy to formulate as a general principle and likely as
such to command widespread sympathy, but it is exceedingly difficult to apply in
actual practice. The present work aims at a critical discussion of the third question,
the problem of democracy.

It is the writer's opinion that democracy, at once as an intellectual theory and as a
practical movement, has today entered upon a critical phase from which it will be
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extremely difficult to discover an exit. Democracy has encountered obstacles, not
merely imposed from without, but spontaneously surgent from within. Only to a
certain degree, perhaps, can these obstacles be surpassed or removed.

The present study makes no attempt to offer a “new system.” It is not the principal
aim of science to create systems, but rather to promote understanding. It is not the
purpose of sociological science to discover, or rediscover, solutions, since numerous
problems of the individual life and of the life of social groups are not capable of
“solutions” at all, but must ever remain “open.” The sociologist should aim rather at
the dispassionate exposition of tendencies and counter-operating forces, of reasons
and opposing reasons, at the display, in a word, of the warp and the woof of social
life. Precise diagnosis is the logical and indispensable preliminary to any possible
prognosis.

The unravelment and the detailed formulation of the complex of tendencies which
oppose the realization of democracy are matters of exceeding difficulty. A
preliminary analysis of these tendencies may, however, be attempted. They will be
found to be classifiable at tendencies dependent (1) upon the nature of the human
individual; (2) upon the nature of the political struggle; and (3) upon the nature of
organization. Democracy leads to oligarchy, and necessarily contains an oligarchical
nucleus. In making this assertion it is far from the author's intention to pass a moral
judgment upon any political party or any system of government, to level an
accusation of hypocrisy. The law that it is an essential characteristic of all human
aggregates to constitute cliques and sub-classes is, like every other sociological law,
beyond good and evil.

The study and analysis of political parties constitutes a new branch of science. It
occupies an intermediate field between the social, the philosophico-psychological,
and the historical disciplines, and may be termed a branch of applied sociology. In
view of the present development of political partieshib®ricalaspect of this new
branch of science has received considerable attention. Works have been written upon
the history of almost every political party in the western world. But when we come
to considethe analysis of the nature of the pamye find that the field has hardly
been touched. To fill this gap in sociological science is the aim of the present work.

The task has been by no means easy. So great was the extent of the material which
had to be discussed that the difficulties of concise presentation might well seem
almost insuperable. The author has had to renounce the attempt to deal with the
problem in all its extension and all its complexity, but rather to confine himself to
the consideration of salient features. In the execution of this design he has received
the unwearied and invaluable help of his wife, Gisela Michels.

This English translation is from the Italian edition, in the preparation of which | had
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at my disposal the reviews of the earlier German version. Opportunities for further
emendation of the present volume have also been afforded by the criticisms of the
recently published French and Japanese translations. But the only event of
outstanding importance in the political world since Ruofitical Partieswas first
drafted has been the outbreak of the war which still rages. The author's general
conclusions as to the inevitability of oligarchy in party life, and as to the difficulties
which the growth of this oligarchy imposes upon the realization of democracy, have
been strikingly confirmed in the political life of all the leading belligerent nations
immediately before the outbreak of the war and during the progress of the struggle.
The penultimate chapter of the present volume, specially written for the English
edition, deals witliParty Life in Wartimelt will be obvious that the writer has been
compelled, in this new chapter, to confine himself to the discussion of broad outlines,
for we are still too near to the events under consideration for accurate judgment to
be possible. Moreover, the flames of war, while throwing their sinister illumination
upon the military and economic organization of the states concerned, leave political
parties in the shadow. For the time being parties are eclipsed by nations. It need
hardly be said, however, that as soon as the war is over party life will be resumed,
and that the war will be found to have effected a reinforcement of the tendencies
characteristic of party.
Basle, 1915
Robert Michels

Chapter 1. Democratic Aristocracy and Aristocratic Democracy

The most restricted form of oligarchy, absolute monarchy, is founded upon the will
of a single individualSic volo sic jubeo.
Tel est mon bon plaisiOne commands, all others obey. The will of one single
person can countervail the will of the nation, and even today we have a relic of this
in the constitutional monarch's right of veto. The legal justification of this regime
derives its motives from transcendental metaphysics. The logical basis of every
monarchy resides in an appeal to God. God is brought down from heaven to serve
as a buttress to the monarchical stronghold, furnishing it with its foundation of
constitutional law — the grace of God. Hence, inasmuch as it rests upon a supra-
terrestrial element, the monarchical system, considered from the outlook of
constitutional law, is eternal and immutable, and cannot be affected by human laws
or by the human will. It follows that the legal, juridical, legitimate abolition of the
monarchy is impossible, a fable of a foolish political dreamer. Lawfully, the
monarchy can be abolished by God alone — and God's will is inscrutable.

At the antipodes of the monarchical principle, in theory, stands democracy, denying
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the right of one over others abstractojt makes all citizens equal before the law.

It gives to each one of them the possibility of ascending to the top of the social scale,
and thus facilitates the way for the rights of the community, annulling before the law
all privileges of birth, and desiring that in human society the struggle for pre-
eminence should be decided solely in accordance with individual capacity. Whereas
the principle of monarchy stakes everything upon the character of a single individual,
whence it results that the best possible monarchical government offers to the people
as a whole no guarantee for permanently benevolent and technically efficient rule,
democracy is, on principle, responsible to the community at large for the prevailing
conditions of rule, of which it is the sole arbiter.

We know today that in the life of the nations the two theoretical principles of the
ordering of the state are so elastic that they often come into reciprocal contact, “for
democracy can either embrace all of the people or be restricted to half of them;
aristocracy, on the other hand, can embrace half the people or an indeterminately
smaller number” Thus the two forms of government do not exhibit an absolute
antithesis, but meet at that point where the participants in power number fifty per
cent.

