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Preface 

Only someone who has rashly invited a computer to print 
out a complete list of titles on bureaucracy will be fully 
aware how much paper has been consumed in discussing the 
subject, rivalling in sheer volume even the output of 
bureaucracy itself. Why should any more be added to the 
pile? This book’s chief claim to distinction is that it is the 
shortest one to date on the subject. Where so much is 
written, and so few resources are available to purchase it, 
brevity must be the cardinal virtue, and cheapness the most 
powerful attraction. My debt to the vast literature will be 
obvious. More personal debts are due to my family and to 
that supreme practitioner of the arts of the bureau, Jeanne 
Bellovics. 

David Beetham 
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Introduction 

Bureaucracy is something we all love to hate. It presents 
simultaneously the contradictory images of bungling inef¬ 
ficiency and threatening power. Incompetence, red tape and 
feather-bedding on the one side; manipulation, obstruction¬ 
ism and Byzantine intrigue on the other: there is almost no 
evil that has not at some point been debited to its account. 
Bureaucracy has the rare distinction of being anathematized 
across the political spectrum. The Right seeks to limit it in 
the name of the free market; the Centre to reform it in the 
name of openness and accountability; the Left to replace it 
in the name of participation and self-management. Yet it 
displays an impressive capacity to resist all such encroach¬ 
ments. ‘The dictatorship of the official is on the advance’, 
wrote Max Weber, bureaucracy’s most distinguished theore¬ 
tician. This was, he argued, because of its unique capacity to 
handle the complex administrative tasks of a mass industrial 
society. Necessary, but persistently problematic: this is the 
paradox with which bureaucracy seems to confront us. 

But what exactly is bureaucracy? The student whose 
interest is aroused by declamatory opening paragraphs like 
the above tends to be quickly thrown into a state of 
confusion as he or she penetrates deeper into the subject. 
The confusion arises from the many different meanings that 
have been assigned to the term ‘bureaucracy’, of which the 
following is by no means an exhaustive list: rule by officials, 
a system of professional administration, organizational 
inefficiency, public administration, a non-market institution, 
undemocratic organization. In the face of this variety of 
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usages, writers on bureaucracy tend to adopt one of two 
definitional strategies. The first is a prescriptive approach; 
they declare confidently that bureaucracy really means 
public administration, or organizational inefficiency, or 
whatever, as the case may be. This approach avoids 
confusion, but only so long as the student does not read 
anyone else’s work. The second approach is a more 
descriptive and agnostic one, whereby the writer explores 
the very different meanings that have been given to the 
term, and concludes, perhaps regretfully, that there is really 
no such thing as bureaucracy at all: only a cluster of quite 
different phenomena, tenuously related to one another, to 
which a common name has misleadingly become attached. 
This approach certainly helps sort out the confusion, but 
only at the expense of dissolving bureaucracy as a unified 
subject of enquiry. At this point the student may feel a bit let 
down: does bureaucracy, then, not really exist after all? 

The approach I adopt in this book is different from either 
of these. I argue that there is indeed an identifiable subject 
of enquiry, called bureaucracy, though it occurs in different 
forms; and that there is a recurrent set of concerns about it 
which relate to the problems of bureaucratic efficiency and 
bureaucratic power. However, we can only attain a coherent 
definition of bureaucracy, and an adequate understanding of 
it, by analysing the different perspectives from which it has 
been treated, and by exploring their relationship to one 
another. Only a critical analysis, that is to say, of the major 
different approaches to bureaucracy will enable us to reach a 
systematic and conclusive understanding of it, that neither 
elevates one aspect into the whole, nor dissolves the whole 
into a multiplicity of disconnected elements. 

A useful strategy to adopt whenever we come across 
different or disputed definitions of a term in the social 
sciences is to ask two questions. What is the term being 
contrasted with in each case? What perspective and set of 
problems is this contrast designed to emphasize? If we ask 
these two questions about the term ‘bureaucracy’, we shall 
quickly discover that the different definitions are not 
arbitrary or haphazard, but derive their significance from 
the context of different academic disciplines: comparative 
government, the sociology of organization, public adminis- 
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tration and political economy respectively. To understand 
the concept of bureaucracy, in other words, is first of all to 
understand the different uses to which it has been put within 
the particular sdcial sciences. Let me take each of these in 
turn. 

The standard usage of the term ‘bureaucracy’ in the 
nineteenth century was to indicate a type of political system, 
literally ‘rule by the bureau’. It denoted a system in which 
ministerial positions were occupied by career officials, 
usually answerable to a hereditary monarch. Bureaucracy 
was contrasted with a system of representative government, 
i.e. the rule of elected politicians accountable to a repre¬ 
sentative assembly or Parliament. Thus J.S. Mill, for 
example, in his classic work Representative Government, 
considered bureaucracy as the only serious alternative to a 
representative system, and he assessed the characteristic 
advantages and disadvantages of each. In the twentieth 
century bureaucratic rule is as likely to be a feature of 
military dictatorship or one-party government as it is of 
hereditary monarchy, but the contrast with Parliamentary 
democracy still applies. It is a contrast that belongs to the 
discipline of comparative government, and its concern to 
explore the distinctive differences in character and function¬ 
ing between different political systems. 

A second usage belongs to the sociology of organization, 
and derives originally from the work of Max Weber. To 
Weber bureaucracy meant, not a type of government, but a 
system of administration carried out on a continuous basis 
by trained professionals according to prescribed rules. 
Weber noted how this type of administration, although 
originating in bureaucratic states such as Prussia, was 
becoming increasingly prevalent in all political systems, 
representative as well as monarchical, and indeed in all 
organizations where complex and large-scale administrative 
tasks were undertaken: business enterprises, trade unions, 
political parties, etc. This very general concept of bureau¬ 
cracy as professional administration embodies a double 
contrast: first, between administration and policy making, 
which is the responsibility of the association that employs 
the bureaucracy, and to which it is legally subordinate; 
secondly, between modern and traditional methods of 
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administration, which are arranged on non-professionalized 
lines. This general concept belongs to the sociology of 
organization, with its concern to understand the most 
general characteristics and types of organization in modern 
societies. 

A third usage derives from the discipline of public 
administration. As the term implies, bureaucracy here 
means public administration as opposed to administration 
within a private organization. The point of the contrast is to 
identify the differences between the two and to emphasize 
the qualitatively different character that a system of adminis¬ 
tration possesses by virtue of its situation within the field of 
government, such as its compulsory character, its particular 
relation to the law, its concern with a general rather than a 
private interest, the public accountability of its operations, 
and so on. From the standpoint of this discipline, in 
comparison with the sociology of organization, what distin¬ 
guishes different types of professional administration is 
more significant than what they have in common. 

A fourth usage derives from political economy. At first 
sight it looks the same as the previous one, because it 
overlaps considerably with it. However, as the name of the 
discipline implies, it is concerned with distinguishing organi¬ 
zations in economic terms, according to the source of their 
revenue. From this standpoint a bureaucracy is defined as a 
non-market organization, which is financed by means of a 
general grant from its parent association, in contrast to one 
that is financed by the sale of its product on the market. 
Although the majority of such organizations are to be found 
in the public sphere, there are many that are not (e.g. 
churches, charities, voluntary associations), while, on the 
other hand, some government bodies sell their products on 
the market (railway companies, car manufacturers, etc.) and 
are thus not technically ‘bureaucracies'. The purpose of 
defining bureaucracy in this way is to emphasize that the 
character and mode of operation of an organization varies 
systematically according to the method of its financing, and 
the economic environment in which it operates. 

Each of these disciplinary standpoints produces its own 
definition of bureaucracy, and its own point of contrast with 
the non-bureaucratic, according to its distinctive preoccupa- 
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tion and focus of interest. The starting point for understand¬ 
ing the subject of bureaucracy, therefore, is with an 
understanding of these different disciplines. The first chap¬ 
ter will concern itself wjth three of these - the sociology of 
organization, political economy and public administration - 
and with clarifying the differences between their approaches 
to bureaucracy. Underlying the differences, however, cer¬ 
tain common themes and preoccupations will emerge: a 
concern to define the meaning of administrative efficiency, 
and to specify the conditions for its realization; to assess how 
far bureaucracy meets these conditions; to understand how 
bureaucracies function in practice, and how the manner of 
their functioning affects organizational goals and policies, 
to which the administration is supposedly subordinate. 
Although their accounts differ from, and at points contra¬ 
dict, one another, they are nevertheless capable, after 
critical analysis, of being integrated into a more inclusive 
definition of bureaucracy and theory of its working. 

However, what the disciplines considered in chapter 1 can 
contribute to our understanding of bureaucracy, while 
important, is necessarily limited. This is not only because, 
like bureaucracy itself, their strength as academic disciplines 
derives from the division of'labour, with its fragmentation of 
knowledge. It is also that, even when taken together, their 
perspective is confined to the study of bureaucracy as a self- 
contained entity, to be understood from within, and in 
isolation from both history and society at large. The 
questions that preoccupy them - how bureaucracies function, 
and how they might do so more efficiently - are essentially 
those of the manager or administrator transposed into a 
context of academic enquiry. Nor is this accidental. The 
academic disciplines of public administration, and the 
economics and sociology of organization, have grown up 
in close association with the practice of administration, 
whether in government, business, or society at large, and 
with the education of those who will occupy bureaucratic 
positions in these spheres. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
they share both the insights and the limitations of such a 
perspective. 

In order to move beyond the issues of bureaucratic 
functioning and efficiency, to an analysis of bureaucratic 
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power and its expansion over the course of the twentieth 
century, it is necessary to adopt the perspective of a 
historical sociology. In chapter 2 I consider the two main 
competing paradigms of historical sociology and their 
respective analyses and critiques of bureaucratic power. The 
first is Weberian political sociology, with its location of 
bureaucracy at the centre of the modernization process, its 
analysis of the source of its power in the monopoly of 
knowledge and organization, and its distinctively liberal 
concern about the expansion and concentration of this 
power within the political domain. The second school of 
historical sociology is Marxist political economy, with its 
location of bureaucracy in a theory of capitalist develop¬ 
ment, its analysis of power as constituted by the ownership 
and control of the means of production, and its definition of 
bureaucracy as the form of administration characteristic of a 
class-divided society. Consideration of these theories will 
lead us not only into the wider themes of comparative 
government, and the contrast between representative and 
bureaucratic rule, but into discussions about the nature of 
the Soviet Union, and the basic issues at stake between 
capitalism and socialism. 

Where the standpoints of chapter 1 treat bureaucracy 
from within, those of chapter 2 treat it from without. The 
Weberian perspective represents that of the liberal, non- 
bureaucratic elites, who see their social independence 
threatened by the expansion of bureaucracy, which they 
seek to constrain through strategies of institutional plural¬ 
ism, and control by individual leadership from above. The 
Marxist perspective represents that of the working class, 
who are subordinate to bureaucratic authority in both 
economy and state, and who seek to transform it through 
collective action from below. In the third and final chapter I 
shall offer a critical synthesis of these different accounts of 
bureaucracy within a more philosophical mode of discourse, 
and from the standpoint of a democratic theory that requires 
for its completeness both an understanding of bureaucratic 
operation and the conditions for administrative efficiency, 
and an analysis of bureaucratic power, incorporating both 
liberal and Marxist insights. From this standpoint, and this 
standpoint alone, I shall argue, it is possible to reach 
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a conclusive definition and systematic understanding of 
bureaucracy. 

The theme of this book, then, is that to construct an 
adequate theory' of bureaucracy is, first, to situate the 
various definitions of the concept within the context of 
particular social sciences, and to identify their relationship 
to one another; it is, next, to engage with the main 
competing perspectives or paradigms of historical sociology 
and political theory; it is, finally, to understand the relation 
of all these in turn to the outlook and practical interests of 
major social groupings. These are not optional and unneces¬ 
sary deviations from the main enquiry. They constitute 
essential and successive steps in the systematic search for an 
adequate theory of bureaucracy. And, if I am right, the 
result of the search will be an understanding, not of 
bureaucracy alone, but of the nature of social science itself. 





1 
* 

Models of 
Bureaucracy 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the models 
of bureaucracy developed within different academic disci¬ 
plines. What is a model for? People who talk about ‘models’ 
in social science often confuse three quite different purposes 
which the construction of a model can serve: to provide a 
definitional test; to set a normative standard; to develop an 
explanatory framework. A definitional model of bureau¬ 
cracy will be concerned to specify the criteria which 
determine what is to count as a bureaucracy, and what is 
not. It answers the question: how do we recognize a 
bureaucracy when we see one? A normative model seeks to 
prescribe what are the necessary conditions for organiza¬ 
tional efficiency or effectiveness, and to explore how far 
bureaucracy (either in general or in particular) is able to 
satisfy these conditions. It answers the question: how 
efficient are bureaucracies? An explanatory model aims to 
provide a framework for explaining the way bureaucracies 
function in practice, and why they have the consequences 
they do for the formation and execution of policy. It answers 
the question: why do bureaucracies function as they do? 

Now of course these different questions are interrelated. 
To answer the question about bureaucratic efficiency, we 
need to know how bureaucracies actually work; and a typical 
reason for finding out why bureaucracies function as they 
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do, is to discover how they might be made more efficient, 
and what are the major limitations or obstacles to doing so. 
But the fact that the three types of question - definitional, 
normative and explanatory - are interrelated, does not make 
them the same question, and we need first of all to 
distinguish them in order to understand their interconnec¬ 
tion. Those writers who define bureaucracy as organizational 
efficiency or inefficiency are confusing two different ques¬ 
tions that need to be kept apart. And a similar mistake is 
made by those who assume that a normative model of 
‘rational’ decision-making will suffice to explain how decision¬ 
making actually takes place; or, conversely, who believe that 
what actually occurs somehow sets the standard for what is 
attainable. In order to avoid this kind of confusion, the first 
part of the present chapter will concentrate on the question 
of bureaucratic efficiency, and the later part on explanatory 
models of bureaucratic functioning; in this way we shall also 
come to understand their interconnection more clearly. 

But why do we need models at all? The reason is that 
societies are enormously complex, and present formidable 
problems to those who seek to understand them. The 
characteristic method of social science is to construct 
simplified conceptions or models of social life to help define, 
evaluate or explain this complexity. Of course the world as it 
is will not exactly match the models we construct. In practice 
it may be difficult to say whether a particular organization 
meets the definitional criteria for a bureaucracy; in some 
respects it may, in others it may not. It will be a matter of 
degree. In practice we may find that the general principles of 
organizational efficiency need modification to take account 
of actual variations in organizational purpose and context. 
And an explanatory model may require considerable elabor¬ 
ation in order to accommodate the complexity of social 
reality. But we can only grasp the complexity at all by 
starting with simplification, and by representing the com¬ 
plexity as so many variations around, or modifications of, or 
deviations from, the simplification we have constructed. 
Naturally, if the deviations become too great, we shall need 
to revise or even abandon our model. In this way the world 
of actual practice imposes its own discipline upon the flights 
of intellectual speculation, and provides the decisive test of 
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more or less useful model-building. But to abandon model¬ 
building itself is to become bogged down in a morass of 
descriptive detail, or in, interminable lists of principles to 
meet every posable contingency, such as clog up much of 
the writing on organization theory. 

In this chapter, then, we shall explore the models of 
bureaucracy developed within the academic disciplines of 
sociology, political economy and public administration 
respectively. In doing so we shall find that they differ, not 
only in terms of their particular focus of interest (social, 
economic or political), but also in terms of their distinctive 
method of simplification or model construction. The aim will 
be to clarify these differences, and to assess whether they 
are mutually conflicting or complementary; whether, that is 
to say, they embody antithetical approaches, between which 
we have to choose, or whether they can be integrated into a 
larger and more comprehensive theory of bureaucracy. 

Bureaucracy and administrative efficiency 

The sociology of organization 
What do the Vatican and General Motors, NASA and the 
British Health Service have in common? Organizational 
sociology sets itself the task of answering such questions, 
through an exploration of the most general features common 
to organizations in all sectors of modern society, and by 
theorizing about the conditions for organizational efficiency, 
regardless of whether the institution concerned is public or 
private, sacred or secular, devoted to profits or to preaching, 
to saving life or to ending it. In doing so it takes its starting 
point from the work of Max Weber, who was among the first 
to develop a generalizable theory of organization applicable 
across modern society. Weber’s answer to the above 
question would have been simple: they are all bureaucracies. 

In his definition of bureaucracy, Weber sought to identify 
the most basic features common to modern systems of large- 
scale administration. He distinguished ten or eleven of 
these, but they can be reduced for convenience to four main 
features. Bureaucratic administration, according to Weber, 
is characterized by: hierarchy (each official has a clearly 
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defined competence within a hierarchical division of labour, 
and is answerable for its performance to a superior); 
continuity (the office constitutes a full-time salaried occupa¬ 
tion, with a career structure that offers the prospect of 
regular advancement); impersonality (the work is conducted 
according to prescribed rules, without arbitrariness or 
favouritism, and a written record is kept of each transac¬ 
tion); expertise (officials are selected according to merit, are 
trained for their function, and control access to the 
knowledge stored in the files). Together these features 
constitute Weber’s definitional model of bureaucracy: the 
criteria that a system of administration has to meet for it to 
be properly called ‘bureaucratic’. 

But what exactly is ‘administration’ or a ‘system of 
administration’? At its simplest, administration can be 
understood as the coordination and execution of policy, and 
a system of administration as an arrangement of offices 
concerned with translating policy into directives to be 
executed at the front line of an organization (shop floor, coal 
face, battlefield, etc.). That is to say, not everyone who 
works in a bureaucratic organization is a bureaucrat. As 
administrators, bureaucrats have to be distinguished from 
‘chiefs’ above, and ‘front line workers’ below. Let us 
consider each of these in turn. 

In his discussion of bureaucracy, Weber drew a sharp 
distinction between an administrative staff and the associa¬ 
tion or corporate group which employs it. A corporate group 
is a voluntary or compulsory association of people (anything 
from a nation down to a trade union, company, political 
party, university, etc.) which either directly or indirectly 
elects a leadership or governing body to manage its affairs 
(cabinet, committee, board, council, etc.). The governing 
body in turn employs an administrative staff to carry out its 
policies. This administrative staff, if constituted according to 
the criteria listed above, will be called a bureaucracy. It is 
important, therefore, to distinguish between a bureaucracy 
and the governing body which employs it. The members of 
each differ crucially in the nature of their position, function 
and responsibility. Members of a governing body are 
typically elected and may work only part-time; their function 
is the broadest formulation of policy and rules for the 
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association, and the provision of the necessary funds for its 
administration; their responsibility is outwards to the associ¬ 
ation as a whole (electorate, shareholders, members, etc.). 
Members of a bureaucracy, in contrast, are always appointed 
from above, and are responsible to the governing body for 
the execution of its policy and the administration of its 
funds. Although this distinction may sometimes be blurred 
in practice, it is vital in principle. 

If at the upper end of an organization the distinction 
between bureaucrats and ‘chiefs’ or ‘leaders’ is relatively 
clear, drawing a sharp boundary at the lower end is more 
problematic. According to Weber, the essential characteris¬ 
tic of a bureaucrat is the exercise of authority within a 
bureau. Production workers neither exercise authority nor 
work in a bureau. Secretaries or typists are employed in a 
bureau, and their work is essential to the basic bureaucratic 
activity of maintaining the files. But they do not exercise 
authority; they are ‘office workers’, not ‘officials’. On the 
other hand, many staff working in government offices at the 
bottom of its employment hierarchy exercise authority over 
a relevant public if not over other workers (social security 
officials, customs officers, etc.). To exclude such archetypic- 
ally bureaucratic figures from the ranks of a bureaucracy 
would be paradoxical indeed. So the boundary line cannot 
simply be drawn above ‘front line workers’, as I suggested 
initially. It depends on the nature of the organization. In a 
private industry, bureaucratic authority will be coterminous 
with management; in a government agency, it may extend 
right down to those who staff the counter, and who comprise 
an essential part of the administration of policy and the 
exercise of authority. 

Boundaries constitute a problem for any concept, and 
insistence on precision in all circumstances can become mere 
pedantry. Provided we are clear that bureaucrats are by 
definition both subject to higher authority and involved in 
exercising authority themselves, then we can call those 
organizations bureaucratic whose administration is arranged 
according to the principles of Weber’s model, even though 
not everyone working within them, either at the top or 
bottom of the hierarchy, is necessarily to be counted a 
‘bureaucrat’. 
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So far we have been concerned with Weber's definitional 
model of bureaucracy, with the criteria a system of adminis¬ 
tration must meet if it is to count as bureaucratic. Many 
organizational sociologists have accepted Weber’s definition 
because it is clear, precise and generalizable. But Weber 
also claimed, much more controversially, that the closer an 
organization approximated to his model, the more efficient 
it was likely to be; and that it was the superior efficiency of 
bureaucratic administration that accounted for its general 
expansion within modern society. In other words, Weber 
believed that the defining characteristics of bureaucracy 
were also necessary conditions for administrative or organi¬ 
zational efficiency; in effect, that his definitional model 
served as a normative model as well. ‘Experience tends to 
show,’ he wrote, ‘that the purely bureaucratic type of 
administrative organization is, from a purely technical point 
of view, capable of attaining the highest degree of efficiency 
. . . it is superior to any other form in precision, in stability, 
in the stringency of its discipline, and in its reliability.’ And 
in another passage he wrote: ‘the fully developed bureau¬ 
cratic mechanism compares with other organizations exactly 
as does the machine with the non-mechanical modes of 
production.’1 

How did Weber justify this claim? There are two things to 
note about it at the outset. First, when he insisted on the 
superiority of bureaucracy, his standard of comparison was 
not some absolute ideal, but the forms of administration 
known to past history: by unpaid volunteers, local notables, 
collegial bodies or kinship networks. To adapt Weber’s own 
analogy, the internal combustion engine may appear waste¬ 
ful when compared with some ideal of maximum energy 
utilization, but it is vastly superior to a horse. Secondly, by 
‘efficiency’ Weber meant not one single characteristic, but a 
complex of values which included quality of performance 
(e.g. speed, predictability), expansion of scope and cost- 
effectiveness of operation. These were in his view the 
characteristics required of an administrative system which 
had to meet the complex and large-scale administrative 
needs of a mass industrial society, rather than those of a 
localized economy geared to the rhythms of nature and the 
political requirements of a narrow elite. 
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If we examine the different elements of Weber’s bureau¬ 
cratic model, we can see how each could contribute to 
meeting these criteria of efficiency. The central feature of 
bureaucracy is tfye systematic division of labour, whereby 
complex administrative* problems are broken down into 
manageable and repetitive tasks, each the province of a 
particular ‘office’, and then coordinated under a centralized 
hierarchy of command. The mechanical analogy is here 
quite precise; the subdivision of a complex set of movements 
into their constituent elements, and their reassembly into a 
coordinated process, achieves an enormous expansion of 
scope, precision and cost-effectiveness of operation. Other 
aspects of bureaucracy contribute to the same end. Its 
impersonality ensures that there is no favouritism either in 
the selection of personnel, who are appointed according to 
merit, or in administrative action, which is kept free from 
the unpredictability of personal connections. Its rule- 
governed character enables a bureaucracy to deal with large 
numbers of cases in a uniform manner, by means of 
categorization, while systematic procedures for changing the 
rules free the administration from the inflexibility of 
tradition ('the way things have always been done’). For 
Weber, the contrast with traditional forms of administration 
offered not only an essential point of comparison, but a 
means of identifying features of bureaucracy that would 
otherwise be taken for granted. Thus the separation of the 
official from ownership of the means of administration 
ensured that the operation as a whole was freed from the 
financial limitations of the private household, and that the 
individual was rendered dependent upon the organization 
for his or her livelihood, and thus amenable to its discipline. 
Such factors secured an enormous expansion in administra¬ 
tive capacity and predictability in comparison with the non- 
bureaucratic systems of the past. 

Weber’s claim that the defining criteria of bureaucracy 
also constitute a model of administrative efficiency is one 
that has been widely challenged by subsequent sociologists. 
Their studies of how organizations actually work in practice 
suggest that adherence to bureaucratic norms can hamper 
efficiency as much as promote it. This is because the 
principles of bureaucratic organization, so they argue, are 
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more ambiguous than Weber realized, producing significant 
‘dysfunctional’ effects, which become more accentuated the 
more rigorously the principles are applied. Each, that is 
to say, has its distinctively pathological manifestation. 
Adherence to rules can become inflexibility and ‘red tape’. 
Impersonality produces bureaucratic indifference and insen¬ 
sitivity. Hierarchy discourages individual responsibility and 
initiative. Officialdom in general promotes ‘officiousness’, 
‘officialese’ and similar pathologies. Max Weber, it is 
argued, failed to recognize the ambivalent character of 
bureaucracy, partly because studies of organization were in 
their infancy in the early decades of the century. But it was 
also because his ideas were unduly influenced by the 
examples of the Prussian army and the Taylorian system of 
scientific management. The model of machine-like discipline 
that they both offered obscured key dimensions of organiza¬ 
tions, an understanding of which is necessary to secure their 
efficient operation. 

