ﬁéyek

The Road to Serfdom

I\ o
: é{ > London and New York
¢ ™ o

459



First published 1944
by George Routledge & Sons

First published in Routledge Classics 2001

by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, OX14 4RN
270 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016

Reprinted 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 1944 F. A. Hayek

Typeset in Joanna by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk
Printed and bound in Great Britain by
T) International Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted
or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in
any information storage or retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 10: 0—415—25543—0 (hbk)
ISBN 10: 0-415-25389-6 {pbk)

ISBN 13: 978-0-415-25543—1 (hbk)
ISBN 13: 978-0-415-25389—5 (pbk)



CONTENTS

PREFACE

OO YV W~

_._._._._._.
N REW N = 0w

Introduction

The Abandoned Road

The Great Utopia

Individualism and Collectivism

The “Inevitability” of Planning
Planning and Democracy

Planning and the Rule of Law
Economic Control and Totalitarianism
Who, Whom?

Security and Freedom

Why the Worst Get on Top

The End of Truth

The Socialist Roots of Nazism

The Totalitarians in our Midst
Material Conditions and Ideal Ends
The Prospects of International Order

vii

10
24
33
45
59
75
91
105
123
138
157
171
186
207
225



2

THE GREAT UTOPIA

What has always made the state a hell on earth has been
precisely that man has tried to make it his heaven.
F. Hoelderlin.

That socialism has displaced liberalism as the doctrine held by
the great majority of progressives does not simply mean that
people had forgotten the warnings of the great liberal thinkers of
the past about the consequences of collectivism. It has happened
because they were persuaded of the very opposite of what these
men had predicted. The extraordinary thing is that the same
socialism that was not only early recognised as the gravest threat
to freedom, but quite openly began as a reaction against the
liberalism of the French Revolution, gained general acceptance
under the flag of liberty. It is rarely remembered now that social-
ism in its beginnings was frankly authoritarian. The French
writers who laid the foundations of modern socialism had no
doubt that their ideas could be put into practice only by a strong
dictatorial government. To them socialism meant an attempt to
“terminate the revolution” by a deliberate reorganisation of
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society on hierarchical lines, and the imposition of a coercive
“spiritual power”. Where freedom was concerned, the founders
of socialism made no bones about their intentions. Freedom of
thought they regarded as the root-evil of nineteenth-century
society, and the first of modern planners, Saint-Simon, even pre-
dicted that those who did not obey his proposed planning
boards would be “treated as cattle”.

Only under the influence of the strong democratic currents
preceding the revolution of 1848 did socialism begin to ally
itself with the forces of freedom. But it took the new “demo-
cratic socialism” a long time to live down the suspicions aroused
by its antecedents. Nobody saw more clearly than de Tocqueville
that democracy as an essentially individualist institution stood in
an irreconcilable conflict with socialism:

Democracy extends the sphere of individual freedom [he said
in 1848], socialism restricts it. Democracy attaches all possible
value to each man; socialism makes each man a mere agent, a
mere number. Democracy and socialism have nothing in
common but one word: equality. But notice the difference:
while democracy seeks equality in liberty, socialism seeks
equality in restraint and servitude.’

To allay these suspicions and to harness to its cart the strongest
of all political motives, the craving for freedom, socialism began
increasingly to make use of the promise of a “new freedom”.
The coming of socialism was to be the leap from the realm of
necessity to the realm of freedom. It was to bring “economic
freedom”, without which the political freedom already gained
was “not worth having”. Only socialism was capable of effecting

' “Discours prononcé a I’assemblée constituante le 12 Septembre 1848 sur la
question du droit au travail.” Euvres complétes d’Alexis de Tocqueville vol. IX, 1866,
p- 546.
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the consummation of the agelong struggle for freedom in which
the attainment of political freedom was but a first step.

The subtle change in meaning to which the word freedom
was subjected in order that this argument should sound plaus-
ible is important. To the great apostles of political freedom the
word had meant freedom from coercion, freedom from the arbi-
trary power of other men, release from the ties which left the
individual no choice but obedience to the orders of a superior to
whom he was attached. The new freedom promised, however,
was to be freedom from necessity, release from the compulsion
of the circumstances which inevitably limit the range of choice
of all of us, although for some very much more than for others.
Before man could be truly free, the “despotism of physical
want” had to be broken, the “restraints of the economic system”
relaxed.