Our Age has destroyed once for all the ancient and rigid forms of aristocracy, has
destroyed them, at least, in certain important regions of political constitutional life.
Even conservatism assumes at times a democratic form. Before the assaults of the
democratic masses it has long since abandoned its primitive aspect, and loves to
change its disguise. Today we find it absolutist, tomorrow constitutional, the next
day parliamentary. Where its power is still comparatively unrestricted, as in
Germany, it appeals exclusively to the grace of God. But when, as in Italy, it feels
insecure, it adds to the appeal to the deity an appeal to the popular will. In its
outward forms it is capable of the most extensive modifications. In monarchical
France thd-ranciae et Navarrae Reéxecomes th&oy de Franceand theRoy de
Francebecomes th®oi des Francais.

The life of political parties, whether these are concerned chiefly with national or
with local politics, must, in theory, necessarily exhibit an even stronger tendency
towards democracy than that which is manifested by the state. The political party is
founded in most cases on the principle of the majority, and is founded always on the
principle of the mass. The result of this is that the parties of the aristocracy have
irrevocably lost the aristocratic purity of their principles. While remaining essentially
anti-democratic in nature, they find themselves compelled, at any rate in certain
periods of political life, to make profession of the democratic faith, or at least to
assume the democratic mask. Whereas the democratic principle, from its very nature,
by reason of the mutability of the popular will and of the fluctuating character of the
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majority, tends in theory to transform th@dgvta pei}of Heraclitus into the reality

of national and popular life, the conservative principle erects its edifice upon certain
bases or norms which are immutable in their nature, determined by the test of
experience to be the best or at any rate the least bad, and consequently claimed as
valid sub specie aeternitatidlevertheless, the conservative principle must not be
understood in the sense of an unconditional maintenance sfaius quolf that
principle consisted merely in the recognition of what already exists, above all in the
matter of the legal forms prevailing in a given country or period, conservatism would
lead to its own destruction. In periods and among nations where the old conservative
elements have been expelled from direct participation in power, and have been
replaced by innovators fighting under the banner of democracy, the conservative
party assumes an aspect hostile to the existing order of the state, and sometimes even
a revolutionary charactérThus, however, is effected a metamorphosis of the
conservative party, which, from a clique cherishing an aristocratic exclusivism at
once by instinct and by conviction, now becomes a popular party. The recognition
that only the masses can help to reintroduce the ancient aristocracy in its pristine
purity, and to make an end of the democratic regime, transforms the very advocates
of the conservative view into democrats. They recognize unreservedly the sufferings
of the common people; they endeavor, as did very recently the royalists in the French
Republic, to ally themselves with the revolutionary proletariat, promising to defend
this against the exploitation of democratic capitalism and to support and even to
extend labor organizations — all this is the hope of destroying the Republic and
restoring the Monarchy, the ultimate fruit of the aristocratic princifgeRoy et les
camelots du Roy the king and the king's poor — are to destroy the oligarchy of the
bloated plutocrats. Democracy must be eliminated by the democratic way of the
popular will. The democratic method is the sole one practicable by which an old
aristocracy can attain to a renewed dominion. Moreover, the conservatives do not
usually wait until they have been actually driven from power before appealing to the
masses. In countries where a democratic regime prevails, as in England, they
spontaneously turn to the working class wherever this forms the most conspicuous
constituent of the masses. In other countries, also, where parliamentary government
is unknown, but where there exists universal and equal suffrage, the parties of the
aristocracy owe their political existence to the charity of the masses to whom in
theory they deny political rights and political capacity. The very instinct of self-
preservation forces the old groups of rulers to descent, during the elections, from
their lofty seats, and to avail themselves of the same democratic and demagogic
methods as are employed by the youngest, the widest, and the most uncultured of our
social classes, the proletariat.
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The aristocracy today maintains itself in power by other means than parliamentary;
at any rate in most of the monarchies it does not need a parliamentary majority in
order to be able to hold the reins by which is guided the political life of the state. But
it does need, were it merely for decorative purposes and in order to influence public
opinion in its favor, a respectable measure of parliamentary representation. It does
not obtain this representation by divulging its true principles, or by making appeal
to those who are truly of like mind with itself. A party of the landed gentry which
should appeal only to the members of its own class and to those of identical
economic interests, would not win a single seat, would not send a single representa-
tive to parliament. A conservative candidate who should present himself to his
electors by declaring to them that he did not regard them as capable of playing an
active part in influencing the destinies of the country, and should tell them that for
this reason they ought to be deprived of the suffrage, would be a man of incompara-
ble sincerity, but politically insane. If he is to find his way into parliament he can do
so by one method only. With democratic mien he must descend into the electoral
arena, must hail the farmers and agricultural laborers as professional colleagues, and
must seek to convince them that their economic and social interests are identical with
his own. Thus the aristocrat is constrained to secure his election in virtue of a
principle which he does not himself accept, and which in his soul he abhors. His
whole being demands authority, the maintenance of a restricted suffrage, the
suppression of universal suffrage wherever it exists, since it touches his traditional
privileges. Nevertheless, since he recognizes that in the democratic epoch by which
he has been overwhelmed he stands alone with this political principle, and that by
its open advocacy he could nevEpe to maintain a political party, he dissembles
his true thoughts, and howls with the democratic wolves in order to secure the
coveted majority.

The influence of popular suffrage upon the outward behavior of conservative
candidates is so extensive that when two candidates of the same political views
present themselves in a single constituency, each of them is forced to attempt to
distinguish himself from his rival by a movement to the left, that is to say, by laying
great stress upon his reputedly democratic principles.

Such occurrences serve to confirm the experience that the conservatives also
endeavor to regulate their actions in conformity with the fundamental principle of
modern politics, a principle destined to replace the religious dictum that many are
called but few are chosen, and to replace also the psychological theory that ideals are
accessible solely to a minority of choice spirits: this principle may be summed up in
the terms of Curtius, who said that the conservative cannot gain his ends with the aid
of a small and select body of troops, but must control the masses and rule through
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the masse$The conservative spirit of the old master-caste, however deeply rooted
it may be, is forced to assume, at least during times of election, a specious
democratic mask.