What are these dimensions? They can best be grasped by 
counterposing to Weber’s essentially mechanistic model 
alternative conceptions of organization developed by later 
sociologists. One alternative is the idea of an organization as 
a social system or network of interpersonal relations. 
Weber’s model of organizational efficiency assumes that all 
aspects of the individual personality which are not relevant 
to the strict performance of his or her duties will be cast off 
as they enter the organization, or suppressed through 
effective socialization. If this were so, then a complete 
account of an organization could be given by providing a 
formal definition of the duties of each office, and of the 
relation between them; efficiency, in turn, would be a 
matter of securing a rational division of tasks at every level. 
In practice, however, people's personalities are never so 
totally subsumed into their roles. They come to the 
organization as individuals, with personal needs and expec¬ 
tations for which they seek satisfaction: from social inter¬ 
course at the workplace; from the exercise of skill and a 
measure of control over the work process; from being 
treated ‘as people’ rather than as the impersonal occupants 
of a role. And the manner of their social interaction at work 
can be crucial to the effectiveness of their performance. Any 
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authority which ignores these factors or tries to suppress 
them is likely to meet with resistance. People can be 
compelled to work upon command, but not to work 
efficiently or wit+i commitment. That requires their active 
cooperation, which is as much a matter of informal 
negotiation as of authoritative command. 

A different perspective on organizations is to see them as 
communication systems, in which the efficient transmission 
and processing of information is necessary to effective 
decision-taking. Arguably, Weber’s concept of administra¬ 
tion put too much emphasis on the execution of policy, to 
the exclusion of policy formation and review, both of which 
require effective mechanisms for collecting and processing 
information within the organization. There are good reasons 
for believing that a strictly hierarchical structure is not the 
most appropriate for these tasks. One is that its direction of 
emphasis is from the top downwards, whereas the transmis¬ 
sion of information also requires effective channels of 
communication upwards from the ‘grass roots’ of the 
organization. Admittedly, it is always possible for those at 
the top of a hierarchy to construct separate institutional 
arrangements for monitoring performance outside the nor¬ 
mal structures of policy execution. But this produces 
wasteful duplication, and in any case those know most about 
the adequacy of a policy who are responsible for actually 
administering it. A further defect of hierarchies is that they 
are constructed in a pyramidal fashion, narrowing as they 
approach the summit. Again, while this may be an effective 
structure for sub-dividing tasks and processing instructions 
downwards, it creates potentially enormous problems of 
overload or blockage in processing information in the 
opposite direction. Hierarchical systems suffer from too 
much information as much as from too little; or, rather, it is 
information in the wrong place, and it requires sophisticated 
procedures for sifting as well as transmitting it, if it is to be 
useful to policy formation and review. This is the argument 
for decentralized types of organization, in which the 
responsibility for decision-making is pushed downwards to 
the point where the information is available to make them. 

A similar conclusion can be reached from a different 
conception of organizations, which emphasizes the role of 
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specialist expertise within them. Such a conception typically 
draws a contrast between two forms of authority, which, it is 
argued, Weber did not adequately distinguish. The first is 
bureaucratic authority, which derives from the occupation of 
a position or office within a hierarchical structure, and from 
the powers that reside in the office. The second is the 
authority which derives from expertise, which resides in the 
individual as ‘an authority’, not in the position he or she 
occupies. Now Weber would no doubt have said that the two 
tend to coincide, and that the occupants of a bureaucratic 
office typically develop their own administrative or man¬ 
agerial expertise. However, this overlooks the fact that most 
administrators are involved in supervising people with 
expertise which they do not themselves possess: financial, 
technical or professional. For these subordinate experts 
there can be considerable conflict between obedience to the 
instructions of a superior or the rules of the organization, 
and obedience to the requirements or principles of their 
profession. The one involves an externally imposed discip¬ 
line, the other one that is internal to the nature of the 
specialism itself. The conclusion is then drawn that the most 
effective form of organization for experts is not a bureau¬ 
cratic hierarchy, but a lateral network, whose discipline is 
maintained by loyalty to the organization as a whole, rather 
than to the narrowly defined duties of a specific office. 

Each of these three alternative conceptions corresponds 
to a different historical phase in the study of organizations 
since Weber’s time: to a shift from the ‘scientific manage¬ 
ment’ to the ‘human relations’ school; from mechanical to 
cybernetic or information models; from organizations as 
hierarchies to organizations as associations of experts. Each 
has its corresponding prescriptions for organizational effi¬ 
ciency. It follows from the Weberian conception of bureau¬ 
cracy as a hierarchy of offices that efficiency is to be attained 
by a rational division of labour, and a clear definition of 
competences. For those who see organizations as a system of 
interpersonal relations, efficiency becomes a matter of 
motivating subordinates within arrangements involving 
mutual give and take. For those to whom organizations are a 
communications system, efficiency is to be achieved by the 
effective sifting and transmission of information, and by 
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locating decisions where such information is most readily 
available. For those, finally, to whom organization is a 
matter of the effective application of expertise to essentially 
technical problems, efficiency means finding arrangements 
under which experts are best able to exercise their distinc¬ 
tively professional capacities. 

Each of these conceptions has in its time been presented 
as the final truth. It would be more plausible, however, to 
see them, not as mutually exclusive alternatives, either to 
the Weberian model or to one another, but as each 
emphasizing an essential aspect of organizational reality, all 
of which need taking into account and which together 
necessitate a modification in the strictly bureaucratic con¬ 
ception of organizational efficiency, rather than its outright 
replacement. Common to them all is the recognition that 
authority cannot be just a matter of the assertion of official 
powers vested in a formal hierarchy or a particular position. 
This is because subordinates possess their own powers, 
which reside in informal social networks, in the control of 
information, or in their own expertise. If the characteristic 
power of superiors is to initiate, the power of subordinates 
can be used to modify, delay or obstruct those initiatives. It 
is the ability to harness such powers to serve the goals of the 
organization rather than merely the convenience of those 
who possess them, that constitutes the exercise of authority 
in its widest sense. From a sociological standpoint, success in 
this is not primarily a matter of individual personality, but of 
how the organization itself is structured. Too monolithic a 
hierarchy will produce a mentality of 'work to rule’; too 
decentralized a structure without corresponding means of 
monitoring or influencing performance will produce a 'work 
to convenience’. Each represents a distinctive form of 
bureaucratic inertia; in extreme circumstances they can 
occur simultaneously. 

The conclusion that organizations are a combination of 
formal and informal relations, and that they need to balance 
the competing requirements of authority and initiative, of 
command and communication, may seem merely platitudi¬ 
nous. Indeed, it is precisely because general conclusions 
about organizational efficiency have the quality of platitude 
that many recent sociologists would argue against generaliz- 
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ing about the matter at all, in abstraction from the particular 
contexts in which organizations have to operate. There is no 
‘one best way’, they would argue, no universally applicable 
principles of organizational efficiency. This does not mean 
that anything goes, or that the question can be reduced to 
hunch or intuition; but that the criteria for effective 
operation will vary systematically with the purposes, tech¬ 
nology and environment of the organization. On this view, it 
is the task of theory, not to produce a list of abstract 
generalizations that are true everywhere, but to discover 
which types of organization are most appropriate to which 
particular kinds of context. Let us consider some examples 
of this more typological theorizing, in the light of the 
discussion so far. 

One of the most influential typologies was that developed 
by Burns and Stalker in their book The Management of 
Innovation, in which they argued that the decisive variable 
for organizations is the rate of change in their environment. 
Organizations which face rapid and persistent change in 
their markets or their technology, and which thus need to 
innovate continuously, require a different structure from 
those whose environment is stable and operations routine. 
Most appropriate for the latter is what they call a ‘mechanis¬ 
tic’ structure, which is very similar to the Weberian model of 
bureaucracy: a hierarchical system of authority, with precise 
definition of roles and a vertical pattern of communication 
of decisions and instructions. The former, by contrast, 
require what they call an ‘organic’ arrangement: a fluid 
distribution of functions, with wide scope for individual 
initiative in defining tasks; authority residing in expertise 
rather than position; knowledge about the organization as a 
whole and its goals widely disseminated rather than concen¬ 
trated at the top; lateral patterns of communication of 
information and advice; individual commitment to profes¬ 
sional norms rather than to the duties of a particular office. 

It should be evident that this ‘organic’ arrangement in 
effect embodies a combination of all the features character¬ 
istic of the ‘communications’ and ‘expertise’ models con¬ 
sidered already. As such it has been criticized as offering a 
recipe for chaos for any organization which adopts it, and 
perpetual insecurity for the individuals who work within it. 
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After all, one of the advantages of precise role definition 
within a division of labour is that individuals can concentrate 
on the task in hand, without continually questioning the 
scope of their competence, or having to redefine their 
relationships with others. Burns and Stalker argue, how¬ 
ever, that their ‘mechanistic’ and ‘organic’ models should be 
understood as representing the extreme poles of a spectrum, 
and that in practice most organizations will be situated 
within the two extremes. If that is so, then we are back with 
the idea of a mix or balance of elements, such as we have 
already considered, albeit with one important difference: 
the nature of the ‘mix’, the precise character of the 
‘balance’, will vary systematically according to the context or 
environment of the organization, and the rate of change that 
imposes on it. 

Other sociologists have developed this idea further. Joan 
Woodward (Industrial Organisation) has shown that the rate 
of variation within an industry's operations is not just a 
function of changes in its market or its technology, but also 
derives from the character of its product. A firm turning out 
individual customized products will require a more flexible 
organizational structure than one engaged in assembly-line 
or continuous-process production. Charles Perrow (Organis¬ 
ational Analysis: A Sociological View) argues that the 
pattern of organization may well vary between different 
parts of the same firm: an R and D unit requires a much 
more ‘organic’ or flexible arrangement of tasks than a 
production department, whose operations are typically more 
routine. The two cannot readily be combined within a 
common structure. Perrow also argues that the differentia¬ 
tion of organizational types is not relevant only to the sphere 
of industrial production. A similar distinction between 
different ‘products’ or ‘processes’ is to be found within the 
public service sector. An education or penal institution, for 
example, which seeks to turn out a conformist product 
according to a set type, will be run much more ‘bureaucratic¬ 
ally’ than one concerned with individual development or 
rehabilitation. Here the variation will be the result of the 
institution’s own definition of its goals, rather than inherent 
in the nature of the activity itself. 

Two conclusions can be drawn about organizational 
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efficiency from this discussion. The first is that a structure 
which works effectively in one context may not in another. 
Bureaucratic ‘pathology’ is not so much a matter of 
exaggerated hierarchy or rule following as such, but its 
inappropriateness to the goals of a particular organization in 
a given environment. Secondly, efficiency is itself a many¬ 
layered concept, whose different elements are not necessarily 
mutually consistent. An organization whose operations are 
highly routinized may be very cost-efficient, but for that very 
reason be incapable of responding quickly to some sudden 
and unexpected change in the environment. The dinosaurs 
were very efficient organizations for converting food into 
predatory muscle-power, but they went out of business. On 
the other hand, a looser system which is more innovative 
and responsive to change may be very wasteful of resources. 
‘Effectiveness’ or ‘appropriateness’ in a given context is a 
very different matter from simple ‘cost-efficiency’. 

How far do such conclusions invalidate Weber’s model, 
with which we began? We have seen that most sociologists 
would accept Weber’s definition of bureaucracy, but ques¬ 
tion his claim that it is necessarily the most efficient form of 
organization. However, the suggestions made for replacing 
it with alternative models of organizational structure are not 
wholly convincing. It is difficult to find many successful 
examples of an ‘organic’ administrative model in practice, 
and those that do exist either subsequently develop in a 
bureaucratic direction as the organization expands and ages, 
or else are to be found located as units within a larger 
bureaucratic whole. The conclusion that the typical modern 
form of large-scale administrative organization is indeed 
hierarchical, impersonal, rule-governed, etc., is hard to 
resist. What is at issue is the degree to which these 
characteristics should be emphasized, and what other 
aspects of an organization need to be taken into account if 
we are to understand it adequately. As suggested earlier, it 
is a matter of modifications in, or variations around, 
Weber’s bureaucratic model, rather than its outright re¬ 
placement. Indeed, the model can perhaps best be regarded 
as identifying simply the most general structural features of 
modern administration, rather than as offering a detailed 
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prescription for organizational practice. Like all models, 
that is to say, it provides a useful starting point, rather than a 
final resting place, for analysis. 

It remains to review what is distinctive about the sociology 
of organization in its approach to the study of bureaucracy. 
As its name implies, sociology is concerned with the ‘social’ 
in its most general sense, and the sociology of organization 
with the study of organizational forms across all sectors of 
social life, regardless of whether they are located in the 
public or private domain, in the sphere of production or 
social welfare. Appropriate to this broad focus of interest, as 
we have seen, is an inclusive rather than exclusive definition 
of bureaucracy, which serves to identify the most typical 
features of modern administration in general. 

Besides its general focus of interest, however, sociology is 
also characterized by a distinctive method of analysis, or 
model-building, as I have called it. Its method is to approach 
the study of social formations by first identifying their 
overall structure, the systematic interrelationship of their 
elements, and to understand the part or the individual in 
terms of its situation within this totality. So the sociology of 
organization is concerned to grasp the way bureaucracy is 
structured, as a systematic relationship of elements, whether 
these elements are defined as roles within a hierarchical 
division of labour, as a set of interconnected features (rules, 
impersonality, specialization, etc.) or as different interacting 
dimensions of a complex totality (formal and informal 
systems). Whatever the differences between individual 
sociologists over the precise definition of these elements, 
they will agree that organizational efficiency is dependent in 
the first instance on how the interrelationship between them 
is structured in practice. Such an approach is at the opposite 
pole from one which starts with the individual personality or 
personality-type, and conceives efficiency as a matter of 
ensuring that the right individual is in the right place at the 
right time. It is also different from the kind of model¬ 
building which constructs a theory of bureaucracy starting 
from an abstract conception of the individual, defined 
independently of any time or place. It is to just such a theory 
that I turn in the next section. 
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Political economy 
As its name implies, political economy approaches the study 
of bureaucracy from an economic point of view. This means 
not only that it is concerned with the way organizations are 
financed, and with the effects the form of financing has upon 
the way they function. It is also that, in its neo-classical form 
at least, political economy locates bureaucracies on one side 
of a fundamental divide between two contrasting methods of 
social coordination: markets and hierarchies. Markets are 
arrangements which coordinate the actions of large numbers 
of people automatically, and on a lateral basis, through the 
operation of the price mechanism, without infringing their 
freedom or requiring inequalities of status. Hierarchies, by 
contrast, coordinate action vertically, via a structure of 
consciously exercised authority and compulsion, in which 
people’s status is by definition unequal. We shall consider 
later some of the implications of this distinction. For the 
present we should note that political economy proceeds to 
draw a further contrast, between two different types of 
hierarchy: those which are situated within a market environ¬ 
ment (firms) and those which are not (bureaucracies). In 
contrast to the sociology of organization, political economy 
embraces an exclusive rather than inclusive definition of 
bureaucracy: only those types of hierarchy are ‘bureaucratic’ 
which operate outside a market environment. 

If political economy’s focus of interest is different from 
that of sociology, so too is its characteristic method of 
analysis, or model-building. Its starting point lies not with 
the social totality and the way it is structured, but with the 
individual, as conceived independently of any particular 
context. From this starting point, the method seeks to 
explain the different kinds of social institution that exist by 
demonstrating their necessity to the individuals so conceived. 
In other words, it asks the question: if individuals are as we 
assume they are, what social arrangements or institutions 
would they find necessary? We should note that the method 
does not pretend to offer a historical account of the origins 
of such institutions, but rather to explain the form they have 
come to take, and their continued existence, in terms of 
their ability to satisfy the purposes of individuals. Of all 
forms of model-building in the social sciences, this makes 
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the most ambitious claims for its ability to construct a 
complex social world by strict deduction from the simplest of 
premises. Starting from these premises, we shall follow the 
model through until we reach bureaucracy. Those impatient 
to go straight to our subject should appreciate that it is of the 
essence of any deductive method that the earlier stages of 
the argument are essential to the later. 

The individuals who constitute the subjects of political 
economy are conceived as purposive agents, who pursue 
their own individual interest or advantage in a rational, i.e. 
calculating, manner. Since such agents are not self-sufficient, 
they need the assistance of others to achieve their purposes. 
This assistance is typically sought through relations of 
exchange. The distinctive characteristic of an exchange 
relationship, as Adam Smith pointed out, is that one party to 
it can only obtain what he or she wants through satisfying the 
wants of another; it is a relationship based upon a mutuality 
of self-interest. In many spheres of life, such relations are 
determined personally, on an individual basis, and the 
precise nature of the bargain struck may never be made 
explicit (association, friendship, marriage). Where the same 
exchange is repeated on many occasions by many different 
people, we can talk of a ‘market’, in which the terms of the 
bargain are determined impersonally and explicitly, accord¬ 
ing to the relative demand and supply of the goods being 
exchanged. Markets have many well-known (and much- 
applauded) characteristics, of which only one will concern us 
for the moment: they carry with them their own system of 
rewards and penalties, incentives and sanctions, which are 
imposed automatically. If you possess some commodity that 
is valued highly on the market, for whatever reason, you will 
receive a lot in exchange; if you have nothing that is so 
valued, or insufficiently, you will receive little or nothing in 
return. In extreme cases you may starve. If so, it is a death 
penalty that is executed, as it were, automatically and 
impersonally, not by personal decree or conscious human 
agency. 

Not all social life can be carried on according to relations 
of exchange, nor all economic activity by means of market 
relations. In modern economies, the market has to be 
supplemented by two forms of hierarchy: one that is 
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constituted within the market (firms), the other outside it 
(government or bureaucracy). The necessity for each can be 
demonstrated from the same premise as that of the market 
itself: the pursuit of their self-interest by individuals. Let us 
start with the theory of the firm. If every single operation in 
a complex process of production were carried out by 
separate producers, each exchanging their goods and ser¬ 
vices with one another on the market, the result would be an 
enormous waste of resources through the necessity of 
multiple transactions, with their communication and infor¬ 
mation costs, etc. Market selection would itself ensure that 
the cost of such transactions was reduced, by the coordina¬ 
tion of these operations on non-market principles within a 
single firm. The spontaneous division of labour coordinated 
externally by the market would come to be replaced by an 
internal and consciously arranged coordination of the 
division of labour by administrative means. 

But why should this internal coordination be arranged 
hierarchically, and not by lateral cooperation between 
equals? A common sense answer might be that the internal 
hierarchy of the firm is the product of a pre-existing 
structure of ownership. However, political economy leaves 
nothing to common sense, and refuses to take ownership for 
granted. It identifies the explanation for hierarchy in the 
problems of maintaining cooperation between self-inter¬ 
ested individuals within non-market relations. Where an 
equal share of the product is guaranteed to all, so it is 
argued, each has an incentive to secure some additional 
personal benefit through reduced effort or ‘shirking’; and 
the incentive is the greater, the larger the association, and 
the less difference one person’s effort will make to the 
overall product. After all, ‘labour’ is by definition something 
unpleasant, which we all avoid if we can. So everyone comes 
to have an interest in the creation of a system of supervision, 
which will monitor the work of each, and devise a 
framework of rewards and penalties to secure maximum 
performance overall. Unlike the incentives and sanctions of 
the market, which operate ‘naturally’, this is an artificial 
construction consciously designed to modify the direction of 
individual self-interest, so that it works to further the 
interest of all. But what incentive will the supervisors have in 
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their turn to perform their supervision adequately? Only if 
at the top of the hierarchy there is an individual or group, 
whose reward is dependent upon the performance of the 
firm as a whold in the market, and who gain or lose 
according to the effectiveness of their coordination and 
supervision. Here is one characteristic justification for the 
profit-taking entrepreneur. 

If the firm is defined as a hierarchy that operates within 
the market, and subject to its incentives and sanctions, 
government bureaucracies are hierarchies which operate 
outside them. The necessity for government can be readily 
demonstrated from the same premises considered already. 
People in pursuit of their individual interest will not only 
engage in relations of exchange, but will be inclined not to 
keep their bargains, to take what is not their own, etc. If 
such behaviour were generalized, exchange could never take 
place at all. A necessary condition for the market to operate, 
therefore, is a framework of legal compulsion, to guarantee 
the security of person and property, the integrity of 
contracts and the soundness of the monetary system. Such a 
framework could never itself be supplied on market princi¬ 
ples, nor yet by voluntary subscription, and therefore has to 
be financed through compulsory taxation by government. 
Beyond the provision of internal order and external defence, 
governments also have a role in supplying those other public 
goods which would be provided either insufficiently, or only 
with great inconvenience, if charged for at the point of 
provision (roads, education, scientific research, etc.). 
Although political economists disagree about how far it is 
necessary or desirable to extend this list, it is clear that all 
these functions require an extensive hierarchy to administer. 
Such forms of administrative hierarchy are called 'bureau¬ 
cracies’, because they are financed outside the market. 

We have now reached the point where we are able to 
provide a clear definition of bureaucracy, and to explore 
why political economy concludes that bureaucracies are 
inevitably inefficient. One final preliminary point of clarifi¬ 
cation, however, is needed. In the academic division of 
labour, the study of markets is defined as the province of 
neo-classical economics, and the application of its assump¬ 
tions to the study of hierarchies as the province of a separate 
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discipline called the theory of ‘public’ or ‘rational’ choice. 
Since the two are but two sides of the same coin, I have 
chosen to use the older and more accurate designation 
‘political economy’, provided it is understood that we are 
considering here only one school of political economy, albeit 
the most widespread. 

According to political economy, then, a bureaucracy is an 
administrative hierarchy which is financed by a grant rather 
than by the sale of its product on the market. As I indicated 
in the Introduction, such a grant can be provided either by 
voluntary subscription, or through compulsory taxation. We 
are concerned here primarily with the latter, i.e. with 
government bureaucracies, though it is important to recog¬ 
nize that there are many examples of the former (e.g. 
churches, political parties), and that they function on similar 
principles. It should also be noted that not all government 
activities are financed out of taxation. A state-owned motor 
manufacturing company, which sells its product in a com¬ 
petitive market, is more like a ‘firm’ than a ‘bureaucracy’. 
Somewhere in between are the public utilities, which, 
although they mostly sell their product at a unit price, are 
‘natural’ monopolies and therefore not subject to market 
competition. They are more like a bureaucracy than a firm. 
The core of government activities, however, is ‘bureaucratic’ 
in the strictest sense. 

The point of defining bureaucracy in this way is to indicate 
that the source and context of financing is crucial to 
determining the efficiency of an administrative hierarchy. 
We have seen that the purpose of such a hierarchy is not 
only to coordinate the internal division of labour, but also to 
provide supervision against ‘shirking’. The ultimate guaran¬ 
tee of the strictness of this supervision within firms is the 
incentive and sanction of the market; a firm in which 
shirking is widespread will be taken over or go out of 
business. Bureaucracies, however, are not subject to the 
same sanction, because they are not financed through the 
market. Since they cannot go out of business, there is no 
pressure on those at the top of the hierarchy to ensure strict 
supervision, and eliminate ‘feather-bedding’. Nor is there 
any positive incentive for them, either, through a share in 
increased profits. The only way for senior bureaucrats to 
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increase their own benefits substantially is through organiza- 
ional expansion, rather than organizational efficiency, 
since their payment, power and prestige are typically related 
to size. A largfer hierarchy also means more strata to 
coordinate, more memoranda to duplicate and more work 
for everyone to do, though not necessarily any significant 
increase in any other measurable output of the organization. 

Bureaucracies thus succeed in combining two apparently 
contradictory failings: chronic ‘shirking’ on the one hand, 
and ‘making work’ on the other. Nor does this exhaust the 
sorry catalogue. If the bureaucracy is one whose purpose is 
to serve the public directly, there will be no market pressure 
to ensure consumer satisfaction; its customers or clients 
cannot vote with their feet and take their custom elsewhere. 
In the absence of any such external sanctions or incentives, 
the tendency will be for a bureaucracy to serve the 
convenience of those who work within it, rather than the 
customers for whose benefit it supposedly exists. 

Shirking, making work, indifference to the consumer: 
what are these but the typical subjects of public complaint 
and popular legend about bureaucracy throughout its 
history? Admirals without fleets, hospitals without patients, 
gas fitters without tools: the situations and characters 
satirized from Parkinson’s Law to Yes, Minister are simply 
logical extrapolations from everyday observation about how 
bureaucracies work. If Weberians are impressed by the 
efficiency of bureaucracy in comparison with traditional 
systems of administration, political economists are equally 
impressed by their inefficiency in comparison with hierar¬ 
chies which operate within the market. Their point of 
comparison is wholly different. Nor is that all. They also 
claim that the inefficiency is one that can be predicted (and 
hence explained) on the basis of elementary assumptions 
about how individual behaviour responds to the presence, or 
absence, of key incentives and sanctions. 

