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1946 - Janmes Burnham And The Managerial Revolution (Second Thoughts On Bur nham)
JAMES BURNHAM AND THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTI ON

[Note: This essay was originally printed in POLEM C under the title
"Second Thoughts on Janmes Burnham', and later reprinted as a panphl et
with the present title.]

Janmes Burnhanm s book, THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTI ON, made a considerable stir
both in the United States and in this country at the time when it was
published, and its main thesis has been so nmuch discussed that a detail ed
exposition of it is hardly necessary. As shortly as | can summarise it,
the thesis is this:

Capitalismis disappearing, but Socialismis not replacing it. Wat is
now arising is a new kind of planned, centralised society which will be
neither capitalist nor, in any accepted sense of the word, denocratic.
The rulers of this new society will be the people who effectively contro
t he neans of production: that is, business executives, technicians,
bureaucrats and soldiers, lunped together by Burnham under the nanme of

"managers". These people will elimnate the old capitalist class, crush
the working class, and so organi se society that all power and econonic
privilege remain in their own hands. Private property rights will be
abol i shed, but commn ownership will not be established. The new
"managerial" societies will not consist of a patchwork of small

i ndependent states, but of great super-states grouped round the main

i ndustrial centres in Europe, Asia, and America. These super-states wll
fight anong thenmsel ves for possession of the renmining uncaptured
portions of the earth, but will probably be unable to conquer one anot her
conpletely. Internally, each society will be hierarchical, with an
aristocracy of talent at the top and a mass of seni-slaves at the bottom

In his next published book, THE MACHI AVELLI ANS, Burnham el abor ates and

al so nodifies his original statement. The greater part of the book is an
exposition of the theories of Mchiavelli and of his nodern disciples,
Mbsca, M chels, and Pareto: with doubtful justification, Burnham adds to
these the syndicalist witer, Georges Sorel. Wat Burnhamis nmainly
concerned to show is that a denocratic society has never existed and, so
far as we can see, never will exist. Society is of its nature

ol igarchical, and the power of the oligarchy always rests upon force and
fraud. Burnham does not deny that "good" notives may operate in private
life, but he maintains that politics consists of the struggle for power,
and nothing el se. Al historical changes finally boil down to the

repl acement of one ruling class by another. Al tal k about denocracy,
liberty, equality, fraternity, all revolutionary novenents, all visions
of Utopia, or "the classless society", or "the Kingdom of Heaven on
earth", are humbug (not necessarily consci ous hunmbug) covering the
ambi ti ons of sone new class which is elbowing its way into power. The
English Puritans, the Jacobins, the Bol sheviks, were in each case sinply
power seekers using the hopes of the masses in order to win a privil eged
position for thensel ves. Power can sonetimes be won or maintai ned w thout
vi ol ence, but never w thout fraud, because it is necessary to make use of
the masses, and the masses would not co-operate if they knew that they
were sinply serving the purposes of a minority. In each great

revol utionary struggle the masses are |l ed on by vague dreanms of human

br ot herhood, and then, when the new ruling class is well established in
power, they are thrust back into servitude. This is practically the whole
of political history, as Burnham sees it.

Where the second book departs fromthe earlier one is in asserting that

t he whol e process coul d be somewhat noralised if the facts were faced
nore honestly. THE MACHI AVELLI ANS is sub-titled DEFENDERS OF FREEDOM
Machi avel li and his followers taught that in politics decency sinply does
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not exist, and, by doing so, Burnham clainms, made it possible to conduct
political affairs nore intelligently and | ess oppressively. A ruling class
whi ch recognised that its real aimwas to stay in power would al so
recognise that it would be nore likely to succeed if it served the
conmon good, and m ght avoid stiffening into a hereditary aristocracy.

Bur nham | ays nuch stress on Pareto's theory of the "circul ation

of the élites". If it is to stay in power a ruling class nust

constantly admit suitable recruits frombelow, so that the abl est

men may al ways be at the top and a new cl ass of power-hungry

mal contents cannot cone into being. This is likeliest to happen, Burnham
considers, in a society which retains denocratic habits--that is, where
opposition is permtted and certain bodies such as the press and the
trade unions can keep their autonomy. Here Burnham undoubtedly
contradicts his earlier opinion. In THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTI ON, whi ch was
witten in 1940, it is taken as a matter of course that "managerial"
Germany is in all ways nore efficient than a capitalist denocracy such as
France or Britain. In the second book, witten in 1942, Burnham adnits
that the Germans ni ght have avoi ded sone of their nore serious strategic
errors if they had pernmitted freedom of speech. However, the main thesis
is not abandoned. Capitalismis doonmed, and Socialismis a dream If we
grasp what is at issue we may guide the course of the nanageria
revolution to sone extent, but that revolution IS HAPPENI NG whet her we
like it or not. In both books, but especially the earlier one, there is a
note of unm stakable relish over the cruelty and w ckedness of the
processes that are being discussed. Al though he reiterates that he is
nerely setting forth the facts and not stating his own preferences, it is
clear that Burnhamis fascinated by the spectacle of power, and that his
synmpat hies were with Germany so | ong as Gernany appeared to be wi nning
the war. A nore recent essay, "Lenin's Heir", published in the PARTI SAN
REVI EW about the begi nning of 1945, suggests that this synpathy has since
been transferred to the USSR "Lenin's Heir", which provoked viol ent
controversy in the Anerican left-wi ng press, has not yet been reprinted
in England, and | nust return to it later.

