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Translator s Introduction

The Political Illusion is the third of Jacques ElluTs books to be

presented to the American public. The first, The Technological

Society, was essentially an overview of the conflict between

technology and human freedom; the second, Propaganda,

showed how modern man, surrounded and seized by propa-

ganda, more often than not surrenders himself to it only too

willingly even in democracies, even if he is educated; this third

volume, The Political Illusion, examines modern man's passion-

political affairs— and the role he plays in them and in the

modern state.

As before, Ellul uses logic rather than facts, though he illus-

trates his thoughts with many examples and quotations (thus

remaining within the web of contemporary thought on his sub-

ject). And he concludes that all facets of political activity as

we know it today are a kaleidoscope of interlocking illusions, the

most basic of which are the illusions of popular participation,

popular control, and popular problem-solving in the realm of

politics.

The first great evil from which most other evils spring is

politization (the act of suffusing everything with politics and
dragging it into the political arena ) . In our modern world, con-
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trary to what was the rule in all previous ages, everything is

politized: men seek political solutions for everything, whether

the problem be freedom or justice or peace or prosperity or

happiness.

Anything not political does not arouse widespread interest;

it is not accorded any independent existence in our politized

world.

As a result of this politization of all aspects of life and of the

orientation of all thought and energy toward politics, men in-

creasingly turn to the state for a solution of their problems,

though the state could not solve them if it tried. And everywhere

in the world this increasing inclination to turn to the state leads

to three evils: boundless inflation of the state's size and power;

increasing dependence on it by the individual; and decreasing

control over it by the "people" who think they control it,

whereas in reality they merely surrender all their powers to it.

This state, then, engages in politics. But even though the state

ceaselessly talks through the mass media—through those who
represent it, whether they are democratically elected or not—of

noble things and cherished values, momentous decisions and
great goals, essentially it deals with tinder. Two things limit all

its political endeavors: on the one hand, politics inexorably fol-

lows certain patterns over which the politicians have absolutely

no control— they do what they must; on the other, where a

certain margin of freedom of action remains, they deal with

ephemeral, basically unimportant things that are made to seem
important for public consumption. The political leaders merely

manipulate the images among which modern man dwells.

Whereas in the Middle Ages man had direct knowledge of the

limited range of things that concerned him, he now lives in a

world of images reflecting faraway places, people, and condi-

tions brought to him as "information' by the mass media. This

universe is not, Ellul says, a tissue of lies, "but it permits any
and all interpretations and translations," and the graver the

situation the more "managed" and "edited" will be the version

fed to the public. The whole of these images is then translated

by contemporary men into a view of the world.

Are "the people" then without any influence upon the course
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of political events? On the contrary, Ellul says, but their influ-

ence is all for the worse; for if public opinion is not aroused,

nothing can be done in democracies, and if it is aroused, moder-

ate, equitable, and provident solutions are no longer possible.

Public opinion will either disregard something altogether or

demand a drastic— i.e., unjust and undesirable— solution.

In the second half of the book, Ellul arrives at what he con-

siders the three essential aspects of the political illusion. The
first concerns control of the state. Ellul rejects the idea that in a

democracy as we know it "the people" control the state with

their ballots. They do, he says, control to some extent who is on

top of the pyramid, but that does not mean control of the state;

the elected representatives have no way of controlling— or even

thoroughly knowing— the behemoth under them. To change

those in office means to change nothing: these men inevitably

are faced with le 'politique, which by Ellul's definition is either

dealing with ephemeral matters or moving along "iron rails,"

for which reason they are not effective leaders. And in our

technological age they are the creatures of the technical experts

they employ.

The second essential aspect of the political illusion is that of

popular participation; if "the people" cannot control the state,

do they not at least participate substantially in its doings? No,

Ellul says. Just as their ballots cannot control the course of

events, their organizations, such as parties or trade unions, do

not channel popular desires so as to make them effective. The
principal reason is that these organizations require men at the

top who are professional politicians concerned with little else

than the eternal struggle to attain and retain power against

rivals in their own and all other camps. These men are inter-

ested only in having the support of numbers, and the hopes and
aspirations of the rank and file are filtered, not up but out.

Moreover, members of the rank and file in an organization, like

the citizens in a state, are dependent upon the information fed

them, and the party or union hierarchs are expert in manag-
ing information and in preventing all nonconforming forces

from emerging.

The third aspect of the political illusion is the eternal, illusory
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quest for "political solutions. " This is the greatest pitfall of all.

After peace or freedom, education or the living standard, or

even the law has been advertised and accepted as a polititcal

problem, people demand political solutions. But there are no

political solutions for these problems; in fact there are none

even for genuine political problems. For while, say, arithmetical

problems indeed have a solution, political problems have none;

indeed EUul's definition of a genuine political problem is that

it consists of truly contradictory given facts, i.e., that it is in-

soluble in the precise meaning of that term. Political problems

merely permit equitable settlements. Yet the technicians more
and more present all political problems as solvable equations.

And because we believe them, or the politicans who obey them,

we expect la politique to find solutions for everything, and we
therefore make it and the state the guardian and executor of all

values— which, as a result, wither away.

What is the solution? To depolitize? On the contrary, Ellul

says. Too many people already have abdicated their political

heritage and, by so doing, have committed the inexcusable po-

litical act of giving the state even more power. Depolitization is

merely an escape brought about by indolence or cowardice. The
only possible course to take is, first of all, to demythologize poli-

tics and put it into its proper, limited place. For that we must
reject modern—particularly American— attempts to "adjust" the

individual through psychological means to a situation against

which he would do better to rebel if he wants to maintain or

attain his freedom and fulfill himself as an individual. On the

contrary, strong and productive tensions ( by which Ellul means
foci of strong interest and concern) must be built up or be per-

mitted to build up, springing from adherence to genuine values

and convictions, and faith must be restored in other avenues of

human effectiveness than the illusory means of what nowadays
goes by the name of political action and engagement. These
tensions might be genuine tensions between church and state,

or labor and state, or the military and civilians, rather than

peaceful cooperation at the top in the face of illusory tensions

below. Without saying so, Ellul seems to think that the "estab-

lishment" is evidence that genuine tensions on real issues no
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longer exist and that the establishment keeps them from arising

and fertilizing our society.

But to arrive at genuine tension, it is also necessary to shed all

such prejudices and commonplaces as: history travels along a

predestined road . . . man is good . . . man is made for hap-

piness . . . technology is neutral and can be controlled . . .

moral progress follows material progress . . . work is virtue

... no more words, action. . . . These are just cliches, Ellul

says, and must be discarded, hard though that may be, if poli-

tics is to be put into its proper place, the individual again to

come into his own, and democracy to flourish in our age, in

which technology controls man, propaganda his mind and soul,

and the political activity he so fervently pursues, like the role

he believes himself to be playing in the political order of things,

is a mere illusion. As Ellul phrased it (in a letter of May 27,

1966): "To me this appears to demand a more genuine, more
personally involved approach to democracy— which seems to me
possible only by a re-formation of the democratic citizen, not by
that of institutions."

KONRADKELLEN

July iq66





Author s Preface to the

English Translation

The American reader must understand that this is a typically

French book, that is, the situation it describes pertains to the

evolution of French institutions, and the problems it treats are

the effects of specific characteristics of the French state and ad-

ministration. But these characteristics are to a large extent the

result of history; I hardly need recall Tocqueville's accurate

judgment that the French Revolution did not change the French
state in any substantial way. To be sure, doctrines were modi-

fied, a ruling social category was abolished, and one form of

politics substituted for another, but nothing fundamental in the

course of political power changed; the general trend followed

by the state— not the monarchy—set by Richelieu and Louis XIV
was continued by the Jacobins and the Directory. The transition

from monarchy to republic did not change the centralization,

the authoritarianism, or the stringencies of the existing political

system—on the contrary. The Revolution, and later the Empire,

furthered Louis XIV's ideas in truly remarkable fashion. Louis

XIV himself was actually prevented from putting his intentions
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into operation by three obstacles. There were, first, institutions

outside the political realm which had great force (for example,

the Catholic Church); second, a historical tradition at work,

stronger than the strongest king, which he was unable to undo

( for example, the historical obligation to respect local freedoms,

the officers' corps); and finally there was not yet enough sheer

physical capability behind the instruments of power (a small

police force, absence of telecommunications )

.

However, precisely these obstacles were to disappear between

1789 and 1848. In order to assure national unity, the Revolu-

tion suppressed all independent bodies, broke the power of the

Church, the officers' corps, and the parlements— all in order to

give unlimited power to the revolutionary state, but also because

the ideology of national sovereignty assumed that all citizens

should be considered in their individuality and never incorpo-

rated into bodies that would determine their fates. At the same
time, the Revolution destroyed, for reasons of its own inherent

logic, all traditions that the king had had to respect. Finally,

at just that epoch, new physical means of exercising power
made their appearance, either in the form of deliberate cre-

ations (national army, popular police) or as consequences of

technological progress (development of a press permitting

propaganda, more rapid means of communication, such as

Chappe's aerial telegraph). As a result, the state that followed

in the wake of the Revolution became much more authoritarian

than the state that had preceded it, because it was endowed
with much more powerful means of action, and because the

growth of the state in France was not so much the work of theo-

reticians (Richelieu and Louis XIV were not primarily theo-

reticians or Machiavellians) as the fruit of practical and
efficient men seeking to make the state apparatus as efficient as

possible; this general trend on the part of the monarchy was
merely resumed by the regimes following it, even if constitu-

tional theories were different by then.

But what were to become the French state's specific character-

istics? First of all, centralism. The monarchic view was that

nothing in the nation could function properly unless there was
one and only one method for making decisions. This view
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was the fruit of actual observation. In feudal society, when there

had been a great number of political decision centers, there had
been disorder, incessant conflicts, and the resulting disadvan-

tages for the population. As a result, the king had come to be-

lieve that singleness of the center of decision was the only

remedy. This belief had then come to be expressed in theories

and images which, however, were of secondary importance— for

example the image of the human body in which the brain was
the will's one and only center. A society was then envisaged in

which every movement and every reform would receive its

impetus from such a political center. It seemed no longer neces-

sary that local powers should have any autonomy, but necessary

that they should become instruments of the central will. This

quest for centralization and reduction of all political life to a

single point was accentuated during the Revolution by the con-

flict between the Jacobins and the Girondists.

There are many causes for that conflict— it has even been

claimed that the Girondists were federalists— but the result of

the Jacobin victory is inescapable: accentuation of centraliza-

tion. Only the power of the Assembly was a political power of

decision, and all political life led back to that in the capital.

Federalism became a crime. Obviously, under Napoleon,

this centralization could only become more pronounced; all

strands of the political system had to be held in one hand. But it

must be reiterated that this was not the feat of one man, either

king or dictator, but the organic process of the state's develop-

ment; the Directory, for example, was no less bent on central-

ization (and authoritarianism) than the empire had been. The
state, responding to what its responsibility was considered to be,

had to centralize. It is well known that Hegel's thinking was
influenced by this example, and that German theories of state in

the nineteenth century had the French state for their model. In

France it was overwhelmingly clear that this concept would
never be questioned again, even when the ideology of the liberal

state was dominant, even when, as was the case on several occa-

sions, there was the will and the intention to decentralize. But
that aim was never to be attained. And the Second Republic in

1848 was even more bent on centralization than the Restoration
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had been. It is also important to remember that the horror and

hatred leveled at the Communewere aimed just as much against

their aim of doing away with the state as against their anti-

capitalist ideology.