But does this conclusion about bureaucratic inefficiency 
follow quite so inexorably from its underlying premise? 
There are a number of political economists who accept the 
validity of the starting point and its assumptions about 
human nature, but who question whether such a sharp 
contrast can be sustained between bureaucracies and firms. 
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From one side the argument seeks to show that bureau¬ 
cracies operate under competitive pressures of their own 
which discourage inefficiency. Government bureaucracy is 
not a single monolith, but comprises separate departments, 
all competing against each other for scarce Treasury funds. 
The wasteful are unlikely to be rewarded with success in 
such competition. And what incentive does the Treasury 
itself and its political masters have to exercise its supervision 
effectively? One answer is that the politicians operate in an 
electoral marketplace, and face the threat of ‘takeover’ by a 
rival political party, promising the electorate to ‘cut out 
waste' if they themselves do not. 

However, the analogy is not an exact one, because of the 
difficulty of telling whether bureaucratic provision is waste¬ 
ful or not. It is a cardinal point of political economy that the 
prime test of efficient operation is provided by the price 
indicators of the competitive market. Where government 
services cannot be assessed against this test, e.g. by putting 
them out to competitive tender, there is no way of telling 
whether or when they are being efficiently provided. 
Politicans thus face a characteristic dilemma. A Right wing 
strategy of cutting budgets to eliminate waste usually ends 
up by cutting services as well. And electorates are just as 
keen to preserve or expand services as they are to eliminate 
waste. On the other hand, a Left wing strategy for public 
sector expansion can provide a field day for bureaucratic 
‘make-work’ and ‘feather-bedding’, and this can prove 
equally unpopular. Each strategy meets its distinctive 
electoral reckoning. The theory of bureaucracy thus has its 
own contribution to make to explaining the swings and 
roundabouts of electoral politics. 

If one group of objectors to the sharp distinction drawn 
between firms and bureaucracies thus seeks to argue, not 
altogether successfully, that bureaucracies are like firms 
because they operate in an electoral market-place, another 
argues that firms are really more like bureaucracies. Or, to 
put the point more precisely, the modern business corpora¬ 
tion has features which make it as much like a bureaucracy 
as the firm of neo-classical theory. This is so in two respects. 
First, with the separation of ownership from control in the 
modern corporation, the senior executives who effectively 
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determine its policies occupy salaried positions, just like the 
bureaucrat. Even where they enjoy share options, it is the 
salary that is their chief source of income and that 
determines their* behaviour. And since salary levels are 
related to the size of the organization and its turnover, they 
share the same interest as government bureaucrats in the 
growth and expansion of their organizations. 

It can be contended, or course, that, in contrast to 
government bureaucracies, the growth of business corpora¬ 
tions is economically self-sustaining, and depends upon 
maintaining profitability. But there are reasons for believing 
that size also encourages inefficiency. Beyond a certain 
point, economies of scale are offset by the increasing cost of 
internal communication and control. At the same time 
increasing size enables the corporation to manipulate the 
market, through strategies of price fixing, discouraging new 
entrants, etc. Here is a second point of similarity between 
corporations and bureaucracies. Markets in real life are 
never as perfect as the theories suppose. Imperfect competi¬ 
tion is still competition, but it reduces some of the presumed 
advantages that firms enjoy over bureaucracies in respect of 
the pressures making for efficiency. 

The antithesis between firms and bureaucracies thus turns 
out to be an ‘ideal-typical’ one; that is to say, the two types 
represent two ends of a spectrum of possibilities. Business 
corporations in the actual world share some of the character¬ 
istics of ‘firms’ and some of ‘bureaucracies’. It is because 
they do so that recent theorizing in the public choice school 
has sought to develop a general theory of bureaucracy 
applicable to governments and business corporations alike. 
One problem that is common to bureaucratic hierarchies, it 
is argued, whatever the relative degree of their incentive to 
ensure strict supervision over subordinates, is the extent of 
their capacity to do so. If salaried staff once appointed can 
only be dismissed for fraud or substantial incompetence, 
then within these limits self-interested individuals will act in 
ways which promote their own advantage rather than the 
goals of the organization, wherever the two diverge. Formal 
authority is inadequate to cope with this problem of 
organizational ‘slack’ or ‘slippage’. It can only be overcome 
by a bargaining process, in which all kinds of informal 
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benefits or ‘perks’ are exchanged in return for particular 
levels of performance. At this point the difference between 
government and business reemerges as a difference in the 
respective range and value of the perks available to each in 
this bargaining process, which enables the latter to secure 
the motivation of its subordinates more effectively than the 
former. Business simply has more perks to offer. 

It is significant that even attempts within the assumptions 
of political economy to develop a general theory of 
administration applicable to both government and business 
corporations should end up demonstrating the superior 
efficiency of the latter. As we have seen, this is the whole 
tendency of its approach throughout, despite some qualifica¬ 
tions. Its conclusions about the inefficiency of government 
bureaucracy derive from two basic assumptions. The first is 
that the key to efficiency lies in the incentives and sanctions 
of the competitive market. Whatever imperfections may 
exist in actual markets are not to be compared with removal 
from the discipline of the market altogether. It is this 
removal that distinguishes ‘bureaucracy’ as a different 
species of administrative hierarchy from the ‘firm’. This 
conclusion is underpinned by a second assumption, about 
the self-interested character of human dispositions. People 
are only brought to work for the goals of an organization by 
means of incentives and sanctions which align the individual 
interest with the general one. In the absence of such 
incentives and sanctions, or of supervisors with an interest in 
applying them effectively, individuals will shirk or ‘do their 
own thing’. This is the potential dilemma of all hierarchies, 
but one that is actualized in a bureaucracy. 

Deductive theories are only as good as the assumptions on 
which they are based. The assumption of political economy 
about the self-interested disposition of human nature is 
obviously a narrow one. This is both an advantage and a 
disadvantage. The advantage is its capacity to provide a 
powerful explanatory tool from the simplest of starting 
points. But the tool becomes less useful to the extent that 
other more complex dispositions come into play. Attempts 
to incorporate these within the ambit of the model by 
extending the concept of self-interest to include any end the 
agent chooses to pursue (including the interests of others). 
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are self-defeating, because they deprive the model of the 
predictive power which is its chief strength. This problem 
may not be acute in the domain of economic activity, which 
is characterized by the pursuit of private advantage anyway. 
But it becomes so as one moves outside this sphere. It is 
precisely the relevance of assumptions drawn from an 
economic context to the understanding of government, and 
its bureaucracy, that is questioned by the discipline of public 
administration, which we turn to next. 

Public administration 
The discipline of public administration approaches the study 
of bureaucracy from the standpoint that there is a qualitative 
distinction between administration in the public and the 
non-public spheres, and that to mark the distinction only the 
former should properly be called ‘bureaucracy’. In contrast 
to the sociology of organization, therefore, and like political 
economy, public administration adopts a more exclusive 
concept of the bureaucratic. Yet it is one which, despite 
apparent similarities, differs from that of political economy 
in a number of respects. We have seen that the definition of 
bureaucracy as an administrative hierarchy financed by a 
grant cuts across both public and private spheres. More 
significantly, political economy’s concept of the public 
sphere is itself a largely negative one. It defines the market 
as conceptually prior to government, with the latter compris¬ 
ing a residual category of functions that the market is unable 
to perform. Besides being conceptually prior, the market is 
also seen as preferable in principle as a method of social 
coordination, since it involves transactions that are volun¬ 
tary, lateral and decentralized, in contrast to the compul¬ 
sory, hierarchical and centralized activities of government. 
Such an antithesis readily generates the conclusion that the 
public sphere should be confined to the absolutely necessary 
minimum of market-supporting functions. 

The study of public administration offers an altogether 
different conception of the public sphere, in which the idea 
of the ‘public’ is given central emphasis. This concept has a 
number of different meanings. First is the idea of the public 
as that which touches all citizens, and the arrangements of 
society as a whole, in potentially any aspect. Anything may 
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become a legitimate object of public action, if it concerns all, 
or fulfils a recognized social need. And since individuals are 
many-sided, and social life is complex, the tasks of public 
administration will be correspondingly varied. They cannot 
be reduced to a mere appendage of the economy. Secondly, 
the public connotes not only that which is of general 
concern, but that which is carried on ‘in public’, subject to 
public view. Of course the extent to which this is so will be 
different between different political systems, and a matter of 
dispute within them; but the principle that that which is 
carried on in the name of all should be subject to public 
inspection and public accountability is a cardinal point of 
difference from administration within a private organization 
or enterprise. Thirdly, the concept of the public suggests a 
form of administration which is carried out ‘for the public’, 
according to a norm or ethos of public service. The 
designation of the administrator as a civil or public ‘servant’, 
rather than as a manager, may contain an element of 
idealization, but the term itself indicates something of the 
expectations held about the way in which the function will be 
carried out. These different dimensions of the ‘public’ 
constitute cumulative points of contrast with private busi¬ 
ness, and call into question the extent to which conceptions 
of efficiency or models of organization and human beha¬ 
viour derived from the one can be applied without qualifica¬ 
tion to the other. 

Let us consider first the definition of efficiency itself. We 
have already noted an important distinction between the 
effectiveness of a service, and the cost-efficiency of its 
provision. But what counts as an effective service in the 
context of government? The ‘product’ of government is not 
specific and readily measurable, like the output of a firm, 
but general and diffuse. Consider such diverse agencies as a 
health authority, a police force and an army. What exactly is 
their product, effective delivery of which constitutes an 
index of their ‘efficiency’? Health, law-enforcement and 
national security would be an obvious answer. But are these 
to be measured by the diseases, crimes and wars successfully 
prevented, or those successfully cured, solved and fought 
once they have ‘broken out’? 
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Prevention of an evil is presumably better than its cure. 
But successful prevention is difficult to measure, depending 
as it does upon counterfactual claims; and in any case it 
requires the coordination of policy between many different 
departments. It follows that the demand for a quantitative 
index of ‘output’ and hence of effectiveness from the 
separate agencies of government will itself skew their efforts 
towards cure rather than prevention, because it is something 
measurable and under their own control. A health service 
can more readily measure the effectiveness of its contribu¬ 
tion to curing lung cancer than to preventing it, a police 
force its contribution to solving violent crime than to 
reducing its incidence, since both are the product of factors 
outside the agency’s own control. If we are seriously 
concerned about prevention, then ‘effectiveness’ becomes 
much more a matter of the coordination of policy across 
different departments or agencies, than the measurement of 
output from any one. 

Decisions about how to define or measure ‘effectiveness’ 
are thus themselves qualitative or political judgements. The 
same goes for judgements about what level of service is 
sufficient to constitute an ‘effective’ provision. Up to what 
point should life be preserved, road safety be secured, or 
education be provided? At what level should provision be 
made for the unemployed, the handicapped or the immobile? 
It can be argued that qualitative decisions of this kind are 
made in private industry every day in judgements about how 
to balance the quality of a product against the cost of its 
production. But the ‘correctness’ of such decisions is 
validated by the quantitative index of the profit level, and is 
ultimately therefore a technical judgement about what the 
market will bear. In the non-market sector, where supply is 
related to need rather than to effective demand, such 
judgements are irreducibly qualitative. Whose need is to be 
met: that of society or the individual? How are such needs to 
be defined? Up to what cost should they be satisfied? These 
are political judgements. And since in practice judgements 
about the cost-efficiency of a given service cannot be 
divorced from questions about the level of its provision, 
those too become political. Criteria set nationally for the unit 
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cost of a hospital bed, for example, a pupil place, or a 
passenger transport mile, are as much targets for the level of 
service to be provided as they are indices for the cost- 
efficiency of its provision. 

A distinguishing feature of public administration, then, is 
the political character of its services. The content and level 
of such services is determined by qualitative judgements, 
and by a publicly defensible compromise between competing 
values, rather than by any single criterion such as profita¬ 
bility. The demand to meet business criteria of ‘efficiency' is 
itself a political demand which has consequences for the 
nature and level of the service provided. Public administra¬ 
tion is thus not a matter of carrying out goals set by the 
politician in the most cost-efficient manner. It is a matter of 
administering policy in accordance with the values which 
have determined it, among which considerations of cost- 
efficiency may have a smaller or a larger place. Ends and 
means interconnect, in other words; policy and its adminis¬ 
tration are not rigidly separable. 

A clear example of this interconnection is the general 
requirement of public administration to treat like cases 
alike, and to operate in a strictly rule-governed and 
impersonal manner. This is not an instrumental requirement 
to maximize efficiency of output, but a substantive value 
embodying ideas about ths rule of law and equality of 
citizenship rights. A businessman who ‘bends the rules’ is 
showing flexibility, and a rule book which is highly general 
allows scope for individual initiative in the pursuit of profit. 
A civil servant who does the same is guilty of misconduct, 
and a rule book which allows large discretion to the official 
in dealings with the public is inviting arbitrariness in the 
treatment of different citizens. Rule keeping is not a means 
to the end of profit, to be varied if the occasion demands, 
but a value in itself. It is for this reason that the Weberian 
model of bureaucracy, with its emphasis on the principle of 
legal rationality, is particularly appropriate to the public 
sphere. Public administration, in fact, is a combination of 
two competing practices, law and management: the effective 
delivery of a ‘product’, and the interpretation and applica¬ 
tion of legal rules. The precise balance between the two will 
differ according to the nature of the service (policing, 
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welfare provision, water supply). But tensions between the 
two practices are not always easy to reconcile, and they 
constitute a typical source, of those charges of ‘red tape’, to 
which public administration is characteristically more prone 
than private industry. 

Public administration thus differs crucially from private 
business in the nature of its activity, as providing for the 
most general public needs, and in a manner that meets both 
political and legal criteria of performance. It also differs in 
the form of discipline to which it is subject. Here the second 
concept of the ‘public’ mentioned above comes into play: the 
public as ‘publicity’. The standard of performance of private 
business, as we have seen, is regulated by market competi¬ 
tion and the rate of profit. Preoccupied as it is with the 
wholesome influence of these disciplines, political economy 
notices only their absence in the public sector, rather than 
the presence of a distinctive discipline of its own: that of 
public scrutiny. Government administration is subject to a 
whole variety of levels and kinds of scrutiny, which typically 
include: a general accountability of the executive to a 
parliament for the conduct of its business, both directly and 
via independent audit commissions; the investigation of 
individual areas of administration by specialist committees; 
the recourse of the citizen to elected representatives, to an 
Ombudsman, or to the courts, in the event of maladminis¬ 
tration. What is at issue in such scrutiny is not merely the 
cost-efficiency of public provision, but whether money is 
spent for the purpose and on the terms for which it was 
voted, and administration conducted in accordance with 
legally defined powers, and the legally established rights of 
the citizen. 

To say that public administration is subject to public 
scrutiny is not to say that it is necessarily carried out in the 
constant glare of publicity. Much administration could not 
be so carried on, and in addition government bureaucracy 
has its own pressures to secretiveness and monopolization of 
information which threaten the effectiveness of scrutiny 
procedures in the same way as the monopolistic tendencies 
of corporations threaten the effectiveness of market discipline. 
The conflict between bureaucratic secretiveness and the 
openness required by the principle of public accountability is 
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one to which I shall return in a later chapter. But what this 
principle requires is, first, that there be routine forms of 
accountability to which administration is subject; and, 
secondly, the possibility that any decision may become 
public if it touches a matter of sufficient public interest. A 
routine decision to allow a planning application for a new 
building or a change of land use; to subsidize a particular 
artistic production; to release a prisoner on parole: any of 
these may ‘go public’ because they touch on fundamental 
issues of policy or value controversy. And if they do, it will 
not only be the content of the decision, but the manner in 
which it has been taken that will be under inspection. So it is 
not that public administration is subject to constant public 
gaze, but the knowledge that at any point it might become so 
that forms part of the discipline of its accountability. 

There is a final aspect of the definition of the ‘public’ 
which makes its own contribution to the performance of 
government administration, and that is the existence of a 
‘public service’ ethos: certain beliefs and norms of conduct 
that are inseparable from the role and privileges of the civil 
servant. These include features such as a concern for the 
public interest in preference to private or sectional ones; a 
belief in the value of the collective provision of essential 
services; a due regard for the law and legally established 
rights, as well as for the conscientious performance of the 
duties of office. The chronic dilemma of bureaucratic 
inefficiency, which political economists attribute to govern¬ 
ment, is in part the product of their extending the self- 
interest assumption to the point where the goal of any 
administrator becomes to do anything except promote the 
aims of the organization in a conscientious manner, unless 
there is a specific inducement to do so. That is to push the 
assumption to the point of absurdity. Of course there are 
incentives and sanctions associated with a public service 
ethos, as there are with any normative order; accelerated or 
retarded promotion is only the most obvious of these. But to 
see administrative behaviour as subject to a constant 
calculation of self-interest is to overlook what is distinctive 
about social norms of conduct: whether by a process of 
conscious acceptance or unconscious internalization, they 
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become recognized as valid or binding on the individual, and 
hence an autonomous determinant of action. 

It is doubtful, in fact, whether a coherent account even of 
economic activity can be given from a rigorous assumption 
of self-interest alone. The fundamental distinction that 
political economy seeks to make between hierarchical and 
market relations cannot be sustained simply in terms of an 
unequal distribution of resources, which enables superiors to 
control subordinates, since such a phenomenon typifies ex¬ 
change relations as well as hierarchies. The concept of a 
hierarchy is only distinguishable in terms of authority 
positions that are recognized as legitimate, and rules of 
conduct that are recognized as binding: i.e. by the presence 
of a normative order defining the relations between superiors 
and subordinates. Once this is acknowledged, then there is 
nothing surprising in the conclusion that different hierarchies 
have their own norms of conduct; and that, if the distinctive 
ethos of the business corporation is the pursuit of private 
advantage, that of public administration is more directed 
towards norms of public service. Indeed, by a process of 
further differentiation, it is possible to identify a characteris¬ 
tic ethos which distinguishes different government depart¬ 
ments or agencies, and which is the product of a tradition of 
experience in dealing with particular types of problem. It is 
often pointed out, for example, that the British Home 
Office, with its primarily regulatory functions and mentality, 
has never provided a particularly sympathetic environment 
for such concerns as children’s welfare, civil liberties, or 
racial policy, because these run counter to its dominant 
outlook. 

What have such considerations to do with ‘efficiency’? 
The general conclusion to which they lead is that any 
discussion of efficiency cannot be divorced from an under¬ 
standing of the distinctive activity or practice of the 
institution under examination. As we have seen, even the 
definition of what counts as efficiency or effectiveness 
depends upon the nature and purposes of the activity in 
which it is engaged. The purposes of government are many 
and interconnected, and the criteria for assessing the 
effectiveness of its administration are correspondingly varied 
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as well as politically contested. But however these come to 
be defined, government administration has its own norms 
and procedures for securing effective performance, which 
are integral to its distinctive activity: a public service ethos, 
and a discipline of public accountability. And within these 
general features, different departments or agencies will have 
their own distinctive philosophy, sensitivity to which is 
necessary to ensuring efficient practice. To understand the 
full significance of the ‘public’ in public administration, 
therefore, is to understand both the criteria and conditions 
for its effective operation, and its difference from private 
business. While certain of the latter’s techniques may have 
their place in the public arena, to transpose its procedures 
wholesale is to ignore this basic distinction. It is a distinction 
which the definition of ‘bureaucracy’ as public administra¬ 
tion serves to underline. 

It should by now be clear what is the characteristic 
approach adopted within the study of public administration 
to its subject matter. Most students of public administration 
would no doubt reject the suggestion that they are engaged 
in anything as grandiose as ‘model-building’; their work is 
largely descriptive and historical in its method. However, 
such an approach or method itself implies a particular theory 
of social and political institutions. This is that to explain 
what happens within them, we need to understand their 
distinctive character or ethos, the nature of the activity in 
which they are engaged, and the values implicit in this 
activity. Administrative methods or arrangements which are 
consistent with this ethos are likely to prove effective; those 
that run counter to it will not. In other words, attention to 
the ‘culture’ of an organization, and its distinctive form of 
practice, provides the key to its understanding. 

This approach explains the importance of comparative 
analysis to the study of public administration, since it is only 
through comparison that the distinctiveness of an organiza¬ 
tion’s ‘culture’ can be identified, and that it can be seen as a 
social product rather than the result of human nature. So far 
we have been mainly concerned with exploring the contrast 
between business and public administration, in order to 
elucidate the distinctiveness of the latter. But if we make the 
comparison between different countries, we shall find that 
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the degree to which that contrast is marked will differ 
between them. In the USA, the ethos of government 
administration is closer to business than it is in Britain or 
France, where the'civil service constitutes a more closed and 
exclusive elite. (For this reason it is perhaps not surprising 
that the USA should be the main source of attempts to 
extend ‘rational choice’ assumptions from the economic to 
the political sphere.) Yet if a public service ethos is less 
developed in the USA, this is compensated for by a much 
more stringent requirement of openness in government, and 
a much more rigorous investigative process - both based 
upon a more thorough constitutional separation of powers, 
and a culture altogether less deferential than in either 
Britain or France. In other words, the respective part played 
by a public service ethos and procedures of public accounta¬ 
bility in securing efficient administration will vary between 
different countries. 

Such differences, however, appear less marked if we 
extend the range of comparison to political systems beyond 
the Western ‘liberal democracies’. The significance of 
dictatorships, in this context, is that they are by definition 
subject to little public accountability, whether through 
political institutions to a public opinion, or through legal 
ones to the rule of law. They therefore constitute a useful 
test of the value of the public domain to administrative 
efficiency. Many believe that the rule of a strong figure, 
whatever its disadvantages, will at least be efficient, since its 
administrators will be subject to decisive political direction, 
and to harsh sanctions for inadequate performance. But 
such a belief has less to do with reality than with the self- 
image of dictators themselves, who typically justify their 
power on the grounds that they have displaced the ‘ineffec¬ 
tual talking shops’ of Parliament, and ‘made the trains run 
on time’. Contemporary research to expose such pretensions 
is by definition difficult, if not hazardous. But historical 
research reveals these in reality to be highly personalized 
regimes, whose administration is subject to the shifting 
requirements of maintaining the dictator’s position, which is 
inherently insecure. Lacking legitimacy, dictators will tend 
to develop competing administrative agencies, which can be 
played off against each other; to make appointments on 
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grounds of loyalty rather than ability; and to treat govern¬ 
ment administration as the basis for personal reward rather 
than public service. The typical result is chronic coordina¬ 
tion problems, low quality of administrative cadres, and the 
exploitation of public office for private gain. The ‘rational 
choice’ conception of bureaucracy as a system of administra¬ 
tion whose members seek to maximise their personal 
advantage without any external discipline does indeed exist; 
but it is a pathological phenomenon, typical of dictatorships, 
where the open accountability of a properly ‘public’ adminis¬ 
tration is lacking. 

The contrast between Western and developing countries, 
and the study of ‘development administration’, raises a 
different set of questions, about whether a bureaucratic 
system can operate effectively in the context of a culture that 
provides only weak support to some of its essential features. 
On the one hand there is the disjunction between the 
characteristically bureaucratic requirements of appointment 
by merit, impersonality and rule governed procedure, and 
the relationships of a traditional society determined accord¬ 
ing to status, kinship or ethnicity. On the other hand the 
dominant position of government administration within an 
economy which may provide relatively few other employ¬ 
ment opportunities, and within a polity whose other political 
institutions may be only weakly developed, makes it difficult 
to subject it to any systematic discipline. Admittedly it is not 
easy to isolate the purely administrative element in govern¬ 
ment performance from the sheer difficulty of the tasks of 
economic development and ‘nation-building’ pursued under 
unfavourable circumstances. Yet these tasks and circum¬ 
stances themselves affect the character of the administrative 
system. Divorced from, yet also penetrated by, the traditional 
society which it seeks to transform, government administra¬ 
tion is typically subject to the pull of conflicting cultural 
norms and expectations. 

In conclusion, it can be argued that comparative analysis 
not only reveals the variety and distinctiveness of organiza¬ 
tional ‘cultures’ - attention to which is relevant to their 
quality of performance - it also underlines the conditions 
needed to sustain an effective system of public administra¬ 
tion. For different reasons, dictatorial regimes and many 
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developing countries possess only a weak public service 
ethos and procedures of public accountability. Their adminis¬ 
trations are often criticized for bureaucratic arbitrariness or 
arrogance. It maty be questioned, however, how far the 
designation ‘bureaucratic’ is appropriate at all, if they 
deviate systematically from the strictly Weberian criteria of 
bureaucracy: rule governed procedure, and the impersonal 
treatment of cases ‘without passion or bias’. Such criteria 
require both a tradition of the rule of law, and an attentive 
public to sustain. 

