Theories of Bureaucratic Power

[….]
The irreversible expansion of bureaucracy 

That Weber should have given bureaucracy such a central place in his account of the development of modern society, or theory of modernization, is not accidental in view of the time and place in which his sociology was established. The first decade of the twentieth century saw the rapid cartellization and trustification of capitalist industry, and the growing employment of clerical, technical and managerial personnel within the individual enterprise. It also witnessed the expansion of the state into new areas of welfare provision and economic regulation, and the emergence of the mass political party. These developments, synonymous with the expansion of bureaucratic administration, had progressed furthest in Germany, which already possessed the most advanced type of bureaucracy in Europe, in the Prussian state. A distinctive conclusion of Weber's sociology was to define this process of bureaucratization, not as unique to Germany, or to its particular state form, but as a universal feature of modern society, and one which owed its development to the expanded administrative requirements, first of the modern state (the provision of a standing army, of a uniform system of law and taxation, etc.), and then of the capitalist enterprise. Because of its indispensability, bureaucratic administration was increasingly irreversible and 'escape-proof. It would be a sheer illusion, Weber wrote, 'to think for a moment that continuous administration can be carried out in any field except by means of officials working in offices . . . The choice is only between bureaucracy and dilettantism in the field of administration.’
The development of bureaucratization was thus, in Weber's view, inseparably linked to the development of the territorial state and the capitalist economy, whose administrative needs could not be met by traditional means. Its development was also closely linked to another typically modern process, that of democratization, in the sense of a levelling of traditional status differences, and the opening of careers to talent. The degree of 'opening' was of course relative, since it required access to education to achieve the certificates necessary for entry to a bureaucratic career. Yet the pressures of democratization meant that administration could no longer be preserved as the narrow privilege of traditional social groups. And the development of a mass citizenship in turn increased both the quantitative demands on the state administration, and the qualitative demand for uniformity of treatment, which could only be met by a supra-local administrative system, operating on the basis of impartiality between persons.

The idea of bureaucracy as the archetypically modern institution was taken furthest in Weber’s concept of 'rationalization', which provided a kind of summation of the characteristics distinguishing modern from traditional societies. When applied to bureaucracy, the concept indicated far more than simply administrative efficiency, suggesting rather that its typical characteristics embodied features that were integral to modern society itself. The derivation of bureaucratic authority from precisely defined rules – governing the criteria for appointment, the scope of authority and the conduct of office - was the hallmark of modern authority as such, in contrast to authority derived from tradition. The emphasis on specialist or expert knowledge as opposed to the all-round culture of the educated gentleman, together with the rigorous calculation of the most appropriate means to given ends, were underpinned by a typically modern scientific culture or world view. And the idea of work as duty, and the ethic of achievement, which sought to impose a predictable order on the world, rather than merely adjust oneself to it, derived from the Protestant ethic, which had deeply imprinted itself upon the character of modern man. In these different respects, bureaucracy could be seen as the most thoroughly 'rationalized' institution of the contemporary world. 
As the system of administration, then, bureaucracy was in Weber's view both an indispensable social formation and one which was rooted in the most distinctive features of the modern world. At the same time it constituted a formidable structure of power and that for the very reasons which made it such an effective system of administration: its ability to coordinate action over a large area, its continuity of operation, its monopoly of expertise and control of the files, its internal social cohesion and morale. Its power confronted those both above and below it. To those above, to whom bureaucracy was formally subordinate, it posed the problem of how it could be effectively controlled by those who did not share its expertise. To those below, it constituted an immensely powerful structure of authority, which could readily control or outmanoeuvre them. The process of democratization, which had succeeded in levelling traditional distinctions of social rank, had created a more powerful authority system in their place. The only way for the subordinate to moderate its control was to create an organization of their own (interest group, trade union, political party), which would be subject to the same process of bureaucratization in its turn.