Freedom in this sense is, of course, merely another name for
power' or wealth. Yet, although the promises of this new free-
dom were often coupled with irresponsible promises of a great
increase in material wealth in a socialist society, it was not from
such an absolute conquest of the niggardliness of nature that
economic freedom was expected. What the promise really
amounted to was that the great existing disparities in the range
of choice of different people were to disappear. The demand for
the new freedom was thus only another name for the old

" The characteristic confusion of freedom with power, which we shall meet
again and again throughout this discussion, is too big a subject to be thor-
oughly examined here. As old as socialism itself, it is so closely allied with it
that almost seventy years ago a French scholar, discussing its Saint-Simonian
origins, was led to say that this theory of liberty “est i elle seule tout le social-
isme” (P Janet, Saint-Simon et le Saint-Simonisme, 1878, p. 26, note). The most
explicit defender of this confusion is, significantly, the leading philosopher of
American left-wingism, John Dewey, according to whom “liberty is the effect-
ive power to do specific things” so that “the demand for liberty is demand for
power” (“Liberty and Social Control”, The Social Frontier, November 1935, p. 41).
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demand for an equal distribution of wealth. But the new name
gave the socialists another word in common with the liberals
and they exploited it to the full. And although the word was used
in a different sense by the two groups, few people noticed this
and still fewer asked themselves whether the two kinds of
freedom promised really could be combined.

There can be no doubt that the promise of greater freedom
has become one of the most effective weapons of socialist
propaganda and that the belief that socialism would bring free-
dom is genuine and sincere. But this would only heighten the
tragedy if it should prove that what was promised to us as the
Road to Freedom was in fact the High Road to Servitude.
Unquestionably the promise of more freedom was responsible
for luring more and more liberals along the socialist road, for
blinding them to the conflict which exists between the basic
principles of socialism and liberalism, and for often enabling
socialists to usurp the very name of the old party of freedom.
Socialism was embraced by the greater part of the intelligentsia
as the apparent heir of the liberal tradition: therefore it is not
surprising that to them the idea should appear inconceivable of
socialism leading to the opposite of liberty.

% % % * *

In recent years, however, the old apprehensions of the
unforeseen consequences of socialism have once more been
strongly voiced from the most unexpected quarters. Observer
after observer, in spite of the contrary expectation with which he
approached his subject, has been impressed with the extraordin-
ary similarity in many respects of the conditions under “fas-
cism” and “communism”. While “progressives” in this country
and elsewhere were still deluding themselves that communism
and fascism represented opposite poles, more and more people
began to ask themselves whether these new tyrannies were not
the outcome of the same tendencies. Even communists must
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have been somewhat shaken by such testimonies as that of Mr.
Max Eastman, Lenin’s old friend, who found himself compelled
to admit that “instead of being better, Stalinism is worse than
fascism, more ruthless, barbarous, unjust, immoral, anti-
democratic, unredeemed by any hope or scruple”, and that it is
“better described as superfascist”; and when we find the same
author recognising that “Stalinism is socialism, in the sense of
being an inevitable although unforeseen political accompani-
ment of the nationalisation and collectivisation which he had
relied upon as part of his plan for erecting a classless society”,'
his conclusion clearly achieves wider significance.

Mr. Eastman’s case is perhaps the most remarkable, yet he is by
no means the first or the only sympathetic observer of the Rus-
sian experiment to form similar conclusions. Several years earlier
Mr. W. H. Chamberlin, who in twelve years in Russia as an Amer-
ican correspondent had seen all his ideals shattered, summed up
the conclusions of his studies there and in Germany and Italy in
the statement that “Socialism is certain to prove, in the begin-
ning at least, the road NOT to freedom, but to dictatorship and
counter-dictatorships, to civil war of the fiercest kind. Socialism
achieved and maintained by democratic means seems definitely
to belong to the world of utopias.”” Similarly a British writer, Mr.
F. A. Voigt, after many years of close observation of develop-
ments in Europe as a foreign correspondent, concludes that
“Marxism has led to Fascism and National-Socialism, because, in
all essentials, it is Fascism and National Socialism”.* And Dr.
Walter Lippmann has arrived at the conviction that

the generation to which we belong is now learning from experi-
ence what happens when men retreat from freedom to a

' Max Eastman, Stalin’s Russia and the Crisis of Socialism, 1940, p. 82.
* W. H. Chamberlin, A False Utopia, 1937, pp. 202-3.
’E A. Voigt, Unto Casar, 1939, p. 95.
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coercive organisation of their affairs. Though they promise
themselves a more abundant life, they must in practice renounce
it; as the organised direction increases, the variety of ends
must give way to uniformity. That is the nemesis of the planned
society and the authoritarian principle in human affairs.’

Many more similar statements from people in a position to
judge might be selected from publications of recent years, par-
ticularly from those by men who as citizens of the now totalitar-
ian countries have lived through the transformation and have
been forced by their experience to revise many cherished beliefs.
We shall quote as one more example a German writer who
expresses the same conclusion perhaps more justly than those
already quoted.