Overview 
The purpose of this survey of how bureaucracy is treated 
within the three disciplines has been to clarify the dif¬ 
ferences in their definition of the concept, and in their 
respective approaches to the question of administrative 
efficiency. It has also sought to identify the reasons for these 
differences, in their differing conceptions of method, and 
divergent focus of interest. Should we then conclude from 
such a survey that there can be no agreement on how 
bureaucracy is to be defined, or on the criteria and 
conditions for administrative efficiency? Is it all simply a 
question of our initial standpoint or disciplinary perspective? 
Before we hasten to draw such a conclusion, we ought first 
to explore whether there is any common ground between the 
respective approaches, or any way of integrating them 
within the framework of a more general theory of bureau¬ 
cracy. In doing this we shall naturally have to move beyond 
the confines of any one disciplinary position. 

Let us take the definitional question first. As we have 
seen, the sociology of organization adopts an inclusive 
concept of bureaucracy, since its interest lies in modern 
organizations as a whole, and its concern is with their most 
general features (though it also recognizes differences 
between them). For political economy and public adminis¬ 
tration, on the other hand, it is the differences that are the 
most significant, whether in their method of funding, or 
mode of accountability; and they therefore adopt an 
exclusive definition of bureaucracy which limits it to grant 
funded organizations or public administration respectively. 
If we stand outside the particular disciplines, however, there 
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is no reason why we should give priority either to what 
organizations have in common, or to what differentiates 
them. Both are important to a general theory of bureaucracy, 
and we therefore need a conceptual strategy that will 
encompass both. The most obvious strategy is to use the 
term ‘bureaucracy’ in the wider Weberian sense of those 
criteria typical of modern large-scale administration in 
general, and then to identify the most important lines of 
variation or differentiation within this wider category. We 
need, that is to say, both a conception of bureaucracy in 
general, and a typology of bureaucracies; we shall need to 
talk both of bureaucracy as such, and of particular bureau¬ 
cratic types. 

Which, then, are the most significant lines of differentia¬ 
tion that will give us a coherent typology of bureaucracies? 
According to the sociology of organization, the key variable 
is organizational structure: this will be more rigid or more 
flexible, with more or less detailed role definition and 
control over ‘front line’ workers, according to the organiza¬ 
tion’s goal or product, and the environment in which it 
operates. For political economy, the most important dif¬ 
ferentiating feature is the method by which an organization 
is financed: whether from a grant or by the unit sale of its 
product. For public administration, the key variable is the 
manner of an organization’s accountability, whether public 
or private. We thus have three distinct principles of 
differentiation (see the diagram below). 

The only good reason for assigning any one of the three 
dimensions exclusive priority would be if it could be shown 
to be the determinant of the others. Although there is some 
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tendency for the features in each of the two columns to occur 
together, this is not necessarily so, and in any case there is 
no obvious single line of causal determination between 
them. For this reason, an three dimensions will need to be 
treated as independent 'variables, and each as necessary to 
an adequate understanding of any particular bureaucratic 
organization. 

Two further comments should be made about these 
differentiating principles. First, within each discipline there 
is a marked tendency to call the characteristics in the left- 
hand column ‘bureaucratic’ and those in the right-hand one 
‘non-bureaucratic’. According to the conceptual strategy 
adopted here, however, all organizations will be bureau¬ 
cratic in so far as they conform to the general Weberian 
criteria of hierarchical rule-governed administration, etc.; 
and the differences will represent differences between 
bureaucratic types, rather than marking the boundary 
between the bureaucratic and the non-bureaucratic itself. 
Secondly, each pair does not necessarily represent a mutual¬ 
ly exclusive alternative. We have already seen that there can 
be different degrees or combinations of ‘mechanical’ and 
‘organic’ arrangements within the same organization. 
Similarly it is possible to find different methods of funding 
and modes of accountability also combined within one 
institution. But before we become submerged under an 
almost infinite complexity of bureaucratic types, it is 
important to stress that the task of theory is not so much to 
compile an exhaustive list of possibilities, as to identify the 
main determinants of organizational differentiation. Once 
equipped with these, the investigator should be able to 
understand the character and functioning of any particular 
bureaucratic organization, whatever its location on a spec¬ 
trum of possibilities. To whom is it accountable and how? By 
what means is it financed? Flow is it structured in relation to 
its purpose and environment? These are the key questions to 
be asked, and none of them can be dismissed as irrelevant, 
or secondary. 

The discussion of these key variables brings us directly to 
the question of administrative or organizational efficiency. 
As we have seen, the selection by each discipline of a 
particular variable is not accidental, but is related to its 
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distinctive method of analysis, and conception of administra¬ 
tive efficiency. Organizational sociology is concerned with 
structure; efficiency is a question of how the organization is 
structured (how the division of labour is arranged, how 
precisely roles are defined, etc.), and the appropriateness of 
the structure to the organization’s goals and environment. 
Political economy is concerned with finance, and takes its 
starting point from the pursuit of self-interest by individuals; 
efficiency is a question of so arranging the financial 
inducements and sanctions that the pursuit of individual self- 
interest serves to advance rather than hinder the goals of the 
organization. Public administration emphasizes an organiza¬ 
tion’s culture and its mode of accountability; efficiency is a 
question of the appropriateness of its culture to the goals it 
pursues and to its particular method of accountability, and 
of the effectiveness with which individuals are socialized into 
acceptance of its normative order. 

Do these different emphases offer mutually exclusive 
alternatives between which we much choose? Or can they be 
integrated into a more complete, and necessarily more 
complex, understanding? At first sight the approaches of 
political economy and public administration seem most 
obviously contradictory. After all. they are derived from the 
study of two contrasting institutions, market and state. 
Where the former is the arena for the pursuit of private 
advantage, from which the general interest results, if at all, 
only as unintended byproduct, the latter concerns itself 
directly with the public welfare, and with the principles by 
which social life should be arranged and regulated. Assump¬ 
tions about self-interest and normative order derive naturally 
from the study of each. Pressed to their logical conclusion, 
the two standpoints become contradictory, and deliver 
competing evaluations of public bureaucracy, critical and 
sympathetic respectively. 

We have also seen, however, that neither perspective on 
its own can offer a coherent account even of its own subject. 
On the one hand, political economy requires reference to a 
normative order to make the concept of hierarchy intelli¬ 
gible; and the pursuit of self-interest within business firms is 
set within a framework of principles governing what is 
appropriate behaviour and remuneration for each position. 
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and within an overall organizational ethos. On the other 
hand, norms of public service and administrative duty within 
a government bureaucracy are reinforced by gradations of 
status and privilege, and systematic procedures for individual 
reward and advancement. Furthermore, the effectiveness of 
both dimensions - normative order and the utilization of 
individual self-interest - cannot be divorced from a third: the 
way in which the division of labour within the institution is 
structured, and the scope it allows for individual initiative or 
discretion. 

In conclusion, therefore, it should indeed be possible to 
advance beyond the differences of disciplinary perspective, 
as well as the differences between types of institution, to a 
more general theory of bureaucracy itself, combining three 
different dimensions of analysis: a structured division of 
labour, with a particular arrangement and definition of roles 
or offices; a normative order regulating the behaviour of its 
members, and internalized by them; a system of inducements 
and sanctions, directing the pursuit of individual self- 
interest. Just as no adequate account of bureaucracy, 
whether in general or particular, can be given without 
reference to all three dimensions, so the attainment of 
organizational efficiency or effectiveness will require atten¬ 
tion to be given to them all, and to their interrelationship. 

Bureaucracy and policy formation 

So far this chapter has been concerned with administrative 
efficiency, and with models of bureaucracy which address 
the question of how far bureaucracies are efficient, or could 
be made more so. It should be evident from the discussion, 
however, that this question can only be answered by 
developing a systematic understanding of how bureaucracies 
actually function in practice; evaluation and explanation are 
interconnected, though the emphasis so far has been on the 
former. In the final section of the chapter I shall review 
some theories of bureaucracy with a more directly explana¬ 
tory purpose, which can be derived from the models already 
considered. In order to focus the discussion, I shall 
concentrate on an issue that has concerned many writers on 
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administration in the public sector: the influence of bureau¬ 
cracy on the formation of policy. This is particularly an issue 
in the public sector, because of the complexity and publicly 
contested nature of its policy goals, though it has parallels in 
the private sector also. 

One of the limitations to analyses of administrative 
efficiency is that they take the policies or goals of an 
organization as given, and concentrate on the question of 
how effectively they are carried out. But this is to treat 
administration as if it were simply a matter of executing 
policies or goals already arrived at, and to overlook its 
contribution to their initial formulation. Although it is 
possible to draw a clear distinction between politicians and 
officials in terms of the method of their appointment and 
nature of their responsibility, the distinction does not so 
readily coincide with a line drawn between the formation 
and execution of policy. Administrators, especially at their 
higher levels, typically act as advisors to politicians on 
policy. And since they usually have the advantage over a 
minister of greater experience and expertise in the policy 
area, at least collectively, their advice can be crucial in 
determining the content of that policy. After all, what 
should be done is dependent upon what can, and, if it can, 
upon what effects it will have, especially on other policies. 
Assessing such possibilities and consequences constitutes the 
distinctive expertise of officials, and is one of the sources of 
their influence. Apologists for bureaucracy see this influence 
as a matter of the rational assessment of the issues from case 
to case. Explanatory theories seek to show that it has a 
systematic tendency which derives from the character of 
bureaucracy itself. 

These theories can for convenience be grouped according 
to the three models we have already considered, although 
they are not necessarily derived from them in a self- 
conscious manner. First, there are theories which explain 
policy in terms of bureaucratic interests, particularly its 
interests in secure employment, and in individual opportuni¬ 
ties for increasing power, status or material reward. These 
hold that the systematic policy tendency of bureaucracy will 
be towards the protection and advancement of its own 
interests. The negative form of the theory holds that 
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bureaucrats will oppose radical policies which threaten their 
own positions. The most famous example of this argument 
was put forward by Robert Michels in his study of pre-First 
World War Sdcial Qemocracy in Europe, in which he 
attributed the deradicalization of the movement to the 
increase of bureaucratic posts as parties and unions extended 
their mass base, and to the fear of their incumbents that a 
revolutionary policy would jeopardize their livelihood. 
From this example Michels drew a general conclusion about 
the conservative bias of bureaucratic organization. How- 
ever, even if he was correct in his analysis of European 
Social Democracy (see below, p. 63-4) the wider conclusion 
does not follow, since it presupposes that radical policies will 
always threaten bureaucratic positions, and this is a matter 
that must surely depend upon the context. A public agency 
established for a limited purpose will be in danger of 
dissolution if it does not find new tasks to undertake, once 
its original purpose is completed; here bureaucratic interests 
will be on the side of innovation. And in government at 
large, where there is little threat of bureaucratic dissolution, 
whatever policies are adopted, it is difficult to explain any 
lack of radicalism in terms of bureaucratic interests alone. 

Indeed, the argument can go the other way. Since larger 
organizations produce higher pay and status for those at the 
top, senior bureaucrats have a vested interest in expansion, 
through either the extension of existing programmes, or the 
adoption of new ones. We have already met a version of this 
argument in the discussion of bureaucratic inefficiency, but 
it is important to distinguish between 'organizational slack’ 
as a problem for the cost-effective execution of policy, and 
pressures for expansion which affect the nature of the 
policies themselves. William Niskanen has argued over the 
course of a number of writings that the characteristic goal of 
bureaucrats is budget maximization, through the expansion 
of their department programmes. Like many political 
economists, however, he concludes that the resulting level of 
provision of public services will be 'too high’ in comparison 
with some norm of market provision. This conclusion 
overlooks the fact that public provision is intended to meet a 
criterion of need as much as ability to pay, and that in any 
case state programmes have historically had to be supple- 
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merited by the market as a result of their inadequacy, rather 
than their surplus of provision over need. What is not in 
doubt is that electoral demand and bureaucratic interest 
combine to generate powerful pressures for the expansion of 
public services; but it is equally evident that such pressures 
are in turn constrained by the political limits to taxation and 
the administrative controls of a Treasury or Budget office. 

The conjunction of a general bureaucratic disposition 
towards expansion, with the limitations imposed by finite 
resources, produces a different theory of bureaucratic 
interests which emphasizes the competition between dif¬ 
ferent departments or agencies for their share of the budget. 
Such competition is not confined to the yearly bargaining 
round with the Treasury, but is felt across the whole range of 
policy. It is the nature of government policy that any 
proposal for change affects a number of departments or 
agencies simultaneously, and also differentially, in terms of 
its implications for the maintenance or expansion of their 
budgets. An extension of the road-building programme has 
consequences for bus and rail services; an expansion of 
nuclear power generation has implications for the coal 
industry, while a shift towards energy conservation affects 
both; changes in foreign policy or defence strategy have 
consequences for the relative importance of the different 
armed services, and so on. Any proposal to alter policy will 
find the bureaucratic interests of different departments or 
agencies engaged on different sides of the argument, and the 
outcome will depend on their respective weight, and on their 
ability to demonstrate that the policy which benefits their 
department is most in the public interest. This is the essence 
of what has come to be called the ‘bureaucratic politics’ 
approach. It was originally developed in the foreign policy 
area, to counter the view that a nation’s foreign policy could 
be explained according to the model of a single actor 
rationally calculating the most advantageous strategy, rather 
than as the outcome of contending interests within different 
bureaucratic agencies. The approach has subsequently been 
extended to other areas of policy. 

Theories which explain political outcomes in terms of 
competition between contending interests need complement¬ 
ing at two points if they are to be at all plausible. One is an 
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examination of the structures which set the interests of 
different groups systematically in competition with one 
another, and determine their relative political weight. In the 
case of government bureaucracy, the way in which functions 
are divided between separate agencies or departments and 
between different tiers of government has significant conse¬ 
quences for the alignment of interests and the balance of 
political forces. Such an arrangement is in turn the accumu¬ 
lated product of a history of past policies, which become 
congealed in institutional form and develop a network of 
interests around them, both inside and outside the bureau¬ 
cracy, which constrain present choices. It is this that makes 
incrementalism, the adding of the new to the old, the typical 
form of policy change. Existing structures also affect policy 
outcomes, not only through the alignment they give to 
competing interests in the influence of policy, but also 
through their consequences for its implementation. Policies 
which can only be implemented with great difficulty within 
existing structures, for example because they cut across the 
boundaries of established departments, have less chance of 
acceptance than those whose implementation is more 
straightforward. This explains the attraction for new govern¬ 
ments of interdepartmental reorganization, especially where 
important new initiatives cut across existing boundaries. 

Any explanation of policy in terms of competing bureau¬ 
cratic interests, therefore, is incomplete without an exam¬ 
ination of the structure within which they are located. But, 
secondly, it is also unintelligible without an understanding of 
the conventions which govern the expression of such 
interests, and which regulate the process of bureaucratic 
competition. As we have seen, bureaucracies possess well- 
developed cultures of their own, and the more so, the more 
self-enclosed their elite. These cultures embody elaborated 
codes governing the way administration is conducted, as well 
as larger assumptions about the world, which set their own 
limits to the range of policies considered possible or 
acceptable. Most state bureaucracies see themselves as 
guardians of a ‘national interest’ or ‘interest of state' which 
transcends and outlasts the policies of particular govern¬ 
ments. In the case of the British civil service, as is often 
pointed out, such conceptions are conditioned by an 
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Oxbridge educated outlook of the gifted amateur or general¬ 
ist, more attuned to the concerns of finance than of industry, 
and still attached to a great power role in an era of post¬ 
imperial decline. Such attitudes are not necessarily any more 
a conscious determinant of policy than are the administra¬ 
tive structures or limitations that render certain policy 
options unworkable; but they serve to define the parameters 
of what can be legitimately thought or seriously entertained. 

If we add together these different theoretical explanations 
of what could be called ‘bureaucratic policy’ - as the product 
of compromise between divergent bureaucratic interests, of 
the limitations imposed by administrative structures, of the 
tendencies of shared cultural assumptions - or, better, if we 
integrate them by showing how interests come to be aligned 
within a given administrative structure, and their expression 
defined by common cultures and beliefs: we then have a 
powerful argument that the content of policy, and not 
merely its execution, is systematically affected by the 
character of the administrative system. At its strongest, the 
argument holds that within bureaucracies, the relationship 
between means and ends becomes inverted; the nature of 
the administrative means determines the policy goal or end. 

However, driving an argument to its logical conclusion 
does not necessarily ensure its validity. What this one 
ignores, manifestly, is the elected politician, with his or her 
own priorities. The idea that the minister has an essential 
role in policy-making cannot be so readily jettisoned, though 
the extent and effectiveness of that role will depend upon 
the individual, and upon the degree of his or her political 
support both inside and outside the government. Yet it is a 
mistake to see the typical relationship between politician 
and officials as one in which the former confronts the latter 
with policy ideas, which they then seek to divert or obstruct. 
If the explanations given above have any validity, it is much 
more a question of the politician providing an input of his or 
her own into the ongoing policy process, an input which can 
determine which of the competing internal factions prevail, 
or the precise balance of the compromise between them that 
is finally struck. 

In any case, what the theories considered here show is that 
any analysis of bureaucracy as an instrument for the 
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administration and execution of policy has to be comple¬ 
mented by an analysis of its effects upon policy content. The 
discussion of the former necessarily has to make a sharp 
distinction between ends and means, between policy and its 
execution. Any evaluation of ‘efficiency’ has to begin by 
taking ends as given. But this sharp distinction breaks down 
once the question of the formation of policy is placed upon 
the agenda. At this point the effect of the administrative 
system itself - its structure, interests and values - upon the 
content of policy, becomes significant. If we are to under¬ 
stand bureaucracy adequately, then it is in the complex 
interplay between its formative role in policy, and its 
translation of that policy into manageable directives at the 
‘front line’ of the organization, that such an understanding is 
to be found. 

Conclusion 

I began the chapter with a number of sharply formulated 
distinctions. First was a distinction between the definitional, 
normative and explanatory dimensions to a theory of 
bureaucracy. We have seen that the sharpness of this 
distinction becomes blurred in practice, not because the 
distinction itself is invalid, but because the different dimen¬ 
sions are interrelated. Definitions of bureaucracy tend to be 
governed by a particular conception of organizational 
efficiency, and the latter in turn to be dependent upon a 
particular mode of explaining how bureaucracies function. 
Second was a more elaborated distinction between the 
models of bureaucracy developed within the disciplines of 
organizational sociology, political economy and public 
administration respectively, and their very different 
approaches to organizational analysis. These differences of 
model-building in turn proved not to be absolute, or 
necessarily antithetical, but complementary aspects to be 
integrated into a more complete understanding of bureau¬ 
cracy, and of the conditions for organizational efficiency. 
Finally, the further distinction between ends and means, and 
the concept of administration as an instrument for the 
execution of policy, which was necessary for any discussion 
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of bureaucratic efficiency, required revision in the light of 
theories about the effects of the administrative system on the 
content of policy itself. 

At each point an initial distinction, necessary to the 
particular stage of the argument, had to be transcended in 
order to reach a fuller understanding of our subject, 
bureaucracy. But the reader will not be surprised to learn 
that that understanding is not yet complete, and not just for 
the trivial reason that we are still only in chapter 1. As the 
chapter has progressed, it should have become evident that 
all the theories I have been discussing suffer from a serious 
limitation. This is that they treat bureaucracy in isolation, as 
a self-sufficient object of study, in abstraction from any 
social or historical context, or any larger theory of society or 
history. This is most obviously true of discussions of 
administrative efficiency, which not surprisingly concentrate 
on the internal workings of bureaucracy. But it is also true of 
the explanatory theories considered, which, even where they 
are critical, see the influences on policy as largely deter¬ 
mined from within the administrative system. They thus 
raise the question of bureaucratic power, and its impact on 
policy, but are unable to identify the sources of that power 
within the wider society. In this emphasis they share some of 
the self-enclosed world of bureaucracy itself. 

As I suggested in the Introduction, this self-enclosed 
quality is not accidental, in view of the origins and purpose 
of the disciplines under consideration. The academic sub¬ 
jects of organizational sociology, political economy and 
public administration have grown up in close relation to the 
practice of management, business and government respect¬ 
ively; they are concerned with the training of those who will 
occupy bureaucratic positions in these spheres; and their 
chief preoccupations, with how organizations function, and 
how they might be made more efficient, are those of 
administrators themselves, though they are mediated through 
the processes of academic enquiry, and in the terms of its 
discourse. Even political economy, which delivers a substan¬ 
tial critique of government bureaucracy, does so from the 
standpoint of business management. Now it is true that close 
proximity to the. practice they study enables these disciplines 
to understand it ‘from the inside'. That is a source of insight 
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as well as limitation. But we need to set bureaucracy in a 
larger context, and to see it from other, more critical, social 
perspectives. The next,chapter will do this by considering 
the subject frorfi the vantage point of a historical sociology. 
In the meantime, the conclusions of the present chapter 
must be regarded as provisional. 

Notes 
1. M. Weber, Theory of Social and Economic Organisation, ed. 

T. Parsons, New York, 1964, p. 337; From Max Weber, eds. 

H. Gerth and C.W. Mills, London, 1948, p. 214. 
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Theories of 
Bureaucratic Power 

Introduction 

Towards the end of the previous chapter I argued that a 
major limitation of a purely institutional approach to 
bureaucracy was its inability to provide an adequate account 
of the nature and sources of bureaucratic power. For such an 
account it is necessary to situate bureaucracy within a larger 
social and historical context, and to understand its function 
within the broadest social and political processes, since it is 
from these that its power ultimately derives. The present 
chapter will examine the theories of bureaucratic power 
developed within two of the main schools of historical 
sociology, the Weberian and Marxist respectively. The one, 
Weberian, locates bureaucracy within a wider theory of 
authority systems and their administration, and of the role 
and organization of technical knowledge within industrial 
societies; it sees the power of bureaucracy as deriving from 
the central place it occupies within the historical process of 
modernization. The Marxist approach locates bureaucracy 
within a wider theory of class domination and class conflict, 
and sees its power as deriving from the function it performs 
within a class society; it also situates it within a theory of 
history which envisages the possibility of a future industrial 
society without class divisions. 

Both theories agree that the power of social groups and 
institutions has to be understood in the light of the social 
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function they perform within an evolving historical process, 
but they disagree in their respective accounts of this function 
and process. They alscr diverge in terms of the standpoint 
from which they define bureaucratic power as problemati¬ 
cal. The Weberian standpoint is that of the liberal, non- 
bureaucratic elite, which sees its values threatened by the 
expansion of bureaucratic power: in particular, the values of 
individual freedom, and the scope for exceptional individuals 
to exercise a socially creative role in both economy and 
state. From this standpoint the solution to the problem of 
bureaucratic power lies in institutional arrangements which 
will ensure the control of bureaucracy from above, by non- 
bureaucratic elites. The Marxist standpoint is that of the 
potentially socialist working class, which is subordinate 
directly to bureaucratic control in economy and state. From 
this standpoint, any conflict between bureaucratic and non- 
bureaucratic elites is secondary, since both form part of one 
and the same system of class domination. And the solution 
to bureaucratic power can only come in the reconstitution of 
administrative structures in a post-class society, which 
ensures their subjection to democratic control from below. 

The Weberian and Marxist theories of bureaucracy thus 
embody differences of social and political perspective, as 
well as differences of historical and sociological analysis. 
Each is related to a social position outside that of bureau¬ 
cracy itself, and to corresponding political values that are 
critical of bureaucratic ideology and practice: in the one, 
those of a liberal elitism; in the other, those of a proletarian 
socialism. Their respective accounts of bureaucracy thus 
involve disputes not only about social structure and histori¬ 
cal development, but between political values also; in 
particular, they take us to the heart of issues separating 
capitalism and socialism. In what follows, I shall examine 
each of these theories in turn. 

Weberian political sociology 

Max Weber’s model of bureaucracy has already been 
extensively treated in the previous chapter, and it may be 
asked why he is being considered further in the present one. 



58 Bureaucracy 

The reason is that, however important his work has been to 
the sociology of organization, to confine a discussion of it to 
the terms of that discipline alone, and its preoccupation with 
bureaucratic functioning and organizational efficiency, is to 
narrow its focus unduly, and to remove it from the larger 
context of a theory of modern society and its development, 
to which it properly belongs. Within that larger context, 
Weber’s concern was less with the question of organizational 
efficiency than with the expansion of bureaucratic power, 
and with the implications of that expansion for fundamental 
liberal values. From this standpoint he developed a theoreti¬ 
cal analysis of bureaucracy that has been repeated and 
extended by many others through the course of the 
twentieth century. Weber left no organized school of 
followers behind him, but many sociologists have been 
influenced either directly or indirectly by his ideas. The 
concept ‘Weberian’ thus designates a recognizable theoreti¬ 
cal tendency, reaching beyond the work of Weber himself. 

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 cartelliza- 
tion 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 develop¬ 
ment 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 
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capitalist enterprise. Because of its indispensability, bureau¬ 
cratic administration was increasingly irreversible and 
‘escape-proof. It would be a sheer illusion, Weber wrote, 
‘to think for a riioment that continuous administration can 
be carried out in any field except by means of officials 
working in offices . . . The choice is only between bureau¬ 
cracy and dilettantism in the field of administration.'1 

The development of bureaucratization was thus, in 
Weber’s view, inseparably linked to the development of the 
territorial state and the capitalist economy, whose adminis¬ 
trative 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 ‘rationali¬ 
zation’, which provided a kind of summation of 
the characteristics distinguishing modern from traditional 
societies. When applied to bureaucracy, the concept in¬ 
dicated 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 know¬ 
ledge, 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 
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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’ institu¬ 
tion of the contemporary world. 