Nor does the theory of liberalism primarily base its aspirations upon the masses. It
appeals for support to certain definite classes, which in other fields of activity have
already ripened for mastery, but which do not yet possess political privileges —
appeals, that is to say, to the cultured and possessing classes. For the liberals also,
the masses pure and simple are no more than a necessary evil, whose only use is to
help others to the attainment of ends to which they themselves are strangers. The first
great liberal writer of Germany, Rotteck, reproaches the Queen of France for having,
during the Revolution, forced the bourgeoisie to appeal to the common people for
aid. He distinguishes between two kinds of democracy, the rule of representatives
and the rule of the masseBuring the revolution of June, 1830, Raumer, who was
in Paris, broke into vigorous lamentation because the masses possessed power, and
said that it would be extremely difficult “to deprive them of this power without
giving them offense and without provoking them to a fresh revolt against their new
chiefs”;? at the same time, in words expressing the dithyrambic spirit of romanticism,
he refers to the conditions that obtain in his Prussian fatherland, where king and
people “truly live in a higher and purer atmosphere,” and where the contented
bourgeoisie is not endeavoring to secure additional rigiitsm the history of the
origin of the North German Reichstag we learn that another eminent liberal leader
and advocate of liberal views, the historian Heinrich von Sybel, declared himself
opposed to universal, equal, and direct suffrage, on tbendr (which can be
understood solely with reference to the explanations given above regarding the
peculiar conceptions the liberals have of the masses) that such a right must signify
“the beginning of the end for every kind of parliamentarism”; such a right, he said,
was eminently a right of dominion; and he was impelled to utter an urgent warning
to the German monarchy not to introduce these dangerous elements of democratic
dictatorship into the new federal state. The inward dislike of liberalism for the
masses is also apparent in the attitude of the liberal leaders to the principles and
institutions of aristocracy. Since the inauguration of universtifagie and the
consequent prospect that there will in the near future be a majority of socialist
tendencies among the electorate or in the Lower House, many liberals, so Roscher
affirms, have come to take a different view of the powers of the Crown and of the
Upper Housé,as means by which it is possible to prevent decisions of the Lower
House being immediately realized in legislative measures. The same author contends
that an extension of the suffrage is undesirable “in the absence of a profound
statistical inquiry,” that is to say, in the absence of a laborious analysis of the
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numerical relationships that obtain among the various classes of the pogulation.
Recently, even in that liberal group which in Germany stands nearest to the
socialists, the group of “national socialists,” there has been evidence of a tendency
to consider that it is by no means a bad thing “for obstacles to be imposed upon the
influence in political affairs of the mutable and incalculable popular will which finds
expression in the Reichstag, for the national socialists consider it desirable that there
should exist also aristocratic elements, independent of the popular will, ever vigilant,
armed with the right of veto, to constitute a permanent moderating element.”

For an entire century, from the days of Rolteck to those of Naumann, German
writers have labored in the sweat of their brow to effect a theoretical conciliation
between democracy and military monarchy, and to unite these natural opposites in
a higher unity. Hand in hand with their honorable endeavors on behalf of this loftier
aim have proceeded their attempts to defeudalize the monarchy to the utmost, with
the sole purpose of substituting for the aristocratic guardians of the throne guardians
speaking with professorial authority. The task they set themselves was to lay the
theoretical foundations, if not of the so-called social monarchy, at least of the
popular monarchy. It is evident that such an objective involves a political tendency
which has nothing in common with science, but which is not in necessary opposition
to or in contradiction with science (it is theethodwhich must decide this), being
a political tendency which is, qua political, outside the domain of science. It cannot
be made a reason for blaming German men of science that there exists in Germany
a tendency towards the construction of something resembling the July Monarchy, for
this tendency rests within the orbit of politics. But is it plainly a matter for historical
censure when we find an attempt to identify the monarchical principle which has for
some decades been dominantin Prussianized Germany with the cherished idea of the
popular (or social) monarchy. In committing such an error, the majority of German
liberal theorists and historians mistake dreams for reality. In this confusion rests the
organic defect of all German liberalism, which since 1866 has continually
endeavored to disguise its change of front (that is to say, its partisan struggle against
socialism and its simultaneous and voluntary renunciation of all attempts to complete
the political emancipation of the German bourgeoisie), by the fallacious assertion
that with the unification of Germany and the establishment of the empire of the
Hohenzollerns all or almost all the aspirations of its democratic youth have been
realized. The fundamental principle of modern monarchy (hereditary monarchy) is
absolutely irreconcilable with the principles of democracy, even when these are
understood in the most elastic sense. Caesarism is still democracy, or may at least
still claim the name, when it is based upon the popular will; but automatic monarchy,
never.
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We may sum up the argument by saying that in modern party life aristocracy gladly
presents itself in democratic guise, whilst the substance of democracy is permeated
with aristocratic elements. On the one side we have aristocracy in a democratic form,
and on the other democracy with an aristocratic content.

The democratic external form which characterizes the life of political parties may
readily veil from superficial observers the tendency towards aristocracy, or rather
towards oligarchy, which is inherent in all party organization. If we wish to obtain
light upon this tendency, the best field of observation is offered by timeaite
structure of the democratic parties, and, among these, of the socialist and revolution-
ary labor party. In the conservative parties, except during elections, the tendency to
oligarchy manifests itself with that spontaneous vigor and clearness which
corresponds with the essentially oligarchical character of these parties. But the
parties which are subversive in their aims exhibit the like phenomena no less
markedly. The study of the oligarchical manifestations in party life is most valuable
and most decisive in its results when undertaken in relation to the revolutionary
parties, for the reason that these parties, in respect of origin and of program,
represent the negation of any such tendency, and have actually come into existence
out of opposition thereto. Thus the appearance of oligarchical phenomena in the very
bosom of the revolutionary parties is a conclusive proof of the existence ofimmanent
oligarchical tendencies in every kind of human organization which strives for the
attainment of definite ends.

In theory, the principal aim of socialist and democratic parties is the struggle
against oligarchy in all its forms. The question therefore arises how we are to explain
the development in such parties of the very tendencies against which they have
declared war. To furnish an unprejudiced analytical answer to this question
constitutes an important part of the task the author has undertaken.