The complete collapse of the belief in the attainability of
freedom and equality through Marxism [writes Mr. Peter
Drucker?] has forced Russia to travel the same road towards a
totalitarian, purely negative, non-economic society of
unfreedom and inequality which Germany has been following.
Not that communism and fascism are essentially the same.
Fascism is the stage reached after communism has proved an
illusion, and it has proved as much an iliusion in Stalinist
Russia as in pre-Hitler Germany.

No less significant is the intellectual history of many of the
Nazi and Fascist leaders. Everybody who has watched the growth
of these movements in Italy’ or Germany has been struck by the

! Atlantic Monthly, Novemnber 1936, p. 552.

? The End of Economic Man, 1939, p. 230.

* An illuminating account of the intellectual history of many of the Fascist
leaders will be found in R. Michels (himself an ex-Marxist Fascist), Sozialismus
und Faszismus, Munich 1925, vol. II, pp. 264—6, and 311-12.
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number of leading men, from Mussolini downwards (and not
excluding Laval and Quisling), who began as socialists and
ended as Fascists or Nazis. And what is true of the leaders is even
more true of the rank and file of the movement. The relative ease
with which a young communist could be converted into a Nazi
or vice versa was generally known in Germany, best of all to the
propagandists of the two parties. Many a University teacher in
this country during the 1930s has seen English and American
students return from the Continent, uncertain whether they
were communists or Nazis and certain only that they hated
Western liberal civilisation.

It is true, of course, that in Germany before 1933 and in Italy
before 1922 communists and Nazis or Fascists clashed more
frequently with each other than with other parties. They com-
peted for the support of the same type of mind and reserved for
each other the hatred of the heretic. But their practice showed
how closely they are related. To both, the real enemy, the man
with whom they had nothing in common and whom they could
not hope to convince, is the liberal of the old type. While to the
Nazi the communist, and to the communist the Nazi, and to
both the socialist, are potential recruits who are made of the
right timber, although they have listened to false prophets, they
both know that there can be no compromise between them and
those who really believe in individual freedom.

Lest this be doubted by people misled by official propaganda
from either side, let me quote one more statement from an
authority that ought not to be suspect. In an article under the
significant title of “The Rediscovery of Liberalism”, Professor
Eduard Heimann, one of the leaders of German religious
socialism, writes:

Hitlerism proclaims itself as both true democracy and true
socialism, and the terrible truth is that there is a grain of truth
for such claims—an infinitesimal grain, to be sure, but at any
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rate enough to serve as a basis for such fantastic distortions.
Hitlerism even goes so far as to claim the réle of protector of
Christianity, and the terrible truth is that even this gross mis-
interpretation is able to make some impression. But one fact
stands out with perfect clarity in all the fog: Hitler has never
claimed to represent true liberalism. Liberalism then has the
distinction of being the doctrine most hated by Hitler.’

It should be added that this hatred had little occasion to show
itself in practice merely because, by the time Hitler came to
power, liberalism was to all intents and purposes dead in
Germany. And it was socialism that had killed it.

* * * * *

While to many who have watched the transition from socialism
to fascism at close quarters the connection between the two
systems has become increasingly obvious, in this country the
majority of people still believe that socialism and freedom can be
combined. There can be no doubt that most socialists here still
believe profoundly in the liberal ideal of freedom, and that they
would recoil if they became convinced that the realisation of
their programme would mean the destruction of freedom. So
little is the problem yet seen, so easily do the most irreconcilable
ideals still live together, that we can still hear such contradictions
in terms as “individualist socialism” seriously discussed. If this is
the state of mind which makes us drift into a new world, noth-
ing can be more urgent than that we should seriously examine
the real significance of the evolution that has taken place

' Social Research (New York), vol. V111, no. 4, November 1941.—It deserves to be
recalled in this connection that, whatever may have been his reasons, Hitler
thought it expedient to declare in one of his public speeches as late as February
1941 that “basically National Socialism and Marxism are the same” (Cf. The
Bulletin of International News published by the Royal Institute of International
Affairs, vol. XVIII, no. 5, p. 269.)
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elsewhere. Although our conclusions will only confirm the
apprehensions which others have already expressed, the reasons
why this development cannot be regarded as accidental will not
appear without a rather full examination of the main aspects of
this transformation of social life. That democratic socialism, the
great utopia of the last few generations, is not only unachievable,
but that to strive for it produces something so utterly different
that few of those who now wish it would be prepared to accept
the consequences, many will not believe till the connection has
been laid bare in all its aspects.
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PLANNING AND DEMOCRACY

The statesman who should attempt to direct private people in
what manner they ought to employ their capitals, would not
only load himself with a most unnecessary attention, but
assume an authority which could safely be trusted to no
council and senate whatever, and which would nowhere be
so dangerous as in the hands of a man who had folly and
presumption enough to fancy himself fit to exercise it.