As a 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 prob¬ 
lem 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 trad¬ 
itional 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 con¬ 
tributed to the expansion of capitalism, and hence in turn to 
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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 disci¬ 
pline 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?’2 

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 recog¬ 
nized 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 adminis¬ 
tration 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 
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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 stand¬ 
point 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 domina¬ 
tion 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 distinc¬ 
tively contemporary class-forming potential of technical 
knowledge and organizational power, necessary to a de¬ 
veloped 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. 
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‘It is the dictatorship of the offical’, he concluded, ‘not of the 
worker, that is, for the present at least, on the advance.’4 

Indeed, the likelihood that socialism would produce a 
bureaucratic dictatorship was greatly increased by the 
demands that would be imposed upon a centralized adminis¬ 
tration. 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 capital¬ 
ism 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 be¬ 
come 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. 

The idea that the institutions created by the working class 
to secure their emancipation would, through the process of 
bureaucratization, turn into agencies to perpetuate their 
own subordination, was also the theme of Robert Michels’ 
work on political parties. On the basis of his analysis of West 
European Social Democracy, Michels concluded that the 
bureaucratic positions within party and trade union had 
become a principal avenue for the social advancement of 
energetic and talented members of the working class, who 
abandoned any revolutionary aims for their class once their 
own social revolution was accomplished. According to his 
analysis, prospective revolutionaries confronted an insoluble 
dilemma: either to create an organization, and see their 
goals subverted from within, or abandon permanent organiza¬ 
tion like the anarchists, and remain ineffectual. However, 
Michels’ insistence upon the universally conservative charac¬ 
ter of organization led him to overlook the possibility that in 
a revolutionary movement or party which was not fully 
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bureaucratized, such as the Bolshevik party, the revolution¬ 
ary commitment of its leadership might be sustained to the 
point of a violent overthrow of the old regime. It was this 
eventuality that Weber himself addressed with his conten¬ 
tion that all revolutions in modern times, even those most 
anti-bureaucratic in inspiration, could only succeed in 
confirming and extending the existing bureaucracy, because 
of its indispensability for consolidating their hold on power. 
This political necessity, combined with the centralizing 
thrust of its socialist purpose, could only ensure the rise of a 
new dictatorship from revolutionary socialism. 

If one strand to Weber’s critique of socialism concerned 
the consequences for individual freedom which he believed 
would follow from the abolition of independent power 
centres capable of checking a centralized bureaucracy, a 
second concerned the implications for the economy of 
replacing the capitalist entrepreneur, working within a 
competitive market, by an industrial manager subject to the 
requirements of a central plan. Following debates about the 
experience of centralized planning in the wartime German 
economy, Weber argued that the abandonment of the 
market would leave economic planners without the informa¬ 
tion necessary for the calculation of prices, and hence for the 
efficient allocation of the factors of production. In the sense 
of ensuring the maximum calculability of economic opera¬ 
tions, the market was more ‘rational’ than a system of 
central planning. Moreover, the demise of the entrepreneur, 
whose innovative role was supported by the competitive 
pressures of the market, would remove the major source of 
dynamism within the economy, in exchange for the bureau¬ 
cratic priorities of order and security. At a certain stage of 
economic development, he argued, the state bureaucracy 
had been a force for economic expansion, through facilitat¬ 
ing the extension of the market, and the assault on 
traditional social privileges. But the more it came to 
encroach upon the market, the more it turned into a force 
for economic stagnation. 

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 



Theories of Bureaucratic Power 65 

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 adminis¬ 
trative 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 Burn¬ 
ham 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 exploita¬ 
tion 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 
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than real, and for whom therefore any distinction between 
the Soviet Union and the West was to prove insubstantial. 

The difference between Weber’s theory of bureaucratic 
rule and the later one of Rizzi and Burnham was most 
marked at the point where the latter argued that the rise of 
bureaucracy to supremacy resulted from the superiority of 
planning over the market, whether in the form of Fascist 
corporatism, the Soviet five year plans, or the New Deal in 
the USA. Here Weber’s position was much closer to that of 
von Mises or von Hayek, who used evidence from the USSR 
to support their general theoretical arguments against 
economic planning at the level of a whole economy. Von 
Mises’ early article on the impossibility of rational calcula¬ 
tion in a planned economy had in fact been published by 
Weber shortly before his death. But it is reasonable to 
suppose that Weber would also have agreed with von 
Hayek’s more philosophical argument about the inherent 
unpredictability of economic life, to which the decentralized 
entrepreneur was much better able to adjust than a 
centralized planner, since this argument accorded with a 
basic assumption of Weber’s own sociology. This was the so- 
called ‘paradox of consequences’: the idea that the conse¬ 
quences of social action often diverge from, or even 
contradict, its intention, because of the responses it induces 
in other social agents who are affected by it. 

According to this principle, the idea of rationally planning 
a whole economy or society is essentially contradictory, 
because the planners can never sufficiently predict or control 
the responses of those whose cooperation is necessary to 
make their plans effective. If such a conclusion undermines 
the optimistic hope of bringing all social processes under 
conscious human control (the ‘end of pre-history’, as Marx 
called it), it also precludes the most pessimistic scenarios of 
‘totalitarian’ theory, which envisage the whole of a society as 
automata operating at the behest of a centralized bureau¬ 
cracy. Bureaucratic ‘control’ is certainly possible in the sense 
of stifling individual freedom; it is much less so in the sense 
of achieving the economic or social outcomes that bureau¬ 
crats intend. This is one of those ‘irrationalities’ of the 
rationalization process that Weber himself was so quick to 
point out. 
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In conclusion, the analysis of the Soviet Union that 
derives from Weber’s work avoids the crude liberal simplifi¬ 
cation 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 domi¬ 
nance of the bureaucratic structure derives from the indis¬ 
pensability 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 capital¬ 
ism, does not necessarily regard the power of the bureau¬ 
cratic 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 Parlia¬ 
ment. 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 responsibil¬ 
ity 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 bureau¬ 
cracy could not achieve. 
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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 un¬ 
favourably with their own specialist expertise; the ‘talking 
shop’ of Parliament unfavourably with the achievements of 
administrative action; the conflicts of party and sectional 
interests unfavourably with their own representation of the 
general interest in society and state. Such contrasts were 
reinforced by a ‘token’ Parliamentary system, whose mem¬ 
bers 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 determina¬ 
tion 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 com¬ 
parison with the party and its leader. Some of the represen- 
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tative 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, Webef stressed the significance of those Parlia¬ 
mentary functions that remained: the public review of the 
executive, particularly through the work of specialist com¬ 
mittees; 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 Parlia¬ 
ment 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 commit¬ 
ment 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 
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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 organiza¬ 
tions - 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 bureau¬ 
cracy, in conclusion, lies in the fact that he grasped sooner 
than anyone the implications of the expansion of bureau¬ 
cratic 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 demo¬ 
cracy, 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 
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hierarchies, and defined bureaucracy as the key institution 
of the modernization process. Marxist theory reveals a 
similar congruence between agency, values and mode of 
analysis, but in a different direction, as an examination of its 
theory of bureaucratic' power will make clear. 

Marxist political economy 

The standpoint from which Marxists approach the analysis 
of bureaucracy is that of the working class and its subordina¬ 
tion within a capitalist system of production. This subordina¬ 
tion is primarily to capital itself, and only secondarily to a 
particular administrative structure, whether in industry or 
state. Understanding this subordination, and the possibility 
for modifying or overcoming it, is consequently the task of a 
critical political economy rather than a political sociology; 
and bureaucracy takes second place as an object of study to 
the analysis of class relations. Moreover, since any improve¬ 
ment in the position of the working class, let alone an end to 
its subordination, can only come through collective action, 
rather than individual endeavour, this is a standpoint which 
embraces collective or socialist values rather than individual¬ 
ist ones. From such a standpoint, the problem of power 
structures is how to subject them to democratic control, 
rather than how to preserve room for individual freedom or 
the creativity of exceptional talents. 

There is no systematic treatment of bureaucracy in the 
Marxist tradition in the way that there is in the Weberian. 
This is partly for the reason already mentioned, that 
Marxism sees administrative structures as secondary to class 
relations. But it is also that Marxist theory originated in the 
mid-nineteenth century, before the dramatic expansion of 
bureaucracy, and that its treatment of the subject, and 
indeed its concept of bureaucracy itself, has developed 
piecemeal. Marx used the term bureaucracy in the typical 
nineteenth-century sense which associated it with a particu¬ 
lar type of state, in contrast to Parliamentary systems. In the 
first decades of the twentieth century, Marxists came to 
regard bureaucracy as the general form of state administra¬ 
tion in capitalist society, whatever the political system, and 
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linked it to the growth of imperialism and monopoly capital. 
A later generation of Marxists in the 1930s was confronted 
with the problem of explaining the rise of the bureaucratic 
state in the post-revolutionary, post-capitalist society of the 
USSR. And it is only comparatively recently that Marxists 
have dealt with bureaucracy as a phenomenon outside the 
state, whether in industry or society more generally, along 
the lines of the Weberian conception. These different 
episodes, or dimensions of the subject, have never been 
properly synthesized, either in a general theory of state 
bureaucracy in capitalist and post-capitalist societies, or in 
a theory that links bureaucratic administration in both 
economy and state. Yet the potential for such a synthesis is 
present within Marxist theory, which, like orthodox political 
economy, provides a simple yet powerful explanatory 
model, capable of linking together the most wide ranging 
social and political phenomena, though of course it does not 
accept the orthodox starting point in an unchanging concep¬ 
tion of human nature. 

In what follows I shall attempt to draw some of these 
elements together in a systematic, rather than historical, 
account of the Marxist theory of bureaucracy. In doing so I 
shall also counterpose it to the Weberian theory. It should 
be said that Marxists themselves have rarely addressed 
Weber’s theory explicitly. This is because they reject its 
‘bourgeois problematic’, and believe that Marxist theory 
itself contains everything necessary to a complete 
or ‘correct’ understanding of social formations, including 
bureaucracy. This is not the position adopted here. As 
should be clear by now, my assumption is that we arrive at a 
valid understanding only through the systematic testing of 
different perspectives against one another. 

Capitalism and bureaucracy 
As with the discussion of orthodox political economy in the 
previous chapter, any treatment of Marxism must begin at 
the beginning, only moving on to bureaucracy at the 
appropriate stage of the argument. The starting point of 
Marxist analysis is the proposition that production to satisfy 
material needs is the most basic activity of any society, and 
that understanding the way production is organized, and the 
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social relations within which it is carried on, provides the key 
to understanding society as a whole. All historical societies 
since the earliest communal ones have feature a dominant 
class which, through the ownership and control of some 
necessary means of production, has been able to extract and 
appropriate from a class of direct producers a surplus 
product beyond what is necessary for the latter's own 
subsistence and reproduction. On the basis of this surplus, 
the dominant class has been able to sustain activities, a 
lifestyle and a culture, that are radically different from those 
of the direct producers. This process of extracting and 
appropriating a surplus is called ‘exploitation’. Just as the 
activities of production are the most basic, so the relation 
between dominant and subordinate class constitutes the 
most fundamental power relation of a society, which other 
social institutions serve to sustain. However - and this 
constitutes the limit to any historical generalization in 
Marxism - different historical systems or modes of produc¬ 
tion differ radically from one another in the way in which the 
surplus product is extracted and appropriated from the 
direct producers, and in the precise relationship that results 
between the system of production and other social institu¬ 
tions. 

The distinctive feature of the capitalist system of produc¬ 
tion is that the relationship between the dominant and 
subordinate classes is established through a market ex¬ 
change, and on the basis of a formal legal equality, rather 
than through a legally defined and enforced inferiority, as in 
a slave or serf society. The subordination of labour to capita! 
is determined by the historical fact that the working class has 
no means of subsistence of its own, and is driven by 
economic necessity to sell its labour power to capital for a 
wage. This exchange, equal in appearance only, gives the 
capitalist the right to control the worker, and to extract and 
appropriate surplus labour beyond that necessary to produce 
the value of the worker's wages. This surplus labour is the 
source of capitalist profit. Because capitalists are also in 
competition with each other, they are under continual 
pressure to minimize the cost of labour, and extract the 
maximum output from it. Workers for their part will resist 
this pressure, since it operates to their disadvantage and to 
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the benefit of capital. Capitalist production is thus character¬ 
ized by endemic conflict between the two classes over the 
conditions and pace of work, the length of the working day, 
the relative distribution of the product, etc. The system of 
private property makes decisions about all these issues into a 
struggle between classes. 

To recognize the capitalist system of production as a 
system of class exploitation and class conflict is, for the 
Marxist, the starting point for any adequate understanding 
of the institutions of capitalist society. For example, as Marx 
himself insisted, the management structure in the capitalist 
enterprise serves not only to coordinate the different 
elements of the production process, but also as a means of 
class discipline and control; it is needed to secure the 
extraction of surplus labour on behalf of capital, and to 
regulate the resulting class conflict. It performs a class¬ 
regulating function as well as a purely technical or adminis¬ 
trative one. Those who fail to understand the class nature of 
capitalism see only the latter function, and conclude that the 
expansive hierarchical apparatus of management is required 
by the sheer complexity of organizing industrial production 
under whatever system of ownership. What this overlooks is 
the capitalist pressure to extract the maximum labour from 
its workforce, and the collective resistance this pressure 
provokes, which together necessitate an apparatus of super¬ 
vision and control, not merely one of coordination; and the 
greater the resistance, the more powerful the apparatus has 
to be. 

This simple observation of Marx holds the key to the 
developed Marxist theory of bureaucracy, whether in 
economy or state. For the Marxist, bureaucracy comprises a 
system of administration, or rather those elements in a 
system of administration, which serve the function of class 
control and the containment of class conflict. If we stay with 
the management of the capitalist enterprise for the moment, 
we can see at once where such a theory contradicts others we 
have already looked at. It challenges the Weberian thesis 
that bureaucratic administration is required simply by the 
technical complexity of modern production, since this 
ignores its central class function. Distinctive elements of 
bureaucracy, which make it into a formidable and self- 
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enclosed structure of power, such as its secrecy, its 
monopoly of knowledge and organizational initiative, its 
social cohesion and superiority, not to mention its sheer 
extent, derive ffom this function, rather than its purely 
coordinating one. The Marxist account challenges, secondly, 
theories of the ‘managerial revolution’, whether in the 
critical version that the managerial class exploits labour in its 
own right, or the apologetic version which presents the 
managerial corporation as serving the public interest rather 
than the maximization of profit. To the Marxist, the 
structure and activities of management are subordinate to 
the logic of capitalist profit, and cannot be analysed 
independently of the capital-labour relationship from which 
they derive. Going further, the Marxist theory also chal¬ 
lenges the view within orthodox political economy that the 
hierarchy of supervision and control is the consequence of 
an innate propensity in human nature to shirking, and that 
the origin of entrepreneurial profits lies in the rewards that 
accrue to successful supervision. Such a view puts the cart 
before the horse, by making ownership the consequence, 
rather than the cause, of the need to control a recalcitrant 
workforce. Finally, Marxism questions the preoccupation of 
organizational sociology with efficiency, as if this were a 
neutral concept presupposing community of interest within 
an organization, when the question must be: efficiency for 
whom, and at whose expense? 

It is useful to begin a discussion of the Marxist theory of 
bureaucracy with industrial management, since this is the 
point where its class function is most directly evident. The 
state bureaucracy requires a more complex analysis, though 
this is the site of Marx’s own earliest discussions 
of administration. From the outset Marx challenged the 
Hegelian idea that the state bureaucracy represented the 
universal interests of society, above the particularism of 
class interests. He argued instead that the state institutions 
served the interests of the class which was dominant in 
society, or a combination of such classes where the society 
was in a process of transition from one system of production 
to another. In a predominantly capitalist society, this did not 
necessarily mean that the bureaucracy was under the direct 
control of the capitalist class, either formally through their 
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representatives in government, or informally through their 
use of financial power to manipulate the government from 
behind the scenes, though both these were indeed possible. 
The example of the Bonapartist state of Napoleon the Third, 
with its massive bureaucracy rising high above society, 
capital included, convinced Marx that a regime could serve 
the interests of capital by guaranteeing the genera! con¬ 
ditions of order and property necessary to its continued 
activity and expansion. A distinctive feature of capitalist 
production was that the extraction of surplus labour and the 
expansion of capital were achieved by a purely economic, 
not a political, process, and within the sphere of civil society, 
not the state. Capitalists did not therefore require their own 
control of the state, since guaranteeing order and the rights 
of property constituted the basic rationale of the state 
apparatus itself. In securing these rights ‘for all’, the 
bureaucracy was in fact serving the interests of capital, and 
underwriting its dominance within civil society. And when 
the working class organized to resist its own exploitation, it 
could only appear as mounting a sectional challenge to the 
general rights of property and posing a threat to order, 
which the state apparatus was bound to resist. In doing so 
the bureaucracy could readily believe it was representing the 
universal interest. 

Marx’s analysis of Bonapartism supports that tendency in 
Marxist theorizing which holds that it is more important to 
investigate what the state institutions actually do, why they 
do it and with what consequences, rather than to ask who 
occupies the bureaucratic posts, and what their social 
background happens to be. The latter may indicate how 
meritocratic recruitment is, but provides an inadequate 
explanation for bureaucratic performance. Since Marx's 
time, state bureaucracies in the West have undergone a 
massive expansion, under the pressure of two divergent 
forces. The first derives from the needs of capitalist 
production itself, and the increasingly substantial tasks it 
requires the state to undertake at society's expense to ensure 
its profitability: the provision of a material infrastructure, 
training a skilled workforce, financing scientific research, 
regulating the economy, and so on. The second derives from 
the process of democratization, and the demands it imposes 
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upon social order. In Marx’s time, before the expansion of 
the suffrage, the working class was subordinated by a 
combination of coercive and ideological control. Once 
democratic institutions were conceded under working class 
pressure, coercion had to give way to the mobilization of 
consent, and the state was forced to concede demands for 
social legislation in the fields of health, housing, welfare, 
trade union rights, etc., which went well beyond the 
requirements of capitalist reproduction. These divergent 
pressures currently involve the state in conflicting tasks: on 
the one hand it must maintain the conditions for capitalist 
profitability, on which the economy and its own finances 
depend; on the other it must maintain the support of the 
working class for the social order, which requires levels of 
state spending and redistributive policies that repeatedly 
threaten capitalist profitability itself. These conflicting tasks 
generate contradictory pressures within the state administra¬ 
tion, which are experienced both within and between the 
different bureaucratic agencies. 

Parts of the above account may seem distinctly Weberian. 
After all, Weber's explanation for the growth of state 
bureaucracies lay in the quantitative expansion and qualita¬ 
tive complexity of administrative tasks required by the 
technical advance of industry and the process of democrati¬ 
zation respectively. Obviously there is some measure of 
agreement over this. From the Marxist standpoint, however, 
Weber takes no account of the class dimension to these 
tasks: of the way in which securing the conditions for 
capitalist profitability introduces elements of social control 
into the heart of the welfare state. This is most evident in 
those agencies responsible for administering social security. 
Unemployment, in the Marxist view, is itself in part the 
product of capitalist labour-shedding in the search for 
increased profitability, and also a means to put pressure 
upon those in employment to accept revision of working 
practices, intensified work rates, etc. It is a prime means for 
the social control of labour. But it can only be so if social 
security levels are set at a point which do not threaten work 
discipline, and if entitlements are rigorously policed. Provi¬ 
sion of individual needs takes second place to the enforce¬ 
ment of labour discipline. In view of this function, it is 
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hardly surprising that social security administration should 
be among the most ‘bureaucratic’ of all welfare agencies, as 
those subject to it are only too well aware. 

The degree to which the welfare state’s overall provision 
for individual needs is incompatible with its controlling and 
servicing function for capital is partly determined by the 
general state of the economy. In a period of recession, when 
profits are squeezed, the social legislation achieved in more 
expansive times becomes a luxury that can no longer be 
afforded. Particularly vulnerable are the collective rights of 
trades unions, and those aspects of the welfare state which 
do not contribute directly to the needs of capitalist produc¬ 
tion. This is the meaning of demands for ‘efficiency’ and 
‘cutting out waste’. At the same time there are moves to 
contract out state services to private enterprise, and intro¬ 
duce business management practices into those that remain, 
to ensure the more intensive exploitation of the workforce. 
From above, this is termed ‘reducing bureaucracy’. To those 
below, however, it means increasing it, since the administra¬ 
tion becomes more hierarchical, the discipline more intense, 
and the control over work practices more detailed. In these 
different ways, the class-policing element in welfare admin¬ 
istration becomes more marked. 

Such changes do not take place without corresponding 
shifts in the state itself at the highest level, depending upon 
the degree of working class resistance they provoke. 
Typically this involves a shift of emphasis from social welfare 
to the directly coercive institutions of the state, and a 
strengthening of the executive arm at the expense of the 
representative one. How far such a process goes depends 
upon political as well as economic factors, such as the 
capacity of established political parties to maintain their 
social following in the face of welfare cuts, and the degree of 
legitimacy of the Parliamentary order itself. In countries 
where the recession bites particularly deep, where the class 
struggle is especially intense, and where democratic institu¬ 
tions enjoy only a limited or conditional legitimacy, social 
order can only be guaranteed by the executive making itself 
supreme above Parliament, in some form of dictatorship. If 
in normal circumstances the bureaucracy has to limit 
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democratic control to carry out its class regulative function, 
in exceptional circumstances of acute class struggle it may 
have to raise itself above democratic institutions altogether. 
At such moments, as Marx argued in his analysis of 
Bonapartism, even capital has to abandon its political 
representation in favour of a strong figure who will 
guarantee order and property. The fact that, under a 
dictatorship of this sort, the bureaucracy itself may be 
subject to the direction of a powerful leader enjoying 
popular legitimacy, reveals the limitation of the Weberian 
perspective, which considers only the relations between the 
bureaucracy and the political leader, and not the possible 
subordination of society at large to both. 

According to Marxist theory, in conclusion, the develop¬ 
ment of bureaucracy as a formidable structure of power, 
which to Weberians is inseparable from the administrative 
requirements of a complex industrial society, is rather the 
product of its class regulative function under capitalism, 
which reaches its apogee in the bureaucratic or Bonapartist 
state. Bureaucracy combines both coordinating and class 
functions; it is the latter that is responsible for its most 
distinctively ‘bureaucratic’ features. It follows that adminis¬ 
tration in a post-class society will lose its bureaucratic 
character. What precisely does this mean? Not the idea of 
Saint-Simon, that the government of men will be replaced by 
the administration of things, which was always an over¬ 
simplification. As Engels argued, coordination requires both 
authority and clearly defined rules; trains have to run 
according to a fixed timetable, and the passengers have to 
obey the railway staff. However, it would be a form of 
authority which was readily subject to popular control and 
accountability. The difference would be that between 
policemen regulating traffic, and forcibly dispersing a 
workers’ picket. The former exercise authority by agree¬ 
ment; the latter requires a concentration of power and a 
degree of secrecy that will elude popular control. 

If such is to be the character of administration in a post¬ 
capitalist society, an obvious question presents itself. Why 
was it that, in the first post-capitalist society, the USSR, the 
bureaucratic state raised itself beyond popular control to a 
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degree rarely attained before? Marxist explanations for this 
phenomenon will have to be examined, before a full account 
of its theory of bureaucracy can be arrived at. 

Bureaucratic degeneration of the proletarian revolution 
Few revolutionary Marxists anticipated that a bureaucratic 
administration would survive into the post-revolutionary 
society, let alone become the dominant force within party 
and state. Explanations for this development became a 
matter of necessity, as well as providing a touchstone for 
different political positions and attitudes towards the Soviet 
Union. One of the most influential analyses remains that of 
Trotsky, whose writings of the late 1920s and 1930s 
(especially The Revolution Betrayed) charted the way the 
bureaucracy had come to replace the proletariat as the 
leading force, first within the party, and then over society at 
large. This process had a dual aspect: the rise of bureaucratic 
power on one side, and the decline of a proletarian 
democracy capable of checking it, on the other. According 
to Trotsky, both aspects had their roots in a single cause: the 
backwardness and underdevelopment of Russian society. 