In the society of today, the state of dependence that results from the existing
economic and social conditions renders an ideal democracy impossible. This must
be admitted without reserve. But the further question ensues, whether, and if so how
far, within the contemporary social order, among the elements which are endeavor-
ing to overthrow that order and to replace it by a new one, there may exist in the
germ energies tending to approximate towards ideal democracy, to find outlet in that
direction, or at least to work towards it as a necessary issue.

Chapter 2. The Ethical Embellishment of Social Struggles.

No one seriously engaged in historical studies can have failed to perceive that all
classes which have ever attained to dominion have earnestly endeavored to transmit
to their descendants such political power as they have been able to acquire. The
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hereditary transmission of political power has always been the most efficacious
means of maintaining class rule. Thus there is displayed in this field the same
historical process which in the domain of the sexual life has given rise to the
bourgeois family-order and its accessories, the indissolubility of marriage, the severe
penalties inflicted upon the adulterous wife, and the right of primogeniture. In so far
as we can draw sound conclusions from the scanty prehistoric data that are available,
it seems that the bourgeois family owes its genesis to the innate tendency of man, as
soon as he has attained a certain degree of economic well-being, to transmit his
possessions by inheritance to the legitimate son whom he can with reasonable
certainty regard as his own. The same tendency prevalils in the field of politics, where
it is kept active by all the peculiar and inherent instincts of mankind, and where it is
vigorously nourished by an economic order based upon private property in the means
of production, and in which therefore, by a natural and psychological analogy,
political power comes also to be considered as an object of private hereditary
ownership. In the political field, as everywhere else, the paternal instinct to transmit
this species of property to the son has been always strongly manifest throughout
historic time. This has been one of the principal causes of the replacement of elective
monarchy by hereditary monarchy. The desire to maintain a position acquired by the
family in society has at all times been so intense that, as Gaetano Mosca has aptly
noted, whenever certain members of the dominant class have not been able to have
sons of their own (as, for example, was the case with the prelates of the Roman
Church), there has arisen with spontaneous and dynamic force the institution of
nepotism, as an extreme manifestation of the impulse to self-maintenance and to
hereditary transmissiofi.

In a twofold manner aristocracy has introduced itself quite automatically in those
states also from which it seemed to be excluded by constitutional principles, by
historical considerations, or by reason of the peculiarities of national psychology —
alike by way of a revived tradition and by way of the birth of new economic forces.
The North Americans, democrats, living under a republican regime and knowing
nothing of titles of nobility, by no means delivered themselves from aristocracy
when they shook off the power of the English crown. This phenomenon is in part the
simple effect of causes that have come into existence quite recently, such as
capitalist concentration (with its associated heaping-up of the social power in the
hands of the few and consequent formation of privileged minorities), and the
progressive reconciliation of the old and rigid republican spirit with the ideas, the
prejudices, and the ambitions of ancient Europe. The existence of an aristocracy of
millionaires, railway kings, oil kings, cattle kings, etc., is now indisputable. But even
at a time when the youthful democracy and the freedom of America had only just
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been sealed with the blood of its citizens, it was, difficult (so we learn from Alexis
de Tocqueville) to find a single American who did not plume himself with an idle
vanity upon belonging to one of the first families which had colonized American
soil.* So lively was “aristocratic prejudice” among these primitive republicans! Even

at the present day the old families which are Dutch by name and origin constitute in
the State of New York a stratum whose aristocratic preeminence is uncontested, a
class of patricians lacking the outward attributes of nobility.

When, in the latter half of the seventeenth century, the French bourgeoisie was
vigorously pressing upward, it knew no better how to adapt itself to its changed
environment than by aping the usages, the mode of life, the tastes, and even the
mentality of the feudal nobility. In 1670 Moliere wrote his splendid comkely,
Bourgeois gentilhomm&he Abbé de Choisy, who belonged totloblesse de robe,
and whose ancestors had filled the distinguished offickkife des Requétes and
Conseiller d'Etatrelates that his mother had given him as a maxim of conduct that
he should be careful to frequent none but aristocratic s&lbvish the fervor of the
novice, the new arrivals assimilated the spirit and the principles of the class hitherto
dominant, and the distinguished members of the bourgeoisie who had entered the
service of the state, which was still predominantly feudal, hastened to take new
names. The Fouquets, the Le Telliers, the Colberts, the Phélippeaux, and the
Desmarets, became the Belle-Isles, the de Louvois, the Seignelays, the de Maurepas,
the de Lavrillieres, and the de Maillebdidn modern Germany, under our very
eyes, there has for the last forty years been proceeding an absorption of the young
industrial bourgeoisie into the old aristocracy of birth and the process has of late
been enormously acceleratéd’he German bourgeoisie is becoming feudalized.
Here the only result of the emancipation of tbieirier has been to reinvigorate his
old enemy the noble by the provision of new blood and new economic energy. The
enriched bourgeois have no higher ambition than to fuse with the nobility, in order
to derive from this fusion a kind of legitimate title for their connection with the
dominant class, a title which can then be represented, not as acquired, but as existing
by hereditary right. Thus we see that the hereditary principle (even when purely
fictitious) greatly accelerates the process of social “training,” accelerates, that is to
say, the adaption of the new social forces to the old aristocratic environment. In the
violent struggle between the new class of those who are rising and the old stratum
of those who are undergoing a decadence partly apparent and partly real — a
struggle at times waged with dramatic greatness, but often proceeding obscurely, so
as hardly to attract attention — moral considerations are drawn into the dance, and
pulled this way and that by the various contending parties, who use them in order to
mask their true aims. In an era of democracy, ethics constitute a weapon which
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everyone can employ. In the old regime, the members of the ruling class and those
who desired to become rulers continually spoke of their own personal rights.
Democracy adopts a more diplomatic, a more prudent course. It has rejected such
claims as unethical. Today, all the factors of public life speak and struggle in the
name of the people, of. the community at large. The government and rebels against
the government, kings and the party-leaders, tyrants by the grace of God and
usurpers, rabid idealists and calculating self-seekers, all are “the people,” and all
declare that in their actions they merely fulfil the will of the nation.