It will be seen that Burnhanmis theory is not, strictly speaking, a new
one. Many earlier witers have foreseen the enmergence of a new ki nd of
society, neither capitalist nor Socialist, and probably based upon

sl avery: though nost of them have differed from Burnhamin not assuning
this devel opnment to be | NEVI TABLE. A good exanple is Hilaire Belloc's
book, THE SERVI LE STATE, published in 1911. THE SERVILE STATE is written
in atiresome style, and the renedy it suggests (a return to small-scale
peasant ownership) is for nany reasons inpossible: still, it does
foretell with remarkable insight the kind of things that have been
happeni ng from about 1930 onwards. Chesterton, in a | ess nethodical way,
predi cted the di sappearance of denocracy and private property, and the
rise of a slave society which nmight be called either capitalist or
Conmuni st. Jack London, in THE | RON HEEL (1909), foretold some of the
essential features of Fascism and such books as Wells's THE SLEEPER
AWAKES (1900), ZAMYATIN S WE (1923), and Al dous Huxl ey's BRAVE NEW WORLD
(1930), all described inmaginary worlds in which the special problens of
capi talism had been solved without bringing liberty, equality, or true
happi ness any nearer. Mrre recently, witers |like Peter Drucker and F. A
Voi gt have argued that Fasci sm and Conmuni sm are substantially the same
thing. And indeed, it has al ways been obvious that a planned and
centralised society is liable to develop into an oligarchy or a

di ctat orshi p. Orthodox Conservatives were unable to see this, because it
conforted themto assume that Socialism"wouldn't work", and that the

di sappearance of capitalismwould nmean chaos and anarchy. Othodox
Socialists could not see it, because they wi shed to think that they

t hemsel ves woul d soon be in power, and therefore assunmed that when

capi talismdisappears, Socialismtakes its place. As a result they were
unable to foresee the rise of Fascism or to make correct predictions
about it after it had appeared. Later, the need to justify the Russian
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di ctatorship and to explain away the obvious resenbl ances between
Comuni sm and Nazi sm cl ouded the issue still nore. But the notion that
i ndustrialismnust end in npnopoly, and that monopoly nust inply tyranny,
is not a startling one.

VWhere Burnham differs from nost other thinkers is in trying to plot the
course of the "managerial revolution" accurately on a world scale, and in
assum ng that the drift towards totalitarianismis irresistible and nust
not be fought against, though it may be guided. According to Burnham
witing in 1940, "managerialism has reached its fullest devel opnment in
the USSR, but is alnpst equally well devel oped in Gernmany, and has made
its appearance in the United States. He describes the New Deal as
"primtive managerialisni. But the trend is the same everywhere, or

al nost everywhere. Al ways LAI SSEZ- FAIRE capitalismgives way to planning
and state interference, the nere owner | oses power as agai nst the
techni ci an and the bureaucrat, but Socialism-that is to say, what used to
be cal l ed Socialism-shows no sign of energing:

Sone apol ogists try to excuse Marxi sm by saying that it has "never had a
chance". This is far fromthe truth. Marxismand the Marxist parties have
had dozens of chances. In Russia, a Marxist party took power. Wthin a
short time it abandoned Socialism if not in words, at any rate in the
effect of its actions. In nost European nations there were during the

| ast nonths of the first world war and the years i medi ately thereafter,
social crises which left a wi de-open door for the Marxist parties:

wi t hout exception they proved unable to take and hold power. In a |large
nunber of countries--Germany, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Austria, Engl and
Australia, New Zeal and, Spain, France--the reform st Marxi st parties have
admi ni stered the governnents, and have uniformy failed to introduce
Soci al i sm or make any genuine step towards Socialism . .. These parties
have, in practice, at every historical test--and there have been
many--either failed Socialismor abandoned it. This is the fact which
neither the bitterest foe nor the nost ardent friend of Socialismcan
erase. This fact does not, as some think, prove anything about the noral
quality of the Socialist ideal. But it does constitute unblinkable

evi dence that, whatever its noral quality, Socialismis not going to cone.

Bur nham does not, of course, deny that the new "managerial " régines,

like the régines of Russia and Nazi Gernmany, may be CALLED Socialist. He
means nmerely that they will not be Socialist in any sense of the word

whi ch woul d have been accepted by Marx, or Lenin, or Keir Hardie, or
WIlliam Mrris, or indeed, by any representative Socialist prior to about
1930. Socialism until recently, was supposed to connote politica
denocracy, social equality and internationalism There is not the
smal | est sign that any of these things is in a way to being established
anywhere, and the one great country in which sonething described as a
prol etarian revol uti on once happened, i.e. the USSR has noved steadily
away fromthe old concept of a free and equal society aimng at universa
human br ot herhood. I n an al nost unbroken progress since the early days of
the Revolution, liberty has been chi pped away and representative
institutions snothered, while inequalities have increased and nationalism
and mlitarismhave grown stronger. But at the sane tine, Burnham
insists, there has been no tendency to return to capitalism Wat is
happening is sinply the gromh of "managerialisni, which, according to
Burnham is in progress everywhere, though the manner in which it cones
about may vary fromcountry to country.

Now, as an interpretation of what is HAPPEN NG Burnham s theory is
extrenmely plausible, to put it at the |lowest. The events of, at any rate,
the last fifteen years in the USSR can be far nore easily expl ai ned by
this theory than by any other. Evidently the USSR is not Socialist, and
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can only be called Socialist if one gives the word a neaning different
fromwhat it would have in any other context. On the other hand
propheci es that the Russian reégime would revert to capitalism have
al ways been falsified, and now seem further than ever from being
fulfilled. In clainmng that the process had gone al nnst equally far in
Nazi Ger many, Burnham probably exaggerates, but it seens certain that the
drift was away fromol d-style capitalismand towards a pl anned economny
with an adoptive oligarchy in control. In Russia the capitalists were
destroyed first and the workers were crushed later. In Germany the
workers were crushed first, but the elimnation of the capitalists had at
any rate begun, and cal cul ati ons based on the assunption that Nazi sm was
"sinmply capitalism were always contradicted by events. \Where Burnham
seems to go nobst astray is in believing "managerialism' to be on the
up-grade in the United States, the one great country where free
capitalismis still vigorous. But if one considers the world movenment as
a whole, his conclusions are difficult to resist; and even in the United
States the all-prevailing faith in LAl SSEZ- FAl RE may not survive the next
great economic crisis. It has been urged agai nst Burnham that he assigns
far too much inportance to the "nmanagers", in the narrow sense of the
word-that is, factory bosses, planners and technicians--and seens to
assune that even in Soviet Russia it is these people, and not the
Conmuni st Party chiefs, who are the real hol ders of power. However, this
is a secondary error, and it is partially corrected in THE
MACHI AVELLI ANS. The real question is not whether the people who w pe
their boots on us during the next fifty years are to be call ed managers,
bureaucrats, or politicians: the question is whether capitalism now
obvi ously doomed, is to give way to oligarchy or to true denocracy.