The inexorable expansion of bureaucracy, and hence of bureaucratic power, Weber saw as threatening to liberal values at a number of levels. Most directly, it constituted a threat to individual freedom. Weber recognized that the individualism characteristic of the classical period of liberal capitalism, which had rested upon individual self-financed activity, in business, politics or learning, was rapidly becoming a thing of the past, as the size of organizations took them beyond the reach of individual ownership. Indeed it was the very dynamic of individualism that had contributed to the expansion of capitalism, and hence in turn to bureaucratization; in this sense individualism had helped create the conditions for its own decline. Yet it was now a question of how it was possible to preserve any element of independent thought or action in the face of organizational structures, which constrained the individual by their discipline if a member, and through their wider social power if not. 'How is it at all possible', Weber wrote, 'in face of the overwhelming trend towards bureaucratization, to preserve any remnant of individual freedom of movement in any sense at all?'
At a different level, bureaucratic power posed a challenge to the goal-determining function of those individuals who stood at the head of an organization. While Weber recognized an important role for officials in advising on policy, the distinction he drew between the choice of ends for an association, and the technical evaluation of means, was to him a fundamental one. The danger of bureaucratic power was not only that it would compromise the function of the organizational leader, particularly if the latter lacked relevant specialist knowledge, but that instrumental values would come to prevail in society at large, the logic of possible means over the assertion of ends. In particular, the values of order and security, nurtured in a bureaucratic environment, in which everything was precisely regulated, would come to prevail over the innovative, risk-taking approach of the industrial entrepreneur or political leader, schooled in the competitive and unpredictable environment of the economic or electoral market place. The world increasingly belonged to the 'men of order'. 'The central question', Weber wrote, 'is what we can oppose to this machinery, in order to keep a portion of humanity free from this pigeon-holing of the spirit, from this total domination of the bureaucratic ideal.'3

Such passages, in which Weber speaks of the 'iron cage' of a future bondage, seem deeply pessimistic. However, he saw the trend towards the total bureaucratization of life as a tendency only, not an inevitability. If bureaucratic administration was here to stay, the urgent question was what to counterpose to it - a formulation which Weber frequently repeated. One element in this idea of a 'countervailing power' was the characteristic liberal concern to limit power by creating a balance of social forces, in the tension or competition between which individual freedoms could be secured. In the contemporary world this suggested a pluralism of bureaucratic institutions, in different areas of social life and with different social bases of support, such that there could be no monopoly or undue concentration of; organizational capacity and specialist expertise in any one.  
A second element lay in securing the conditions for independent leadership, whether in the industrial or political sphere, which was capable of subjecting the power of officialdom to coherent direction and effective control. The following sections will examine the working out of these different aspects of the idea of 'countervailing power' in two contexts: Weber's critique of socialism, and his theory of leadership democracy. Both will confirm the liberal standpoint from which his analysis of bureaucracy was developed. They will also show how that analysis in turn led to a reformulation of liberal theory in terms of a pluralist or competitive elitism, which has proved widely influential.
The socialist illusion

Weber's theory of bureaucracy provided the basis for a powerful critique of socialism. If the advance of bureaucratic administrative structures was irreversible, then socialist hopes of a future without 'Herrschaft', without the domination of the majority by a minority, were illusory. The Marxist belief that the overthrow of capitalism would inaugurate the classless society was based upon the mistaken view that the private ownership of the means of production provided the sole basis for structures of minority rule. This was historically erroneous, and also overlooked the distinctively contemporary class-forming potential of technical knowledge and organizational power, necessary to a developed   industrial society.   The   hierarchy to which the worker was subject at the workplace, Weber argued, was required by the organization of complex technical processes, and would therefore survive the abolition of private property. The expansion of administrative structures and personnel, which were growing faster than the proletariat, was a function of the increasing size and complexity of industrial enterprises, to which the issue of ownership was irrelevant. ‘It is the dictatorship of the official', he concluded, 'not of the worker, that is, for the present at least, on the advance.'