Thus, in the modern life of the classes and of the nations, moral considerations have
become an accessory, a necessary fiction. Every government endeavors to support
its power by a general ethical principle. The political forms in which the various
social movements become crystallized also assume a philanthropic mask. There is
not a single one among the young class-parties which fails, before starting on its
march for the conquest of power, to declare solemnly to the world that its aim is to
redeem, not so much itself as the whole of humanity, from the yoke of tyrannical
minority, and to substitute for the old and inequitable regime a new reign of justice.
Democracies are always glib talkers. Their terminology is often comparable to a
tissue of metaphors. The demagogue, that spontaneous fruit of democratic soill,
overflows with sentimentality, and is profoundly moved by the sorrows of the
people. “The victims nurse their words, the executioners argkam their tearful
philosophy,*® writes Alphonse Daudet in this connection. Every new social class,
when it gives the signal for an attack upon the privileges of a class already in
possession of economic and political power, inscribes upon its banners the motto:
“The Liberation of the entire Human Race!” When the young French bourgeoisie
was girding its loins for the great struggle against the nobles and the clergy, it began
with the solemrmDeclaration des Droits de I'Hommand hurled itself into the fray
with the war-cryLiberté Egalité, FraternitéToday we can ourselves hear the
spokesmen of another great class-movement, that of the wage-earners, announce that
they undertake the class-struggle from no egoistic motives, but on the contrary in
order to exclude such motives for ever from the social process. For the refrain of its
Hymn of Progress modern socialism ever reiterates the proud words: “Creation of
a humane and fraternal society in which class will be unknown!”

The victorious bourgeoisie of theroits de I'Hommedid, indeed, realize the
republic, but not the democracy. The wordserté, Egalité, Fraterniténay be read
to this day over the portals of all French prisons. The Commune was the first
attempt, crowned by a transient success, at a proletarian-socialist government; and
despite its communistic principles, and under the pressure of extreme financial
stringency, the Commune respected the Bank of France as faithfully as could have
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done any syndicate of inexorable capitalists. There have been revolutions, but the
world has never witnessed the establishment of logical democracy.

Political parties, however much they may be founded upon narrow class interests
and however evidently they may work against the interests of the majority, love to
identify themselves with the universe, or at least to present themselves as co-
operating with all the citizens of the state, and to proclaim that they are fighting in
the name of all and for the good of all. It is only the socialist orators who are
sometimesdund to proclaim that their party is specifically a class party. But they
tone down this assertion by adding that in ultimate analysis the interests of their
party coincide with those of the entire people. Itis, indeed, true that in protesting that
it enters the lists in the interests of the whole of humanity the socialist party,
representing the most numerous class of the population, is nearer to the truth than are
the bourgeois parties when these make the same claim, for they by their very nature
are parties of the minority. But the socialist claim is also far from the truth, seeing
that the two termBumanityandparty are far from being identical in extension, even
if the party under consideration should eada, or believe itself to embrace, the
great majority of humanity. When for opportunist reason the socialist party declares
to the electors that socialism proposes to give to all, but to take nothing from any, it
suffices to point out that the enormous differences of wealth which exist in society
render it impossible to keep any such promise. The giving presupposes a taking
away, and if the proletarians wish to bring about an equality of economic status
between themselves on the one hand and the Rothschilds, Vanderbilts, and
Rockefellers on the other, which could be done only by socializing the means of
production and exchange today owned by these various millionaires, it is obvious
that the wealth and power of these great bourgeois princes would be considerably
diminished. To the same opportunist party tendency we must ascribe the formulation
of the socialist theory which, in apparent accordance with the fundamental principle
of the Marxist political economy, divides the population into owners of the means
of production and non-owners dependent upon these, proceeding to the contention
that all the owners must be capitalist in sentiment while all the dependents must be
socialists, that is to say, must desire the triumph of socialism. This view is utterly
fallacious, for it regards as the unique or most certain criterion for determining the
class to which an individual belongs the amount of his income, which is a purely
external characteristic, and then proceeds (in a manner which is perhaps effective in
political life, but which is eminently contestable on theoretical grounds) to enlarge
the concept of the proletariat so that all employees, governmental or private, may be
claimed for the party of labor. According to this theory the directors of Krupp or the
Minister-Presidents of Prussia, since as such they are nonowners and employees, are



Robert MichelsPolitical Parties 18

dependents upon the means of production, ought to espouse with enthusiasm the
cause of Socialism — ought to do so, at least, in so far as they understand their true
position in society, in so far as they have become what the socialists term “class-
conscious.”

The ideal impetuosity of youthful movements aiming at emancipation is depicted
by anti-democratic writers as a pious illusion, as the pursuit of a will-o'-wisp, arising
from the need to make the particular good assume the aspect of the general good. In
the world of hard fact, every class-movement which professes to aim at the good of
the entire community is stamped inevitably as self-contradictory. Humanity cannot
dispense with “political classes,” but from their very nature these classes are but
fractions of society.



Part One / Leadership in Democratic Organizations.
A. Technical and Administrative Causes of Leadership.

Chapter 1. Introductory — The Need for Organization.

Democracy is inconceivable without organization. A few words will suffice to
demonstrate this proposition.

A class which unfurls in the face of society the banner of certain definite claims,
and which aspires to the realization of a complex of ideal aims deriving from the
economic functions which that class fulfils, needs an organization. Be the claims
economic or be they political, organization appears the only means for the creation
of a collective will. Organization, based as it is upon the principle of least effort, that
is to say, upon the greatest possible economy of energy, is the weapon of the weak
in their struggle with the strong.

The chances of success in any struggle will depend upon the degree to which this
struggle is carried out upon a basis of solidarity between individuals whose interests
are identical. In objecting, therefore, to the theories of the individualist anarchists
that nothing could please the employers better than the dispersion and disaggregation
of the forces of the workers, the socialists, the most fanatical of all the partisans of
the idea of organization, enunciate an argument which harmonizes well with the
results of scientific study of the nature of parties.