A second important aspect of French institutions is their

rationalism. Beginning with the Revolution, and in the wake of

Aufklarung, people tried to think rationally about political,

juridical, and administrative institutions. Old influences were

at work, too, derived from Descartes and from Roman Law.

From then on there was a reaction against all irrational elements

that had been part of the ancien regime— in that regard the

Revolution was truly something new. It was assumed that the

Law and the State should be based on reason and rationally or-

ganized. For the men of 1793, everything was rational, or rather,

was to become rational. The idea was that everything in society

and man not subject to reason had to be eliminated. Men be-

came convinced that truth could be discovered only through

reason, and that reason, moreover, conformed to nature: there-

fore the more rational all institutions would become, the more
they would conform to nature (whose rational character was
discovered by science at that time) and the more just and

efficient would they be. In the domain of the law, this led to an

increasing suppression of all historical, pragmatic, customary

law and to the creation of an entirely rational law. Similarly, it

was considered necessary to divide French national territory into

segments in no way congruous with history or geography, but

with mathematical criteria ( this went so far that a proposal was
made to make the departments simply into equal squares). In

any event, it is remarkable how important mathematics became
in the political, administrative, and economic realms at the very

time of the Revolution of 1789. The true political thought of

the time (not activities in front of the curtain, such as those by
Marat or Danton!) was that all would be solved if politics

could be reduced to mathematics. From then on, administrative

units were to become abstract and to turn into perfectly ra-

tional organizational systems; and corresponding theories were
propounded. The aim was to construct a perfectly coordinated
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machine, single, hierarchized, and cohesive, in which the human
element would be reduced to a minimum; to establish a me-

chanical administration that was anonymous and would elim-

inate every element of chance afforded by ideas, passions, senti-

ments, or personal interests.

Eventually Napoleon progressively established an adminis-

trative system that came as close as possible to such a rational

model. But what the revolutionaries had overlooked was that

such a machine was identical with an authoritarian state. It was
the ideal instrument in the hands of a central authority that

knew how to use such a device to organize an entire nation.

True, a single, centralized seat of political power needed ra-

tional and vigorous means of action. Those means, at the same
time, required a political power center invested with an author-

ity none could challenge.

After Napoleon, this became the great conflict and adventure

of our French Institutions in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-

turies. On the one hand, there was, generally speaking, liberal-

ism's triumph, which was not only economic but also political.

To be sure, there were periods when power still tried to be

authoritarian ( the July Monarchy, the beginnings of the Second

Republic, the first part of the Second Empire ) but such authori-

tarian power collided with a general conviction that political

liberalism was the truth: authoritarianism could not develop

fully; it had to return to liberalism. After that there arose the

remarkable conflict between a liberal state and an administra-

tion made to fit an authoritarian state. But there was no question

of changing the form, the structures, of that administration,

which in fact was by far the most effective, advanced and
satisfactory. To destroy such a rational organization would have

been regarded as retrogression. The only way out was to perfect

it— and that is precisely what happened during the entire nine-

teenth century; but the more the system was perfected, the more
its character was reinforced.

Max Weber's description of the bureaucracy applies even
more aptly to French administration than to German, which,

moreover, was a copy of the French. And during the entire Third

Republic we had a politically very liberal regime that rested on
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very rigorous organization and ended up by functioning almost

like a closed circuit. Such are the historic characteristics that

determine the institutional problems of contemporary France.

I wrote this book with them in mind, and with reference to

them.

But, if the book is tied to a reality specifically French, can it

have other than purely documentary interest for the foreign

reader? It seems to me that it can, after all, have the value of

example and serve as a warning. For I am not so sure that this

French history is only French and only history. Does not the

entire world experience the temptations that were experienced

by the men of the French Revolution? Should this be so, France,

for once, would have been ahead of other nations, though not

necessarily for the best!

Let the reader ask himself only two questions: first, are we
not witnessing a general trend toward statism, even in liberal,

entirely democratic countries? The latter are without a doubt

witnessing the growing prestige enjoyed by the centralized

state. Peoples with strongly federal structures are trying to

leave federalism behind; Swiss citizens care less and less for

local life and local political issues, and instead, take on the

belief that only the central authority is important; as a result,

local powers are gradually being transferred to the federal cen-

ter, which, little by little, is ceasing to be "federal" and is be-

coming "central." People are under the impression that in a

world in which all problems are vast and extremely complex,

local organs have neither the means nor the competence to do
justice to such problems— a central power seems needed, for it

alone has all the means to face these problems and solve them.

In a world in which interdependencies have become more
and more stringent, in which every local decision has national,

and sometimes even international repercussions, a central au-

thority seems needed, one which takes these interdependencies

into account, balances them, and compensates for them, since it

seems that spontaneity of political play suffices less and less to

bring about a correlated development of the different sections

of the economy or to reconcile opposed viewpoints on such
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problems as that of the free economy in France or that of the

colored people in the United States. In a society in which socio-

political trends unceasingly accelerate, people constantly have

the feeling of losing time when beginning to study problems on

the local level, or when engaging in long debates on matters

that require rapid decisions. This "acceleration of history" also

favors the establishment of a single political power center,

capable of rapid action and more efficient technical surveys that

can be contained in ordinary speeches by politicians, and capa-

ble of facing sudden crises that cannot be resolved at the

local level.

In a society in which the growth of technology demands ever

greater efforts and in which the great technological enterprises

demand the centralization of all possible documentation, of all

researchers (working in a coordinated manner, rather than in-

dividualistically or dispersedly ) , and of all financial resources

(given the enormously great costs involved), only a central

power can satisfy all these exigencies. The fact is that in order to

implement technological progress, literally all the nations re-

sources must be mobilized. It is no longer possible to leave that

to amateurs, to private enterprises, or to men who do not hold

the entire machine in their hands; one can no longer afford to

lose time in areas in which a single technological delay quickly

causes a cumulative effect. Here, too, only a centralized state

can bring about the needed mobilization.

To be sure, such a state can leave a certain number of tasks

to private enterprises which already have the capability to take

care of them. But the fact that certain enterprises, even of con-

siderable size, are given particular tasks does not make central-

ization any less important; on the contrary, the more such

decentralization is promoted, the more the state needs a

stringent organization capable of putting all the pieces of the

puzzle together. The more the various services and local enter-

prises of different importance are drawn in, the more a general,

rational framework is needed. This leads to the second ques-

tion: must an administration be slow, uncoordinated, or incom-

petent? Can a politician be a truly good administrator? Does
he not need an enormous array of offices and experts? Must he
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not try to make his administration ever stricter and to reduce

the various elements of human weakness in the process?

An administration must become more and more rationalized

in order to respond to the multiplicity of its tasks, and this

rationalization almost inevitably leads it along the road of

bureaucracy. It seems to me that all countries in the Western

and Soviet worlds are traveling in that direction, at different

rates and in different ways. Nowadays one can scarcely avoid

the centralized state and rationalized administration. But I do

not mean that the French type is inescapable (and thus pro-

phetic) or that the institutional structures operative in France

must arise everywhere.

The French type, to the extent that it is a century and a half

old, is obviously obsolete, which causes specific problems in

France that are unique to that country; but I have addressed

myself little in this book to these specifically French problems.

In France this purposeful neglect has aroused some criticism to

the effect that I did not deal with the real problems. But I

omitted them because to me they seemed secondary as com-

pared with the more permanent aspects and profound implica-

tions of the problems involved. It is not particularly important to

analyze, as Michel Crozier does, the style of French bureauc-

racy; to do so means to stick to details of structure and behavior,

ultimately of no importance, because determined by special

circumstances. But if the specific type of the French centralized

state or its bureaucracy is obsolete, it nevertheless yields a

model, a schema, both in theory and with respect to possible

further development, which makes it a valuable example for

other countries faced with the problem of centralization, of the

application of technological means in administration, of adjust-

ing bureaucracy to the growth of the economy, and so on.

Yet there definitely exists the possibility that different kinds

of institutional structures could spring from that same central-

izing and rationalizing orientation. But such diversity can af-

fect only secondary elements, and only if it does not interfere

with the system's efficiency. For rationalization in a technologi-

cal society consists in reducing the element of chance (quite

accurately, economic planning has been defined as "anti-

chance") and in the reduction of inefficiency. But up to the
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present, and in spite of all efforts on the part of social and

political scientists to show that free democratic play is more

efficient than any other form, it nevertheless seems that the

application of conscious, directive rationalization is more effi-

cient. Take the example of war, where the efficiency test is

clear: every war entails in every government a growth of its

powers and a rational coordination of all activities. Thus, the

more the technological character of society increases, and the

more its need to be efficient grows, the more all real forces out-

side the central power structure tend to diminish. Only ap-

parent divergencies remain— ones that have no true impact.

For this reason, the analysis contained in this book, though at

first glance closely tied to French experience and to the politi-

cal administrative history of my country, may ultimately be of

wider value. I don't say that things are necessarily unfolding in

other countries as they are described here. But that face to face

with the same necessities, the political powers run the risk of

ending up traveling along the same road, in which case there is

a good possibility that things will take the same course as they

did in France.

Anyone who holds the view that planning, in whatever do-

main, is both efficient and inevitable cannot, for example, evade

the controversy about the relation between democracy and
planning or the attempt to find possibilities of democratic plan-

ning, and he will then necessarily encounter the arguments

and points found in this book. It is not an exhaustive analysis,

but considering the actual state of affairs, for France it is. It is

not impossible to find another road for democratic planning, but

it must, in any case, be realized that the actual experiences

related are proof of the conflict between planning and the

practice of true democracy. Put differently: for those not yet

committed to the road of centralization and rationalization, the

book may be, on the one hand, a warning, and on the other, a

basis for reflection in their effort to find other answers without

first losing time exhausting oneself "on roads leading nowhere"
(Holzwege)

.

Jacques Ellul
January iq66
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THE POLITICAL
ILLUSION



The people will fancy an appearance

of freedom; illusion will be their na-

tive land.

Saint-Just



In the seventeenth century we could have written of the

comic illusion. In our day the illusion has become tragic. It is

political. 1 People in our time, with even greater zeal than in the

nineteenth century, invest political affairs with their passions

and hopes, but live in a peculiarly distressing political trance.

Despite past experiences we have not attained a realistic view

of our situation, and the interference of myths constantly

frustrates political impulses and renders our thoughts out-of-

date. To be sure, circumstances have made us question yester-

day's political certainties; we are now aware of the tenuous

nature of public opinion even if strongly affirmed in some

1 No definition for the word "political" can be found that would be both
exhaustive and universally acceptable. Differences of opinion in this field are
well known. Still, I will employ this term partly in the ordinary sense, partly in

a restricted sense, i.e., not only with reference to a particular system. For
example, as far as I am concerned, political matter ("le politique") is the
domain and sphere of public interests created and represented by the state.