It should be said that the backwardness of Russian society 
has always been used by Marxists of a reformist tendency as 
an argument against the Bolshevik revolution having been 
attempted at all. Writers such as Kautsky argued from the 
first that the attempt to create socialism in a society lacking 
the material and cultural preconditions for it could only 
result in an overweening state having to force a historically 
premature project upon a reluctant population. From this 
perspective the bureaucratization of the revolution came as 
no surprise. To Trotsky and other Bolsheviks, however, the 
degeneration of the revolution was not inscribed in the 
Bolshevik project at the outset, but resulted from the 
isolation of the Sovet Union through the failure of the Social 
Democratic parties of Western Europe, in particular 
Germany, to take advantage of the revolutionary moment at 
the end of the war, a failure to which Kautsky’s reformism 
itself notably contributed. Once isolated from any inter¬ 
national revolution, and cast in upon its own pitiful 
resources, the Soviet Union could only develop in a 
bureaucratic direction. 
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What precisely was the connection between bureaucra¬ 
tism and underdevelopment, according to Trotsky? The key 
to it lay in a statement of the young Marx: 'A development 
of the productive forces is the absolutely necessary practical 
premise (of Communism), because without it want is 
generalized, and with want the struggle for necessities begins 
again, and that means that all the old crap must revive.'5 The 
more impoverished the society, the more intense would be 
the struggle for existence, and the more urgent the need of a 
‘policeman’ to keep order. Such was the condition of the 
Soviet Union in the aftermath of the civil war, and this was 
the key to the power of the bureaucracy as the chief 
instrument of social control. In fulfilling this function, the 
bureaucracy had to raise itself above the masses in order to 
exert control over them; in so doing it became ‘the chief 
planter and protector of inequality' through its own priv¬ 
ileges, whose defence became a source of further alienation 
from the masses, and a further reason for having to reinforce 
its control.6 

If one aspect of the dual process of bureaucratization lay 
in the degree of material scarcity, and the bitterness of 
individual and social struggle it engendered, the other aspect 
was provided by the cultural impoverishment of the Russian 
people, which made it difficult to sustain a vigorous 
proletarian democracy as a check on bureaucratic growth. 
‘Formed in the barbarous circumstances of Tsarism,’ 
Trotsky observed, ‘the Russian people were anything but 
made to order for the demands of a socialist revolution.’ 
Marx’s theory that the revolutionary process would itself be 
the chief educator of the proletarian masses had been borne 
out by the vigorous intra-party democracy of the revolution¬ 
ary period. But with the destruction of the most energetic 
elements of the proletariat in the civil war, and the 
exhaustion of those who remained, the limitations of the 
human material available to continue the revolutionary 
process were exposed. As the bureaucracy expanded, 
attracting to itself the most able cadres, the masses were 
pushed away from active participation in the party and its 
leading role in society. And as democracy withered, so the 
creative impetus of open debate and the free flow of ideas 
gave way to bureaucratic conservatism, checking the process 
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of socialist advance. 
Trotsky’s contention that ‘bureaucracy and social har¬ 

mony are inversely proportionate’ was entirely consistent 
with the Marxist theory of bureaucracy developed from the 
analysis of its role within capitalist society, as an instrument 
of social control. Yet it performed this function there, not 
independently in its own right, but in the interests of the 
dominant social class of capital. On whose behalf, then, did 
the Soviet bureaucracy exercise its controlling function? 

Trotsky’s answer to this question was a complex one. 
Insofar as the bureaucracy maintained intact the major 
achievement of the revolution - the public ownership of the 
means of production - which formed the economic basis for 
the advance towards socialism, it acted as a substitute for the 
proletariat, in much the same way as Bonapartism had 
defended the social and economic interests of capital, while 
dominating it politically, and feeding off it in parasitic 
fashion. The bureaucratic state constituted a transitional 
political form between capitalism and socialism, when the 
capitalist class had been defeated, but the proletariat was 
too weak to act on its own behalf. On the other hand, in so 
far as the bureaucracy had re-established bourgeois norms of 
distribution and inequality, it contained the possibility of a 
reversion to capitalism, through the consolidation of its 
privileges into a system of private ownership. Which of these 
two possibilities was realized depended, in Trotsky's view, 
upon the prospects for a second, political revolution by the 
proletariat to displace the bureaucracy from its dominant 
position - a possibility which depended in turn upon the 
prospects for proletarian revolution in the West. 

To some of Trotsky’s followers and many of his critics, 
this analysis of the social basis of bureaucracy looked less 
like a theoretical complexity than a contradiction. As time 
passed, the idea of the Soviet regime as an unstable and 
transitory one seemed less and less plausible. And the view 
that it still constituted a workers' state, albeit a degenerated 
one, seemed meaningless when the working class was 
effectively denied any political rights in its own state. It was 
much simpler to conclude that the domination of the 
bureaucracy comprised, not a transition point between 
capitalism and socialism, but a new form of class society in 
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which the bureaucracy had established itself on the backs of 
the proletariat as a new ruling class. Such a conclusion was 
naturally resisted by Trotsky himself, and the debate within 
Marxism over whether the Soviet bureaucracy constitutes a 
ruling class or a parasitic stratum continues unabated. 
Underlying what to outsiders may appear a narrow sectarian 
controversy are to be found some fundamental issues about 
the nature of bureaucracy and class, the character of Soviet 
society, the prospects for its future change, and the practical 
attitude to be taken towards it by Marxists in the West. 

Those who argue that the bureaucracy constitutes a 
political stratum rather than a class, do so on the grounds 
that it lacks the crucial property rights distinctive of a 
dominant class. Since property in the means of production 
officially belongs to the people, there is a clear limit to the 
amount that can be diverted to the bureaucracy’s personal 
use, and even this has to be done surreptitiously. Further¬ 
more, such privileges as exist are tied to the occupation of a 
particular office, and are lost once the office is surrendered; 
above all, the bureaucracy’s positions cannot be transmitted 
to its children, so that it lacks the intergenerational 
continuity characteristic of a ruling class. It is unclear, 
moreover, where the boundaries of the class are to be 
drawn. If it includes all officials, it is enormous, comprising 
technical strata, intellectuals, industrial managers, who have 
very different interests from the central bureaucracy. If it is 
more limited, it is not evident at what point or on what 
principle the limit should be drawn. Altogether, the bureau¬ 
cracy lacks the coherence and solidity which a dominant 
class obtains from its distinctive principle of property 
ownership; it has no legitimacy or historical function 
separate from the revolution and its socialized property. As 
a consequence, it is vulnerable in a way a dominant class is 
not to a process of non-revolutionary political change, 
whereby the working class comes to regain control over what 
is publicly admitted to be its own, without any transforma¬ 
tion in the system of law or property rights. And it is in 
virtue of this already socialized system of property that the 
USSR deserves support against Western capitalism. 

In answer to these arguments, those who hold that the 
bureaucracy constitutes a ruling class do so on the grounds 
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that the crucial power which property ownership conveys is 
the control over the surplus product, and the process of 
its extraction. This the bureaucracy enjoys through its 
monopoly of political and administrative power. To say that 
this power is merely political is to overlook the economic 
significance of administrative or political position within a 
state-owned property system, and the varying role that the 
political domain plays in different historical modes of 
surplus extraction. From the standpoint of the direct 
producers, it is irrelevant how much or little of this surplus is 
diverted by the exploiting class to its own personal use, if 
they themselves exercise no control over it whatsoever, i.e. 
if the product of their own labour confronts them as an alien 
power. In any case, the privileges of bureaucrats should not 
be underestimated, nor their ability to use their office and 
contacts to secure favourable opportunities for their children. 
But the cohesion of this class is not secured intergeneration- 
ally, as in a system of private property, but through the 
institution of the party, and its ‘Nomenklatura' system. It is 
this institutional cohesion that will necessitate a new 
revolutionary movement to displace the bureaucracy. And 
as a system of class exploitation, there is no ground in 
principle for preferring the USSR to Western capitalism; it 
can only be a matter of particular policies, which may merit 
defence. 

Yet what of the argument, first advanced by Trotsky 
himself, that the bureaucracy cannot constitute a class 
because it has no ‘historical function’? Here defenders of the 
ruling class theory diverge considerably. On the one side are 
‘new class’ theorists such as Burnham, who base their 
argument for the domination of bureaucracy on the essential 
role played by its technical and organizational skills in an 
advanced system of production. This delivers the pessimis¬ 
tic, Weberian, conclusion that the proletariat is incapable of 
ever controlling its own destiny. At most there can be intra¬ 
class conflicts, between central bureaucrats and industrial 
managers or technical intelligentsia, who may appeal to the 
working class for support. On the other side are writers such 
as Rudolf Bahro (The Alternative in Eastern Europe), who 
argue that the bureaucracy performs the crucial historical 
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function, equivalent to the capitalists in the West, of 
ensuring the enforced accumulation necessary to industrial 
‘take-off. On this view .the bureaucracy is not, as the ‘new 
class’ theorists assert,, a post-capitalist class necessary to an 
advanced system of production. It is a substitute-capitalist 
class necessary to the process of industrialization in a society 
where capitalism is unable to perform this task for itself. 

Bahro’s argument is rooted firmly in a central idea of 
Marx’s theory of history. This is that class exploitation is 
both necessary and historically progressive. Civilization 
could only have advanced at all by the forcible extraction of 
a surplus from the direct producers, which left a class free 
from manual labour to follow those political, scientific and 
cultural pursuits that the level of economic development 
could not make possible for all. By democratic process 
societies could never have advanced. In particular, the levels 
of surplus accumulation necessary for industrial take-off 
could never have been agreed democratically, since they 
involved the sacrifice of a generation to the future that no 
one would ever voluntarily accept. Class exploitation is thus 
both the price to be paid for economic underdevelopment, 
and the necessary condition for overcoming it. 

But at the point when the work of primitive accumulation 
is accomplished, and the productivity of labour is well 
advanced through industrialization, at that point the exploit¬ 
ing class, capitalist or bureaucratic, becomes no longer 
historically necessary, since the level of economic and 
cultural development attainable by all allows for further 
social advance to be made by democratic agreement. Not 
only is the exploiting class unnecessary; it is socially 
regressive, since its power and privileges are no longer 
related to any justifiable function. At the same time, the 
energies of the population at large are directed from the 
creative role they could play in a democratically ordered 
social development, into resentment at their subordination, 
and the search for ways of subverting authority, or making 
its regime at least personally tolerable. The purpose of 
Bahro's work was to demonstrate for Soviet-type societies 
what Marx’s had for capitalist ones: the point where the 
system, which had served the process of primitive accumula- 



86 Bureaucracy 

tion, became increasingly destructive of social energies as 
economic development advanced, and it became ripe for 
replacement. 

Bahro’s work solved a problem which Trotsky had posed, 
but been unable to answer: the precise relation between 
bureaucracy and underdevelopment. Trotsky saw bureau¬ 
cracy only as an agent of social control, not as an agent of 
social transformation. Like many others, he could not see 
bureaucracy as anything other than a conservative force. In 
substituting itself for the proletariat, it thereby blocked the 
path to further development. And to admit that it had 
consolidated its rule was to end in the defeatism of a 
Burnham. Bahro's work resolved this impasse by recogniz¬ 
ing that the bureaucracy, though politically conservative, in 
the sense of defending its own power and privileges, could 
also be economically and socially revolutionary under the 
impact of a dynamic, goal-oriented ideology. While the 
ideology was drawn from the proletarian revolution, the 
historical role of the bureaucracy was closer to that of 
capitalism. Such an analysis was optimistic, in that it 
expected the economic transformation the bureaucracy had 
set in train to undermine its power position and prepare 
the way for a democratic revolution, which would bring 
decisions about the size and use of the social surplus under 
the control of the producers themselves. 

Bahro’s work thus solved one problem, though at the 
price of reviving another, which was familiar to Marxists in 
pre-revolutionary Russia. If exploitation is necessary to 
economic development, what prospects have those to look 
forward to who stand at the threshold of that process? It is 
one thing to declare, retrospectively, that the bureaucratic 
dictatorship was a historical necessity. It is another to 
propose, prospectively, the choice of capitalist or bureau¬ 
cratic exploitation as the only alternatives on offer. In any 
case there are good reasons, beyond those of political 
psychology, for rejecting such a stark choice. Among the 
most obvious is that economic development is not an 
undifferentiated phenomenon, which can only proceed in 
one particular way, and at one particular pace. There is 
some room for choice between strategies, which may have 
differing implications for the degree of consent or coercion 
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with which the process is undertaken. Among the most 
fateful choices made in the USSR was that of peasant 
collectivization, which introduced an unprecedented degree 
of coercion intcf the Soviet political process, with conse¬ 
quences that are still present today. If the latecomers to 
economic and industrial development suffer all the dis¬ 
advantages of lateness, they at least have the advantage that 
the process need not happen ‘blind', as in the earliest 
examples of such transformation. To what extent economic 
development is possible in future without substantial ex¬ 
ploitation of the direct producers must therefore remain an 
open question. 

No theory of bureaucracy can on its own resolve the 
question of possible development paths. What it can suggest 
is that, to the extent that the process occurs through the 
compulsory extraction of a surplus, and attended by social 
conflict, to that extent the power of bureaucracy will 
increase, whether in the service of capital or on its own 
account. It is this basic point that links the otherwise very 
different Marxist accounts of bureaucracy in Western 
capitalism and the USSR. Underlying both is a simple 
proposition: bureaucracy is associated with the control of 
labour, and the containment of class conflict; the more 
intense the control, or the more bitter the class struggle, the 
more powerful will bureaucracy become, and the more 
difficult to subject it to any democratic supervision. 

Beyond bureaucracy 
From both the Weberian and Marxist accounts considered it 
should be evident that there are two different dimensions to 
any theory of bureaucratic power. One is the explanation for 
that power, and the way it is organized, in terms of the social 
function bureaucracy serves. As we have seen, the Marxist 
theory explains bureaucratic power in terms of its class 
regulating function, rather than simply its organizational 
function within industrial society, and consequently holds 
out the prospect of a non-bureaucratic form of administra¬ 
tion in a socialist order beyond class divisions. The second 
dimension concerns the social force which the theory 
counterposes to bureaucracy as a means for holding it in 
check. In the Weberian theory this consists in the power of 
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the individual leader, as validated in the process of industrial 
and electoral competition. In the Marxist theory it consists 
in the force of a proletarian democracy. Trotsky’s account of 
the rise of the bureaucracy in the USSR traced the way that 
administrative power within both party and state increased 
in step with the decline in the vigour of proletarian 
democracy. The strengths of the two were inversely related. 
By the same token, the possibility of a non-bureaucratic 
administration in a society beyond classes is systematically 
related to the vigour of its democratic life. 

What form might such a democracy take, and what type of 
administration would it require? Marxists are notoriously 
reluctant to draw up blueprints for a socialist society, on the 
grounds that only a future generation will know what 
problems it has to solve. Yet some conception of an 
alternative society is implicit in any critique of the present, 
and is needed to justify any attempt to transform it. Such 
discussions as there are within Marxism about the shape of 
socialist administration tend to proceed in one of two 
directions, both of which can be traced back to Marx 
himself. The first sees a democracy of producers as 
incompatible with any hierarchy or specialist division of 
labour, which assigns different roles to individuals per¬ 
manently, on a lifelong basis. Such specialization, it is 
argued, will give rise to an elite corps, which raises itself 
above the people; and in any case it contradicts the ideal of 
the all-round individual, transcending the division between 
manual and intellectual labour. Administration in a socialist 
society should either be shared by all as part of their civic 
responsibility (‘everyone their own bureaucrat’), or be 
performed on the basis of rotation (‘back to the masses'). 

The second tendency argues that a radical elimination of 
the division of labour is incompatible with the nature of 
advanced industrial production, and would undermine the 
levels of productivity necessary to a society without class 
antagonism, and to an active participatory democracy. A 
socially owned enterprise, in which policy was made by a 
workers’ council, with representation from the wider com¬ 
munity, would need a staff of experts to advise on policy, 
and a structure of trained administrators to coordinate its 
execution. How would this differ from a Weberian bureau- 
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cracy? Some features - clearly defined competence, rule- 
governed operation - would of course be the same. But 
equally an administrative system in which those subordinate 
to its authority afso shared in determining its policy would be 
very different from one where they had no such role. The 
work discipline would not be an externally imposed one; 
there would be no point in secrecy or the monopolization of 
information; it would be difficult for permanent status 
differences to develop, since the subordinate would also 
share in governing the enterprise, either directly or through 
elected representatives. 

If the earlier writings of Marx and Engels inclined towards 
the first of the above positions, their later writings tended 
towards the second. This was partly the result of a more 
realistic appreciation of the specialist technical and adminis¬ 
trative requirements of the modern enterprise. It was also 
the result of developing a sharper differentiation between 
two senses of the division of labour, the technical and social 
respectively. The technical division of labour comprised 
those specialist functions that were intrinsic to industrial 
manufacture under any property system. The social division 
comprised those roles that were specific to the class society 
of capitalism. Prescriptions for a radical elimination of every 
division of labour failed to observe this distinction. How¬ 
ever, it was also implicit in Marx's later thinking that, 
without an active democracy, the technical division could 
become the basis for a new social one. Hence the insistence 
in his writings on the Paris Commune that the administrative 
officers of a model commune should be paid workman’s 
wages, and be strictly accountable to the people’s represen¬ 
tatives. At the same time any effective democracy would 
presuppose a universal system of education, extending far 
beyond the needs of particular work roles, which would 
itself erode the wider social consequences of the division 
between mental and manual labour. In effect Marx’s 
solution to any inequalities inherent in the specialization and 
administrative hierarchy inseparable from industrial produc¬ 
tion was not the dismantling of the technical division of 
labour, but its transcendence by a system of democracy that 
would prevent it from consolidating into a new social 
division of classes. 
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The gulf between these expectations of Marx and the 
actual historical experience of societies governed in the 
name of Marxism-Leninism could hardly be wider. The 
explanation for this gulf in terms of the unfavourable 
circumstances and premature conditions in which its revolu¬ 
tions have taken place cannot be totally satisfactory, without 
a consideration of the Marxist theory and practice of 
democracy itself. The theory, despite its radically demo¬ 
cratic intent, contains a number of flaws, which stem from 
Marx himself, but become exaggerated in the works of later 
Marxists. These can be considered under two aspects, the 
institutional and the philosophical. Both in turn have 
implicatons for the Marxist theory of bureaucratic power. 

The institutional weakness lies in the contradiction 
between the elaboration of participatory institutions at the 
local level (communes, councils, soviets) and the concentra¬ 
tion of power at the centre, which is required for the 
consolidation of a revolution and the planning of a national 
economy. Part of the problem lies in the absence of 
recognizably democratic institutions at the centre at all. 
Tiers of assemblies, each sending forward delegates to the 
next, and increasingly remote from the people, are no 
substitute for direct elections. Yet Marxist theory has tended 
to reject representative assemblies of a Parliamentary kind 
as 'bourgeois’ institutions, rather than seeking to strengthen 
them in a democratic direction. The other side to the 
problem is how far massive concentrations of power at the 
centre can be democratically controlled under any institu¬ 
tional arrangements. Such concentrations are a classic 
concern of liberalism, as the Weberian critique of central 
planning has indicated. Yet a commitment to pluralism is 
essential to democracy also. The central monopolization of 
power will by definition stifle the independent initiative of 
local bodies, economic, social or political, on whose vitality 
any genuinely participatory democracy depends. Paying lip- 
service to local democracy, while strengthening the centre, is 
the characteristic feature of all modern regimes; but it is at 
its acutest in the Marxist tradition. 

The more philosophical problem of Marxist theory lies in 
its concept of proletarian democracy. Of course in a classless 
society the epithet 'proletarian' will be redundant. But short 
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of that point, all institutions are to be judged according to 
the value of their contribution to that goal. Because the 
proletariat has the strongest interest in a classless society, 
and is the historical agent for its realization, its institutions 
and interests become privileged over those of other classes, 
a priority that is embodied in the Marxist-Leninist party. 
And within that party, democracy is justified as the best way 
to harness collective energies to the ultimate goal, not as a 
matter of individual rights. The historical record suggests 
that democracy cannot be sustained in practice, even for the 
proletariat, on such a theoretical foundation. 

The reasons for this are twofold. In the first place, if the 
party claims a special understanding of the route to the 
classless society on the basis of its scientific knowledge, as 
Marxist parties do, then democratic discourse tends to give 
way to the authority of science, and party membership 
becomes subject to an essentially bureaucratic test of 
orthodoxy. But secondly, even supposing the party enjoyed 
the most perfect internal democracy, and the proletariat 
comprised the majority of the population, the imposition of 
its will on the minority of property owners would involve 
substantial coercion. This is implicit in the Marxist concept 
of the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, which contains the 
obvious but important truth that revolutions only happen 
because social agreement is impossible. But the cost of such 
coercion is that it elevates the institutions of social control 
once more, in a way that will not leave the majority 
unscathed. Such a cost may be necessary over a transition 
period, but it becomes permanent if a democratic model of 
majority imposition over the minority is extended to non- 
privileged classes, or to other dimensions of social division - 
religious, ethnic, etc. - which are independent of class. 

What has all this to do with bureaucracy? If the Marxist 
theory is correct in asserting that the power of bureaucracy is 
inversely proportionate to the strength of democracy, then 
the theoretical foundation and practical institutions of that 
democracy as well as the human material available for it 
must be a matter of critical concern. And especially so where 
the theory of democracy itself contains the seeds of its own 
degeneration in a bureaucratic direction. To the extent that 
this is so, the inadequacy of the Marxist theory of prole- 
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tarian democracy reveals the limitations of its analysis of 
bureaucratic power also, and points beyond a theory that 
can be couched in purely Marxist terms. 

Conclusion 

This survey of the Weberian and Marxist analyses of 
bureaucracy has provided us with the materials both for a 
critique of each, and for the development of a theory of 
bureaucratic power that draws on the strengths of both. The 
starting point must be with the assumption they both share: 
in contrast to the more limited perspectives discussed in 
chapter 1, the key to understanding bureaucratic power lies 
in its location within wider social and historical processes, 
and in the social function that it performs. That location and 
that function together determine the structure of bureau¬ 
cratic organization, and the character of bureaucratic ideol¬ 
ogy and interests. It is worth stressing that this assumption 
underpins Weberian as much as Marxist theory, against 
those who persist in defining Weber as an individualist in his 
sociological method, rather than in his political convictions. 

From this common starting point the two theories diverge. 
According to the Weberian analysis, bureaucracy is to be 
understood in the context of a theory of modernization, and 
in terms of its organizational function in a mass industrial 
society. Its structure derives on the one hand from basic 
principles of modern authority and technical rationality; on 
the other from the hierarchical requirements of coordinating 
the complex division of labour within economy and state. 
Together these produce an impressive organizational capac¬ 
ity, which is the source of the power of bureaucracy as a 
social group. This power is legitimated both on the basis of 
its necessary social function, and through the wider author¬ 
ity of technical rationality and specialist expertise in modern 
life. These legitimations only remain valid, however, if the 
administrative and technical role of the bureaucracy 
is subordinated to the goal-directing, value-determining 
agency of leading individuals, and does not itself become 
dominant. Such dominance is threatened by the extensive 
concentration of a single bureaucracy across different 
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sectors of social life, and by the absence or weakness of 
countervailing structures of economic and electoral competi¬ 
tion, through which individual leaders emerge with the 
authority to govfern. 

The Marxist theory, it should be said at once, recognizes 
some of these features. In particular, it acknowledges the 
necessity of a technical division of labour in modern society, 
and a hierarchy of authority to coordinate it. But it is not 
this, in its view, that explains the power of bureaucracy, and 
the difficulty of controlling it. That is to be located, rather, 
in the class division of industrial and industrializing societies, 
and in the function of bureaucracy in directly controlling the 
extraction of a surplus product, and regulating class conflict; 
to analyse this requires a political economy of class, rather 
than a political sociology of organization. It is bureaucracy's 
social function, not its technical one, and the wider 
influences of a class society to which it is subject, that 
explain those elements in its structure and operation which 
make it so formidable. The problem of bureaucratic power is 
one of the intensive concentration of power necessary to 
secure the social control of labour, rather than the extensive 
spread of the administrative system as such. Bureaucratic 
ideologies legitimate this power by obscuring its class 
function behind claims to serve the general interest, the 
requirements of order, the demands of technical necessity or 
efficiency. At this point the Weberian theory, for all its 
critique of bureaucracy, itself aids its legitimation by 
presenting what are the requirements of a social or class 
division as if they were the product of a technical one, with 
the conclusion that the emancipation of labour from its 
subordinate position is an impossibility. 

At first sight these theories are flatly contradictory. What 
we have to ask, however, is whether they are intrinsically so; 
or whether, as so often happens in the social sciences, they 
only become so by an elevation of a partial perspective into 
the whole truth. The answer is surely that the two analyses 
are complementary, rather than mutually exclusive, and that 
we should pay attention to what each affirms, rather than 
what it overlooks, or denies. Weberian political sociology 
identifies the organizational power of a professional admin¬ 
istration, the dangers of its extensive concentration, and the 
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possibility of technical rationality becoming supreme in a 
society governed by a scientific world view. But it is blind to 
the class dimension of bureaucracy's function in capitalist 
societies, and the intensive concentration of power that 
derives from this. Marxist political economy, for its part, 
makes the class-regulating dimension of bureaucracy central 
to its analysis, but seriously underestimates the danger of an 
extensive concentration of administrative power, when 
harnessed to the authority claims of specialist knowledge - 
claims to which the character of its own scientific theory 
favourably disposes it. For an adequate understanding of 
bureaucratic power, we have to combine both these dimen¬ 
sions. We need, that is to say, a theory of modern society as 
such, and of its class divisions; a political sociology of 
organization, as well as a political economy of class. 
Equipped with both we shall find, not surprisingly, that the 
factors contributing to the power of bureaucracy are multi¬ 
dimensional, rather than monocausal. 