We live in a time in which the idea of cooperation has become so firmly established
that even millionaires perceive the necessity of common action. It is easy to
understand, then, that organization has become a vital principle of the working class,
for in default of it their successaspriori impossible. The refusal of the worker to
participate in the collective life of his class cannot fail to entail disastrous conse-
guences. In respect of culture and of economic, physical, and physiological
conditions, the proletarian is the weakest element of our society. In fact, the isolated
member of the working classes is defenseless in the hands of those who are
economically stronger. It is only by combination to form a structural aggregate that
the proletarians can acquire the faculty of political resistance and attain to a social
dignity. The importance and the influence of the working class are directly
proportional to its numerical strength. But for the representation of that numerical
strength organization and coordination are indispensable. The principle of



Robert MichelsPolitical Parties 20

organization is an absolutely essential condition for the political struggle of the
masses.

Yet this politically necessary principle of organization, while it overcomes that
disorganization of forces which would be favorable to the adversary, brings other
dangers in its train. We escape Scylla only to dash ourselves on Charybdis.
Organization is, in fact, the source from which the conservative currents flow over
the plain of democracy, occasioning there disastrous floods and rendering the plain
unrecognizable.

Chapter 2. Mechanical and Technical Impossibility of Direct Government
by the Masses.

It was a Rhenish democrat, Moritz Rittinghausen, who first made a brilliant attempt
to give a real basis for direct legislation by the pedple.

According to this system the entire population was to be divided into sections, each
containing a thousand inhabitants, as was done temporarily for some days in Prussia
during the elections of the years 1848 and 1849. The members of each section were
to assemble in some prearranged place — a school, townhall, or other public
building — and to elect a president. Every citizen was to have the right of speech.
In this way the intelligence of every individual would be placed at the service of the
fatherland. When the discussion was finished, each one would record his vote. The
president would transmit the result to the burgomaster, who would notify the higher
authorities. The will of the majority would be decisive.

No legislative proposal was to come from above. The government should have no
further initiative than to determine that on a given day all the sections should discuss
a given argument. Whenever a certain number of the citizens demanded a new law
of any kind, or the reform of an existing law, the ministry concerned must invite the
people to exercise its sovereignty within a stated time, and to pass for itself the law
in question’’ The law takes organic form from the discussion itself. First of all, the
president opens the debate upon the principal question. Subsequently subordinate
points are discussed. Then comes the vote. That proposition which has received the
majority of votes is adopted. As soon as all the returns of the voting have been sent
to the ministry, a special commission must edit a clear and simple text of the law,
formulating it in a manner which is not open to different interpretations, as is the
case with most of the laws presented to modern parliaments, for these, as Rittinghau-
sen sarcastically adds, would seem to incorporate a deliberate intention to favor the
tendency of lawyers to ambiguity and hair-splitting.

The system here sketched is clear and concise, and it might seem at the first glance
that its practical application would involve no serious difficulties. But if put to the
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test it would fail to fulfil the expectations of its creator.

The practical ideal of democracy consists in the self-government of the masses in
conformity with the decisions of popular assemblies. But while this system limits the
extension of the principle of delegation, it fails to provide any guarantee against the
formation of an oligarchical camerilla. Undoubtedly it deprives the natural leaders
of their quality as functionaries, for this quality is transferred to the people
themselves. The crowd, however, is always subject to suggestion, being readily
influenced by the eloquence of great popular orators; moreover, direct government
by the people, admitting of no serious discussions or thoughtful deliberations, greatly
facilitatescoups de maiof all kinds by men who are exceptionally bold, energetic,
and adroit.

It is easier to dominate a large crowd than a small audience. The adhesion of the
crowd is tumultuous, summary, and unconditional. Once the suggestions have taken
effect, the crowd does not readily tolerate contradiction from a small minority, and
still less from isolated individuals. A great multitude assembled within a small area
is unquestionably more accessible to panic alarms, to unreflective enthusiasm, and
the like, than is a small meeting, whose members can quietly discuss matters among
themselves (Roschef).

It is a fact of everyday experience that enormous public meetings commonly carry
resolutions by acclamation or by general assent, whilst these same assemblies, if
divided into small sections, say of fifty persons each, would be much more guarded
in their assent. Great party congresses, in which are presesditthef the
membership, usually act in this way. Words and actions are far less deliberately
weighed by the crowd than by the individuals or the little groups of which this crowd
is composed. The fact is incontestable — a manifestation of the pathology of the
crowd. The individual disappears in the multitude, and therewith disappears also
personality and sense of responsibility.

The most formidable argument against the sovereignty of the masses is, however,
derived from the mechanical and technical impossibility of its realization.

The sovereign masses are altogether incapable of undertaking the most necessary
resolutions. The impotence of direct democracy, like the power of indirect
democracy, is a direct outcome of the influence of humber. In a polemic against
Proudhon (1849), Louis Blanc asks whether it is possible for thirty-four millions of
human beings (the population of France at that time) to carry on their affairs without
accepting what the pettiest man of business finds necessary, the intermediation of
representatives. He answers his own question by saying that one who declares direct
action on this scale to be possible is a fool, and that one who denies its possibility
need not be an absolute opponent of the idea of the'$Tdte.same question and
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the same answer could be repeated today in respect of party organization. Above all
in the great industrial centers, where the labor party sometimes numbers its adherents
by tens of thousands, it is impossible to carry on the affairs of this gigantic body
without a system of representation. The great socialist organization of Berlin, which
embraces the six constituencies of the city, as well as the two outlying areas of
Niederbarnim and Teltow-Beeskow-Charlottenburg, has a member-roll of more than
ninety thousand.