But curiously enough, when one exani nes the predictions which Burnham has
based on his general theory, one finds that in so far as they are
verifiable, they have been falsified. Nunbers of people have pointed this
out already. However, it is worth follow ng up Burnham s predictions in
detail, because they forma sort of pattern which is related to
contenporary events, and which reveals, | believe, a very inportant
weakness in present-day political thought.

To begin with, witing in 1940, Burnhamtakes a German victory nore or
less for granted. Britain is described as "dissolving", and as displ aying
"all the characteristics which have distinguished decadent cultures in
past historical transitions", while the conquest and integration of

Eur ope whi ch Germany achieved in 1940 is described as "irreversible".
"Engl and,"” wites Burnham "no matter wi th what non- European allies,
cannot concei vably hope to conquer the European continent." Even if

Ger many shoul d sonehow nanage to | ose the war, she could not be

di smenbered or reduced to the status of the Weimar Republic, but is bound
to remain as the nucleus of a unified Europe. The future map of the
world, with its three great super-states is, in any case, already settled
inits main outlines: and "the nuclei of these three super-states are
what ever may be their future nanmes, the previously existing nations,
Japan, Germany, and the United States."

Bur nham al so comrits hinself to the opinion that Gernmany will not attack
the USSR until after Britain has been defeated. In a condensation of his
book published in the PARTI SAN REVI EW of May-June 1941, and presunmably
witten later than the book itself, he says:

As in the case of Russia, so with Germany, the third part of the
manageri al problem-the contest for dominance with other sections of
manageri al society--remains for the future. First had to cone the

deat h-bl ow t hat assured the toppling of the capitalist world order, which
meant above all the destruction of the foundations of the British Enpire
(the keystone of the capitalist world order) both directly and through
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the smashing of the European political structure, which was a necessary
prop of the Enpire. This is the basic explanation of the Nazi- Sovi et
Pact, which is not intelligible on other grounds. The future conflict

bet ween Germany and Russia will be a managerial conflict proper; prior to
the great world-managerial battles, the end of the capitalist order nust
be assured. The belief that Nazismis "decadent capitalisnt . . . makes

it inmpossible to explain reasonably the Nazi-Soviet Pact. Fromthis
belief followed the al ways expected war between Germany and Russia, not
the actual war to the death between Germany and the British Enpire. The
war between Germany and Russia is one of the nanagerial wars of the
future, not of the anti-capitalist wars of yesterday and today.

However, the attack on Russia will come later, and Russia is certain, or
al nost certain, to be defeated. "There is every reason to believe.
that Russia will split apart, with the western half gravitating towards

t he European base and the eastern towards the Asiatic." This quotation
cones from THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTION. In the above quoted article, witten
probably about six nmonths later, it is put nore forcibly: "the Russian
weaknesses indicate that Russia will not be able to endure, that it wll
crack apart, and fall towards east and west." And in a supplenentary note
whi ch was added to the English (Pelican) edition, and which appears to
have been witten at the end of 1941, Burnham speaks as though the
"cracking apart" process were al ready happening. The war, he says, "is
part of the means whereby the western half of Russia is being integrated
into the European super-state".

Sorting these various statenments out, we have the follow ng prophecies:

1. Germany is bound to win the war.

2. Germany and Japan are bound to survive as great states, and to remin
the nuclei of power in their respective areas.

3. Germany will not attack the USSR until after the defeat of Britain.

4. The USSR is bound to be defeated

However, Burnham has nade ot her predictions besides these. In a short
article in the PARTI SAN REVIEW in the sunmer of 1944, he gives his
opinion that the USSR will gang up with Japan in order to prevent the
total defeat of the latter, while the Arerican Comunists will be set to
work to sabotage the eastern end of the war. And finally, in an article
in the same magazine in the winter of 1944-5, he clainms that Russia,
destined so short a while ago to "crack apart", is within sight of
conquering the whole of Eurasia. This article, which was the cause of

vi ol ent controversies anong the American intelligentsia, has not been
reprinted in England. | must give sone account of it here, because its
manner of approach and its enotional tone are of a peculiar kind, and by
studyi ng them one can get nearer to the real roots of Burnham s theory.

The article is entitled "Lenin's Heir", and it sets out to show that
Stalin is the true and legitimte guardi an of the Russian Revol uti on,

whi ch he has not in any sense "betrayed" but has nerely carried forward
on lines that were inplicit in it fromthe start. In itself, this is an
easier opinion to swallow than the usual Trotskyist claimthat Stalin is
a nere crook who has perverted the Revolution to his own ends, and that

t hi ngs woul d somehow have been different if Lenin had |ived or Trotsky
had remained in power. Actually there is no strong reason for thinking
that the main |lines of devel opnent would have been very different. Wl
before 1923 the seeds of a totalitarian society were quite plainly there.
Lenin, indeed, is one of those politicians who win an undeserved
reputation by dying prematurely. [See Note at end of paragraph] Had he
lived, it is probable that he would either have been thrown out, |ike
Trot sky, or woul d have kept hinself in power by nethods as barbarous,

or nearly as barbarous, as those of Stalin. The TITLE of Burnham s essay,
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therefore, sets forth a reasonable thesis, and one woul d expect himto
support it by an appeal to the facts.