Adam Smith.

The common features of all collectivist systems may be
described, in a phrase ever dear to socialists of all schools,
as the deliberate organisation of the labours of society for a
definite social goal. That our present society lacks such “con-
scious” direction towards a single aim, that its activities are
guided by the whims and fancies of irresponsible individuals,
has always been one of the main complaints of its socialist
critics.

In many ways this puts the basic issue very clearly. And it
directs us at once to the point where the conflict arises between
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individual freedom and collectivism. The various kinds of
collectivism, communism, fascism, etc., differ between them-
selves in the nature of the goal towards which they want to
direct the efforts of society. But they all differ from liberalism
and individualism in wanting to organise the whole of society
and all its resources for this unitary end, and in refusing to
recognise autonomous spheres in which the ends of the indi-
viduals are supreme. In short, they are totalitarian in the true
sense of this new word which we have adopted to describe the
unexpected but nevertheless inseparable manifestations of what
in theory we call collectivism.

The “social goal”, or “common purpose”, for which society
is to be organised, is usually vaguely described as the “common
good”, or the “general welfare”, or the “general interest”. It
does not need much reflection to see that these terms have no
sufficiently definite meaning to determine a particular course of
action. The welfare and the happiness of millions cannot be
measured on a single scale of less and more. The welfare of a
people, like the happiness of a man, depends on a great many
things that can be provided in an infinite variety of combina-
tions. It cannot be adequately expressed as a single end, but
only as a hierarchy of ends, a comprehensive scale of values in
which every need of every person is given its place. To direct all
our activities according to a single plan presupposes that every
one of our needs is given its rank in an order of values which
must be complete enough to make it possible to decide between
all the different courses between which the planner has to
choose. It presupposes, in short, the existence of a complete
ethical code in which all the different human values are allotted
their due place.

The conception of a complete ethical code is unfamiliar and it
requires some effort of imagination to see what it involves. We
are not in the habit of thinking of moral codes as more or less
complete. The fact that we are constantly choosing between
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different values without a social code prescribing how we ought
to choose, does not surprise us, and does not suggest to us that
our moral code is incomplete. In our society there is neither
occasion nor reason why people should develop common views
about what should be done in such situations. But where all the
means to be used are the property of society, and are to be used
in the name of society according to a unitary plan, a “social”
view about what ought to be done must guide all decisions. In
such a world we should soon find that our moral code is full of
gaps.

We are not concerned here with the question whether it
would be desirable to have such a complete ethical code. It may
merely be pointed out that up to the present the growth of
civilisation has been accompanied by a steady diminution of the
sphere in which individual actions are bound by fixed rules. The
rules of which our common moral code consists have progres-
sively become fewer and more general in character. From the
primitive man who was bound by an elaborate ritual in almost
every one of his daily activities, who was limited by innumerable
taboos, and who could scarcely conceive of doing things in a
way different from his fellows, morals have more and more
tended to become merely limits circumscribing the sphere
within which the individual could behave as he liked. The adop-
tion of a common ethical code comprehensive enough to
determine a unitary economic plan would mean a complete
reversal of this tendency.

The essential point for us is that no such complete ethical
code exists. The attempt to direct all economic activity according
to a single plan would raise innumerable questions to which the
answer could be provided only by a moral rule, but to which
existing morals have no answer and where there exists no agreed
view on what ought to be done. People will have either no
definite views or Conﬂicting views on such questions, because in
the free society in which we have lived there has been no
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occasion to think about them and still less to form common
opinions about them.

* * * * *

Not only do we not possess such an all-inclusive scale of values:
it would be impossible for any mind to comprehend the infin-
ite variety of different needs of different people which compete
for the available resources and to attach a definite weight to
each. For our problem it is of minor importance whether the
ends for which any person cares comprehend only his own
individual needs, or whether they include the needs of his
closer or even those of his more distant fellows—that is,
whether he is egoistic or altruistic in the ordinary senses of
these words. The point which is so important is the basic fact
that it is impossible for any man to survey more than a limited
field, to be aware of the urgency of more than a limited number
of needs. Whether his interests centre round his own physical
needs, or whether he takes a warm interest in the welfare of
every human being he knows, the ends about which he can be
concerned will always be only an infinitesimal fraction of the
needs of all men.