It is obvious that such a gigantic number of persons belonging to a unitary
organization cannot do any practical work upon a system of direct discussion. The
regular holding of deliberative assemblies of a thousand members encounters the
gravest difficulties in respect of room and distance; while from the topographical
point of view such an assembly would become altogether impossible if the members
numbered ten thousand. Even if we imagined the means of communication to
become much better than those which now exist, how would it be possible to
assemble such a multitude in a given place, at a stated time, and with the frequency
demanded by the exigencies of party life? In addition must be considered the
physiological impossibility even for the most powerful orator of making himself
heard by a crowd of ten thousand pers8iihere are, however, other persons of a
technical and administrative character which render impossible the direct self-
government of large groups. If Peter wrongs Paul, it is out of the question that all the
other citizens should hasten to the spot to undertake a personal examination of the
matter in dispute, and to take the part of Paul against P&gparity of reasoning,
in the modern democratic party, it is impossible for the collectivity to undertake the
direct settlement of all the controversies that may arise.

Hence the need for delegation, for the system in which delegates represent the mass
and carry out its will. Even in groups sincerely animated with the democratic spirit,
current business, the preparation and the carrying out of the most important actions,
is necessarily left in the hands of individuals. It is well known that the impossibility
for the people to exercise a legislative power directly in popular assemblies led the
democratic idealists of Spain to demand, as the least of evils, a system of popular
representation and a parliamentary state.

Originally the chief is merely the servant of the mass. The organization is based
upon the absolute equality of all its members. Equality is here understood in its most
general sense, as an equality of like men. In many countries, as in idealist Italy (and
in certain regions in Germany where the socialist movement is still in its infancy),
this equality is manifested, among other ways, by the mutual use of the familiar
“thou,” which is employed by the most poorly paid wage-laborer in addressing the
most distinguished intellectual. This generic conception of equality is, however,
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gradually replaced by the idea of equality among comrades belonging to the same
organization, all of whose members enjoy the same rights. The democratic principle
aims at guaranteeing to all an equal influence and an equal participation in the
regulation of the common interests. All are electors, and all are eligible for office.
The fundamental postulate of tbéclaration des Droits de I'Homnfieds here its
theoretical application. All the offices are filled by election. The officials, executive
organs of the general will, play a merely subordinate part, are always dependent
upon the collectivity, and can be deprived of their office at any moment. The mass
of the party is omnipotent.

At the outset, the attempt is made to depart as little as possible from pure
democracy by subordinating the delegates altogether to the will of the mass, by tieing
them hand and foot. In the early days of the movement of the Italian agricultural
workers, the chief of the league required a majority of four-fifths of the votes to
secure election. When disputes arose with the employers about wages, the
representative of the organization, before undertaking any negotiations, had to be
furnished with a written authority, authorized by the signature of every member of
the corporation. All the accounts of the body were open to the examination of the
members, at any time. There were two reasons for this. First of all, the desire was to
avoid the spread of mistrust through the mass, “this poison which gradually destroys
even the strongest organism.” In the second place, this usage allowed each one of the
members to learn bookkeeping, and to acquire such a general knowledge of the
working of the corporation as to enable him at any time to take over its lead@rship.

It is obvious that democracy in this sense is applicable only on a very small scale. In
the infancy of the English labor movement, in many of the trade unions, the
delegates were either appointed in rotation from among all the members, or were
chosen by lot? Gradually, however, the delegates' duties became more complicated;
some individual ability becomes essential, a certain oratorical gift, and a consider-
able amount of objective knowledge. It thus becomes impossible to trust to blind
chance, to the fortune of alphabetic succession, or to the order of priority, in the
choice of a delegation whose members must possess certain peculiar personal
aptitudes if they are to discharge their mission to the general advantage.

Such were the methods which prevailed in the early days of the labor movement
to enable the masses to participate in party and trade-union administration. Today
they are falling into disuse, and in the development of the modern political aggregate
there is a tendency to shorten and stereotype the process which transforms the led
into a leader — a process which has hitherto developed by the natural course of
events. Here and there voices make themselves heard demanding a sort of official
consecration for the leaders, insisting that it is necessary to constitute a class of
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professional politicians, of approved and registered experts in political life.
Ferdinand Tonnies advocates that the party should institute regular examinations for
the nomination of socialist parliamentary candidates, and for the appointment of
party secretarieS.Heinrich Herkner goes even farther. He contends that the great
trade unions cannot long maintain their existence if they persist in entrusting the
management of their affairs to persons drawn from the rank and tile, who have risen
to command stage by stage solely in consequence of practical aptitudes acquired in
the service of the organization. He refers, in this connection, to the unions that are
controlled by the employers, whose officials are for the most part university men. He
foresees that in the near future all the labor organizations will be forced to abandon
proletarian exclusiveness, and in the choice of their officials to give the preference
to persons of an education that is superior alike in economic, legal, technical, and
commercial respects.

Even today, the candidates for the secretaryship of a trade union are subject to
examination as to their knowledge of legal matters and their capacity as letter-
writers. The socialist organizations engaged in political action also duwedtytake
the training of their own officials. Everywhere there, are coming into existence
“nurseries” for the rapid supply of officials possessing a certain amount of “scientific
culture.” Since 1906 there has existed in Berlin a Party-School in which courses of
instruction are given for the training of those who wish to take office in the socialist
party or in trade unions. The instructors are paid out of the funds of the socialist
party, which was directly responsible for the foundation of the school. The other
expenses of the undertaking, including the maintenance of the pupils, are furnished
from a common fund supplied by the party and the various trade unions interested.
In addition, the families of the pupils, in so far as the attendance of these at the
school deprives the families of their breadwinnegseive an allowance from the
provincial branch of the party or from the local branch of the union to which each
pupil belongs. The third course of this school, from October 1, 1908, to April 3,
1909, was attended by twenty-six pupils, while the first year there had been thirty-
one and the second year thirty-three. As pupils, preference is given to comrades who
already hold office in the party or in one of the labor unfdi$iose who do not
already belong to the labor bureaucracy make it their aim to enter that body, and
cherish the secret hope that attendance at the school will smooth their path. Those
who fail to attain this end are apt to exhibit a certain discontent with the party which,
after having encouraged their studies, has sent them back to manual labor. Among
the 141 students of the year 1910-11, three classes were to be distinguished: one of
these consisted of old and tried employees in the different branches of the labor
movement (fifty-two persons); a second consisted of those who obtained employ-
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ment in the party or the trade unions directly the course was finished (forty-nine
persons); the third consisted of those who had to return to manual labor (forty
persons¥? In Italy, L'Umanitaria,a philanthropic organization run by the socialists,
founded at Milan in 1905 a “Practical School of Social Legislation,” whose aim it