[Note: It is difficult to think of any politician who has lived to be
eighty and still been regarded as a success. What we call a "great"
statesman nornmal |y neans one who dies before his policy has had tine to
take effect. If Crommell had lived a few years |onger he would probably
have fallen from power, in which case we should now regard himas a
failure. If Pétain had died in 1930, France woul d have venerated himas a
hero and patriot. Napoleon remarked once that if only a cannon-ball had
happened to hit himwhen he was riding into Mbscow, he woul d have gone
down to history as the greatest man who ever lived. [Author's footnote.]]

However, the essay barely touches upon its ostensible subject matter. It

i s obvious that anyone genui nely concerned to show that there has been
continuity of policy as between Lenin and Stalin would start by outlining
Lenin's policy and then explain in what way Stalin's has resenbled it.

Bur nham does not do this. Except for one or two cursory sentences he says
not hi ng about Lenin's policy, and Lenin's nane only occurs five tinmes in
an essay of twelve pages: in the first seven pages, apart fromthe title,
it does not occur at all. The real aimof the essay is to present Stalin
as a towering, super-human figure, indeed a species of dem god, and

Bol shevism as an irresistible force which is flow ng over the earth and
cannot be halted until it reaches the outernost borders of Eurasia. In so
far as he makes any attenpt to prove his case, Burnham does so by
repeating over and over again that Stalin is "a great man"--which is
probably true, but is alnmost conpletely irrelevant. Mreover, though he
does advance sone solid argunents for believing in Stalin's genius, it is
clear that in his mnd the idea of "greatness" is inextricably mxed up
with the idea of cruelty and di shonesty. There are curious passages in
which it seenms to be suggested that Stalin is to be adnired BECAUSE OF
the limtless suffering that he has caused:

Stalin proves hinself a "great man", in the grand style. The accounts of
t he banquets, staged in Mscow for the visiting dignitaries, set the
synmbolic tone. Wth their enornobus nenus of sturgeon, and roasts, and
fow, and sweets; their streams of liquor; the scores of toasts with

whi ch they end; the silent, unnmoving secret police behind each guest; al
agai nst the wi nter background of the starving nultitudes of besieged
Leningrad; the dying nmillions at the front; the jamed concentration
canps; the city crowds kept by their minute rations just at the edge of
life; there is little trace of dull nediocrity or the hand of Babbitt. We
recogni se, rather, the tradition of the nobst spectacul ar of the Tsars, of
the Great Kings of the Medes and Persians, of the Khanate of the Gol den
Horde, of the banquet we assign to the gods of the Heroic Ages in tribute
to the insight that insolence, and indifference, and brutality on such a
scal e remove beings fromthe human level. . . . Stalin's political

techni ques shows a freedom from conventional restrictions that is

i nconpatible with nediocrity: the nediocre man is custonbound. Often it
is the scale of their operations that sets themapart. It is usual, for
exanpl e, for men active in practical life to engi neer an occasiona
frame-up. But to carry out a franme-up against tens of thousands of
persons, inportant percentages of whole strata of society, including nost
of one's own conrades, is so far out of the ordinary that the |ong-run
mass conclusion is either that the frame-up nust be true--at |east "have
some truth in it"--or that power so i Mmense nust be submitted to is a

“historical necessity", as intellectuals put it. . . . There is nothing
unexpected in letting a few individuals starve for reasons of state; but
to starve by deliberate decision, several mllions, is a type of action

attributed ordinarily only to gods.
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In these and other simlar passages there may be a tinge of irony, but it
is difficult not to feel that there is also a sort of fascinated
adnmration. Towards the end of the essay Burnham conpares Stalin with
t hose sem -nythical heroes, |ike Mdses or Asoka, who enbody in thensel ves
a whol e epoch, and can justly be credited with feats that they did not
actually perform In witing of Soviet foreign policy and its supposed
obj ectives, he touches an even nore nystical note:

Starting fromthe magnetic core of the Eurasian heartland, the Soviet
power, like the reality of the One of Neo-Platonismoverflowing in the
descendi ng series of the emanative progression, flows outward, west into
Europe, south into the Near East, east into China, already |apping the
shores of the Atlantic, the Yell ow and Chi na Seas, the Mediterranean, and
the Persian Gulf. As the undifferentiated One, in its progression,
descends through the stages of M nd, Soul, and Matter, and then through
its fatal Return back to itself; so does the Soviet power, enmanating from
the integrally totalitarian centre, proceed outwards by Absorption (the
Baltics, Bessarabia, Bukovina, East Poland), Donmination (Finland, the

Bal kans, Mongolia, North China and, tonmorrow, Gernmany), Oienting
Influence (Italy, France, Turkey, Iran, Central and south China. . .),
until it is dissipated in MH O\, the outer material sphere, beyond the
Eur asi an boundaries, of nonentary Appeasenent and Infiltration (England
the United States).

| do not think it is fanciful to suggest that the unnecessary capita
letters with which this passage is |oaded are intended to have a hypnotic
effect on the reader. Burnhamis trying to build up a picture of
terrifying, irresistible power, and to turn a normal political manoeuvre
like infiltration into Infiltration adds to the general portentousness.
The essay should be read in full. Although it is not the kind of tribute
that the average russophil e woul d consider acceptable, and although

Bur nham hi nsel f woul d probably claimthat he is being strictly objective,
he is in effect performing an act of honage, and even of sel f-abasenent.
Meanwhil e, this essay gives us another prophecy to add to the list: i.e.
that the USSR wi |l conquer the whole of Eurasia, and probably a great

deal nore. And one nust remenber that Burnham s basic theory contains, in
itself, a prediction which still has to be tested--that is, that whatever
el se happens, the "managerial" form of society is bound to prevail.