This is the fundamental fact on which the whole philosophy
of individualism is based. It does not assume, as is often asserted,
that man is egoistic or selfish, or ought to be. It merely starts
from the indisputable fact that the limits of our powers of
imagination make it impossible to include in our scale of values
more than a sector of the needs of the whole society, and that,
since, strictly speaking, scales of value can exist only in indi-
vidual minds, nothing but partial scales of values exist, scales
which are inevitably different and often inconsistent with each
other. From this the individualist concludes that the individuals
should be allowed, within defined limits, to follow their own
values and preferences rather than somebody else’s, that within
these spheres the individual’s system of ends should be supreme
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and not subject to any dictation by others. It is this recognition
of the individual as the ultimate judge of his ends, the belief that
as far as possible his own views ought to govern his actions, that
forms the essence of the individualist position.

This view does not, of course, exclude the recognition of
social ends, or rather of a coincidence of individual ends which
makes it advisable for men to combine for their pursuit. But it
limits such common action to the instances where individual
views coincide; what are called “social ends” are for it merely
identical ends of many individuals—or ends to the achievement
of which individuals are willing to contribute in return for the
assistance they receive in the satisfaction of their own desires.
Common action is thus limited to the fields where people agree
on common ends. Very frequently these common ends will not
be ultimate ends to the individuals, but means which different
persons can use for different purposes. In fact, people are most
likely to agree on common action where the common end is not
an ultimate end to them, but a means capable of serving a great
variety of purposes.

When individuals combine in a joint effort to realise ends
they have in common, the organisations, like the state, that they
form for this purpose, are given their own system of ends and
their own means. But any organisation thus formed remains one
“person” among others, in the case of the state much more
powerful than any of the others, it is true, yet still with its
separate and limited sphere in which alone its ends are supreme.
The limits of this sphere are determined by the extent to which
the individuals agree on particular ends; and the probability that
they will agree on a particular course of action necessarily
decreases as the scope of such action extends. There are certain
functions of the state on the exercise of which there will be
practical unanimity among its citizens; there will be others on
which there will be agreement of a substantial majority; and
so on, till we come to fields where, although each individual
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might wish the state to act in some way, there will be almost as
many views about what the government should do as there are
different people.

We can rely on voluntary agreement to guide the action of the
state only so long as it is confined to spheres where agreement
exists. But not only when the state undertakes direct control in
fields where there is no such agreement is it bound to suppress
individual freedom. We can unfortunately not indefinitely
extend the sphere of common action and still leave the indi-
vidual free in his own sphere. Once the communal sector, in
which the state controls all the means, exceeds a certain propor-
tion of the whole, the effects of its actions dominate the whole
system. Although the state controls directly the use of only a
large part of the available resources, the effects of its decisions on
the remaining part of the economic system become so great that
indirectly it controls almost everything. Where, as was, for
example, true in Germany as early as 1928, the central and local
authorities directly control the use of more than half the national
income (according to an official German estimate then, 53 per
cent.) they control indirectly almost the whole economic life of
the nation. There is, then, scarcely an individual end which is
not dependent for its achievement on the action of the state, and
the “social scale of values” which guides the state’s action must
embrace practically all individual ends.

* * * * *

It is not difficult to see what must be the consequences when
democracy embarks upon a course of planning which in its
execution requires more agreement than in fact exists. The
people may have agreed on adopting a system of directed econ-
omy because they have been convinced that it will produce great
prosperity. In the discussions leading to the decision, the goal of
planning will have been described by some such term as “com-
mon welfare” which only conceals the absence of real agreement
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on the ends of planning. Agreement will in fact exist only on the
mechanism to be used. But it is a mechanism which can be used
only for a common end; and the question of the precise goal
towards which all activity is to be directed will arise as soon as
the executive power has to translate the demand for a single plan
into a particular plan. Then it will appear that the agreement on
the desirability of planning is not supported by agreement on
the ends the plan is to serve. The effect of the people agreeing
that there must be central planning, without agreeing on the
ends, will be rather as if a group of people were to commit
themselves to take a journey together without agreeing where
they want to go: with the result that they may all have to make a
journey which most of them do not want at all. That planning
creates a situation in which it is necessary for us to agree on a
much larger number of topics than we have been used to, and
that in a planned system we cannot confine collective action to
the tasks on which we can agree, but are forced to produce
agreement on everything in order that any action can be taken at
all, is one of the features which contribute more than most to
determining the character of a planned system.

It may have been the unanimously expressed will of the
people that parliament should prepare a comprehensive eco-
nomic plan, yet neither the people nor its representatives need
therefore be able to agree on any particular plan. The inability of
democratic assemblies to carry out what seems to be a clear
mandate of the people will inevitably cause dissatisfaction with
democratic institutions. Parliaments come to be regarded as
ineffective “talking shops”, unable or incompetent to carry out
the tasks for which they have been chosen. The conviction grows
that if efficient planning is to be done, the direction must be
“taken out of politics” and placed in the hands of experts,
permanent officials or independent autonomous bodies.