Both theories involve a selective perception, whose 
strength and limitation alike derive from the powerful focus 
of a particular social standpoint and its values: those of a 
liberal elitism and a proletarian socialism respectively. And 
the elevation of each theory into the whole truth, which 
renders them mutually exclusive, derives from the universal- 
ist claims associated with each position. Weberian theory, 
which locates the source of modern Western civilization in 
the power of individualism, sees non-bureaucratic elites as 
the exclusive bearers of this key value in a bureaucratic age. 
And the conditions for the flourishing of these elites, the 
competition of the economic and political marketplace, are 
also defined as the conditions for preserving freedom for all. 
The validity of such a linkage, however, remains dubious. 
The history of the twentieth century suggests that the 
circumstances when powerful leaders give decisive direction 
to the bureaucracy can also be those which most threaten a 
general liberty; and that the best guarantee of individual 
freedom lies not in the striving of individual elites, but in the 
collective defence of an active democracy. However, since 
such a democracy would threaten the decisional scope and 
economic privileges of elites, the connection between it and 
the defence of individual freedom has to be denied by 
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Weberian theory, and democratic institutions made simply 
into a vehicle for the emergence and assertion of leadership. 

Marxism for its part claims to represent, not the individualist 
values of the bourgeois era, but the collective values 
necessary to the future preservation and further develop¬ 
ment of industrial societies. As the bearer of these values, 
the proletariat embodies the future interests of society as a 
whole. In consequence, Marxism offers a much richer 
conception of democracy than the plebiscitary conception of 
Weberian theory. However, in restricting this democracy to 
the proletariat, and turning its back completely on liberal¬ 
ism’s values - including those necessary to democracy itself, 
such as a concern with individual rights and limited power - 
while accepting only liberalism’s material and scientific 
achievements, Marxism is unable to secure the social 
emancipation it promises, even for the proletariat. As with 
Weberian theory, the limitations of its standpoint prevent it 
from adequately grasping the problem of bureaucratic 
power, or providing a convincing solution to it. 

It follows that only a democratic theory which is strong 
enough to incorporate liberal features without being subor¬ 
dinated to them can offer an adequate theoretical or 
practical solution to the issues of bureaucratic power. By the 
same token, only such a theory provides the standpoint from 
which it is possible to integrate the insights of Weberian 
political sociology and Marxist political economy into a 
satisfactory synthesis. To demonstrate this conclusion, and 
also to locate the concern of the first chapter with adminis¬ 
trative efficiency in its rightful place, will be the task of the 
remaining part of the book. 
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3 

Bureaucracy and 
Democratic Theory 

Introduction 

The argument of this book is that the task of understanding 
bureaucracy can only be approached through the different 
theoretical and disciplinary perspectives within which the 
subject has been treated; and that to construct a conceptual 
‘map’ of definitions of bureaucracy is at the same time to 
chart the relationship between the social sciences them¬ 
selves. It is not only a matter of disciplinary perspectives, 
however, but also of the practical and normative standpoints 
from which they perceive bureaucracy as significant, and 
define the issues of bureaucratic efficiency and bureaucratic 
power as problematical. The question now is how to achieve 
a critical synthesis of these perspectives, so as to reach a 
definitive understanding of the subject. This cannot be done 
by standing outside every tradition of academic enquiry or 
theoretical position; that can only produce an unsystematic 
eclecticism. The task demands a tradition and a standpoint 
that are strong enough to comprehend the others. 

The academic tradition is provided by political philosophy, 
which offers a framework both for the critical analysis of 
values, and for the exploration of the social and institutional 
conditions necessary to their realization. We have seen that 
the historical sociologies of Weber and Marx make an 
important contribution to the latter enterprise, in their 
analyses of the conditions for realizing liberty and demo- 
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cracy respectively in industrialized societies. But for dif¬ 
ferent reasons they offer little help towards the critical 
analysis of values: Marxism, because it subordinates such an 
analysis to its doctrine of historical evolution; Weberian 
theory, because it defines values as a matter of subjective 
affirmation rather than reasoned argument. It is from within 
a tradition of philosophical analysis that I wish to argue that 
only a democratic theory incorporating liberal principles can 
provide the standpoint from which to reach a definitive 
understanding of bureaucracy. 

A convenient starting point is to ask the question: why is it 
that people dislike bureaucracy, and perceive it as undesir¬ 
able? A simple answer is that they see its authority as an 
imposition, and a limitation on their autonomy. However, 
liberals and democrats tend to understand the concept of 
autonomy differently. Liberals define autonomy as freedom 
of individual choice, which bureaucracy restricts; to bureau¬ 
cracy they counterpose the market, as the sphere of 
individual choice and voluntary exchange, whose scope they 
seek to protect and expand. Democrats define autonomy as 
taking part in determining the rules and policies of the 
collective life; to them bureaucracy appears as an imposed 
or alien authority which they have had no share in, and in 
relation to which they seek to expand the sphere of 
democratic decision and control. From these contrasting 
conceptions of autonomy derive two familiar antitheses: 
bureaucracy vs. the market, and bureaucracy vs. democracy. 
And with each come two competing strategies when bureau¬ 
cracy bulks large, or seems especially burdensome: expand 
the sphere of individual choice; extend the scope of 
democratic decision and control. 

Now it should readily be apparent that these are not 
mutually exclusive strategies or antitheses. Those who pose 
the alternative ‘bureaucracy or market’ are concerned with 
the respective scope of two different principles or spheres of 
social coordination - political authority and voluntary 
exchange respectively - and with where the line should be 
drawn between them. Those who pose the alternative 
‘bureaucracy or democracy’ are concerned with the sphere 
of political authority itself, and with how authority should be 
distributed and exercised within it. As the over-simplified 
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diagram below demonstrates, there are indeed two separate 
questions here. But they only appear mutually exclusive 
because the dichotomy ‘bureaucracy or market’ makes the 
sphere of political authprity coterminous with bureaucracy, 
so that the possibility of expanding the scope of democratic 
decision disappears from view; while the dichotomy ‘bureau¬ 
cracy or democracy’ tends to overlook, though it does not in 
principle exclude, the issue of the scope of political authority 
as such. There is every reason, however, why we should be 
concerned with autonomy both as individual choice and as 
the right to share in collective decisions; with the problems 
raised by the expansion of the sphere of political authority, 
as well as with the way that authority is distributed and 
arranged. 

Nevertheless, determined protagonists of the market 
would argue that the first question is the logically prior one, 
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and that it is appropriate to pose it in terms of the alternative 
‘bureaucracy or market’, for two reasons. First, the larger 
the scope of political authority, the more difficult it is to 
subject it to democratic decision or control. The answer to 
the second question above is therefore dependent upon the 
first; the distribution and arrangement of political authority 
is determined by its extent. Moreover, since it is popular 
pressure that is the main reason for the expansion of the 
political sphere, democracy has a self-destructive tendency, 
which can only be prevented by the most forthright defence 
of the sphere of individual choice against the demands for 
such expansion encouraged by electoral auctioneering. 
Secondly, the democratic process is a much less adequate 
method for satisfying people’s wants than the market, since 
there will always be a dissatisfied minority who have the 
majority’s wishes imposed upon them. The market will 
always satisfy a minority taste for, say, the purchase of a 
particular type of footwear. A decision on shoe production 
made by political authority, in contrast, however demo¬ 
cratic, will leave such minorities unaccounted for. For both 
these reasons, therefore, the antithesis ‘democracy or 
bureaucracy' is misconceived. Democracy itself contributes 
to bureaucratic imposition, both through its pressures for 
expansion of the political sphere, and through the compul¬ 
sion it exercises over minorities. 

Defenders of democracy counter this argument by focus¬ 
ing on the inadequacies of the market as a protector of 
autonomy. In the first place, they argue, the resources that 
different people bring to the market are unequal, and the 
character of markets is to intensify, rather than moderate, 
these inequalities. Left to themselves, markets will ensure 
freedom of choice for some while denying such freedom to 
others. Secondly, markets do not just consist of individuals, 
but of firms, i.e. bureaucratic hierarchies, to whose author¬ 
ity the majority of people are compelled to submit because 
they do not own any means of production of their own. In 
respect of both senses of autonomy, therefore, markets are 
found seriously wanting. And it is precisely their deficiencies 
that generate demands for expanding the sphere of political 
authority by way of compensation. In other words, calls to 
free the market in the face of bureaucracy are themselves 
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self-contradictory, because they fail to recognize the power¬ 
ful pressures for political expansion which the ‘free’ market 
itself generates - pressures that can be suppressed for a time, 
but only by a highly coercive regime. The real problem of 
bureaucracy lies in the fact that these pressures take the 
form simply of passive demands for provision from the state, 
rather than of an active involvement of people in influencing 
the character of that provision, such as a more forthright 
interpretation of the 'democracy or bureaucracy’ alternative 
would require. 

There is a more powerful consideration than this, how¬ 
ever, for regarding the issue of democracy, of the distribu¬ 
tion of political authority, as the prior one, and that is the 
simple point that the question of the scope of the market is 
itself properly the subject of political determination. This is 
not only a matter of historical fact, in that the market is as 
much a conscious political creation as the result of a process 
of quasi-natural evolution. It is also a matter of logic, in that 
the question of the scope of the political sphere must itself 
be among the most important questions for political author¬ 
ity to decide. Who should decide, and what should be the 
character of its authority, is therefore the basic question of 
political philosophy. And if we are concerned with the 
principle of equal right to autonomy, then the answer to that 
question can only be: a democratic authority. It is, after all, 
a strange concept of autonomy which accords people the 
right to decide what kind of shoes to buy, but allows them no 
part in deciding what kinds of choices should in principle be 
available in their society, within what limits, and how they 
should be distributed, i.e. no say in what kind of society they 
should live in. How this principle of autonomy can be 
realized in practice, and without self-contradiction, is the 
central problem of democratic theory. 

It is a relatively simple matter to specify the basic principle 
of democracy as the equal right to share in deciding the rules 
and policies of the association of which one is a member, and 
to define the freedoms that are entailed by this principle: of 
thought, expression, association, assembly, and so on. It is 
much more difficult to determine how far it can be realized 
in practice, under what conditions, and in a manner that is 
not self-contradictory. However, the agenda of problems 
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involved will include all the issues of bureaucracy considered 
so far in this volume. Where is the line between policy and 
administration to be drawn, and what is the relation between 
them? What is the meaning of administrative efficiency, how 
can it be attained, and to what extent is it advanced or 
hindered by the application of democratic principles? These 
are questions raised by the first chapter. What are the 
sources of bureaucratic power, under what circumstances 
may democracy itself contribute to its expansion, and what 
form should democratic institutions and practice take to 
control it? These were raised in the second chapter. And in 
considering them now more explicitly from the standpoint of 
democratic theory, we unavoidably touch on issues of 
democracy that at first sight have little to do with bureau¬ 
cracy, such as the nature of representation, and the relation 
between majorities and minorities. 

In the contemporary world, in other words, the problems 
of democracy and those posed by bureaucracy are largely 
coterminous. It is for this reason above all that the 
standpoint of democratic theory is the appropriate one for 
reaching a definitive understanding of bureaucracy, rather 
than the standpoint of an individualism which treats the 
political sphere as largely residual to the market, and thus 
has little interest in problems of its organization. Before 
proceeding with the agenda proposed above, however, we 
need to take up once more the question of how bureaucracy 
should be defined. 

In the Introduction to the book I drew attention to a 
tendency to use the term ‘bureaucracy’ in a purely pejorative 
manner, to denounce administrative inefficiencies or exces¬ 
sive power. Such a tendency is implicit in the ‘bureaucracy 
vs. democracy’ antithesis. The origins of the contrast go 
back to the concept of bureaucracy as a system of rule; if the 
bureau rules, then by definition the demos does not. In 
contemporary debate, however, the contrast tends to 
become purely an evaluative one: democracy, good; bureau¬ 
cracy, bad. Or in its extreme form: democracy, ‘all things 
bright and beautiful’; bureaucracy, source of all evil. There 
are a number of weighty reasons why we should reject such a 
merely pejorative use. First, we shall forfeit any historical 
understanding of bureaucracy, and the evolution of the 
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professional, rule-governed administration distinctive of 
modern industrial society, and, in so far as it is necessary to 
it, then necessary to a democratic order also. Secondly, we 
shall fail to understand how those characteristics which 
make bureaucracy necessary, also contain the potential for 
its transformation into an anti-democratic force, but under 
given conditions. Thirdly, we shall fall into the trap of seeing 
bureaucracy as a self-determining and all-powerful entity, 
and blaming it for problems whose source lies outside itself. 
Demonology, in other words, obstructs the possibility of 
serious analysis. Once freed from the merely pejorative 
implications of the ‘democracy vs. bureaucracy’ antithesis, 
however, the standpoint of democratic theory should enable 
us to give a definitive answer to the questions of bureau¬ 
cratic efficiency and bureaucratic power that have been 
considered so far, but not yet been fully resolved. 

Democracy and administrative efficiency 

Let us begin with a thought experiment. Imagine that all the 
institutions in our society to which adult citizens belonged 
were run democratically, either directly or through elected 
representatives. What sort of administration would such a 
democracy, or set of democracies, require, and what are the 
main problems that it would confront? Such a notion is not 
as fanciful or mind-stretching as all that. Many of the 
familiar features of our present society would remain: its 
technical system of production, many of its socially deter¬ 
mined conflicts of interest and values, its differences of 
personal aptitude and lifestyle, its limited altruism. Underly¬ 
ing the differences, however, there would be a basic 
agreement on equality of citizenship rights, and a commit¬ 
ment to resolve disagreements by public discussion, negotia¬ 
tion and compromise, rather than by imposition. 

If we live in the West, two things would be noticeably 
different about such a society. Economic enterprises would 
be democratically run (whatever the precise changes or 
limitations in the form of private ownership necessary to 
secure this), and there would be a shift from the almost 
exclusive preoccupation with autonomy as individual free- 



104 Bureaucracy 

dom towards a greater emphasis on autonomy as sharing in 
decisions about the collective life. The two features are not 
unconnected. If we live under Soviet-type rule, there would 
be an even more dramatic redistribution of authority within 
the political domain, and an expansion in the sphere of 
voluntary coordination (whatever the precise changes or 
limitations in the form of social ownership necessary to 
secure this). Again, these two features are not unconnected. 
In neither type of society would there remain democratically 
unaccountable structures of power, whether under the 
rubric of private or public ownership. 

The purpose of imagining such a society is not to free the 
mind for Utopian speculation. It is to compensate for the 
inability of the social sciences to conduct crucial experi¬ 
ments, so that we can identify more precisely which aspects 
of what we currently know as bureaucracy are indeed 
essential to a modern system of administration. We shall be 
entitled to conclude that those features that are necessary to 
administration in such a democracy will be general to all 
modern societies; and that the problems it would confront 
will be inescapable in any contemporary democratic order. 

What does the principle of democracy require of citizens? 
If we examine the earliest Western democracy for which 
records exist, that of ancient Athens, we find that its citizens 
approved law and policy in person, through attendance at 
the assembly, and also took part in administration on the 
basis of rotation. However, they made considerable use of 
technical experts, such as architects, naval designers, etc., 
both to advise on and to execute particular aspects of policy. 
The distinction between the expertise of these specialists, 
and the knowledge required for deciding on law and policy, 
was fundamental to justifications for democracy, and a 
major point of challenge by its critics. Were the ends of 
public life something all could comprehend, or were they the 
subject of specialist knowledge like the technical skills? The 
answer given to this epistemological question distinguished 
supporters of democracy from advocates of aristocracy or 
enlightened monarchy. Democracy’s philosophical founda¬ 
tion lay in the proposition that the ability to entertain a 
conception of the good life, and to work it out in practice, 
was not a matter of technical knowledge, but could be 
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attained by all, though as is well known women and slaves 
were excluded on the basis of arguments that have not stood 
the test of time. 

The philosophipal foundation of equal citizenship in the 
modern world is essentially the same as that of ancient 
Athens. But the character of democracy differs in two 
distinctive respects: the institution of representation, and 
the professionalization of administration. Both derive their 
justification from the exigencies of time and space. When 
most citizens have to be economically employed, they can 
only play a limited part themselves in politics or its 
administration (though the development of ‘mechanical 
slaves’ is changing that constraint). And the scale of territory 
means that they cannot all congregate together in one place 
(though changes in the means of communication are altering 
that also). The spatial constraint, however, is not just a 
matter of physical congregation. On the one hand there is 
the need to simplify and crystallize the multiplicity of 
different viewpoints of a large society in a representative 
assembly, where policy differences can be focused and 
negotiated. Political parties have their rationale in this need 
also. On the other hand, there has to be a concentration of 
information and administrative capacities within a small 
enough compass for them to be readily brought to bear upon 
the formation and implementation of policy. And this can be 
most effectively done by those who have developed exper¬ 
tise in administration, both as a general activity and in 
particular areas of policy. This concentration of information 
and executive capacities within an institution of professional 
administrators is recognizably a ‘bureaucracy’. 

Now the ancient Athenian distinction between the evalua¬ 
tion and determination of ends, which all citizens are 
capable of, and the technical evaluation and determination 
of means, which is a matter for experts, broadly accords with 
the division of function between the representative and the 
bureaucrat in the modern democratic order. In theory 
representatives are not primarily experts or specialists, but 
exercise the citizenly function of approving law and policy, 
usually in response to the initiative of a committee or 
cabinet. They exercise this function, however, not in their 
own right, but on behalf of their constituents. Their capacity 
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lies precisely in their representativeness, and the test they 
apply to law and policy is not only its accord with their own 
judgement, but its acceptability to those they represent. 
Openness to the public is therefore essential to their activity, 
through undistorted means of communication. The respon¬ 
sibility of bureaucrats, on the other hand, lies in the quality 
of their professional service of advice and implementation. 
They are chosen not by election for their representativeness, 
but by appointment for their professional or technical skills. 
Their concern for policy is in the first instance with its 
feasibility - whether it can be implemented and how - more 
than its acceptability. But they take no responsibility for the 
policy itself; their responsibility is that of the subordinate, to 
accept what representatives decide or approve as their 
instruction. 

Now one of the difficulties of democratic politics in the 
contemporary world lies in the fact that this neat distinction 
between ends and means, on which the division of responsi¬ 
bility between the representative and bureaucrat rests, tends 
to break down in practice. In the first place, as already noted 
in chapter 1, policies are a combination of ends and means, 
and ‘technical’ considerations of feasibility, cost, and impact 
on other policies, all have an important bearing on the 
eventual choice and shape of policy. Such considerations are 
rarely uncontestable. It is therefore important that the 
politicians formally responsible for deciding and approving 
policy should have a range of technical views available to 
them. Otherwise, the officials will be assuming de facto 
responsibility for policy through the selection of technical 
evidence that they themselves present. As the anarchist 
Bakunin remarked, the only external authority he recog¬ 
nized beyond his own conscience was that of the expert, but 
even then he would always consult two of them. It follows 
that the principle of openness has to apply not only to the 
debates of representatives in approving a law or policy, but 
to the ‘technical’ evidence on the basis of which it is 
formulated in the first place. There is nothing in fact intrinsic 
to the activity of professional administration as such which 
requires it to be secretive, and every reason in a democratic 
order why it should not be, if representatives are to exercise 
their responsibility effectively. 
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A second point at which the distinction between ends and 
means breaks down is in the way that the character of policy 
can be affected by the manner of its implementation. Lack 
of clarity in policy goals, whether because they are the 
product of compromise, or for whatever reason, will leave 
considerable scope to administrators over their interpreta¬ 
tion. Or the allocation of inadequate resources to a 
programme will ensure that decisions on priorities have to 
be made at the stage of implementation. Or the policy itself 
may intentionally leave considerable room for administra¬ 
tive discretion. The significance of implementation provides 
a strong argument for forms of local community representa¬ 
tion in the administration of policy, so that consumers of a 
public service have a voice in determining the mode of its 
provision. The argument that this undermines uniformity 
between localities is less persuasive if this is not likely to 
happen anyway. And insofar as it is, then it is a price worth 
paying if consumers of a service perceive it as conforming to 
their needs, rather than needs defined by others. Bureau¬ 
cratic unresponsiveness is one of the reasons for popular 
support behind policies to roll back public provision in 
favour of the market. Of course there is room for encourag¬ 
ing self-help, and for redistribution in money rather than in 
kind. But what appears under the laudable guise of 
increasing personal autonomy is often no more than a 
strategy for pushing back the costs of provision onto 
individuals, and usually the most disadvantaged and vulner¬ 
able members of society. 

The factors that may alienate citizens of a democracy from 
their process of government, however, have as much to do 
with deficiencies in the system of representation as with the 
mode of administration. Because bureaucracy is omnipre¬ 
sent, forming the point at which people experience govern¬ 
ment directly, most problems are transmitted through it, and 
become perceived as problems of bureaucracy, though their 
source may lie elsewhere. One of the chief limitations of 
representation - that it involves no more by way of 
citizenship than an occasional act of voting every few years - 
would be modified in a society where people were involved 
in the democratic process in a variety of contexts such as 
neighbourhood, workplace and so on. Wider experience of 
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democracy in practice could only strengthen an understand¬ 
ing of its operation at national level. Other limitations of the 
representative system would remain, however, such as that 
it represents people only as individuals on a geographical 
basis, rather than as members of social groups or functional 
interests. It is partly to remedy this deficiency that parallel 
systems of representation through interest and pressure 
groups develop, which seek to exercise influence directly on 
the formation and implementation of policy. 

Interest and pressure groups are clearly inseparable from 
the democratic principle of freedom of expression and 
association. As such they can provide a necessary comple¬ 
ment to the formal system of representation. In practice, 
however, they are as likely to bypass the latter, and develop 
their own relations with the bureaucracy directly. This 
serves the interests of both sides. For its part, the bureau¬ 
cracy finds the expertise of special interests useful in the 
formulation of policy, and may find their cooperation 
indispensable in its implementation. On the other side, 
interest groups obviously gain from preferential access and 
influence with policy advisors, and may even succeed in 
effectively ‘capturing’ a particular ministry or section (agri¬ 
cultural interests are the most frequently cited example). 
The problem of such groups for democratic theory is that 
they privilege intense minorities over less intense majorities, 
and those with greater power, whether through the posses¬ 
sion of resources or indispensability of function, over those 
with less. They also withdraw the essential democratic 
process of negotiation and compromise from public view and 
debate. A necessary solution for a democratic order may lie 
in formalizing the relation between such groups and the 
bureaucracy by requiring administrators to consult all 
relevant interests, weak as well as strong, over the formula¬ 
tion and implementation of policy, as is done in some 
continental European countries. 

This discussion suggests that there is no democratic order 
in which the relationship between the representative and the 
bureaucratic elements in the constitution would ever be 
entirely problem-free. The surrender by citizens of their 
right to approve law and policy to representatives, and the 
role exercised in practice by professional administrators in 
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the formulation and implementation of policy, constitutes a 
progressive diminution of autonomy which can lead to 
alienation from tjie political process. The same features can 
also produce distortions in the way that the interests and 
views of social groups are represented and negotiated to 
produce a public interest. However, democratic principles 
themselves suggest ways of overcoming these problems: 
through the accessibility of technical issues as well as policy 
goals to public debate; through the regulated and open 
involvement of relevant interests in policy discussions; 
through the involvement of local and consumer representa¬ 
tion in the provision of public services; through the diversity 
of institutions within which citizens exercise democratic 
rights. But would such practices be compatible with adminis¬ 
trative efficiency? Are democracy and efficiency com¬ 
patible? 

There are two points from the earlier discussion of 
efficiency in chapter 1 that are pertinent here. The first 
concerns the importance of an administrative system’s 
cultural norms and values for the way it operates. In a 
democratic order, the values of openness, of popular 
accountability, will form part of the professional adminis¬ 
trator’s own code of conduct, and will be supported by the 
system’s internal reward structure. But are such values 
inconsistent with those intrinsic to the very operation of a 
bureaucratic administration? If you look back at the list of 
features that Weber argued made bureaucracy an efficient 
system of administration (see pp. 11-2), you will not find any 
that conflict with the requirements of a democratic order. It 
is often said, for example, that the concept of a profession 
itself presupposes superior knowledge exercised paternal- 
istically within a closed system of self-regulation. But that is 
itself a cultural manifestation, typical of precisely those 
professions that are least accountable to those they serve, 
and not intrinsic to the exercise of technical skill as such. In 
the realm of public administration, as we have seen, there 
are strong arguments for saying that it is the lack of public 
accountability that is most conducive to inefficiency; and 
that the acceptance of such accountability constitutes part of 
its distinctive professionalism. 