Politics ( "la politique" ) is action relative to this domain, the conduct of political

groups, and any influence exercised on that conduct. I therefore include in this

last term the conduct of "public affairs" as a form of competition between
groups that claim to provide solutions to problems raised in a society.
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glorious plebiscite; we know that the sovereignty of the people

is an etiological myth without possible realization; we know that

"the popular vote is not an effective process for controlling or

passing judgment on a regime, or an effective means of arbitra-

tion in the struggle between opposed political and social forces,

nor a process suited to select the ablest leaders." 2

Although the events of the twentieth century have made it

clear that the political notions treasured as truths in the nine-

teenth century are but faded myths for us, the majority of our

fellow citizens still live by them. Among them are sentimental

democrats, idealistic Christians, and those so devoted to the

past that they accept as evidence of change no political events

subsequent to the French Revolution. And yet the old shib-

boleths have been violated by events. The juridical and con-

stitutional structures corresponding to the old myths had to

become ever more complex in order to retain an appearance of

effectiveness. But even the appearances have lost their power
of seduction. As a result, in the last twenty years we have seen

new stars rising on the horizon, a slow creation of new myths
taking the place of those now defunct, a creation of a new
political illusion destined— as always— to veil a reality that

haunts us and that we cannot control. It therefore seems to me
that if we have any chance at all to rediscover some value in

collective life, we must reject past and present myths and attain

full consciousness of the political reality as it actually exists.

But I do not believe that this reality can be grasped by the

tool that is most widely accepted today: mathematical, experi-

mental, and microscopic sociology. Such efforts, so impressive

in some respects, produce solid results only at the price of

abandoning the object of the study. To disregard many factors

in order to study only one, to schematize behavior in order to

classify it, to indulge in prejudices carefully camouflaged by
extremely objective methods—such are the shortcomings, among
many others, of this type of sociology. 3

Its methods do not en-

2 L'£tat et le citoyen, publ. under the direction of Club Jean Moulin (Paris:

Editions du Seuil; 1961).
8 Pitrim Sorokin: Tendances et dSboires de la sociologie amSricaine (Paris:

Editions Montaigne; 1959), orig. publ. in U.S. as Fads and Foibles in Modern
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title us to pass from microscopic anal;. macroscopic con-

clusions. A recent study 4 has shown us the complexity of the

problem and revealed how the extrapolation of the results of

microscopic analvsis leads to a strange world in no way coin-

ciding with political reality. Attempts such as these superim-

posed certain images on political reality* and try to establish

certain patterns, but without ever corning to grips with genuine

political matter: some essential element is always lacking, some

basic aspect is always neglected! The discursive method, though

seemingly less precise, is. in the end, more exact

Like some Christians who constantly speak of God, Christian -

nd their faith because they would find themselves con-

fronted with an immense void if they stopped talking, we talk

endlessly of politics in an unconscious effort to hide the void in

oar actual situation. The word is «>mpensation for an absence,

evocation of a fleeting presence, a magic incantation, an illusory

presence of what man thinks he can capture with the help of

his language. There is auto-suggestion in it: I say it and repeat

it; it therefore exists. It is true that man's words exist and, in a

way, we can be satisfied with fust that Perhaps our words are

tie un:-:ns::;-i5 :r_::;:' ;: i s";v i'd :r :::L iv,,^:;^ -„:

our consciousness. Because it would be too awful if the void

were an inescapable fact, we most destroy the silence by our
talk and fill the void with sound to keep it from being too

frightening. The use of sound and speech as substitutes for

substance are rites that go back to the beginnings of the human
Sade wrote his diary to elevate mediocre experiences and

for the absence of his amours andllaires. In the

middle of the nineteenth century , people began to talk of cul-

ture, only to deplore at the same time that culture was in a state

at crisis. And the endless talk contributed to culture's rapid

.-LI:

-. r.
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dove and the olive branch; and it is the dictator with his police

and party organization who will stimulate his most fervent

zealots to make speeches to the effect that freedom has finally

been assured and democracy finally been realized.

If one has attained an object, why talk about it? If one really

lives in peace and freedom, why make them the subject of

speeches? Their very existence and the pleasure of enjoying

them should be enough. When there is plenitude, what can be

added to it? The lover united with his beloved never writes

poems; poetry is produced only as a result of absence and loss.

Poetry is only a verbal affirmation of love when love is no longer

anything but a cloud, regret, anxiety attacking the individual's

uncertainty.

Sometimes we see a Machiavellian will at work, a deliberate

cheating of people by those fully aware of the real situation—

the rule of a dictator, magic incantations— and the people effec-

tively experiencing, through the mediation of the inspired word,

a reality simulating what has been taken from them. Freedom
can be even more real when proclaimed by a chief in the

shadow of his Gestapo than in the paralysis resulting from the

various possibilities offered to our enfeebled decision-making

abilities. But, more frequently, the verbalization by a political

leader comes from a mans heart as a spontaneous, profound

response meant to veil the intolerable situation in which what we
cherish more is in danger of ultimately being revealed as defeat,

shadow, absence, illusion. But we cling to this illusion; we have

chosen it as our value; we must believe in it; it must remain an

independent and constant object on which we can lean, for which
we can live. Wewill then talk about it and repeat it in the form
of an incantation to assure ourselves that we have it, know it,

live it. It becomes a profound rule, constantly verified, and
should also become a theorem of political interpretation: A re-

gime that talks most of some value is a regime that consciously

or inconsciously denies that value and prevents it from existing.

And this concerns us at the humble political level. Every day,

scientific, polemical, didactic, philosophic studies on politics

and democracy are appearing. Every one of these studies— my
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own above all— testifies to our attachment to these works of man
—politics and democracy— and the fear that haunts us because

we know well at the bottom of our souls that nothing is left of

them but words.



INTRODUCTION

POLITIZATION

It is a stereotype in our day to say that everything is political.

Wewere reminded only recently that politization is "denounced

by both official moralists and the good people." * But what is

politization? We have been given two of its dimensions:

Politization is represented by the importance and growing fre-

quency of ideological debates; and it is manifested by the ten-

dency to treat all social problems in the world according to

patterns and procedures found in the political world.

Though these two characteristics are indeed part of the phe-

nomenon of politization, they are much too limited and
specific to provide a full description. It is quite true that one of

the aspects of politization in our society is the volume of

ideological debate, doctrinal conflict, systematic argumentation

along certain lines. But politization also exists in countries where
ideological debates do not occupy an important place; what is

more, we must ask why these ideological debates have increased

and what attitude people assume with regard to political matters,

and not just to one or another doctrine. On the other hand, it is

also true that there is a tendency to treat all social problems

1 Francois Bourricaud: Esquisse d'une theorie de Vautorite (Paris: Plon; 1961),
p. 326.
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within the procedural framework of politics, that is, with de-

bates, conferences, and so on. But this is an extremely narrow

and limited view of politization, for it must be stated first that

all problems have, in our time, become political. It is not

just a question of accepted political procedures being applied

to questions that at first glance do not seem political. The point

is that these questions are by now in the political realm, and

political procedures are applied to them because they have

become part and parcel of political affairs.
2

The essential element that must be taken into consideration

if we want to understand the total phenomenon of politization

is a fact that is, if not the cause at least the moving force of this

phenomenon. The fact is the growth of the state itself. Govern-

mental action is applied to a constantly growing number of

realms. The means through which the state can act are con-

stantly growing. Its personnel and its functions are constantly

growing. Its responsibilities are growing. All this goes hand in

hand with inevitable centralization and with the total organi-

zation of society in the hands of the state.

The nation-state is the most important reality in our day. It is

much more fundamental in our world than economic reality.

Nowadays the state directs the economy. To be sure, the state

must take economic factors into account. The economy is not

an inert object in the hands of an arbitrary and capricious

ruler. But the ruler versed in economic techniques deter-

mines the economy much more than the economy determines

the state. The state is not just a superstructure. Marxist analysis

was valid only in the nineteenth century, when the emergence
of uncontrolled, explosive economic power relegated a weak,

liberal, and unclearly delineated state to the shadows and sub-

jugated it. But today the major social phenomenon is the state,

becoming ever more extended, ever more assured, and every-

where standing in the limelight. Of course, Lenin knew well

that every revolution must be political, but in his last letter (his

3 We have not spoken here of the country's high standard of living that has
permitted the development of a true democracy, the establishment of a stable

government, and the development of socio-political techniques.
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"Testament") he admitted that the emergence, evolution, and
persistence of the Soviet state was for him a surprising and
disturbing phenomenon. It was not as a result of a crisis, acci-

dent, or a disagreeable necessity in the pursuit of the highest

objectives that the Soviet state has never ceased becoming
stronger, despite its illusory reduction in power since the days

of Khrushchev. Only the believers can still accept the dogma
of the state's "withering away"; it seems clear today that the

Soviet state's concern with the administration of all things by
no means signifies its decline but rather its having become ab-

solute. This development could take place only as a result of

mans need to conform, which is the aim of all propaganda. In

this confirmation of its power, the Soviet state is not fulfilling a

special destiny. Soviet society is not evolving according to

special laws, and the transition to socialism has not modified

general socio-political trends. What we see in Soviet society is

the general development of the state in our world, its growth

and structure. To be sure, we are aware of all the differences

that may exist between the Soviet state and the American state,

the British state, or the French state. There are juridical and
constitutional differences, differences of practice and intention.

They exist, but are of little consequence compared with the

similarities, and particularly with the general trend. There are

more differences between the American state of 1910 and that

of i960 ( despite the constitutional sameness ) than between the

latter and the Soviet state (despite the constitutional differ-

ences )

.

The idea that the state has become a phenomenon in itself—

the most important in our society— is still expressed by certain

Marxists in the well-known analysis of the emergence of a third

class ( the bureaucracy, the great cadres, the major technicians

)

—the class of those constituting the real political power. The
fact that this political power eventually produced its own class

is probably the most telling sign of society's takeover by the

state. 3 And in our days the individual's seizure by the political

powers is much graver and more decisive than economic aliena-

* Mile-van Djilas: The New Class (New York: Frederick A. Praeger; 1957).
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tion. The substitution of political slaver)' for economic slavery

is the current fraudulent exchange.

At present the greatest problem is the citizen in the clutches

of political power. In one sense we can feel reassured, for here

we return to well-known problems always debated by political

men and philosophers: the relation of man to state power? Let

us call upon Plato and Montesquieu for assistance. The danger

of the individual being absorbed by the state? Let us appeal

to Hobbes and Rousseau. But I want to stress that aside from

the customary reflections on the nature of power (to which

insufficient attention is being paid in our day), the uniqueness

of our situation must be taken into account. The given facts of

the problem have changed and past political philosophy can be

of little help. It seems to me that there is an entire, so far little

explored, intermediary zone between the zone studied by politi-

cal scientists, who often remain at the surface of the events, and

the zone of pure political thought— I could almost say politi-

cal metaphvsics— that has a certain permanence. I shall try to

keep myself in the zone between the two.

The other element (the growth of the state is the first) that

conditions and determines the politization of society is the

growth of the individual's participation in political life. It is a

doctrinal offshoot of democracy— of various arrangements in dif-

ferent republican states, of demographic growth that brings the

masses closer to the seat of power, of speedier communications,

development in education, and, finally, of the fact that the

state's decisions increasingly concern everybody, and that the

state does not feel assured of its legitimacy except bv the ex-

pressed support of the people. These are the reasons for and
symptoms of this growing participation. 4

All this forms a solid body of evidence. But one neglected fact

must be stressed. It is accepted that since the eighteenth century

the individual's participation in political affairs has increased.