Indeed, the likelihood that socialism would produce a bureaucratic   dictatorship   was   greatly   increased   by   the demands that would be imposed upon a centralized administration. The creation of a planned system of production to meet social need, and the extension of equal citizenship from the 'formal' rights of law and politics to the social and economic spheres, could only be met, Weber contended, by an enormous expansion of a central bureaucracy. At the same time the countervailing power structures that existed within capitalist society, in particular that of private capitalism itself, would be removed. Under private ownership the bureaucracies of government and industry could at least in principle counterbalance each other, and hold each other in check. Under socialism they would be forged together into a single all-embracing hierarchy, whose officials would become arbiters of the fortunes and welfare of all. Thus the unintended   consequence   of working   class   attempts   to abolish the so-called 'anarchy of the market', and bring their social processes under conscious collective control, would be to put themselves under the sway of a more powerful, because more unified, hierarchy than before.
[…]
Weber's prognostications for a socialist society, in short, were gloomy. The combination of bureaucratic power and bureaucratic 'order' threatened to create a society as subservient as that of ancient Egypt and as stagnant as the late Roman Empire, albeit on a technically much more advanced basis. Although Weber died in 1920, before the full consequences of the Bolshevik revolution had become clear, later Weberians have contended that the subsequent history of the Soviet Union has fully vindicated his analysis. In particular, the idea that the revolution had thrown up a new bureaucratic ruling class, coordinated and disciplined by the institution of the Communist Party soon became a commonplace. 
The works of writers such as Bruno Rizzi (The Bureaucratisation of the World) or James Burnham (The Managerial Revolution), at the end of the 1930s, were distinctly Weberian in their analysis of the power basis of this new class in the controlling position which its administrative and managerial skills gave it within both industry and government. Weberian too was their scepticism about the possibility of the working class ever achieving through its political struggle what no other subordinate class had achieved throughout history: the abolition of class rule, rather than victory for a new ruling class.
However, there is an important difference to be drawn between disillusioned Marxist revolutionaries such as Burnham and Rizzi, and Weber, in that the latter never shared the condemnation of capitalist society which made the Soviet Union appear simply as a parallel system of exploitation to capitalism. Burnham and Rizzi both defined the USSR as just a more developed example of the replacement of a capitalist class by a managerial or bureaucratic one -more developed, because the process had happened there through revolutionary overthrow, rather than via the gradual replacement of ownership by control that was taking place in the West. Weber's theory, in contrast, for all its admission that bureaucratization was a universal feature of modern societies, set clear limits to any 'convergence' thesis by its insistence that capitalist societies were distinguished by a pluralism of competing bureaucratic organizations, and by the subordination of its bureaucracies to non-bureaucratic elites. It was precisely this insistence upon the 'elite pluralism' of capitalist societies that distinguished elite theorists of liberal provenance (Weber, Mosca and Pareto) from those originating as disillusioned revolutionaries, who were brought up to view such pluralism as more apparent than real, and for whom therefore any distinction between the Soviet Union and the West was to prove insubstantial.
[…]
In conclusion, the analysis of the Soviet Union that derives from Weber's work avoids the crude liberal simplification which sees the bureaucratic dictatorship as simply the product of a personal power striving on the part of individuals. According to the Weberian view, the dominance of the bureaucratic structure derives from the indispensability of its social function in a planned economy, and from the powers and privileges that accrue to this function, in the absence of any countervailing power. It is the outcome of a principled, if misguided, socialist purpose, and cannot be attributed simply to the unfavourable circumstances in which the socialist project was first attempted. Such an analysis, while clearly favouring the alternative of capitalism, does not necessarily regard the power of the bureaucratic state as unproblematic there either, as the final section will show.
The theory of leadership democracy

Weber's political theory was developed in the context of the Wilhelmine state system, in which government ministers were usually appointed from the ranks of the civil service, and were responsible to the Kaiser rather than to Parliament. As a result of the personal limitations of the Kaiser on the one side, and the lack of effective Parliamentary accountability on the other, the civil service had come to occupy the dominant position within the state. It was a system, not merely of bureaucratic administration, but of bureaucratic rule. As such, Weber believed, it severely exposed the limitations of officials, once they exchanged an administrative function for a political role to which they were not suited. For all the superiority of bureaucracy as a means of administration, the orderly, rule-governed activity of the official provided no schooling in the qualities required of a politician: the readiness to assume personal responsibility for policy; to mobilize public support for it, and defend it against opposition; to risk losing office in the event of serious failure or loss of support. The erratic course of German policy in the pre-war and wartime periods, Weber believed, resulted from the lack of a publicly accountable leadership, and demonstrated what the most perfect bureaucracy could not achieve.

In Weber's view, the tendency of bureaucracy to exceed its administrative function and assume a political role was an inherent danger, stemming from its control over official knowledge and an ideology which promoted the values of administration over politics. Professional administrators typically compared the amateurism of the politician unfavorably with their own specialist expertise; the 'talking shop” of Parliament unfavorably with the achievements of administrative action; the conflicts of party and sectional interests unfavorably with their own representation of the general interest in society and state. Such contrasts were reinforced by a 'token' Parliamentary system, whose members were denied responsibility for policy, and reduced to ineffectual gesture politics. For this reason Weber was at the forefront of demands for the democratization of the German constitution.