Burnham s earlier prophecy, of a Germany victory in the war and the

i ntegration of Europe round the German nucl eus, was falsified, not only
inits main outlines, but in sone inportant details. Burnhaminsists al
the way through that "nanagerialism' is not only nore efficient than

capi talist denocracy or Marxian Socialism but also nore acceptable to
the masses. The sl ogans of denocracy and national self-determnation, he
says, nho | onger have any nass appeal : "managerialisni, on the other hand,
can rouse enthusiasm produce intelligible war ains, establish fifth
colums everywhere, and inspire its soldiers with a fanatical norale. The
“"fanaticisnm of the Germans, as against the "apathy" or "indifference" of
the British, French, etc, is nmuch enphasised, and Nazismis represented
as a revolutionary force sweeping across Europe and spreading its

phi | osophy "by contagi on". The Nazi fifth colums "cannot be w ped out",
and the denocratic nations are quite incapable of projecting any
settlenent which the German or other European masses would prefer to the
New Order. In any case, the denocracies can only defeat Germany if they
go "still further along the nanagerial road than Germany has yet gone".

The germof truth in all this is that the snmaller European states,
denoral i sed by the chaos and stagnation of the pre-war years, coll apsed
rather more quickly than they need have done, and ni ght concei vably have
accepted the New Order if the Germans had kept sone of their prom ses.
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But the actual experience of German rule aroused al nost at once such a
fury of hatred and vindictiveness as the world has sel dom seen. After
about the begi nning of 1941 there was hardly any need of a positive war
aim since getting rid of the Gernmans was a sufficient objective. The
qguestion of norale, and its relation to national solidarity, is a
nebul ous one, and the evidence can be so manipul ated as to prove al npst
anything. But if one goes by the proportion of prisoners to other
casualties, and the amount of quislingism the totalitarian states come
out of the comparison worse than the denocraci es. Hundreds of thousands
of Russi ans appear to have gone over to the Germans during the course of
the war, while conparabl e nunbers of Germans and Iltalians had gone over
to the Allies before the war started: the correspondi ng nunber of
American or British renegades woul d have anbunted to a few scores. As an
exanple of the inability of "capitalist ideologies" to enlist support,
Burnham cites "the conplete failure of voluntary mlitary recruiting in
Engl and (as well as the entire British Enpire) and in the United States".
One woul d gather fromthis that the armes of the totalitarian states
were manned by volunteers. Actually, no totalitarian state has ever so
much as considered voluntary recruitnent for any purpose, nor, throughout
history, has a |large arny ever been raised by voluntary nmeans. [Note at
end of paragraph] It is not worth listing the nany simlar argunents that
Bur nham puts forward. The point is that he assunes that the Germans nust
wi n the propaganda war as well as the nmilitary one, and that, at any rate
in Europe, this estimte was not borne out by events.

[Note: Great Britain raised a million volunteers in the earlier part of
the 1914-18 war. This nust be a world's record, but the pressures applied
were such that it is doubtful whether the recruitment ought to be

descri bed as voluntary. Even the npbst "ideol ogical" wars have been fought
largely by pressed men. In the English civil war, the Napol eonic wars,
the American civil war, the Spanish civil war, etc, both sides resorted
to conscription or the press gang. (Author's footnote.)]

It will be seen that Burnham s predictions have not nerely, when they
were verifiable, turned out to be wong, but that they have sonetines
contradi cted one another in a sensational way. It is this last fact that
is significant. Political predictions are usually wong, because they are
usual | y based on wi sh-thinking, but they can have synptomatic val ue
especi al |y when they change abruptly. Oten the revealing factor is the
date at which they are made. Dating Burnhanmis various witings as
accurately as can be done frominternal evidence, and then noting what
events they coincided with, we find the follow ng rel ati onshi ps:

I n THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTI ON Bur nham prophesi es a Gernman victory,

post ponenent of the Russo-German war until after Britain is defeated,
and, subsequently, the defeat of Russia. The book, or nuch of it, was
witten in the second half of 1940--i.e. at a tine when the Germans had
overrun western Europe and were bonbing Britain, and the Russians were
coll aborating with themfairly closely, and in what appeared, at any
rate, to be a spirit of appeasenent

In the suppl ementary note added to the English edition of the book,

Bur nham appears to assune that the USSR is already beaten and the
splitting-up process is about to begin. This was published in the spring
of 1942 and presumably written at the end of 1941; i.e. when the Germans
were in the suburbs of Mscow.

The prediction that Russia would gang up with Japan agai nst the USA was
witten early in 1944, soon after the conclusion of a new Russo-Japanese
treaty.

The prophecy of Russian world conquest was written in the winter of 1944,
when the Russians were advancing rapidly in eastern Europe while the
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Western Allies were still held up in Italy and northern France.

It will be seen that at each point Burnhamis predicting A CONTI NUATI ON
OF THE THI NG THAT | S HAPPENI NG. Now the tendency to do this is not sinply
a bad habit, |ike inaccuracy or exaggeration, which one can correct by
taking thought. It is a major nental disease, and its roots lie partly in
cowardi ce and partly in the worship of power, which is not fully
separabl e from cowardi ce.

Suppose in 1940 you had taken a Gl lup poll, in England, on the question
"WIl Germany win the war?" You woul d have found, curiously enough, that
the group answering "Yes" contained a far higher percentage of
intelligent people--people with 1Q of over 120, shall we say--than the
group answering "No". The sane woul d have held good in the m ddl e of
1942. In this case the figures would not have been so striking, but if
you had nmade the question "WII| the Germans capture Al exandria?" or "WII
t he Japanese be able to hold on to the territories they have captured ?",
then once again there woul d have been a very nmarked tendency for
intelligence to concentrate in the "Yes" group. In every case the

| ess-gifted person would have been likelier to give a right answer.