But while this is generally admitted (before the eighteenth

century there was little such participation in the West), the

corollary is generally omitted: except on rare occasions, political

4 Jacques EUul: Propaganda (New York: Alfred A. Knopf; 1964), Chap. iv.
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affairs in and by themselves, and in the eyes of man, formerly

had little importance. In view of the fact that we judge every-

thing in relation to political affairs, this seems unbelievable.

How can we admit that in those past centuries political affairs

were not a subject of interest, of passion— that lack of public

participation was much less the result of the autocratic char-

acter of the prevailing regimes than of great indifference on the

part of the public itself? Nevertheless, it seems that for centuries

political affairs, except for rare moments, produced little activ-

ity, were the care of specialists in a specialized domain, or a

princes' game that affected a very limited number of individuals.

True political revolutions were palace revolutions, and when
they took place the masses were rarely more than extras or

stage decorations. However that may be, even if this claim does

not ring quite true, active participation in political affairs by
the masses is a new phenomenon.

To think of everything as political, to conceal everything by
using this word (with intellectuals taking the cue from Plato

and several others), to place everything in the hands of the

state, to appeal to the state in all circumstances, to subordinate

the problems of the individual to those of the group, to believe

that political affairs are on everybody's level and that everybody

is qualified to deal with them—these factors characterize the

politization of modern man and, as such, comprise a myth. The
myth then reveals itself in beliefs and, as a result, easily elicits

almost religious fervor. We cannot conceive of society except

as directed by a central omnipresent and omnipotent state.

What used to be a Utopian view of society, with the state

playing the role of the brain, not only has been ideologically

accepted in the present time but also has been profoundly inte-

grated into the depths of our consciousness. To act in a contrary

fashion would place us in radical disagreement with the entire

trend of our society, a punishment we cannot possibly accept.

We can no longer even conceive of a society in which the

political function (on the part of the governmental authority)

would be limited by external means: we have arrived at the

monistic idea of power that stops power. We can no longer
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conceive of a society with autonomous "in-between" groups or

diverging activities. The primary role of political affairs is one

of the common sociological presuppositions shared by all and

growing in all countries.

Weconsider it obvious that everything must be unreservedly

subjected to the power of the state; it would seem extraordinary

to us if any activity should escape it. The expansion of the

state's encroachment upon all affairs is exactly paralleled by
our conviction that things must be that way. Any attempt on

the part of any enterprise, university, or charitable enterprise to

remain independent of the state seems anachronistic to us. The
state directly incarnates the common weal. The state is the

great ordainer, the great organizer, the center upon which all

voices of all people converge and from which all reasonable,

balanced, impartial— i.e., just— solutions emerge. If by chance

we find this not so, we are profoundly scandalized, so filled are

we with this image of the state's perfection. In our current con-

sciousness no other center of decision in our social body can

exist. To repeat: it is not just the fact of the state being at the

center of our lives that is crucial, but our spontaneous and
personal acceptance of it as such. Webelieve that for the world

to be in good order, the state must have all the powers.

Conversely, we find a rather curious attitude among certain

social psychologists who regard every phenomenon of authority,

at whatever level, in whatever groups, or in whatever way it

manifests itself, as never anything but an accident whose para-

digm is the state. If a leader emerges in a group, or if a father

exercises his authority in the family, or if a technician imposes

himself upon a corporation, the phenomenon of authority is

taken out of its proper context and traced back conceptually to

approximate that of the state, so that all instances of authority

are microcosms of central authority.

The place we accord in our hearts to the state and political

activity leads us to an interpretation of history which we regard

primarily as political history. For a long time only events con-

cerning empires and nations, only wars and conquests, only

political revolutions were taken into account. Undoubtedly that

conception of history is obsolete: it has been replaced by the



I 4 )
INTRODUCTION—POLITIZATION

importance attributed to political and administrative structures.

A society has no reality for us except in its political institutions,

and those institutions take precedence over all others (despite

the importance assumed by economic and social history ) . Above
all, we cannot escape the strange view that history is ultimately

a function of the state. Only where the state is, is history worth

the name. The Merovingian times are so dark only because the

state was inconsequential. The "Middle Ages" are merely an

intermediary age, a period without name, only because they

unfolded between two periods when the state was glorious : the

Roman and the Monarchistic. Between the two there was this

regrettable interlude in which the historian must look at society

as unformed because it was not directed from a summit, ani-

mated by a single will, or centrally organized. Fortunately the

kings restored the state with iron hand. France again became
a property of value and the superiority of that restoration was
contrasted to the disorderly dissolution of the Holy Roman
Empire. To be sure, because we are democrats, we are against

Louis XIV's monarchic authoritarianism. But he retains our

secret affection because he was The State.

And we are profoundly irritated with de Gaulle because he

promised— but failed to produce— the centralized, impartial, all-

powerful state, so powerful that it would have only to show its

power without exercising it: the unchallengeable and sure state

that would have given us pride and peace of mind. Howmany
times have we read and heard of efforts that would finally give

the state all the needed authority! We are poor, lost children

who seem no longer to remember what the means and the price

of that would be! This aspiration, this unconscious assigning of

the supreme role to the state leads us immediately to the con-

sideration that everything is now its business. The question re-

turns again and again, like some evidence that it would be

absurd to protest: "But after all, what is there that is not

political?"

To be sure, if we begin by conceiving society as a whole made
up of dead pieces without autonomy, receiving an active place

only in a coherent system, and obtaining life only from the

supreme impetus of political power, then we must accept the
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suggested answer as evident. And it is evident for us contempo-

raries. But one should be aware of the fact that it is based on a

prejudice, on adherence to a preconception. What we see here

is the result of the process of politization in our selves: the

penetration into our unconscious of the "truth" that an ultimately

political process rules our lives. As a result we are lead to render

all questions political. Those which are not must then be politi-

cized because our frame of mind dictates that ultimately every-

thing is political. This is not only fixed in the minds of the masses

but is stated to be so—and justified— by the intellectuals. Take
Talcott Parsons: "Political affairs are the center of intergration

of all analytical elements of the social system, and not one of

these particular elements. " 5

If art is not part of this, that is only because we do not notice

it. To notice it more clearly one need only encourage attributing

political sense or value to art— make the artist feel that his

efforts are vain if he is not "engaged" or does not manufacture

doves that can be plastered on all the walls. This constant con-

fusion between political affairs and society is a new phenomenon
in history. Undoubtedly there were some earlier models : the Az-

tec Empire, Egypt, perhaps China, and, to some extent, Rome.
But there we must make two major reservations: in those days

the state did not have the means to execute its intentions. The
mass of the people did not spontaneously— or, one might say,

ontologically— offer its faith and ideology to the state. If there

was a religion sanctioned by the state, there was not, ordinarily,

a religion of state (worship of the state). In other eras, a man
could be regarded as being committed by being involved in the

structure and the collective life of his society— in the arts,

science, religion, etc. He is no longer considered "committed,"

however, unless the implications of his activity are directly

political. 6 To participate in non-political activities that are never-

6 Talcott Parsons: The Social System (Glencoe, 111.: The Free Press; 1951), p.
126.
6 The term "political" must be taken here in its precise and restricted sense, i.e.,

with relation to the state and not to just any power, or just any social activity.

Max Weber's definition is both classic and excellent: "Politics is the leadership
by a political body called the state, or any influence exerted in that direction.

'

I also agree with Weber that the state can be defined sociologically only by its
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theless definitely related to our society is regarded as without

value. A poet restricting himself to being a poet without signing

petitions or manifestos would immediately be accused of retir-

ing to his ivory tower. Nowadays we prefer Aristophanes' politi-

cal pieces to Aeschylus. As the renowned and very politized

French actress Simone Signoret said: "We want to bring a mes-

sage to the world."

In this general trend, values are also being politicized. As

Jean Barets has said, all values have a political connotation— in

fact, a political content— in our eyes. Liberty? We jump with

both feet from the haziest metaphysical discussion to the con-

cept of political regimes, and from this to a political definition of

freedom, which in our eyes is negligible unless it is officially

incorporated in a regime, or the fruit of a constitution, or repre-

sented by the participation of a citizen in state power. To say

that freedom simply means that the individual can escape the

power of the state and decide for himself on the sense of his

life and his works seems in our day a simplistic, ridiculous, and
adolescent reaction. Similarly, justice no longer exists as a per-

sonal virtue or as the more or less attained result of the law.

When we take it seriously, justice unfortunately must be en-

dowed with some adjective, particularly the adjective "social,"

i.e., it is ultimately regarded as political. It is up to the State to

make justice prevail: there is only collective justice, and the

difficult questions by legal philosophers of past centuries make
no more sense to us now than does the Christian affirmation

that justice is the individual's miraculous transformation by the

grace of God. In our day values that cannot be given political

content or serve some political activity are not longer taken

seriously.

In fact, values no longer serve us as criteria of judgment to

determine good or evil: political considerations are now the

specific means, which is force. Obviously, force is not the state's only normal
means, but it is its specific and exclusive means. The definition of politics by
Francois Goguel and Alfred Grosser is also acceptable (see La Politique en
France [Paris: A. Colin; 1964]). "It is the whole of behavioral patterns and
institutions concerning public affairs which help create power, control actions
through such power, and ultimately try to replace those who exert it."
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pre-eminent value, and all others must adjust to them. Politics

and its offspring (nationalism, for example) have become the

cornerstone of what is good or represents progress. Political

concerns are thought to be inherently excellent. Mans progress

in today's society consists in his participation in political affairs.

How many articles and declarations have we not read on that

subject! For example, women finally become human beings be-

cause they receive "political rights." To say that woman, mother

of the family, exerting a profound effect on the development of

her children was the true creatress in the long run, the true

force from which all politics originated, is now just reactionary

talk. A person without the right (in reality magical) to place a

paper ballot in a box is nothing, not even a person. To progress

is to receive this power, this mythical share in a theoretical

sovereignty that consists in surrendering one's decisions for the

benefit of someone else who will make them in one's place.

Progress is to read newspapers. The political scientist Rivet

meant it seriously when he said: "A man who cannot read a

newspaper [Rivet was talking about Africa] to be informed is

not a man." What a strange conception of manhood! This is the

political trinity: "Information— Participation— Action." That is

now the order of the day and the nature of progress.

People fight for economic democracy, which is expected to

give them an opportunity to express their desires on affairs that

touch them most closely, and this economic democracy, con-

cerned with working conditions, distribution channels, plan re-

quirements, prices and tariffs— all things that are infinitely con-

crete—is now contrasted with the political democracy of a

former time, which is today regarded as merely abstract and
theoretical. But let us turn the clock back two hundred years.

What did those who clamored for this political democracy have
in mind? To attain direct and effective control over the police;

not to pay taxes except those one had agreed upon ( which then

seemed like a voluntary contribution ) ; not to go to war except

when the people themselves wanted it; to be able to express one's

ideas freely and publicly; for each and every person to be able to

affect and form public opinion. Were these abstract matters?

