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BERTRAND DE JOUVENEL ONTHE ESSENCE OF POLITICSWILLIAM .
HARBOLD

University of WashingtonPolitics has as yet no axioms; that is
its scandal. No principles have as yet beendetected underlying the
confusion of political activities of such a nature as to throwlight
upon the entire field of political phenomena. In part this has been
due tothe absence of any delimitation of the field itself which was
not of the most patentlysuperficial nature, and in part it has been
due to the unwillingness to hazard an hypothe-sis, which must be
less than a ripe conclusion, for fear that it turn into a dogmatism
inour hands.'

*T HUS WROTE G. E. G. Catlin a quarter-century ago, in a
stirringplea for science in politics, which can still be read with
sympathytoday, even if one does not share his optimism.The problem
with which we are here concerned is the clarification ofthe subject
matter of political science; the task, the introduction to
anAmerican public of some critical reflections on this subject
recently setforth by the eminent French writer, Bertrand de
Jouvenel.2 Before under-taking this presentation, however, a few
prefatory remarks might be inorder, by way of establishing a frame
of reference.In this respect, and without entering into the
vagaries of the questionwhether the study of politics can ever be a
true science, the great meritof Catlin's approach, as he attempted
to meet his challenge noted above,was that he tended to get away
from arid institutional and legal formalism,and to insist that
political life must be viewed in functional terms, asparticular
patterns of relationships in the social life of man.
Conventionalpolitical science had tended to be the study of law,
civil or natural, or ofthe State, as a legal or metaphysical
construct, taken as a given.Such a political science could be in
many ways valuable. Assumingthe continuing validity of the legal
and philosophical norms, it was amethod of inculcating habits of
obedience in the citizenry and of responsi-bility in the leaders,
although occasionally, with political science beingunable to
comprehend the situation, these patterns of behavior were at-tached
to a revolutionary movement, rather than to existing
institutions.As implied, however, by this incomprehension of the
dynamics of sociallife, political science has remained generally
inadequate to its task, theunderstanding of political life. The
reason for this is probably the factthat it has been, since the
days of Plato and Aristotle, fundamentally staticin orientation,
and as a consequence, misleading in its conclusions. Not1G. E. G.
Catlin, The Science and Method of Politics (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1927), p. 233.2 Bertrand de Jouvenel, L'Essence de la
Politique, Revue francaise de Science Politique, Vol. II
(Octo-bre-Decembre, 1952), pp. 641-52. 742
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BERTRANDDE JOUVENELON THE ESSENCEOF POLITICSeven the
acquisition, as a tool, of the dialectical analysis of Hegel or
Marxhas been able to correct this condition, for no more than any
other studentsof politics have they been able to escape the
assumption of a given andfinal order, whether natural or
preternatural, to which the determination ofall things could be
referred.Certainly the need for a more viable conceptualization of
political lifeis clear. Unfortunately the precise form which it
will take is not. Whetherthe orientation of political science
should be empirical or philosophicalremains a subject of dispute to
which no end is in sight. However, it seemsgenerally agreed that no
pure empiricism will ever solve our problems, forthe facts do not
kindly arrange themselves to give us truth if we simplyexpose
ourselves to them long enough, even with the best of instrumentsand
statistical methods. It is not impossible that the facts themselves
areonly shadows of what we assume them to be, since our concepts,
ideas, andeven ideals act upon them from all aspects. In any event,
the role of thehypothesis, of the theory, has long been recognized
in the development ofany understanding of any situation.One
fundamental problem, then, is the validity and utility of what
weassume to be empirical information, facts. There is no intention
of attempt-ing to solve this problem here. But another problem
revolves about thenature of our hypotheses, assuming some to be
necessary for fruitful think-ing about politics. Our task is to
find useful hypotheses, which will accordwith political experience
as we see it, excluding neither subjective nor ob-jective
considerations, and which will enable us to comprehend, to
organizesystematically, the greatest number possible of events
which we recognizeas having political significance. The study of
politics must be a judiciouscombination of fact-gathering, logical
analysis, and subjective appreciation.But in the end we may arrive
at intelligent and informed evaluations ofcontemporary political
institutions, and thus have something worth-whileto contribute to
discussions regarding possible changes in those
institutions,alleged to be obsolete in our time. The contribution
will be valuable to theextent that, not losing contact with
generally accepted facts of experience,it is rationally developed
from meaningful premises.What then is the nature of politics, of
political activity? Clearly it ishere we must start if we are to
elaborate successfully a systematic politicalscience which can be
critical as well as descriptive when its conclusionsare compared
with existing political methods. It is unfortunate that atendency
has set in recently, although it has its progenitors indeed,3 to
view3 For many apparent predecessors of this point of view,
however, policies were considered only in partas valuable in
themselves. For Plato and Augustine, for example, they were also of
interest asnecessary conditions to the existence of the group. Only
the community embodying justice'could be stable. On the other hand,
the position of nineteenth-century positivism on this pointis
ambiguous. At times the attitude seems to have been held that
political objectives are inherentin social forms, existent or
projected, and thus not strictly to be evaluated in terms of
themselves;while at other times the position was set forth that
political action is the realization by governmentagencies of social
objectives, taken to be moral certitudes, not subject to dispute by
the vulgar.
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political science as the study of social policies which the
government oughtto further, or of the procedures and
instrumentalities of government whichare assumed to be required if
certain social objectives are to be imple-mented. This approach
tends to neglect the reality that these social ob-jectives are
themselves claimants to acceptance in the political arena.
Theprotagonists of this view of political science thus overlook
that, to beginwith, they are, in effect, begging the political
question.While saying, however, that questions of the
appropriateness of par-ticular social policies can not furnish the
basic material of political science,it is not to be assumed that
political institutions and methods, and concretepolicies are to be
considered mutually irrelevant. They, on the contrary,clearly
interact. Particularsocial policies to be implemented by
governmentmay well call for particular types of governmental
organization, and viceversa, and with this political science needs
to be concerned. Further, cer-tain political institutional
structures, unadapted to the development offorms of governmental
activity demanded by a changing social situation,may resist to the
point of bringingon a revolutionary condition. Yet, whilethe
possibility of this can hardly be denied, history furnishing us
with toomany examples, advance and often a priori assumptions of
the necessityof change, based upon that possibility, are always
vague and contingent, asthe fate, for example, of Marx's
predictions indicates.It is always possible, and generally likely,
that the needs of thesociety, and therefore the policies which will
be adopted to meet them,will be defined within the existing
political institutional structure, and in amanner so chaotic and
inefficient as to dismay the purist of scientifictemper. If, then,
the study of politics can not be the study of policies,from the
standpoint of an evaluation of their content, nor entirely a
simpledescription, even analysis, of the functioning of existing
institutions andlaws, what is our fundamental hypothesis to be?