If one went sinply by these instances, one mght assune that high
intelligence and bad nmilitary judgenent always go together. However, it
is not so sinple as that. The English intelligentsia, on the whole, were
nore defeatist than the mass of the people--and some of them went on being
defeatist at a tinme when the war was quite plainly won--partly because
they were better able to visualise the dreary years of warfare that |ay
ahead. Their noral e was worse because their inmaginations were stronger.
The qui ckest way of ending a war is to lose it, and if one finds the
prospect of a long war intolerable, it is natural to disbelieve in the
possibility of victory. But there was nore to it than that. There was

al so the disaffection of |arge nunbers of intellectuals, which made it
difficult for themnot to side with any country hostile to Britain. And
deepest of all, there was admiration--though only in a very few cases
consci ous adm ration--for the power, energy, and cruelty of the Nazi
régime. It would be a useful though tedious |abour to go through the
left-wing press and enunerate all the hostile references to Nazi sm during
the years 1935-45. One would find, |I have little doubt, that they reached
their high-water mark in 1937-8 and 1944-5, and dropped off noticeably in
the years 1939-42--that is, during the period when Germany seened to be
Wi nning. One would find, also, the sane people advocating a conprom se
peace in 1940 and approving the di smenbernment of Gernmany in 1945. And if
one studied the reactions of the English intelligentsia towards the USSR
there, too, one would find genuinely progressive inpulses mxed up with
admiration for power and cruelty. It would be grossly unfair to suggest
that power worship is the only nmotive for russophile feeling, but it is
one notive, and anong intellectuals it is probably the strongest one.

Power worship blurs political judgenent because it |eads, al npst

unavoi dably, to the belief that present trends will continue. \Woever is
Wi nning at the noment will always seemto be invincible. If the Japanese
have conquered south Asia, then they will keep south Asia for ever, if
the Germans have captured Tobruk, they will infallibly capture Cairo; if
the Russians are in Berlin, it will not be |long before they are in
London: and so on. This habit of mind | eads also to the belief that
things will happen nore quickly, conpletely, and catastrophically than
they ever do in practice. The rise and fall of enpires, the disappearance
of cultures and religions, are expected to happen with earthquake
suddenness, and processes which have barely started are tal ked about as

t hough they were already at an end. Burnhamis witings are full of

apocal yptic visions. Nations, governnents, classes and social systens are
constantly described as expanding, contracting, decaying, dissolving,
toppling, crashing, crumbling, crystallising, and, in general, behaving
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in an unstable and nel odramatic way. The slowness of historical change,
the fact that any epoch always contains a great deal of the |ast epoch,
is never sufficiently allowed for. Such a nmanner of thinking is bound to
| ead to nistaken prophecies, because, even when it gauges the direction
of events rightly, it will mscalculate their tenpo. Wthin the space of
five years Burnham foretold the domi nation of Russia by Germany and of
Germany by Russia. |n each case he was obeying the same instinct: the
instinct to bow down before the conqueror of the monent, to accept the
existing trend as irreversible. Wth this in mnd one can criticise his
theory in a broader way.

The ni stakes | have pointed out do not disprove Burnham s theory, but
they do cast light on his probable reasons for holding it. In this
connection one cannot |eave out of account the fact that Burnhamis an
American. Every political theory has a certain regional tinge about it,
and every nation, every culture, has its own characteristic prejudices
and patches of ignorance. There are certain problens that nust al nost
inevitably be seen in a different perspective according to the
geographi cal situation fromwhich one is | ooking at them Now, the
attitude that Burnham adopts, of classifying Comruni sm and Fasci sm as
much the same thing, and at the sane tine accepting both of them-or, at
any rate, not assuming that either nmust be violently struggled against--is
essentially an American attitude, and woul d be al npst inpossible for an
Engl i shman or any other western European. English witers who consider
Conmuni sm and Fascismto be THE SAME THI NG i nvariably hold that both are
nonstrous evils which nmust be fought to the death: on the other hand, any
Engl i shman who bel i eves Conmuni sm and Fascismto be opposites will fee
that he ought to side with one or the other. [Note 1 at end of paragraph]
The reason for this difference of outlook is sinple enough and, as usual,
is bound up with wish-thinking. If totalitarianismtriunphs and the dreans
of the geopoliticians come true, Britain will disappear as a world power
and the whole of western Europe will be swallowed by some single great
state. This is not a prospect that it is easy for an Englishman to
contenplate with detachnent. Either he does not want Britain to

di sappear--in which case he will tend to construct theories proving the
thing that he wants-or, like a minority of intellectuals, he will decide
that his country is finished and transfer his allegiance to some foreign
power. An American does not have to nmake the sane choi ce. \Watever
happens, the United States will survive as a great power, and fromthe
Anmerican point of view it does not make nuch difference whether Europe is
donmi nated by Russia or by Germany. Mbst Anericans who think of the matter
at all would prefer to see the world divided between two or three nonster
states which had reached their natural boundaries and could bargain with
one anot her on econom c issues without being troubled by ideol ogica

di fferences. Such a world-picture fits in with the American tendency to
admire size for its own sake and to feel that success constitutes
justification, and it fits in with the all-prevailing anti-British
sentinment. In practice, Britain and the United States have tw ce been
forced into alliance against Gernmany, and will probably, before long, be
forced into alliance against Russia: but, subjectively, a majority of
Americans woul d prefer either Russia or Germany to Britain, and, as

bet ween Russia and Germany, woul d prefer whichever seened stronger at the
nonent. [Note 2 at end of paragraph] It is, therefore, not surprising that
Bur nham s worl d-vi ew shoul d often be noticeably close to that of the
American inperialists on the one side, or to that of the isolationists on
the other. It is a "tough" or "realistic" worldview which fits in with the
American form of w sh-thinking. The al nost open adniration for Naz

met hods whi ch Burnham shows in the earlier of his two books, and which
woul d seem shocking to al nost any English reader, depends ultimately on
the fact that the Atlantic is wi der than the Channel

[Note 1: The only exception | amable to think of is Bernard Shaw, who,
for sone years at any rate, declared Communi sm and Fascismto be nmuch the
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same thing, and was in favour of both of them But Shaw, after all, is not
an Englishman, and probably does not feel his fate to be bound up with
that of Britain. (Author's footnote.)]