By no means. They were terribly precise and concrete. Weknow
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how important such things are. But, except for ideologists who
only see things in their dreams and imagination, we also know
that economic democracy is in the process of failing now, at the

very moment when it is being built, and that the power at-

tributed to the "toilers" in Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union, or

France is only theoretical and apparent. The process by which,

in the nineteenth century, political decisions became a mere

abstraction is being repeated in identical form, before our eyes,

in connection with economic decisions now allegedly entrusted

to the individual. The same farce takes place in the economic

realm, always under the pretense of giving man powers in re-

lation to the state. But it should be understood first that in the

case of the modern state, powers granted to the individual are

never anything but innocuous concessions, mere powers to en-

dorse what is good for the state— the latter being the sum of all

the social good.

However, the masses, who do not actually participate in polit-

ical affairs, firmly believe that they do; and, in addition, make
their illusory participation their principal criterion of dignity,

personality, liberty. Colonial people finally become civilized

people because they join the United Nations; Africans finally

attain dignity because they share political power; and, sol-

emnly, the thinkers tell us: "They are entering into History."

For those thinkers no history exists where there is no politics.

Who can fail to be struck by such profound politization! To
claim that the complex social organization of the Bantus or the

transformation of a continent by the Manchus are not part of

our history would be ridiculous. Yet it is the most profound

conviction of our time that such peoples enter into history only

when they begin to adapt their state structures and political

life to the Western model. The reference to political affairs is

what really counts. Now, finally, these people will "make their

voices heard."

This judgment, only mildly exaggerated, has its corollary:

the severe condemnation of "apolitical people." In our society

anyone who keeps himself in reserve, fails to participate in elec-

tions, regards political debates and consitutional changes as

superficial and without real impact on the true problems of man,
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who feels that the war in Algeria deeply affects him and his

children, but fails to believe that declarations, motions, and

votes change anything will be judged very severely by every-

body. He is the true heretic of our day. And society excommuni-

cates him as the medieval church excommunicated the sorcerer.

He is regarded as a pessimist, a stupid fellow (for he fails to see

the very deep and secret mores in the political game ) , a defeatist

who bows his head to fate, a bad citizen: surely, if things go

badly, it is his fault, for if he were more civic minded, the vote

would turn out differently ( it is not enough to have 80 per cent

of the voters cast their vote; no, we need 100 per cent!), and

democracy would be more effective. Negative judgments rain

down on him; his effectiveness and his morality are judged;

even his psychic health is questioned (the unpolitical man is

obviously a little paranoid or schizophrenic!). Finally the ulti-

mate condemnation of our day and age is hurled at him: he

must be a reactionary.

This shows us that man in his entirety is being judged today

in relation to political affairs, which are invested with ultimate

value. In our judgment everything has become political and
political affairs are the ultimate guidepost. Beyond them there

is nothing. And political affairs can be judged only by political

considerations. One may say, of course, that politics should be
in the service of man or of the economy, but that does not de-

tract from the fact that the greatness of the state, its power to

organize, and man's participation in the collective via political

channels are the ultimate value symbols and criteria of our time,

substituted for the religious symbols and criteria of the past.

One must reach the same conclusions if one considers not

just the presuppositions, prejudices, and unconscious motiva-

tions of modern man, but his conscious emotional attitude. As
soon as this man involves himself in politics he is animated by a

passion without measure. In our day political conflict has defi-

nitely become the decisive and ultimate form of conflict. It is

enough to have been in contact with the Fascists in 1934, the

Communists, or the Gaullists to understand to what extent dis-

agreements nowadays over forms of government, or the Euro-
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pean Defense Community, or other limited concerns are more

fundamental than disagreements over the ultimate ends of man.

It is celebrated as a victory of the spirit when anti-Christian

materialists and fervent Christians collaborate, when bourgeois

intellectuals and factory workers sit on the same committees,

when Fascists and Mohammedans, or Christians and Moham-
medans work in fraternal harmony. But it should first be asked,

what is this powerful cement that permits men to overcome

race and class differences and eliminates the most violent meta-

physical and religious differences? There is only one: politics.

Compared to a similarity of views for or against a decision re-

garding some war, how significant can differences be on the

meaning of life? It should also be asked whether this beautiful

accord, celebrated with such enthusiasm, is not dearly paid for

by concomitant divisions. In fact, such accords can be estab-

lished only at the price of designating a common enemy—

a

political enemy—and the accord will be all the closer as the

hatred against "the other" becomes more violent. As a result,

Christians will drive Christians from the church and Moham-
medans will kill Mohammedans. Political disputes today are

what disputes between Christians were in the sixteenth century.

But perhaps to know whether it really is Christ who saves us is

ultimately much less important than the conclusion of a treaty

or the choice between permanent revolution and other ways of

doing things.

But do not the lives of millions depend on such political

decisions? They do because our political passion creates such

dependence. But this dependence need not exist. For political

conflicts, political solutions, political problems, political forms

are ultimate, not in themselves or by the nature of things, but by
the glory we attribute to them, by the importance assigned to

them by every one of us, by the frantic trembling exhibited each

time the political sacrament— the flag, the chief, the slogan-

comes near us. Wemay say that the basis for this is the factual

situation of the expanding state. That is true. But this state has

no powers except those recognized by its subjects. I do not say

it exists by virtue of what we yield; much rather, it exists by
virtue of our loyalties and our passions. But the remedy Marx
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considered a cure for political alienation no longer applies. It is

no longer sufficient that man deny the state his confidence or

reject its authority (as observed already by Father Suarez)

for the state to appear clearly as an empty phantom. Nowadays
the crystallization of political structures, the growth of means of

actions on the part of the state, and the creation of a new
political class are irreversible phenomena to the extent that they

exist; in any case, one's feelings cannot change them.

Thus our passions can only reinforce political affairs, and
never weaken them. Traveling along this road, we are, in order

to survive without an internal split, forced to attribute great

good sense to political conflicts and, proceeding in the reverse

direction from what was always man's course in such matters, to

jump from the expanded political sphere into metaphysics, from

politized history into metahistory that knows no miracle, no
ends. Moreover, instead of the consoling presence— that experi-

ence so much desired by religious people— man now experiences

faith and religious conversion thanks to his participation in

politics. What was lost by the church has been found by the

parties, at least those worthy of the name. Faith in attainable

ends, in the improvement of the social order, in the establish-

ment of a just and peaceful system—by political means—is a

most profound, and undoubtedly new, characteristic in our so-

ciety. Among the many basic definitions of man, two are joined

together at this point: homo politicus is by his very nature homo
religiosus. And this faith takes shape in active virtues that can

only arouse the jealousy of Christians. Look how full of devotion

they are, how full of the spirit of sacrifice, these passionate men
who are obsessed with politics. But people never ask whether
all this is worthwhile. Because these witnesses are so devoted,

they invest the object of their service with their passion. In this

fashion a nation becomes a cult by virtue of the millions of dead
who were sacrificed for it. It must all be true, as so many agreed

(did they?) to die for it. The same goes for the state, or na-

tional independence, or the victory of a political ideology.

Those who are thus devoted do not remain without compen-
sation or profit: here they find the communion that escaped

them everywhere else. On the level of political action, or in the
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Resistance, or in the well-known solidarity of parliamentarians

among themselves, or in Communist cells or O.A.S. groups, or in

great, solemn, vibrant meetings in defense of the republic man
can experience the communion that he absolutely needs but no

longer finds in his family, his neighborhood, or his work—

a

common objective, some great popular drive in which he can

participate, a camaraderie, a special vocabulary, an explanation

of the world. Politics offers him these joys and symbols, these

indispensable expressions of communion.

These are, it seems to me, the various aspects of politization,

constituting a whole. But we still must find out whether man,

once politicized, is not victim of a hoax or trapped in a cul de sac.

Contrary to what we have just said, some speak nowadays of

modern mans depolitization. By merely looking at the distress

displayed by the political scientists and essayists who analyze

this depolitization, we can measure to what extent politics have

become value. If man were depolitized, what a disaster; it is as

though he should cease being an artist, intelligent, or sensitive.

Depolitized? An entire dimension of man would disappear.

Surely, political affairs are neither a game nor a useful, only

moderately important, pragmatic activity: they represent a gen-

uine value and appear to give man control over his destiny.

But, it seems to me, if it is true that depolitization is only a

temporary and local phenomenon, it must be understood in any

case that it can be discerned only in relation to politization.

Because modern man is politicized as he presumably never was
before, any retreat from political affairs becomes very noticeable

and visible, and we experience it as a retrogression. But it is not

only with regard to the general movement of politization that

we can discern depolitization; it is also within the compass of

the former that the latter takes place. Depolitization is not a

phenomenon of similar magnitude: it is more limited than poli-

tization, affects only certain areas, certain forms of behavior,

and certain attitudes. Politization, on the other hand, affects the

whole conception of actual life and even gives depolitization a

significance different than it seems to have at first glance.

In order to judge the nature of depolitization more specifi-
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cally, some observations must be made: on the one hand, there

really is a certain depolitization in the form of "^participation,"

"deideologization," "departisanization," and a certain reluct-

ance to vote. On the other hand, there is apolitization of new
groups that take the place of weakening older political groups,

and a growing interest in political problems. S. M. Calvez has

said it very well: "A politicized mind is not the opposite of a de-

politicized mind. A politicized mind is an invaded, crushed,

passively submissive mind, even where this submission provokes

agitation and violence." 7

On the other hand, we cannot assume the presence of just any

depolitization. Most authors wrestling with the problem (many
of whom are convinced, a priori, that there is depolitization)

admit that the term covers variable realities ( with the Left com-

plaining of the growing apathy of its militant members, parties

of the loss of adherents, and so on ) , but ultimately depolitization

is seen as a decline of political participation in its older and
more traditional forms, not as the refusal of all participation

(Calvez). This is true even when there is some skepticism or

indifference with regard to political activity (Merle), a "rela-

tivization of political affairs" (Andre Philip), or an "empirical

political existence that is ambiguous, prudent, and a little face-

tious" (Georges Lavau). All this does not imply genuine de-

politization, and above all does not signify a breach in the

phenomenon of politization as we have described it earlier.

Depolitization as discussed by most political scientists is really

concerned only with actual participation of a democratic nature.

Yet, for example, to put oneself in the hands of the state not by
default but because of loyalty is the height of politization

(Alfred Grosser); similarly, in a democracy politization in the

general concept of social life is more important than participa-

tion in election meetings. There can be, simultaneously, a dis-

interest in politics and an overevaluation of political affairs.

There can be a "cfeideologization" of controversies by the sur-

render of old doctrines, and at the same time a "mythization" of

'Taken from an article by S. M. Calvez in Georges Vedel (ed. ): La D6-
politisation: Mythe ou rSalitS (Paris: A. Colin; 1962).
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the state and an emotionalization of its problems. In such in-

stances depolitization is superficial and, as soon as circum-

stances change, a violent and massive "repolitization" will

appear on the very level of activity which seemed to have been

abandoned. 8

The point is to try to penetrate to a certain reality of political

affairs within, but also outside of, the philosophy of politics,

outside the "framework of a positive conception of history, that

imaginary shelter to which we are led equally by the theory of

the proletariat as the universal class, and by the religious idea of

the 'becoming of the spirit/" in Clement Lefort's remarkable

formula. 9 Here the point is to reject at the same time the con-

viction that the ultimate questions are answered and the con-

viction that there is nothing except questions of fact. Besides,

these two orientations lead to the same result, as was noted by
Lefort: "Political reflection takes place within a limited horizon.