The difficulty is well known to socialists. It will soon be half a
century since the Webbs began to complain of “the increased
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]

incapacity of the House of Commons to cope with its work”.
More recently, Professor Laski has elaborated the argument:

[t is common ground that the present parliamentary
machine is quite unsuited to pass rapidly a great body of com-
plicated legislation. The National Government, indeed, has in
substance admitted this by implementing its economy and tariff
measures not by detailed debate in the House of Commons
but by a wholesale system of delegated legislation. A Labour
Government would, | presume, build upon the amplitude of
this precedent. It would confine the House of Commons to the
two functions it can properly perform: the ventilation of griev-
ances and the discussion of general principles of its measures.
[ts Bills would take the form of general formula conferring
wide powers on the appropriate government departments; and
those powers would be exercised by Order in Council which
could, if desired, be attacked in the House by means of a vote
of no confidence. The necessity and value of delegated legisla-
tion has recently been strongly reaffirmed by the Donoughmore
Committee; and its extension is inevitable if the process of
socialisation is not to be wrecked by the normal methods of
obstruction which existing parliamentary procedure sanctions.

And to make it quite clear that a socialist government must not
allow itself to be too much fettered by democratic procedure,
Professor Laski at the end of the same article raised the question
“whether in a period of transition to Socialism, a Labour
Government can risk the overthrow of its measures as a result of
the next general election ”"—and left it significantly unanswered.?

* * * * *

'S. and B. Webb, Industrial Democracy, 1897, p. 800, footnote.
2 H. J. Laski, “Labour and the Constitution™, The New Statesman and Nation, No. 81
(New Series), Sept. 10th, 1932, p. 277. In a book (Democracy in Crisis, 1933,
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It is important clearly to see the causes of this admitted inef-
fectiveness of parliaments when it comes to a detailed adminis-
tration of the economic affairs of a nation. The fault is neither
with the individual representatives nor with parliamentary
institutions as such, but with the contradictions inherent in the
task with which they are charged. They are not asked to act
where they can agree, but to produce agreement on
everything—the whole direction of the resources of the nation.
For such a task the system of majority decision is, however, not
suited. Majorities will be found where it is a choice between
limited alternatives; but it is a superstition to believe that there
must be a majority view on everything. There is no reason why
there should be a majority in favour of any one of the different
possible courses of positive action if their number is legion.
Every member of the legislative assembly might prefer some
particular plan for the direction of economic activity to no plan,
yet no one plan may appear preferable to a majority to no plan
at all.

Nor can a coherent plan be achieved by breaking it up into
parts and voting on particular issues. A democratic assembly
voting and amending a comprehensive economic plan clause by
clause, as it deliberates on an ordinary bill, makes nonsense. An

particularly p. 87) in which Professor Laski later elaborated these ideas, his
determination that parliamentary democracy must not be allowed to form an
obstacle to the realisation of socialism is even more plainly expressed: not only
would a socialist government “take vast powers and legislate under them by
ordinance and decree” and “suspend the classic formule of normal oppo-
sition”, but the “continuance of parliamentary government would depend on
its [i.e. the Labour Government's] possession of guarantees from the Conserva-
tive Party that its work of transformation would not be disrupted by repeal in
the event of its defeat at the polls”!

As Professor Laski invokes the authority of the Donoughmore Committee it
may be worth recalling that Professor Laski was a member of that committee
and presumably one of the authors of its report.
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economic plan, to deserve the name, must have a unitary con-
ception. Even if parliament could, proceeding step by step, agree
on some scheme, it would certainly in the end satisfy nobody. A
complex whole where all the parts must be most carefully
adjusted to each other, cannot be achieved through a comprom-
ise between conflicting views. To draw up an economic plan in
this fashion is even less possible than, for example, successfully
to plan a military campaign by democratic procedure. As in
strategy it would become inevitable to delegate the task to the
experts.

Yet the difference is that, while the general who is put in
charge of a campaign is given a single end to which, for the
duration of the campaign, all the means under his control have
to be exclusively devoted, there can be no such single goal
given to the economic planner, and no similar limitation of the
means imposed upon him. The general has not got to balance
different independent aims against each other; there is for him
only one supreme goal. But the ends of an economic plan, or
of any part of it, cannot be defined apart from the particular
plan. It is the essence of the economic problem that the making
of an economic plan involves the choice between conflicting or
competing ends—different needs of different people. But
which ends do so conflict, which will have to be sacrificed if
we want to achieve certain others, in short, which are the
alternatives between which we must choose, can only be
known to those who know all the facts; and only they, the
experts, are in a position to decide which of the different ends
are to be given preference. It is inevitable that they should
impose their scale of preferences on the community for which
they plan.