[Note 2 As late as the autumm of 1945, a Gallup poll taken anpbng the
American troops in Germany showed that 51 percent "thought Htler did nmuch
good before 1939". This was after five years of anti-Hitler propaganda.
The verdict, as quoted, is not very strongly favourable to Germany, but

it is hard to believe that a verdict equally favourable to Britain would
be given by anywhere near 51 per cent of the Anerican army. (Author's
footnote.)]

As | have said earlier, Burnham has probably been nore right than w ong
about the present and the i mediate past. For quite fifty years past the
general drift has al nbst certainly been towards oligarchy. The
ever-increasing concentration of industrial and financial power; the

di m ni shing inportance of the individual capitalist or sharehol der, and
the growth of the new "managerial" class of scientists, technicians, and
bureaucrats; the weakness of the proletariat against the centralised
state; the increasing hel pl essness of small countries agai nst big ones;
the decay of representative institutions and the appearance of one-party
régi mes based on police terrorism faked plebiscites, etc: all these
things seemto point in the sane direction. Burnham sees the trend and
assunes that it is irresistible, rather as a rabbit fascinated by a boa
constrictor m ght assune that a boa constrictor is the strongest thing in
the worl d. When one looks a little deeper, one sees that all his ideas
rest upon two axions which are taken for granted in the earlier book and
made partly explicit in the second one. They are:

1. Politics is essentially the same in all ages.
2. Political behaviour is different from other kinds of behaviour.

To take the second point first. In THE MACH AVELLI ANS, Burnham i nsists
that politics is sinply the struggle for power. Every great socia
noverment, every war, every revolution, every political programe, however
edi fying and Utopian, really has behind it the ambitions of sone
sectional group which is out to grab power for itself. Power can never be
restrained by any ethical or religious code, but only by other power. The
near est possi bl e approach to altruistic behaviour is the perception by a
ruling group that it will probably stay in power longer if it behaves
decently. But curiously enough, these generalisations only apply to
political behaviour, not to any other kind of behaviour. In everyday life,
as Burnham sees and adnmits, one cannot explain every human action by
appl yi ng the principle of CU BONO? Obvi ously, human bei ngs have i nmpul ses
which are not selfish. Man, therefore, is an animal that can act norally
when he acts as an individual, but becones imoral when he acts
collectively. But even this generalisation only holds good for the higher
groups. The nasses, it seens, have vague aspirations towards liberty and
human br ot herhood, which are easily played upon by power-hungry

i ndividuals or mnorities. So that history consists of a series of

swi ndles, in which the masses are first lured into revolt by the prom se
of Utopia, and then, when they have done their job, enslaved over again
by new masters.

Political activity, therefore, is a special kind of behaviour,
characterised by i1ts conpl ete unscrupul ousness, and occurring only anong
smal | groups of the popul ation, especially anong di ssatisfied groups
whose talents do not get free play under the existing formof society.

The great mass of the people--and this is where (2) ties up with (1)--wll
al ways be unpolitical. In effect, therefore, humanity is divided into two
cl asses: the self-seeking, hypocritical mnority, and the brainless nob
whose destiny is always to be led or driven, as one gets a pig back to
the sty by kicking it on the bottomor by rattling a stick inside a
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swil | -bucket, according to the needs of the nonment. And this beautiful
pattern is to continue for ever. Individuals may pass from one category
to another, whol e classes may destroy other classes and rise to the
dom nant position, but the division of humanity into rulers and ruled is
unalterable. In their capabilities, as in their desires and needs, nen
are not equal. There is an "iron |aw of oligarchy", which would operate
even if denocracy were not inpossible for nmechanical reasons.

It is curious that in all his talk about the struggle for power, Burnham
never stops to ask why people want power. He seens to assume that power
hunger, al though only dom nant in conparatively few people, is a natura
instinct that does not have to be explained, |like the desire for food. He
al so assunmes that the division of society into classes serves the sane
purpose in all ages. This is practically to ignore the history of
hundreds of years. When Burnham s naster, Machiavelli, was witing, class
di vi si ons were not only unavoi dabl e, but desirable. So | ong as nethods of
production were primtive, the great mass of the people were necessarily
tied down to dreary, exhausting manual |abour: and a few people had to be
set free fromsuch | abour, otherw se civilisation could not maintain
itself, let alone nake any progress. But since the arrival of the machine
the whole pattern has altered. The justification for class distinctions,
if there is a justification, is no |longer the same, because there is no
mechani cal reason why the average human being should continue to be a
drudge. True, drudgery persists; class distinctions are probably
re-establishing thenmselves in a new form and individual liberty is on

t he down-grade: but as these devel opments are now technically avoi dabl e,

t hey must have sone psychol ogi cal cause whi ch Burnham makes no attenpt to
di scover. The question that he ought to ask, and never does ask, is: Wy
does the lust for naked power beconme a major human notive exactly NOW
when the domi nion of man over man is ceasing to be necessary? As for the
claimthat "human nature", or "inexorable |aws" of this and that, make
Socialisminpossible, it is sinply a projection of the past into the
future. In effect, Burnham argues that because a society of free and
equal human bei ngs has never existed, it never can exist. By the sane
argunent one could have denmonstrated the inpossibility of aeroplanes in
1900, or of notor cars in 1850.