But how exactly would 'democratization' provide an antidote to bureaucratic power? At this point Weber's study of contemporary developments in electoral and party politics, in Britain and elsewhere, proved significant. He noted how the extension of the suffrage was transferring power from local notables to the party machines, which were capable of organizing electoral campaigns on a national basis. At the same time the individual Parliamentary representative was declining in importance, in favour of the party leader, whose personality was becoming increasingly decisive even for the election of other party members. Elections were turning into a vote of confidence in the capacity of individual leaders, i.e. a form of plebiscite which gave them considerable prestige over their party and wide scope for the individual determination of policy. Such leaders, Weber argued, hardened on the 'battlefield' of electoral politics and sustained by a popular legitimacy, could provide a decisive counterweight to the state bureaucracy, through their ability to subject it to political direction and control.

This theory of 'leadership democracy' acknowledged a decline in the importance of Parliament, even within Parliamentary systems, as a result of the process of bureaucratization in party and state. Not only was the individual Parliamentarian becoming less important in comparison with the party and its leader. Some of the representative function of Parliament was also being surrendered, as organized interests lobbied the executive directly through their contacts in the relevant ministries. At the same time, however, Weber stressed the significance of those Parliamentary functions that remained: the public review of the executive, particularly through the work of specialist committees; the selection and training of future political leaders; the provision of a mechanism for their removal if they lost public confidence.  If the process of bureaucratization in party and state came to limit the role of Parliament, and necessitate a revision of classical Parliamentary theory, it also   increased   the importance of those functions   that remained.

'Democratization', then, according to Weber, signified no great dispersal of power to the masses, nor any substantial control over policy by the people. Such ideas were illusory in the bureaucratic age. What it signified was, first, the selection of leaders by electoral competition, which gave them the legitimacy to impose their own direction on the bureaucracy; and, secondly, the provision through Parliament of a forum for public debate and review of policy, and a mechanism for removing leaders in the event of a serious loss of confidence. This theory is very similar to that later popularized by Joseph Schumpeter in his work Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, whose definition of democracy as a mechanism for the selection and legitimation of leaders has been often quoted. There is little doubt that Schumpeter had been influenced by Weber in the development of his theory. The criticism often made of both, that their conception of leadership democracy shows no evidence of any commitment to the democratic values of political equality or popular participation, though correct, is beside the point, since neither claimed to espouse such values in the first place. Their theory was entirely liberal in its inspiration.

Central to this liberal perspective, for Weber at least, was the belief in the creative historical and social force of the individual, and the view that collectivities formed at most a means for effecting (and also frustrating) the visionary purpose of individuals. They could play no initiating role on their own. If the growth of bureaucratization had brought to an end the classic era of individualism, through destroying the independence of self-financed activity, at the same time it created the possibility for exceptional individuals to give effect to their personal inspiration at the head of organizations - a kind of individualism writ large - provided that the processes of social selection encouraged them to reach that far. The significance of the theory of leadership democracy was that it revealed the mechanism for the emergence of such individuals in the competition and legitimation of the electoral process. It also confirmed the role of the mass as that of a following, who should be discouraged from encroaching upon the independence of their leaders. Such was in effect the essence of Weber's much disputed concept of charismatic authority, and of the sharp antithesis he drew between the routines of bureaucracy and the innovative force of charisma.

The importance of Weber to any discussion of bureaucracy, in conclusion, lies in the fact that he grasped sooner  than anyone the implications of the expansion of bureaucratic administration, which, though only emerging in his time, have taken the remainder of the century to work themselves out, in the history of the USSR and the western democracies alike. Secondly was the liberal standpoint from which he charted the growth of bureaucratic power, and defined it as threatening to both individual freedom and the independence of non-bureaucratic elites. Finally, in his critique of socialism and conception of leadership democracy, he showed how the solution to the problem lay in a substantial revision of the classical liberal conception of limited or countervailing power, whether in the competition between different bureaucratic organizations or in the separate power base of the political leader in the popular legitimacy of the electoral process.

There is a significant congruence to be observed here between Weber's social standpoint, his political values and his mode of sociological analysis. The non-bureaucratic elites whose position he saw as threatened or circumscribed by bureaucratic advance have been the main bearers of liberal values in modern society. And liberalism's traditional concern with the power of formal organizational and political hierarchies was reflected in a Weberian political sociology which gave central place to the analysis of such  hierarchies, and defined bureaucracy as the key institution of the modernization process. 
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