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accept what the plan yields in the way of goods or it must do

without.

All this is perfectiy understood in an army or in war time

when a whole nation is in arms. The civilian planner cannot

avoid the rationing and the Conscription, for they are the very

essence of his proposal. There is no escape. If the people

are free to reject the rations, the plan is frustrated} if they are

free to work less or at different occupations than those pre-

scribed, the plan cannot be executed. Therefore their labor

and their standards of living have to be dictated by the planning

board or by some sovereign power superior to the board. In

a militarized society that sovereign power is the general staff.

4. Planning versus Democracy

But who, in a civilian society, is to decide what is to be the

specific content of the abundant life? It cannot be the people

deciding by referendum or through a majority of their elected

representatives. For if the sovereign power to pick the plan

is in the people, the power to amend it is there also at all times.

Now a plan subject to change from month to month or even

from year to year is not a planj if the decision has been 'taken

to make ten million cars at $500 and one million suburban

houses at $3000, the people cannot change their minds a year

later, scrap the machinery to make the cars, abandon the houses

when they are partly built, and decide to produce instead sky-

scraper apartment houses and underground railroads.

There is, in short, no way by which the objectives of a planned

economy can be made to depend upon popular decision. They
must be imposed by an oligarchy of some sort,

10
and that

10 Which may, of course, let the people ratify the plan once and irrev-

ocably by plebiscite, as in the 'German and Italian plebiscites.
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oligarchy must, if the plan is to be carried through, be irre-

sponsible in matters of policy. Individual oligarchs might,

of course, be held accountable for breaches of the law just as

generals can be court-martialed. But their policy can no more

be made a matter of continuous accountability to the voters

than the strategic arrangements of the generals can be de-

termined by the rank and file. The planning board or their

superiors have to determine what the life and labor of the people

shall be.

Not only is it impossible for the people to control the plan,

but, what is more, the planners must control the people.

They must be despots who tolerate no effective challenge to

their authority. Therefore civilian planning is compelled to

presuppose that somehow the despots who climb to power will

be benevolent that is to say, will know and desire the supreme

good of their subjects. This is the implicit premise of all the

books which recommend the establishment of a planned economy
in a civilian society. They paint an entrancing vision of what

a benevolent despotism could do. They ask never very

clearly, to be sure that somehow the people should sur-

render the planning of their existence to "engineers," "ex-

perts," and "technologists," to leaders, saviors, heroes. This

is the political premise of the whole collectivist philosophy: that

the dictators will be patriotic or class-conscious, whichever term

seems the more eulogistic to the orator. It is the premise, too,

of the whole philosophy of regulation by the state, currently

regarded as progressivism. Though it is disguised by the il-

lusion that a bureaucracy accountable to a majority of voters,

and susceptible to the pressure of organized minorities, is not

exercising compulsion, it is evident that the more varied and

comprehensive the regulation becomes, the more the state be-

comes a despotic power as against the individual. For the frag-

ment of control over the government which he exercises through
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his vote is in no effective sense proportionate to the authority

exercised over him by the government.
Benevolent despots might indeed be found. On the other

hand they might not be. They may appear at one time j they

may not appear at another. The people, unless they choose

to face the machine guns on the barricades, can take no steps to

see to it that benevolent despots are selected and the malevolent

cashiered. They cannot select their despots. The despots

must select themselves, and, no matter whether they are good
or bad, they will continue in office as long as they can suppress

rebellion and escape assassination.

Thus, by a kind of tragic irony, the search for security and

a rational society, if it seeks salvation through political author-

ity, ends in the most irrational form of government imaginable
in the dictatorship of casual oligarchs, who have no hered-

itary title, no constitutional origin or responsibility, who cannot

be replaced except by violence. The reformers who are staking

their hopes on good despots, because they are so eager to plan
the future, leave unplanned that on which all their hopes

depend. Because a planned society must be one in which the

people obey their rulers, there can be no plan to find the plan-
ners: the selection of the despots who are to make society so

rational and so secure has to be left to the insecurity of ir-

rational chance.