The notion that the machi ne has altered human rel ationships, and that in
consequence Machiavelli is out of date, is a very obvious one. |f Burnham
fails to deal with it, it can, | think, only be because his own power
instinct leads himto brush aside any suggestion that the Machiavellian
worl d of force, fraud, and tyranny may sonehow come to an end. It is

i mportant to bear in nmnd what | said above: that Burnham s theory is
only a variant--an Anerican variant, and interesting because of its

conpr ehensi veness--of the power worship now so preval ent anong
intellectuals. A nore normal variant, at any rate in England, is
Conmuni sm | f one exam nes the people who, having sonme i dea of what the
Russian régime is like, are strongly russophile, one finds that, on the
whol e, they belong to the "managerial" class of which Burnham wites.

That is, they are not nanagers in the narrow sense, but scientists,
techni ci ans, teachers, journalists, broadcasters, bureaucrats,

prof essional politicians: in general, mddling people who feel thenselves
cranped by a systemthat is still partly aristocratic, and are hungry for
nore power and nore prestige. These people | ook towards the USSR and see
init, or think they see, a systemwhich elimnates the upper class,
keeps the working class in its place, and hands unlinited power to people
very simlar to thenselves. It was only AFTER the Sovi et régi ne becane
unm stakably totalitarian that English intellectuals, in |arge nunbers,
began to show an interest in it. Burnham although the English russophile
intelligentsia would repudiate him is really voicing their secret w sh:
the wish to destroy the old, equalitarian version of Socialismand usher
in a hierarchical society where the intellectual can at |last get his
hands on the whip. Burnham at |east has the honesty to say that Socialism
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isn't conmng; the others nerely say that Socialismis conming, and then
give the word "Socialisni a new nmeani ng whi ch nakes nonsense of the old
one. But his theory, for all its appearance of objectivity, is the
rati onalisation of a wish. There is no strong reason for thinking that it
tells us anything about the future, except perhaps the inmediate future
It nerely tells us what kind of world the "managerial" class thensel ves,
or at |east the nmore conscious and amnbitious nenbers of the class, would
like to live in.

Fortunately the "managers" are not so invincible as Burnham believes. It
is curious how persistently, in THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTI ON, he ignores the
advantages, mlitary as well as social, enjoyed by a denocratic country.
At every point the evidence is squeezed in order to show the strength
vitality, and durability of Hitler's crazy régine. Germany i s expanding
rapidly, and "rapid territorial expansion has al ways been a sign, not of

decadence . . . but of renewal". Gernmany nakes war successfully, and "the
ability to make war well is never a sign of decadence but of its
opposite". Germany also "inspires in mllions of persons a fanatica

loyalty. This, too, never acconpani es decadence". Even the cruelty and

di shonesty of the Nazi réginme are cited in its favour, since "the young
new, rising social order is, as against the old, nore likely to resort on
a large scale to lies, terror, persecution". Yet, within only five years
this young, new, rising social order had smashed itself to pieces and
becorme, in Burnham s usage of the word, decadent. And this had happened
quite largely because of the "managerial" (i.e. undenocratic) structure
whi ch Burnham admires. The i medi ate cause of the Gernan defeat was the
unheard-of folly of attacking the USSR while Britain was still undefeated
and Anerica was manifestly getting ready to fight. Mstakes of this
magni t ude can only be nmade, or at any rate they are nost likely to be
made, in countries where public opinion has no power. So |long as the
conmon man can get a hearing, such elenentary rules as not fighting al
your enem es simultaneously are less likely to be viol ated.

But, in any case, one should have been able to see fromthe start that
such a novenment as Nazism coul d not produce any good or stable result.
Actually, so long as they were wi nning, Burnham seenms to have seen
nothing wong with the nethods of the Nazis. Such methods, he says, only
appear wi cked because they are new

There is no historical |law that polite manners and "Justice" shal
conquer. In history there is always the question of WHOSE manners and
VWHOSE justice. A rising social class and a new order of society have got
to break through the old noral codes just as they nmust break through the
old economic and political institutions. Naturally, fromthe point of
view of the old, they are nonsters. If they win, they take care in due
time of manners and norals.

This inplies that literally anything can becone right or wong if the
domi nant class of the noment so wills it. It ignores the fact that
certain rules of conduct have to be observed if human society is to hold
together at all. Burnham therefore, was unable to see that the crines
and follies of the Nazi régime MIST | ead by one route or another to

di saster. So also with his newfound adnmiration for Stalinism It is too
early to say in just what way the Russian régine will destroy itself. If

| had to make a prophecy, | should say that a continuation of the Russian
policies of the last fifteen years--and internal and external policy, of
course, are nerely two facets of the same thing--can only lead to a war

conducted with atomic bombs, which will make Hitler's invasion | ook |ike
a tea-party. But at any rate, the Russian régine will either denpcratise
itself, or it will perish. The huge, invincible, everlasting slave enpire
of whi ch Burnham appears to dreamw || not be established, or, if
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established, will not endure, because slavery is no |longer a stable basis
for human society.

One cannot al ways make positive prophecies, but there are times when one
ought to be able to nake negative ones. No one could have been expected
to foresee the exact results of the Treaty of Versailles, but millions of
t hi nki ng people could and did foresee that those results would be bad

Pl enty of people, though not so many in this case, can foresee that the
results of the settl enent now being forced on Europe will also be bad.
And to refrain fromadmring Hitler or Stalin--that, too, should not
require an enormous intellectual effort.

But it is partly a noral effort. That a man of Burnhams gifts should
have been able for a while to think of Nazism as sonething rather
adnmirabl e, somet hing that could and probably would build up a workable
and durabl e social order, shows what damage is done to the sense of
reality by the cultivation of what is now called "realisnt

[Note: Wth title "Second Thoughts on James Burnhani', 1946; with title

“James Burnham', 1947; printed as a panphlet with title "Janmes Burnham
and the Managerial Revolution", Sumrer 1946]
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