. . . Political science and Marxist ideology have come to be two
examples of contemporary conservatism."

To sum up: political analysis is generally conducted on either

a philosophic level
(

political philosophy ) or on a scientific level

(political science). On the former level are, for example, such

remarkable works as those of Eric Weil. 1 But I do not agree with

him that today's central problem is to reconcile historical cus-

toms—with the state as their guardian— with a world organiza-

tion fighting to control the forces of nature by means of

contemporary technology. That is a theory of political phenom-
ena which will not be adopted in this book.

The second type of analysis attempts to use a scientific

method to describe and analyze the same phenomena. Innumer-

able works of that kind exist, but I will try here to use a different

approach. My essay will be neither scientific nor philosophical

and will therefore hardly be regarded as serious. And yet I

believe it has substance.

'In this connection, see David Riesman: "Criteria for Political Apathy," who
thinks that visible participation in elections and public expression of political

opinions can hide deep political indifference and an absence of political

engagement.
'Clement Lefort: "La Pensee de la politique," Lettres nouvelles (1963).
x Eric Weil: "De la politique" (1956).



CHAPTER

THE NECESSARY
ANDTHE

EPHEMERAL

Let us first recall two traditional characteristics of politics,

implicitly recognized but rarely expressed. 1. To have political

processes it is necessary that there be an effective choice among
several solutions. These solutions are not all equally just, or

effective, or pleasant, but all are possible and, generally, no one

solution can be selected as absolutely superior to all others. Here
evaluation of the circumstances and the necessities they impose

will play an important role. Among the various possible solu-

tions, one may be preferable for moral reasons, another for rea-

sons of utility. And each decision can be criticized from some
point of view. Recent studies on decision-making attest to this

variable and "chancy" character quite clearly ( see, for example,

the excellent work of Societe deludes et de documentation
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economique, industrielles et sociales (s.e.d.e.i.s.).
1 The true

political man will be the one who perceives the solution— not

necessarily the middle solution incorporating most of the possi-

ble advantages; nor the most efficient solution, or the one that

best expresses certain values; but he will be the man who, taking

all facts and opinions into account, will find the response that

wins the consent of the greatest number, while opening new
possibilities for the future, i.e., possibilities for development.

But this choice must pertain to solutions that really exist:

to have a choice— the eminent function of politics— it is necessary

that there really be several solutions from which to choose.

When a nation is crushed militarily, several solutions no longer

are possible; it is then forced to accept the conqueror's condi-

tions. (Take, for example, Poland in 1940.) At such a moment
no political decisions can be made. To make them it is necessary

to have what is called freedom. Real political decisions can be

made only by men who are not too much tied down by their

constituents, or by legal texts, or too conditioned by a monolithic

civilization, or ruled by circumstances. They must be made by
men who have some latitude in that they possess effective

means of action, the ability to influence public opinion, and
can dispose of a set of combinations and elements that can be

used in different ways. To be sure, such men may make mis-

takes, but that does not make their decisions less political. True
political decisions can never obey necessity. Political man can-

not limit himself to being a machine simply endorsing inexor-

able events.

Moreover, a political man cannot limit himself to partial

choices. Political decisions inevitably encompass choices of ends

and choices of means; the dissociation of the two is absolutely

artificial in political affairs. All great political figures were men
who had extraordinary understanding of the major importance

of means and knew that no true decision can be made without

a choice, a definite extension of means; they knew that political

decisions cannot be "general ideas," mere choices of ends, which

1 Cf. Michel Massenet: "L'Avenir de la Liberte politique," in Bulletin s.e.d.e.i.s.

(1962).
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leave the selection of means to so-called executives. This, how-
ever, is a completely outmoded view, belonging to an epoch in

which the means had not yet attained such importance, and
did not yet directly influence ends. Moreover, if the choice of

ends is to be a genuine choice, an exact knowledge of the con-

templated means is necessary. And the politician s task will be

precisely to subordinate the means to the ends on which he

decides; but he will not decide on those ends except in conjunc-

tion with the means that he can put into motion. Thus political

decisions are at the same time profound and general, actual and

detailed. They emerge from a series of partial choices ultimately

forming the decision. Let us remember Hegel's remarkable for-

mula summing up this entire process : "The man of action, polit-

ical man, must be certain that as a result of his action necessity

will become a contingency, and contingency a necessity."

2. On the other hand, to render a political decision a certain

duration of time necessary; the decision cannot concern an im-

mediate event. It assumes a posture for the future, and sets a

people's or government's image for some time to come. A politi-

cal decision, in the true sense of the word, includes not only the

inescapable nature of its execution, which is its most clearly

apparent element, but also the establishment of a continuity, for

from this decision a given situation will result which does not

begin at point zero (I am thinking here of an absurd headline

of June 30, 1961, declaring "Algeria at Point Zero"), but at a

point on a curve, implying an elapse of time. Just like a law, a

political position necessarily contains a position with regard to

the future. It is not inevitable that the constant fluctuations of

times and circumstances jeopardize what was decided yester-

day; it is not inevitable that the hazards of public opinion modify
the ends worked out or the means selected (this has been ana-

lyzed in detail in my book on propaganda); for if such is the

case we are no longer actually involved in political affairs. The
little demagogues gravely say that the government must be a

simple expression and instrument of what public opinion de-

sires. This formula, resting on the unproved presupposition of

public opinions wisdom and the equitable distribution of uni-

versal reason, is the very negation of true politics. For politics to
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exist there must be control, not of men or forces, but of a con-

tinuing process.

Of course, it might be said that all this is artificial, and con-

trasts with the fluid course of life, the constant progress of

technology, the organizing action of our administration or law.

But as Marx very well observed, it is on the basis of this con-

tinuity of law and the political decisions encompassing a future

brought under control that technological or economic progress

can take place. It cannot take place except in a certain sequence,

within a certain framework. Moreover, a political decision en-

compassing the future is not a simple anticipation of that future,

anymore than it is a holding back of the future. It is a control

over the future. The foresight exercised by a political man,
necessarily chancy, is not the same as that of the political

scientist who limits himself to predicting the most probable de-

velopment. The political man aims at the realization of his

anticipation: he aims at bringing the future to bay and making it

conform to his wishes. Without such aim, there would be no
politics. For a time, political activities do establish a regime, an

institution, an agreement, a treaty, but such established prac-

tices are obviously only part of an evolutionary process. As
prescribed points of reference they are part of the future, and
with their help the political man can better gauge his course.

Obviously, these points of reference are not eternal. But they

represent a certain machinery with whose principles the political

man is familiar; in the midst of fluctuating developments and
uncontrollable phenomena, he knows his course. Thus the role

of politics is not to "freeze" a society into a certain shape, but to

introduce into it factors of continuity without which the co-

herence and continuity of a group would become too much a

matter of chance. Finally, permanent arrangements always lead

rapidly to an exhaustion of human and social substance.

But in our day the combination of these two elements of true

political activity really no longer exist, or at least are in the

process of disappearing. Choices take place in our society, but

they no longer belong to the political realm as I have just de-

scribed it. Continuities become ever firmer, but they no longer

represent real political positions with regard to the future. On
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the contrary, they are new continuities, pre-empting true polit-

ical activity. Politics nowadays is more frequently restricted to

a field of limited powers and is no longer able to change given

situations, a process whose efforts wove a rich fabric in another

day.

The only domain in which politics can still act is the domain
of current events, i.e., the sphere of the ephemeral and the

fluctuating. As a result, the feeling that a political decision is

truly serious has been lost. What becomes visible is no longer

anything but appearance. The futility of acting within this vac-

uum is compensated for only by the extreme agitation of the

politicians. Thus, the decisive trait of today's politics is the fu-

sion of two contradictory elements: the necessary and the

ephemeral.

I. The Necessary

To be sure, political decisions are still being made. But these

are really pseudo-decisions because they are so rigorously de-

termined as to give their initiators neither latitude nor choice.

I amnot speaking here of the doctrine of predetermined history.

Everybody is familiar with the collective belief, springing from

Marxism, that there is a particular direction to history, a rigor-

ous mechanism of historical movement necessarily leading to

socialism. What really seems remarkable about this belief is that

the most fervent adherents to this doctrine of historical neces-

sity are inevitably the ones acting with the greatest vigor to

effect that very history! The doctrine itself did not foresee such

a possibility, but frequently doctrines engender actions contrary

to those which could logically have been expected. This has

been true of Calvinism and Buddhism, as well as of Marxism;

Lenin has probably best operated within the possible range of

political choices in an otherwise contingent universe. And, es-

tablishing a method, he made it possible for his successors to

follow a surprisingly effective political course. But one must not

delude oneself. In the Soviet Union, too, the possibilities of

choice are becoming progressively restricted. Communist poli-
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tics, too, is encroached on nowadays by necessity, and by no

means the kind of necessity for which its doctrine could have

prepared it, but more and more by the kind imposing itself on

every state. Therefore the thought of a predetermined course

of history is not what I think decisive or disturbing. What is

really disturbing is that the political game is played as if pre-

determined doctrine and necessity dictated the conditions, even

though no true sense is at all apparent from the sequence of

events. No doctrine has influenced the situation. Doctrine has

not even expressed its direction and evolution; doctrine has

merely reified ongoing situations insofar as the conditioning of

people and the absence of any true political activity is con-

cerned.

To have true choice in a political decision, the possibility must
exist of combining various given factors and even facts of differ-

ing nature. And to make it really political, these given factors

must not be imaginary, theoretical, or ideal, but must corre-

spond to reality— either to facts or to real beliefs. But one of the

considerable limitations of political choice is the elimination of

what can be called values from the collective conscience, the

current mentality, the spontaneous attitudes of the man in the

street. Despite all criticism that can be leveled at Max Weber,
his theory of the tension between facts and values (as a belief,

not as a metaphysic) is not only useful but certainly valid. No
matter how shocking or unlikely this may appear, the man of

our day, indifferent to values, has reduced them to facts.
2

Justice, freedom, truth are words still useful in propaganda.

But these terms have new connotations: justice now means
happiness produced by equal distribution of material goods;

freedom has come to mean high living standards and long vaca-

tions; and truth, more or less, has come to mean exactness with

2 A corollary development has turned political facts into values. For example, the
fact of national existence turns into the value of national existence, which
produces nationalism. Thus, the fact of the state becomes a value, and produces
statism. I will not explore this phenomenon here, but instead refer the reader to
my study: "Nation and Nationalism," Revue de VEvangelisation (1962).
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regard to facts. I could multiply these examples and expand the

analysis; but basically, for many reasons, our time lacks guide-

posts and aims. Reference points selected are themselves closely

dependent on facts, and do not furnish criteria of judgment

with regard to those facts or a distant enough vantage point

from which to view events. It is exactly at this point that the

political leader finds himself extremely weakened : his capacities

of decision are greatly limited in that he no longer can, in the

eyes of public opinion or in his own, set values against facts.