is to give to a certain number of workers an education which will fit them for
becoming factory inspectors, or for taking official positions in the various labor
organizations, in the friendly societies, or in the labor exchafidd® course of
instruction lasts for two years, and at its close the pupils receive, after examination,
a diploma which entitles them to the title of “Labor Expert.” In 1908 there were two
hundred and two pupils, thirty-seven of whom were employees of trade unions or of
cooperative societies, four were secretaries of labor exchanges, forty-five employees
in or members of the liberal professions, and a hundred and twelve workin§ men.
At the outset most of the pupils came to the school as a matter of personal taste, or
with the aim of obtaining the diploma in order to secure some comparatively
lucrative private employment. But quite recently the governing body has determined
to suppress the diploma, and to institute a supplementary course open to those only
who are already employed by some labor organization or who definitely intend to
enter such employment. For those engaged upon this special course of study there
will be provided scholarships of £2 a week, the funds for this purpose being supplied
in part byL'Umanitariaand in part by the labor organizations which wish to send
their employees to the schddln the year 1909, under the auspices ofBharse

du Travail,there was founded at Turin a similar sch&gdyola Pratica di Cultura

e Legislazione Sociglewhich, however, soon succumbed.

In England the trade unions and cooperative societies make use of Ruskin College,
Oxford, sending thither those of their members who aspire to office in the labor
organizations, and who have displayed special aptitudes for this career. In Austria
it is proposed to found a party school upon the German model.

It is undeniable that all these educational institutions for the officials of the party
and of the labor organizations tend, above all, towards the artificial creation of an
elite of the working class, of a caste of cadets composed of persons who aspire to the
command of the proletarian rank and file. Without wishing it, there is thus effected
a continuous enlargement of the gulf which divides the leaders from the masses.

The technical specialization that inevitably results from all extensive organization
renders necessary what is called expert leadership. Consequently the power of
determination comes to be considered one of the specific attributes of leadership, and
is gradually withdrawn from the masses to be concentrated in the hands of the
leaders alone. Thus the leaders, who were at first no more than the executive organs
of the collective will, soon emancipate themselves from the mass and become
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independent of its control.

Organization implies the tendency to oligarchy. In every organization, whether it
be a political party, a professional union, or any other association of the kind, the
aristocratic tendency manifests itself very clearly. The mechanism of the organiza-
tion, while conferring a solidity of structure, induces serious changes in the
organized mass, completely inverting the respective position of the leaders and the
led. As a result of organization, every party or professional union becomes divided
into a minority of directors and a majority of directed.

It has been remarked that in the lower stages of civilization tyranny is dominant.
Democracy cannot come into existence until there is attained a subsequent and more
highly developed stage of social life. Freedoms and privileges, and among these
latter the privilege of taking part in the direction of public affairs, are at first
restricted to the few. Recent times have been characterized by the gradual extension
of these privileges to a widening circle. This is what we know as the era of
democracy. But if we pass from the sphere of the state to the sphere of party, we may
observe that as democracy continues to develop, a backwash sets in. With the
advance of organization, democracy tends to decline. Democratic evolution has a
parabolic course. At the present time, at any rate as far as party life is concerned,
democracy is in the descending phase. It may be enunciated as a general rule that the
increase in the power of the leaders is directly proportional with the extension of the
organization. In the various parties and labor organizations of different countries the
influence of the leaders is mainly determined (apart from racial and individual
grounds) by the varying development of organization. Where organization is
stronger, we find that there is a lesser degree of applied democracy.

Every solidly constructed organization, whether it be a democratic state, a political
party, or a league of proletarians for the resistance of economic oppression, presents
a soil eminently favorable for the differentiation of organs and of functions. The
more extended and the more ramified the official apparatus of the organization, the
greater the number of its members, the fuller its treasury, and the more widely
circulated its press, the less efficient becomes the direct control exercised by the rank
and file, and the more is this control replaced by, the increasing power of commit-
tees. Into all parties there insinuates itself that indirect electoral system which in
public life the democratic parties fight against with all possible vigor. Yet in party
life the influence of this system must be more disastrous than in the far more
extensive life of the state. Even in the party congresses, which represent the party-
life seven times sifted, we find that it becomes more and more general to refer all
important questions to committees which delratamera.

As organization develops, not only do the tasks of the administration become more
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difficult and more complicated, but, further, its duties become enlarged and
specialized to such a degree that it is no longer possible to take them all in at a single
glance. In a rapidly progressive movement, it is not only the growth in the number
of duties, but also the higher quality of these, which imposes a more extensive
differentiation of function. Nominally, and according to the letter of the rules, all the
acts of the leaders are subject to the ever vigilant criticism of the rank and file. In
theory the leader is merely an employee bound by the instruction he receives. He has
to carry out the orders of the mass, of which he is no more than the executive organ.
But in actual fact, as the organization increases in size, this control becomes purely
fictitious. The members have to give up the idea of themselves conducting or even
supervising the whole administration, and are compelled to hand these tasks over to
trustworthy persons specially nominated for the purpose, to salaried officials. The
rank and file must content themselves with summary reports, and with the
appointment of occasional special committees of inquiry. Yet this does not derive
from any special change in the rules of the organization. It is by very necessity that
a simple employee gradually becomes a “leader,” acquiring a freedom of action
which he ought not to possess. The chief then becomes accustomed to dispatch
important business on his own responsibility, and to decide various questions relating
to the life of the party without any attempt to consult the rank and file. It is obvious
that democratic control thus undergoes a progressive diminution, and is ultimately
reduced to an infinitesimal minimum. In all the socialist parties there is a continual
increase in the number of functions withdrawn from the electoral assemblies and
transferred to the executive committees. In this way there is constructed a powerful
and complicated edifice