But what of the familiar objection that the processes of 
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consultation and popular involvement in the formulation 
and implementation of programmes, such as a democratic 
order would require, are enormously time consuming and 
therefore inefficient? From the standpoint of democratic 
principle, the extension of autonomy is a value in itself. But 
if we conduct the argument on an instrumental level, it 
depends how ‘efficiency’ is to be defined. The positive 
argument for democracy is that the active commitment of 
people to an institutional order is most likely to secure an 
expansion of social energies favourable to its goals, since 
they will have helped define what these are. The negative 
argument is that the absence of effective consultation can 
produce persistent and sometimes spectacular mistakes. If 
subsequently rectified, such mistakes can prove enormously 
costly. If not, the costs may not appear in any balance sheet, 
but are borne nonetheless by the ‘consumers’ of the service. 

This is the second point of relevance from the earlier 
discussion of chapter 1, that we need to view the language of 
‘efficiency’ with some scepticism, as not the neutral dis¬ 
course that it appears. Of course it is self-evident that 
democracy needs efficiency in the management of its public 
resources, and that means systematic procedures to elimi¬ 
nate unnecessary duplication of facilities, to improve co¬ 
ordination, to identify possible labour-saving machinery or 
techniques, etc. Who could possibly be against ‘efficiency’ in 
this sense? But that rubric also conceals, for example, 
measures to extract more labour from workers, or to cut the 
level of service that is provided, or both. Just as the concept 
of ‘feasibility’ can serve as a device for foreclosing debate by 
presenting policy questions as a technical issue of practica¬ 
bility, so the concept of ‘efficiency’ can be used to resolve 
the conflicting claims of taxpayers, providers and consumers 
of services in favour of the former, under the guise of a 
technical exercise in cost-effectiveness. 

It is one of the characteristics of a democratic order that it 
enables, indeed requires, such competing claims to be 
exposed to public view, and resolved by discussion and 
compromise, rather than by imposition under the technical 
discourse of efficiency. In the same manner a democratic 
order within economic enterprises would render questions 
from work organization and practice to the relative distribu- 
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tion between investment and consumption, into matters for 
public discussion and approval within the enterprise, rather 
than a matter of managerial imposition. Nothing in this 
would remove die institution from the constraints of the 
market, any more than a public institution would be 
removed from the constraints of an agreed budget. But it 
would be a discipline exercised after agreement in debate 
rather than one administratively imposed under the rubric of 
technical necessity. The task of servicing such debate within 
a democratic order, and clarifying the issues involved, is a 
matter of the highest professional skill. 

In conclusion, a democratic order such as I outlined at the 
start of this section would need a professional administration 
operating in a rule-governed, impartial manner. To that 
extent the form of bureaucracy is indeed a universal 
requirement of modern industrial society. Such a conclusion 
is consistent with the definition advanced in chapter 1, 
where I argued that the concept of bureaucracy specifies 
only a very general set of administrative features. It is a form 
which admits of many variations, according to the context, 
goals and culture of the particular institution. One of the 
distinctive variants is a bureaucracy which works within a 
culture of democracy, and in accordance with its characteris¬ 
tic principles or requirements. Such an administration will 
not be problem-free. As we have seen, its problems can be 
located around the division of labour between the repre¬ 
sentative and the bureaucratic institutions, and the relation 
of both to the citizen body. Yet such problems are in 
principle amenable to resolution, and there is no reason to 
regard the demands of bureaucratic administration and 
democratic order as intrinsically contradictory. 

Democracy and bureaucratic power 

There are two simple propositions about bureaucratic power 
which it is now possible to state definitively in the light of the 
discussion so far. The first, deriving from the previous 
section, is that, although bureaucracy embodies features 
such as a concentration of information and organizational 
capacity, which have the clear potential for becoming an 
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anti-democratic force, these features are not anti-democratic 
in themselves, but are necessary to the administrative 
requirements of a democratic order. They only turn into an 
anti-democratic force when bureaucracy becomes self- 
enclosed and exclusive, when its information is protected by 
secrecy, and its organizational power serves a controlling 
and manipulative purpose. If this seems self-evident, it 
nevertheless needs asserting against those who regard such 
characteristics as intrinsic to bureaucracy. Their perspective 
leads to either Utopianism or pessimism. To Utopianism, on 
the part of those who see no prospect for a democratic order 
other than to abandon professional administration altogether, 
and who therefore are unable to make any connection 
between democratic administration (good) and bureaucracy 
(bad). To pessimism, on the part of those who accept the 
necessity of professional administration, and therefore see 
democracy as irretrievably compromised by an anti-demo¬ 
cratic power at its heart. Neither is able to pose the question 
correctly: under what circumstances does the concentration 
of information and organisational capacity within a profes¬ 
sional bureaucracy become anti-democratic? 

The second proposition is that the pressures which push 
bureaucracy in an anti-democratic direction do not derive 
autonomously from within the administrative system, but 
are the result of the tasks it is required to accomplish. This is 
broadly the conclusion of the second chapter. It is no use 
therefore blaming the bureaucracy for causes which lie 
outside itself. Secrecy, for example, only becomes endemic 
because there are powerful reasons for hiding things from 
people on a continuing basis, other than simply the 
convenience of concealing the administration’s own errors. 
If we look for the reasons, we shall find that they mostly 
have their origin in the need for the systematic control of 
social behaviour, in the absence of explicit consent to 
authority or policy. Although control and regulation are 
inseparable from any authority, it is possible to distinguish 
three major processes that can lead this control in the 
direction of bureaucratic independence and self-enclosure. 
The first is the management of unresolved social conflict. 
The second is the dynamic of the overextended centre. The 
third is the protection of the state’s security interests. The 
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first two processes are internal to the society, and are 
identified in the Marxist and liberal accounts considered in 
the previous chapter. The third derives from the situation of 
the state in the international order, and has not so far been 
mentioned. I shall consider each of the three briefly in turn. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the idea that the 
control of labour requires a secretive, self-enclosed adminis¬ 
tration is central to the Marxist theory of bureaucracy, in 
both industry and state. We do not have to accept the labour 
theory of value to recognize that minority control over the 
collective process and product of labour, whether under the 
rubric of private or public ownership, constitutes the major 
source of compulsion and social conflict in industrial 
societies. The fact of labour’s subordination at the point of 
production, and the ceaseless change in the conditions of 
wage labour, make any concordat struck at the wider 
political level fragile and impermanent. However, there is a 
tendency within Marxism to underemphasize other, in¬ 
dependent sources of social control and conflict, whether 
involving other classes, or other dimensions of stratification, 
such as race or gender. Although these follow a different 
dynamic from the relationship of dominance and subordina¬ 
tion constituted in the process of production, nevertheless, 
to the extent that any subordinate group has to be controlled 
or managed through administrative means, in the absence of 
genuine social agreement, to that extent will bureaucracy 
develop a protective cloak of secrecy in order to carry out its 
function, whether in the interests of ‘efficiency’ or ‘order’. 

The dynamic of the overextended centre follows a 
different logic, since the need for social control arises as a 
byproduct of the overextension of the state itself, in pursuit 
of other goals. The most considered analysis derives from 
the liberal critique of the command economy, and its 
contention that if political authority is required to bear too 
much of the weight of social coordination, in comparison 
with voluntary exchange, it becomes locked into a cycle of 
increasing compulsion. A similar point is made by critics of 
the overcentralized state, in its appropriation of all powers 
from independent local centres of political authority. Such a 
critique does not necessarily imply a rejection of central 
planning, in the sense of setting the framework for social and 
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economic activity, or even of selective interventions within 
it, especially of a facilitative kind. What it asserts is that the 
more activities the centre seeks to control, the more the 
initiatives arising from society and the locality have to be 
stifled; at the same time the centre is unable to cope with the 
unintended consequences of its own interventions, and 
therefore seeks to take the activities over and make them the 
subject of its own administration. It thus becomes locked 
into a cycle of increasing interventions to correct the 
consequences of earlier ones. In this case the transformation 
of administration into an autonomous power takes place 
under a paternalist rubric: ‘we can see the whole picture, 
and we know best’. 

The third major cause of bureaucratic self-enclosure lies 
in the state’s own security interests, and is sustained under 
the rubric of ‘national security’. So far in this volume I have 
made little mention of the most basic historical rationale for 
state institutions: the maintenance of control over a given 
territory against external challenge. Of all functions this is 
the one most conducive to secrecy and the development of 
autonomy on the part of the state apparatus. Foreign policy 
is the least amenable of policy areas to democratic control; 
the information on which it is based cannot be tested against 
people’s own experience, and their opinions are thus 
particularly subject to manipulation. Military security in 
face of potential enemies necessarily has its counterpart in 
secrecy in face of the home community, and the network of 
secrecy extends to the weapons industries, whose interests 
are closely entwined with those of the bureaucracy. Of 
course the degree of bureaucratic self-enclosure is partly 
dependent upon the extent of any external threat, and how 
far it is replicated internally. But it is also a matter of the 
state’s own political posture and mode of defence. A great 
power role, or pretensions to it, is the posture most 
conducive to the expansion of the military related bureau¬ 
cracy within the state, and to its infecting other areas of the 
apparatus; reliance on nuclear weapons systems leads to the 
most intense and ramified secrecy. At the other end of the 
spectrum, a posture of neutrality, protected by conventional 
defence and a citizen militia, is most conducive to limiting 



Bureaucracy and Democratic Theory 115 

secrecy, and to containing its effects upon the administrative 
apparatus as a whole. 

Common to a|l these three processes - the regulation of 
social subordination and conflict, the dynamic of the over¬ 
extended centre, the protection of state security - is the need 
to control a population, or significant sections of it: to treat 
them as the objects of management, with all the sophisti¬ 
cated techniques that now implies, rather than as the 
autonomous subjects of social and political activity. To this 
end secrecy is required, and the informational and organiza¬ 
tional capacities necessary to modern administration have to 
be transformed into an instrument of control and surveil¬ 
lance, and protected by a process of bureaucratic self¬ 
enclosure and independence. But if self-enclosure is neces¬ 
sary to protect bureaucracy from exposure to the population 
at large, to a certain extent it becomes protected from the 
policy makers also. Under this protection, the bureaucracy’s 
own interests come to assume a special place in the 
formation of policy, and the values of administrative 
feasibility and technical rationality turn into ends in 
themselves, whether under the rubric of efficiency and 
order, of centralized planning, or the needs of state security. 
In other words, the theories of ‘bureaucratic policy’ con¬ 
sidered towards the end of chapter 1 can now be seen as the 
characteristic product of bureaucratic self-enclosure. That 
self-enclosure creates the illusion that bureaucracy is an 
entirely autonomous and self-determining agency, rather 
than itself shaped by the social functions and processes 
which render that independence necessary. 

Where Marxism tends to regard the processes of over¬ 
centralization and state security management as ultimately 
derivative from that of class conflict, I would argue that 
these constitute three independent sources of bureaucratic 
self-enclosure and autonomization. The degree to which this 
effect occurs depends upon the intensity of the processes, 
and on how far they overlap or reinforce one another, 
though of course considerations of political tradition and 
culture also play their part. In a society whose system of 
production requires intensified labour extraction, and where 
it meets with sustained resistance, the management of this 
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process alone may be sufficient to propel the bureaucracy 
beyond any popular control, in state as well as economy. 
This is one typical source of dictatorship in the contem¬ 
porary world. In the case of the USSR during the 1920s and 
1930s, by contrast, we find the conjunction of all three 
processes, albeit following a different temporal dynamic: the 
assertion of state security interests against external and 
internal challenge; the overextension of the centre in the 
service of the command economy; the compulsory extrac¬ 
tion of a surplus from both peasantry and proletariat in the 
interests of rapid industrial development. All this took place 
within a state tradition that had never experienced any 
liberal, let alone democratic, evolution. The development of 
bureaucracy into a self-enclosed, autonomous power, was 
thus heavily overdetermined. 

In the Western liberal democracies since 1945, these 
processes have generally been less acute, and have taken 
place within a political order already considerably demo¬ 
cratized, though to a different extent in different countries. 
The necessity of social control, however, whether deriving 
from unresolved social conflict, or overextension of the 
centre, or state security interests, exerts a continuous 
pressure for secrecy, though within a relatively open 
democratic culture. We thus find a conjunction of contradic¬ 
tory elements within the state bureaucracy, which combines 
the characteristics of a publicly accountable administration 
with tendencies towards bureaucratic self-enclosure and 
autonomy. This contradiction, which is naturally more acute 
in some agencies than others, is experienced as a conflict of 
responsibility on the part of civil servants, between answer- 
ability to their superiors and commitment to the norms of 
democratic accountability. Its most paradoxical manifesta¬ 
tion is the conjunction of the ‘official secret’ with the 
‘unofficial leak’: the officially approved attempt to conceal 
from Parliament and the public what is immediately leaked 
with a good conscience by someone lower down. Civil 
servants are thus caught between conflicting demands: 
between the norms of democratic accountability on the one 
hand, and functions that require secrecy in the interests of 
effective political management on the other. 

These contradictions take a particularly acute form in 
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Britain, which explains why demands for freedom of 
information, and for greater political control of the civil 
service, constitute such a recurrent feature of its political 
agenda. Openness is the keystone of democratic politics. 
But proposals to achieve it are likely to prove insufficient 
which take no account of the pressures making for secretive¬ 
ness in the first place. Otherwise they are fated to follow the 
usual course of commitments to open government by 
opposition parties, which are abandoned as soon as they 
rediscover in office the compelling reasons for secrecy. Of 
course there is an institutional dimension to this as well, in 
that in a Parliamentary system such as Britain’s, there is 
always a majority of MPs who have a stronger interest in 
keeping the government in office than in exposing its actions 
to public view. Like the civil servants themselves, members 
of governing parties are caught in a conflict between their 
obligations to the government and their commitment to 
effective accountability. At the root of this conflict, how¬ 
ever, lie the systemic features that make secrecy an 
unavoidable part of state policy, which have a particular 
tenacity in the UK, with its persistently unresolved conflicts 
of class, race and religion, its overcentralized system of 
government, and its continuing great power pretensions and 
nuclear armoury, all set within a declining economy. Such an 
agenda of problems of political management makes secrecy 
a pervasive habit throughout its administration. 

Failure to diagnose this problem correctly is responsible 
for one of the persistent stereotypes of British politics: the 
weak-willed minister as tool of an all-powerful civil service. 
Of course there is a problem of bureaucratic power and its 
political control; my whole argument is that the process of 
administrative self-enclosure creates problems for ministers 
as well as for their Parliamentary scrutineers. But the 
solution which simply advocates the exercise of ministerial 
machismo - the contemporary version of Weberian charis¬ 
matic authority - whether or not backed up by political 
advisers, provides no answer to the problem of ministerial 
collusion in secrecy,or to the pressures that render it 
necessary. Proposals for open government, going beyond 
the merely cosmetic, could only be effective as part of an 
agenda of addressing these pressures directly, on the part of 
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a government with clear priorities and able to command 
sustained popular support. 

If we turn from debates in the West to those involving 
bureaucratic political systems of the Soviet type, we find a 
recognition that any democratization of state institutions is 
necessarily linked to tackling the problem of the over¬ 
extended centre. Proposals for economic liberalization, and 
the introduction of market relations, whether on Yugoslav 
or Hungarian lines, are not just economic proposals, to 
promote consumer choice or managerial efficiency. They 
can also serve political ends, in reducing the scope of 
political coordination, and allowing for the possibility of 
democratization at the level of the enterprise. The antithesis 
‘bureaucracy or market’, in other words, does not only have 
significance under the individualist or managerialist banner. 
At the same time, more overtly political reform movements, 
such as Solidarity in Poland, have sought to expand the area 
of autonomous citizen activity and self-organization, in¬ 
dependent of the state, and so limit the extent of social life 
under bureaucratic control. Both types of reform move¬ 
ment, economic and political, recognize the importance of 
the expansion of ‘civil society’, i.e. the sphere of voluntary 
coordination, whether via market relations or free political 
association, both as a sphere of democratic practice in its 
own right, and as a necessary step in the long struggle for 
democratization of the state itself. The wider significance of 
such a programme for democratic theory is its retrieval of 
the concept of civil society from a narrowly economic and 
purely individualist interpretation, and the reassertion of it 
as an essential part of the political domain, as an arena of 
democratic activity. 

As a final test of the propositions advanced in this section, 
let me take an institution I have only mentioned in passing 
so far, but one that can be regarded as a classic site of 
bureaucratization: the mass political party, which exists in 
both spheres of civil society and state. The work which still 
holds the field here, at least for parties of the Left, is Robert 
Michels’ Political Parties. I have already suggested reasons 
for rejecting his assumption that organization is necessarily 
conservative. Even more widely accepted is his assertion 
that bureaucracy necessarily leads to oligarchy. This is a 
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classic example of the position I have been contesting, that 
bureaucracy is intrinsically anti-democratic, because of the 
concentration o[ information and organization capacities 
that it entails. In the first place, Michels exaggerates the 
evidence of oligarchy; what we actually see is the same 
combination of pressures for secrecy and manipulation 
operating within democratic arrangements that is typical of 
Western democracies themselves. But we have, secondly, to 
ask whence these pressures originate. These are different in 
reformist and revolutionary parties. In reformist parties, 
which seek to change the existing order from within, they 
derive from the need to deliver a following behind the 
requirements of capitalist production and the military 
interests of the state, even when these run counter to their 
reformist purpose. In revolutionary parties, which reject the 
existing order, they derive from the need to create a ‘pure’ 
following from a proletariat which may dislike capitalism, 
but is equally suspicious of socialism. In other words, the 
pressures derive from the immense difficulty of the socialist 
project itself, and from an inability to resolve the conflicts to 
which this gives rise, without imposition or manipulation. 
They do not derive from the needs of organization as such. 

My conclusion can be simply stated. It is that bureaucratic 
administration is not inherently anti-democratic. Its organi¬ 
zational capacities only become so when protected by 
secrecy, and it attains an independence of its own. This 
autonomy, though real, creates the illusion that bureaucracy 
is self-activating, when the reasons for its self-enclosure lie 
outside itself, in the tasks it is required to perform. Any 
analysis must start with these. If it does not, we shall fail to 
understand why bureaucracies are so successful in resisting 
attempts to make them more open and accountable. We 
shall thereby attribute to them a power greater than they 
possess, and make our own contribution to perpetuating the 
myths of bureaucratic malevolence and bureaucratic invin¬ 
cibility. 

Conclusion 

The standpoint of democratic theory, and its postulate of a 
realizable democratic order, has enabled us to combine an 
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understanding of bureaucratic administration from within, 
with a critical analysis of bureaucratic power from without, 
and to incorporate both the liberal critique of the over- 
extension of political authority, and the Marxist critique of 
bureaucracy as an instrument of social subordination and 
control. In the process, this standpoint offers a solution to 
the problems raised at the outset of the work. As to the 
question of definition, it confirms the concept of bureau¬ 
cracy as specifying only the most general features of a rule- 
governed professional administration; and the study of 
bureaucracy as comprising the study of this general form 
together with its distinctive variants, of which a bureaucracy 
working within a democratic order is particularly significant. 
In relation to the question of administrative efficiency, it 
identifies the conditions under which the necessary bureau¬ 
cratic roles of ensuring the feasibility of policy and its 
effective implementation can be carried out without allow¬ 
ing considerations of feasibility or efficiency to short-circuit 
the debate about ends, or the negotiation of competing 
social claims. And in relation to bureaucratic power, it 
clarifies the process whereby the information and organiza¬ 
tional capacities intrinsic to bureaucracy turn into an anti¬ 
democratic force, through secrecy and self-enclosure, and 
the characteristic pressures which lead it in that direction. In 
sum, the standpoint offers us the most complete, and I 
would argue definitive, analysis of the subject. 

A final question remains. One of the recurrent themes of 
the book has been the way that particular conceptions of 
bureaucracy are aligned with distinct social positions and 
practical interests, from which they derive their characteris¬ 
tic insights and limitations. The perspectives of the first 
chapter are largely those of bureaucracy itself, with which 
the disciplines are closely associated in their education of 
recruits for posts in management and administration. As 
such they share the limitations of its perspective, both in 
their tendency to understand it entirely from within, as a 
self-moving entity, and in their narrow disciplinary concep¬ 
tion of social science, which reflects the specialist function of 
administration within the social division of labour. The 
perspectives of the second chapter are broader, involving 
the understanding of social and historical processes as a 
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whole, that is necessary to the political projects of major 
social classes, bourgeois and proletariat respectively. From 
these class positions also derive their characteristic limita¬ 
tions, both in the analysis of bureaucracy itself, and in their 
conception of social science as the world view of a particular 
social class. To what social standpoint and practical inter¬ 
ests, then, does the perspective of democratic theory 
belong? Or does the claim that it offers a definitive or 
comprehensive analysis of bureaucracy involve the implaus¬ 
ible supposition that it is detached from any social location 
whatsoever? 

This question touches on one of the most fundamental 
issues of social theory. From the earliest period in the 
development of social science, it was recognized that the 
way society was perceived depended on the social location of 
the viewer; and that attempts to escape this social deter¬ 
mination of knowledge by methodological means - e.g. by 
specifying a rigorous procedure of enquiry combined with an 
attitude of scientific detachment - could not overcome the 
problem of initial assumptions, or criteria of significance, 
which could only be socially derived. Since the problem was 
first posed, there have been broadly two responses to it. One 
has been to argue that a particular social position offers a 
privileged access to truth, because its outlook and interests 
represent the universal interests of society as a whole, and 
therefore its intellectual spokesmen can attain a universally 
valid knowledge. Various candidates for this privileged 
position have been suggested at different times, and for 
different reasons, including the bourgeoisie, the proletariat 
and the bureaucracy itself. As each of these claims has in 
turn been exposed as special pleading on behalf of a 
sectional group, however progressive, a second response has 
tended to become prevalent. This involves relativism in one 
form or another: either accepting that initial assumptions are 
socially dependent, that there is no agreed academic 
criterion for deciding between them, and that therefore it is 
a matter of political choice; or, alternatively, treating 
competing social theories simply as analytical tool-kits which 
will provide better explanations for some kinds of phenom¬ 
ena than others. Although the latter position may appear to 
escape the problem of social determination, it does so at the 
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expense of surrendering any coherent agenda of its own, and 
accepting uncritically the agenda set by others. 

The assumption underlying this book is that we should not 
give up the search for a comprehensive and coherent 
understanding of social processes - what used to be called 
the search for truth - which lies beyond the particularism of 
special disciplines, the competing world views of major 
social groups, and the eclecticism of 'multiple viewpoints'. 
And if we ask to whose perspective and practical require¬ 
ments such a comprehensive understanding corresponds, the 
answer can only be: that of the democratic citizen. By 
'democratic citizen' I do not mean those who happen to live 
in what we call a democracy. I mean anyone who is 
committed to the equality of democratic rights and to the 
resolution of differences by means of open discussion and 
negotiation, and who accepts the practice which these 
commitments entail. This position is a genuinely universal 
one, both in the sense that it is in principle open to all, and 
that it transcends the particular differences of social and 
personal identity, without abolishing them, or imagining 
them away. It alone as a form of social practice shares the 
same requirements as social science itself: the demand for 
openness of social institutions and activities, rather than 
their mystification through concealment or distortion of the 
truth; the necessity to understand the viewpoint and 
interests of those who differ from ourselves, i.e. to treat 
them as subjects rather than objects; finally, the need to 
comprehend social processes as a whole, as a condition for 
the establishment and maintenance of its own practice. Such 
requirements do not entail accepting all positions or in¬ 
terests as of equal worth. The standpoint of democratic 
citizenship is a critical one, especially of power roles whose 
exercise depends upon the systematic concealment and 
distortion of the truth, and the suppression of the claims of 
others. It is also revisionary, in that it seeks to expand the 
possession and exercise of democratic rights. 

Such a standpoint does not of itself, of course, guarantee 
valid knowledge of society, in the absence of adequate 
methods of investigation. But it is the one most conducive to 
attaining it, and it therefore has a special significance for the 
practice of social science. By the same token, the general 
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understanding of social processes that social science offers is 
of particular importance to the practice of democratic 
citizenship. It is not some lofty pinnacle to be attained by a 
special few, who are destined to become the philosopher 
kings of the political order; nor yet a series of lesser peaks 
which form the preserve of bureaucratic and non-bureau- 
cratic elites. It is a broad plateau, whose ascent should in 
principle be open to all who seek the exercise of democratic 
citizenship. 

Bureaucracy is one of the most pervasive institutions of 
the modern world. The very familiarity of its presence 
obscures its complexity. As democratic citizens we need to 
understand both the value and the limits of its capacities, 
and the reasons why these become transformed into an 
independent power, if we are to extend the field of 
democratic practice itself. Whether this standpoint can 
indeed deliver the definitive analysis of bureaucracy that I 
boldly claim for it, is for you, the reader, to judge. 
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