Strangely enough, politicians sometimes consider themselves lib-

erated—more independent and more effective— when values

have been jettisoned and they find themselves engaged in pure

realism, cynicism, and skepticism. How often do we find this

said about Machiavelli! Whydo people not see that, quite to the

contrary, despoiling politics of values means to relegate it to the

domain of pure facts, which gives politics a chance to act with-

out moral rules, to be sure, but at the same time considerably

reduces its choices and decisions. Facts narrow politics down
more than values; the results of acts committed by the prince

are heavier if the prince adopts the conduct of a Machiavelli

than if he adopts that of a Louis IX.

Naturally, if we judge in this fashion, we are thinking of

believed, adopted values, accepted by all or almost all in a

society or nation. Those which are specific only to the prince— an

esoteric religion or a sophisticated philosophy— have no weight

at all, and offer no possibility of combinations or latitudes of

choice. That is why the public's dislike of values is so great.

Values are thought to be part and parcel of an antique mode of

thought, existing only as appearances to which credence is no
longer given, having been rediscovered, as they were, under
France's Third and Fourth republics as "Sunday sermons" that

nobody considered worth basing his conduct on. And yet the

"liberation" from the tutelage of values only leads to submission

to a much more stringent necessity, which is, however, felt less

because it no longer leaves any choice.

In fact, as we try to understand the progressive elimination of

true political decisions, we must observe that the political man
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does not suffer at all as a result. He no more aspires to political

freedom than anybody else does. Freedom always confronts

the individual with painful contradictions and with responsibil-

ities that he must exercise in the face of choices and risks. The
individual never likes that; he much prefers a necessary, inevit-

able, clear course: in this way at least no time is lost in

deliberation, and there is no binding responsibility. The individ-

ual is always ready to submit to necessity, as long as freedom's

vocabulary is preserved, so that he can equate his servile obedi-

ence with the glorious exercise of a free, personal choice.

Along various routes, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries

have become extraordinarily clever in practicing this terrible

hypocrisy. And the political leader is no exception. He will not

make true decisions as long as appearances will save him. He
does not miss values which, if they were present, believed and
accepted, would force painful choices upon him. I think Gaston

Bouthoul 3
is in error when he thinks that governments have the

grand choice: either power or happiness; either subjugate

neighbors or raise the living standard. In the actual concrete

situation the choices are already made: all governments are in

favor of raising the living standard, and the kinds of power
politics practiced today are only the means to that end, means
that in many cases are still very necessary.

On the other end of this scale another evolution also tends to

pre-empt decisions and make the course of political events in-

evitable. Westill live within national frameworks. And, consid-

ering the wild growth of nationalism, that situation is not at the

point of disappearing. Governments are national. But nowadays
political decisions are made on a global level. Every nation that

wants to be sovereign, whose government wants to engage in

politics, is really part of a bloc that prevents it from making its

own decisions. In appearance each nation can do what it wants
with regard to NATOor Comecon. But in reality it has no choice

at all. The decisions government must make are necessary

decisions. If the French government withdraws from the Euro-

* Gaston Bouthoul: VArt de la politique (Paris: Editions Seghers; 1962),
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pean Defense Community, 4 people are scandalized, consider it

treason, and the matter must immediately be taken up under

another name, in another form, to obtain the same result:

France's place inside the bloc makes it unthinkable and even

unrealizable for it to reject what that bloc requires. Every effort

toward independence is a blow struck against an inherited

situation, and will not be tolerated for long.

Those holding different views will cite at this point innumer-

able political decisions that did, or could have, come to pass:

Yugoslavia leaving the Cominform, the patient and voluntary

creation of a united Europe, Britain's hour of choice to join or

not to join Europe, France's decision concerning Red China, and

so on. But it would be easy to point out the higher necessities

that imposed those choices. Of course political decisions still are

possible. The point here is merely to demonstrate the growth of

limitations weighing them down. Such limitations have always

existed. The question is: are they more inevitable today than

yesterday? Must we recall that as far as a united Europe is

concerned, innumerable writers neither particularly wanted it

to come about (which is of little importance), nor did they

theorize much about it, but saw such a development as inevit-

able, as inscribed in the logic of facts? Thirty years ago, Ortega

y Gasset wrote that "the probability of a general European state

imposes itself mechanically/' But when we talk of necessity, we
do not mean to say that the political man limits himself to

letting things take their course. He can also make absurd deci-

sions preventing some development, as in France today, or he

can excite himself greatly, talk a great deal, try to convince, set

up committees or institutions, and use the mass media of com-
munication. He fights to build Europe. But if he pursues this

goal, it was imposed on him by the facts. When he commits
himself, he does so out of the necessity created by the already

present objective. He fights, but for an objective that is the fruit

of prior circumstances and is reached mechanically, a little ear-

*The E.D.C. case, in which the technicians, after having been defeated by a
political decision, finally won out in the Paris Accords, was well analyzed by
Jean Meynaud: La Technocratic: Mythe ou realite (Paris: Payot; 1964), p. 122.
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lier or a little later. His agitation only hides from him his ob-

ject's inexorable character. But one more qualification is in order

here, so that the reader will not draw a hasty and general con-

clusion: I have no mechanical, fatalist, or organicist view at all. I

only say that most of the time, in our days, things are that way.

Genuine independent political decisions are more and more

limited and rare. Wecan cite cases in which previously this rule

was so common and general that one would not even have

thought of giving examples! 5

The point is that the integration of nations and peoples into

power blocs very greatly reduces possibilities for independent

decisions. A typical case is that of the new nations. Three

months after Fidel Castro came to power I wrote ( and received

no praise and much criticism for my "simplistic" views ) that he

would be forced to enter into the Soviet bloc; that he would not

be able to carry out his personal policy; and that this alignment

would lead to internal communization. In the same way, the

much discussed tiers monde (Third World—the uncommitted
nations ) exists only to the extent that it does not yet exist, and
where, as a result, imaginary constructions still are possible and
words have free reign. Once the African and Arab people have

consolidated themselves, they will be obliged to enter a rigor-

ously closed and determined system. Let no one say at this

point that the entrance of nations into a vast body only shifts

the locus of decisions, and that decisions can be made just the

same. Some say: "We are only going through a period of adapta-

tion. Political decisions thus far taken on the national level now
become decisions at a higher level, but remain just as free. A
difficulty arises only from the inconsistency between these two
levels, and the difficulty of bringing them together." Weknow
that argument; but we are referring only to one of the constants

that cannot be demonstrated here for reasons of space: every

6 A good example of idealism was furnished by Ludovic Tron ( in Le Monde,
February 19, 1963), who believes that the concept of "Europe" was a victory
of public opinion and affected various governments. Such a claim is really

surprising. It must not be forgotten that the "European" concept is the work of
economic and military technicians. The amorphousness of public opinion is

demonstrated by polls. What Tron calls "public opinion," "movements," or
"circles" is precisely those little general staffs where the technicians dominate.
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time an organism increases in dimension and complexity, the

rate of necessity increases and the possibilities of choice and

adaptation decline. In reality, big blocs obey much more rigor-

ous mechanisms and their political actions become increasingly

simplistic and predictable. The size and complexity of the mech-

anism is such that, if we want it to function, it must function

in an autonomous fashion, with the fewest possible decisions

and innovations. 6 A "^fiiQ^^Q

From the moment efficacy becomes the criterion of political

action, new limitations restrict all decisions. That is exactly what
is happening today. Even with the best of intentions, no one

nowadays could select any other political criterion than efficacy.

Already democracy's game rests entirely on success. The man
will be elected who can bring some project to its successful

conclusion, who is the most likely to succeed; a goverment that

fails in some enterprise will inevitably be overthrown. Failure

is never forgiven; the leaders of a defeated state are judged as

war criminals, though they would have been the judges had
they won. In times when people oriented themselves by other

values it was possible to preserve a government that had been

defeated but was legitimate. Jean II, the Good, remained king of

France, as did Francis I; honor was saved, therefore everything

was possible though all had been lost. This would be unthink-

able today. The law of politics is efficacy. It is not the best man
who wins, but the most powerful, the cleverest; and all these

terms can be reduced to one: effectiveness. Despite its doctrine,

the Soviet regime has gained a place of respect in the eyes of

non-Communists because it won the war and increased produc-

tion. In fact, in a technological world of implacable competition

efficiency has become the sole criterion of a government's legiti-

macy. And how could one make a different choice as long as

the challenge, leveled at us by someone who selects the route

8 A remarkable example is the Ecumenical Council of Churches. In the
beginning, when this council was very simple and animated by spiritual

concerns, it provided opportunities for "informal" meetings. But the more the
number of churches adhering to it increased, the more the council became
structured and rigid, and the more the ability to fulfill its mission at the
spiritual level declined.
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toward efficiency, cannot be met except by taking the same

road? If one nation decides to take that road, all others will

follow suit; even if they are not being overwhelmed by the most

efficient nation, the domestic populations themselves, jealous of

their own prestige and success, will demand such an orientation.

Because of external competition and internal pressure, effi-

ciency must become the primary aim. But this means that one

must adopt the system of the enemy, and that those we hate will

still win in the end. Wehave known for a long time that only a

dictatorial regime can oppose a dictatorial movement on the

rise (Rumania between 1935 and 1939, for example); that only

propaganda can oppose propaganda; that only a rationalized—

a

planned— economy can withstand the competition of another

planned economy. All of which means that ultimately Hitler

really won the war. To be sure, one can dissemble for a while

and maintain a liberal appearance, but, in the long run, compe-
tition becomes overwhelming and one must pick the shortest

route. Yet the choice of efficiency, if not dictated in advance or

unanimous, is, at a given moment and under the prevailing cir-

cumstances, not a free choice at all. At the same time, the

penalty for not making it is all the harder and faster: simply to

disappear from the surface of the earth. The time is over when
men could say: "After me the flood." The flood now comes
before our end. Thus we can formulate another constant with

regard to contemporary political affairs: efficiency renders our

choices more limited and the penalties harder and more imme-
diate. The political man cannot choose between what would be

more or less efficient. The choice is made independently of him.

Because he may err in evaluating a situation, he must take

recourse to menwho are more competent than he, and place the

choice in the hands of technicians.

Here we encounter a problem that has often been discussed

in the last few years. 7 I will insist on only two points: the true

7 Cf. Jacques Ellul: The Technological Society (New York: Alfred A. Knopf;
1964 ) . Also reports from the Fifth Congress of the International Political Science
Association, particularly Vedel's and Gregiore's papers. See also Raymond Boisde:
Technocratic et Dimocratie (Paris: Albin Michel; 1963) and Jean Meynaud:
La Technocratic
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choice today with regard to political problems depends on the

technicians 8 who have prepared a solution and technicians

charged with implementing the decisions. This leads to a
u

pro-

fessionalization of the political function." Thus the margin of

new moves open to the political man becomes even more re-

duced. One can say: "The great choices are in fact limited,

their implementation requires modern techniques . . . not essen-

tially different from one political party to another"— or from one

government to another. Politics hardly retains any longer 'the

illusion of initiative in regard to political choices/ "... "Even a

Minister must ask somebody to advise him, in order to be able to

choose between various possibilities proposed by other techni-

cians." 9 In reality, today's actual decisions have no bearing on

the spectacular and exciting questions agitating public opinion

and perhaps becoming the arenas for great debates; rather, the

decisions fundamentally affecting the future of a nation are in

the domains of technology, fiscal techniques, or police methods;

choice between electrification or prospecting for oil in the Sa-

hara; implementation of a five-year plan, and so on. But these

innumerable decisions are the fruits of the technician's labors.