This is not always clearly recognised and delegation is usually
justified by the technical character of the task. But this does not
mean that only the technical detail is delegated, or even that the
inability of parliaments to understand the technical detail is
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the root of the difficulty.' Alterations in the structure of civil law
are no less technical and no more difhcult to appreciate in all
their implications; yet nobody has yet seriously suggested that
legislation there should be delegated to a body of experts. The
fact is that in these fields legislation does not go beyond general
rules on which true majority agreement can be achieved, while
in the direction of economic activity the interests to be recon-
ciled are so divergent that no true agreement is likely to be
reached in a democratic assembly.

It should be recognised, however, that it is not the delegation
of law-making power as such, which is so objectionable. To
oppose delegation as such is to oppose a symptom instead of the

"It is instructive in this connection briefly to refer to the Government docu-
ment in which in recent years these problems have been discussed. As long as
thirteen years ago, that is before this country finally abandoned economic
liberalism, the process of delegating legislative powers had already been carried
to a point where it was felt necessary to appoint a committee to investigate
“what safeguards are desirable or necessary to secure the sovereignty of Law”.
In its report the “Donoughmore Committee” (Report of the [Lord Chancellor’s]
Committee on Ministers” Powers, Cmd. 4060, 1932) showed that even at that date
Parliament had resorted “to the practice of wholesale and indiscriminate dele-
gation” but regarded this (it was before we had really glanced into the totali-
tarian abyss!) as an inevitably and relatively innocuous development. And it is
probably true that delegation as such need not be a danger to freedom. The
interesting point is why delegation had become necessary on such a scale. First
place among the causes enumerated in the report is given to the fact that
“Parliament nowadays passes so many laws every year” and that “much of the
detail is so technical as to be unsuitable for Parliamentary discussion”. But if
this were all there would be no reason why the detail should not be worked out
before rather than after Parliament passes a law. What is probably in many cases a
much more important reason why, “if Parliament were not willing to delegate
law-making power, Parliament would be unable to pass the kind and quantity
of legislation which public opinion requires” is innocently revealed in the little
sentence that “many of the laws affect people’s lives so closely that elasticity is
essential”! What does this mean if not conferment of arbitrary power, power
limited by no fixed principles and which in the opinion of Parliament cannot
be limited by definite and unambiguous rules?
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cause and, as it may be a necessary result of other causes, to
weaken the case. So long as the power that is delegated is merely
the power to make general rules, there may be very good
reasons why such rules should be laid down by local rather than
by the central authority. The objectionable feature is that delega-
tion is so often resorted to because the matter in hand cannot be
regulated by general rules but only by the exercise of discretion
in the decision of particular cases. In these instances delegation
means that some authority is given power to make with the
force of law what to all intents and purposes are arbitrary
decisions (usually described as “judging the case on its
merits”).

The delegation of particular technical tasks to separate bodies,
while a regular feature, is yet only the first step in the process
whereby a democracy which embarks on planning progressively
relinquishes its powers. The expedient of delegation cannot
really remove the causes which make all the advocates of com-
prehensive planning so impatient with the impotence of dem-
ocracy. The delegation of particular powers to separate agencies
creates a new obstacle to the achievement of a single co-
ordinated plan. Even if, by this expedient, a democracy should
succeed in planning every sector of economic activity, it would
still have to face the problem of integrating these separate plans
into a unitary whole. Many separate plans do not make a planned
whole—in fact, as the planners ought to be the first to admit—
they may be worse than no plan. But the democratic legislature
will long hesitate to relinquish the decisions on really vital
issues, and so long as it does so it makes it impossible for anyone
else to provide the comprehensive plan. Yet agreement that plan-
ning is necessary, together with the inability of democratic
assemblies to produce a plan, will evoke stronger and stronger
demands that the government or some single individual should
be given powers to act on their own responsibility. The belief is
becoming more and more widespread that, if things are to get
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done, the responsible authorities must be freed from the fetters
of democratic procedure.

The cry for an economic dictator is a characteristic stage in the
movement towards planning, not unfamiliar in this country. It is
now several years since one of the most acute of foreign students
of England, the late Elie Halévy, suggested that “if you take a
composite photograph of Lord Eustace Percy, Sir Oswald Mosley,
and Sir Stafford Cripps, I think you would find this common
feature—you would find them all agreeing to say: “We are living
in economic chaos and we cannot get out of it except under some
kind of dictatorial leadership’.”' The number of influential pub-
lic men whose inclusion would not materially alter the features
of the “composite photograph” has since grown considerably.