The political man is remarkably incompetent in these fields

unless he is a specialist: but even if he is a specialist he will be a

specialist in a particular field and leave all the rest to his col-

leagues. And the decision will no longer be taken on the basis of

a philosophic or political principle or on the basis of a doctrine

or ideology, but on the basis of technicians' reports outlining

what is useful, possible, and efficient. 1

Of course technicians can propose different solutions. And
some cling to that fact in order to say: political man remains

master of his decision after all. That is a fallacy. The politician

8 The term "technician" is used in a general sense. For a more detailed definition,

see J. Meynaud: La Technocratie. I entirely agree with his conclusions: a
distinction must be made between specialized technicians, "generalists" (the
latter being charged with producing syntheses), and, finally, experts. According
to Meynaud, we have a technocracy when technicians of real or imagined
competence participate in decisions and when technical competence enters into

all organisms charged with decisions. Meynaud also shows how frequent that

participation is.
9 V£tat et le citoyen, publ. under the direction of Club Jean Moulin (Paris:

Editions du Seuil; 1961), p. 168.
X

J. Meynaud: La Technocratie, pp. 70 #.
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finds himself inside a framework designed by technicians, and

his choice, if it is serious, will be made on technological grounds:

he will have another technician establish what is "the best tech-

nique." Surely there can be errors. I have never said that

technology was infallible. 2

The important thing is that necessity subordinates political

decisions to technical evaluations 3 with the consequence that

"Political" decisions become increasingly rare. If politics is still

defined as the art of the possible, nowadays it is the technician

who determines with growing authority what is possible. All this

is the result of innumerable forces that I cannot analyze at

length: the increasingly technological nature of society at the

moment when the state takes charge of that society, glorification

of the technicians in public opinion, which, in turn, has been
pushed to the point at which nothing is taken seriously that is

not the fruit of technology, etc.
4 However that may be, the

importance of the technicians in every political decision brings

2 Examples of errors made by technicians, or aggravations of existing situations

as a result of their recommendations are easy to produce; for example, the
massive orientation toward dam construction in 1945 in France; the 1954
decision to apply intensive agriculture to the virgin territories in the Soviet
Union; the decision to grow corn in the Soviet Union, and so on. But the fact

remains that nothing can be opposed to a technical study on some problem; even
if the conclusions are wrong, almost no one can dispute them. The fact is that

the psychological and social current invariably leads us to place our confidence
in the technicians, and for that reason their power is practically absolute.
8 Andre Philip is right when he says that "at present property is no longer the
most important thing, but rather the power of decision which is steadily

becoming dissociated from it." The power of decision, accurately analyzed by
Jean Barets, dominates our present economy and politics.
4 A good example of the authoritarian nature of the technicians' activities is

contained in Jean Barets: La Fin des politiques (Paris: Calmann-Levy; 1962),
a work that is both perfectly logical and superficial, coherent and unrealistic

(under the appearance of statistical and pseudo-analytical realism). But despite

all errors, it presents a good picture of the technicians' dictatorial power. The
technicians' power with regard to political affairs emerges very clearly from the
famous Stanford University report, The Development of Scientific and Tech-
nological Progress and Its Effects on U. S. Foreign Policy (1960). Still, agreeing
with Meynaud, I do not think that power wielded by the technicians is a
government by technicians. Rather, because of shifting competence, and not
because of a change in regime, we see an increasing influence of technicians in

political decisions, as was also shown in Bernard Gournay's analysis in La
Science administrative (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France; 1962). Gournay
believes that their power rests on an entire ideology of technologization, though
without any conspiracy on the part of the technicians to take over. Theodore
Caplow (Arguments [1962]) correctly stresses that technicians have a tendency
to retire into "civic apathy," which also makes a technocratic regime unlikely.
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opposite regimes closer together. All far-seeing political men
desire a technological apparatus, and the United States, like the

U.S.S.R., is traveling along the road leading to the increasing

subordination of politics to technology. Despite appearances to

the contrary, Pierre Mendes-France and President de Gaulle

conceive of politics really in the same way, because they both

insist on the pre-eminent role of the technician. Moreover, they

are thinking of the same technicians.

Despite appearances? They are not just appearances: for ex-

ample, we see a parliament receiving bouquets from Pierre

Mendes-France, contempt from de Gaulle— but equally impo-

tent in either instance; an executive apparently sovereign in the

one case and responsible in the other, but, in each case, entirely

dependent on the technological structure; and the great deci-

sions really being necessities in all instances. 5

Another important aspect of the technological apparatus that

we attempt to retain is the necessary continuity of decisions

once they have been taken. Precisely because the decisions are

based primarily on technical considerations and are of technical

content, they cover a long space of time and presuppose some
continuity. No political change can alter what has been done or

what must be done in the future, for technological factors con-

dition each other. Will a change in government or the legisla-

ture, or even a change of regime, modify an established plan?

Can it change decisions concerning the petroleum industry or

atomic research?

Work on the controversial Pierrelatte project 6
( France's

atomic energy installation— Tr. ) was begun in 1955 and carried

forward by all subsequent governments 7
i.e., even by those who

had opposed it earlier on the grounds that it was militarist. This

well illustrates the fragile nature of political opinion when faced

with the continuity of technological steps already set in motion.

6 Meynaud frequently stresses the politician's impotence in the face of the
experts' conclusions: even where the latter are not really conclusive, the

Folitician is not equipped to dispute them. Also see Michel Debre: La Mort de
etat republicain (Paris: Gallimard; 1947).

"Pierre Mendes-France: La RSpublique moderne (Paris: Gallimard; 1964), p.
124.
7 Daniel F. Dollfus's article in Le Monde, July 1963.



4 O )
THE NECESSARYAND THE EPHEMERAL

Moreover, an enterprise of that kind is of course not "militarist"

in itself; there is no clear delineation between peaceful and

military uses. Whatever the political orientation of a government

may be, however, it cannot modify what has already been

begun, though the decisions involved are actually the most

important facing the nation. But decisions that seem to be

largely based on political judgment are hard to realize because

of the weight of technological continuity incorporated in them.

A government of the Right must endorse nationalization of en-

terprises, not for reasons of doctrine, but mainly for technical

reasons, just as it is forced to maintain Social Security provisions.

The unsuccessful British attempt to shift into reverse shows the

extent to which governments have become powerless to make
truly political decisions.

In all this we have limited ourselves to drawing the general

and most obvious conclusions from processes that are known,

described, and analyzed. Most of the time we do not dare really

to look things in the face : generally, we limit ourselves to seeing

in them a displacement of decision-making in the direction of

the executive branch, 8 but we feel that the decision still remains

inside the political realm. But this displacement toward the

executive branch is only a stage in the progressive elimination

of political action itself. Therefore efforts to bring parliament

and the executive back into balance seem vain: the problem has

gone beyond that.

Michel Crozier 9
is of the opinion that the role of experts is

transitory and never determining. He says that in the exercise of

"ultimate power" ( the power to arbitrate in uncertain situations,

i.e., true political power), after certain periods of uncertainty,

the technicians change, and as soon as the work has been scien-

tifically organized or the understanding of existing economic

phenomena has allowed the government to make rational pro-

8 See, for example, Andre Hauriou's article in Le Monde, December 1962.
8 Michel Crozier: Le Phenomdne bureaucratique (Paris: Editions du Seuil;

1964), p. 220.
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jections in a particular area, the power of the experts declines.

In a rapidly changing society the technicians' success leads, ac-

cording to Crozier, to the destruction of their real power:

The process of rationalization gives the expert his powers, but

the results of rationalization limit them. As soon as one field is

seriously analyzed and known, as soon as the first intuitions and
innovations have been translated into rules and programs, the

expert's power tends to disappear. In fact, the experts have no
real social power except at the beginning of progress, which
means that this power is changeable and fragile. . . .

Their power, he says, becomes increasingly fragile, "to the extent

that methods and programs based on science and technology

can be utilized and directed by people who are not experts/'

But Crozier fails to distinguish between experts and techni-

cians. Undoubtedly the expert is being summoned, quite inci-

dentally, to give his opinion in a situation of uncertainty. But

the role of the technician, who, incidentally, can also be

summoned as an expert, is not limited to that. And the influence

of the technician does not diminish because the situation ceases

to be uncertain. Besides, we are very far from an easy, simple

application of techniques. Crozier speaks of the technique of

economic anticipation: he forgets that the more it develops, the

less is it within reach of just anybody. Second, as the techniques

become well known and more ingrained, the technician is called

in less as an expert to render his occasional and somewhat mys-

terious service; he is integrated into the whole of the state on a

permanent basis (but not absorbed by the bureaucracy), and
in fact his power increases, for he participates constantly in

decisions: economic anticipation leads to the constant existence

of a corps of planners. And the technician's techniques, being

his own, are as mysterious to the political man as the skills of the

expert in Crozier's narrow sense. Finally, the more the state's

interference increases in domains where techniques are neces-

sary, the more it needs technicians and also experts. Even if

Crozier's analysis were correct, it would not be so for the reasons

he gives, i.e., because the expert disappears from a certain sec-
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tor and is replaced by another in another sector, but because

the basic situation changes, and particularly the relationship

between the political power and its technicians and experts.

But I know the argument well: we must distinguish between

ends and means. 1 The technician is only a means. The politician

retains his choice and decisions in the area of ends, of general

options, of the over-all direction of national development. Par-

liament must and can assign objectives to a plan, "objectives the

people choose to make theirs." The plan would then be limited

to coordinate measures so as to obtain these objectives. To effect

this choice one can even appeal to the country itself. By simpli-

fying the debate one will arrive at the conclusion that the

determination of the needs to be satisfied remains a political

act, and that recourse can be had to universal suffrage to answer

the question, as, for example, choosing from among various

objectives of consumption, or the desired ratio between con-

sumption and reinvestment, or the length of the working day.

But all this is terribly illusory, for the choice is limited in all its

dimensions. On the policy level, the general orientation already

has been laid down. Nobody can shift into reverse; watchwords

such as "rapid economic expansion, satisfaction of collective

needs, help to underdeveloped countries" 2 are, for example,

three objectives (and we could name many others) on which
nobody has to make a decision, for the chips are on the table.

On the operational level, the decision depends very heavily on
basic feasibility, resources, or technical capabilities (in the

stricter sense of the word ) . Even there the technician will tell us

1 Gregoire, among others, speaks of the need to "separate fundamental options,

i.e., the responsibilities of leading politicians, from minor decisions that should
be left to the experts." He gives an example: the implementation of great public
works should be left to the experts once the broad lines of an economic plan
have been laid down. But who analyzes conditions, formulates possibilities, and
sets the trends underlying such an economic plan? Other experts, of course.

Meynaud has produced a valid critique in this connection in La Technocratie, p.
266.
2 The idea that the great decisions are inescapable because they are dependent
on the international system is well known, even though nobody draws the
conclusions therefrom. See Andre Hauriou's articles in Le Monde (December
1962), and Michel Massenet's discussion in "L'Avenir de la Liberie politique,"

Bulletin s.e.d.e.i.s., II (1962).
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