In Germany, even before Hitler came into power, the move-
ment had already progressed much further. It is important to
remember that for some time before 1933 Germany had reached
a stage in which it had, in effect, had to be governed dictatori-
ally. Nobody could then doubt that for the time being dem-
ocracy had broken down, and that sincere democrats like
Briining were no more able to govern democratically than
Schleicher or von Papen. Hitler did not have to destroy demo-
cracy; he merely took advantage of the decay of democracy and
at the critical moment obtained the support of many to whom,
though they detested Hitler, he yet seemed the only man strong
enough to get things done.

* * * * *

The argument by which the planners usually try to reconcile us
with this development is that so long as democracy retains
ultimate control, the essentials of democracy are not affected.
Thus Karl Mannheim writes:

' “Socialism and the Problems of Democratic Parliamentarism”, International
Affairs, vol. XIII, p. 501.
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The only [sic] way in which a planned society differs from that
of the nineteenth century is that more and more spheres of
social life, and ultimately each and all of them, are subjected to
state control. But if a few controls can be held in check by
parliamentary sovereignty, so can many. ... in a democratic
state sovereignty can be boundlessly strengthened by plenary
powers without renouncing democratic control.’

This belief overlooks a vital distinction. Parliament can, of
course, control the execution of tasks where it can give definite
directions, where it has first agreed on the aim and merely dele-
gates the working out of the detail. The situation is entirely
different when the reason for the delegation is that there is no
real agreement on the ends, when the body charged with the
planning has to choose between ends of whose conflict parlia-
ment is not even aware, and when the most that can be done is to
present to it a plan which has to be accepted or rejected as a
whole. There may and probably will be criticism; but as no
majority can agree on an alternative plan, and the parts objected
to can almost always be represented as essential parts of the
whole, it will remain quite ineffective. Parliamentary discussion
may be retained as a useful safety-valve, and even more as a
convenient medium through which the official answers to com-
plaints are disseminated. It may even prevent some flagrant
abuses and successfully insist on particular shortcomings being
remedied. But it cannot direct. It will at best be reduced to
choosing the persons who are to have practically absolute power.
The whole system will tend towards that plebiscitarian dictator-
ship in which the head of the government is from time to time
confirmed in his position by popular vote, but where he has all
the powers at his command to make certain that the vote will go
in the direction he desires.

! K. Mannheim, Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction, 1940, p. 340.
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It is the price of democracy that the possibilities of conscious
control are restricted to the fields where true agreement exists,
and that in some fields things must be left to chance. But in a
society which for its functioning depends on central planning,
this control cannot be made dependent on a majority being able
to agree; it will often be necessary that the will of a small minor-
ity be imposed upon the people, because this minority will be
the largest group able to agree among themselves on the ques-
tion at issue. Democratic government has worked successfully
where, and so long as, the functions of government were, by a
widely accepted creed, restricted to fields where agreement
among a majority could be achieved by free discussion; and it is
the great merit of the liberal creed that it reduced the range of
subjects on which agreement was necessary to one on which it
was likely to exist in a society of free men. It is now often said
that democracy will not tolerate “capitalism”. If “capitalism”
means here a competitive system based on free disposal over
private property, it is far more important to realise that only
within this system is democracy possible. When it becomes
dominated by a collectivist creed, democracy will inevitably
destroy itself.

* * * * *

We have no intention, however, of making a fetish of democracy.
It may well be true that our generation talks and thinks too much
of democracy and too little of the values which it serves. It
cannot be said of democracy, as Lord Acton truly said of liberty,
that it “is not a means to a higher political end. It is itself the
highest political end. It is not for the sake of a good public
administration that it is required, but for the security in the
pursuit of the highest objects of civil society, and of private life.”
Democracy is essentially a means, a utilitarian device for safe-
guarding internal peace and individual freedom. As such it is by
no means infallible or certain. Nor must we forget that there has
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often been much more cultural and spiritual freedom under an
autocratic rule than under some democracies—and it is at least
conceivable that under the government of a very homogeneous
and doctrinaire majority democratic government might be as
oppressive as the worst dictatorship. Our point, however, is not
that dictatorship must inevitably extirpate freedom, but rather
that planning leads to dictatorship because dictatorship is the
most effective instrument of coercion and the enforcement of
ideals, and as such essential if central planning on a large scale is
to be possible. The clash between planning and democracy arises
simply from the fact that the latter is an obstacle to the suppres-
sion of freedom which the direction of economic activity
requires. But in so far as democracy ceases to be a guarantee of
individual freedom, it may well persist in some form under a
totalitarian regime. A true “dictatorship of the proletariat”, even
if democratic in form, if it undertook centrally to direct the
economic system, would probably destroy personal freedom as
completely as any autocracy has ever done.

The fashionable concentration on democracy as the main
value threatened is not without danger. It is largely responsible
for the misleading and unfounded belief that so long as the
ultimate source of power is the will of the majority, the power
cannot be arbitr