Catlin, it may be recalled, posited a political situation, which
in-volved man in his relations to the wills of his fellows in
control, sub-mission and accommodation, and went on to construct
the hypothesisof a political man, this being one whose experience
is dominated by suchtypes of activity.4 Thus the basic subject
matter of political science was tobe the study of man attempting to
gain the furthering of his own will,rather than its frustration,by
others.5 Catlin was well aware that significantinstitutions and
social techniques develop out of these situations, but thegeneral
temper remains one of staunch individualism, men struggling
torealize their aims against a hostile environment, social as well
as physical.4 Catlin, op cit., p. 205.Ibid., p. 223.

744
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While Bertrand de Jouvenel avoids the construction of a
politicalman in Catlin's sense, he does adopt, to begin with, a
conception of thepolitical situation, or act, similar to that of
Catlin. Politics is present, writesJouvenel, as soon as a project
implies necessarily the favorable attitudes ofother wills, and to
the extent that one undertakes to rally those wills. 6There is thus
a political element present in all human activity whichinvolves the
co-operation, albeit negative, of various persons, and a manis a
good politician as he is more effective in securing that
co-operation.It should be noted that this is to be taken in an
active sense. To Catlin,economics dealt with the relations a man
has with material things; politics,those with other men. Jouvenel's
conception is slightly different. To himeconomics concerns the
effective use of such resources as one possesses,presumably
including human resources, while politics has as its functionthe
acquisition and continuance of the adherence of the wills of
others,which may then be disposed of economically or otherwise. In
other words,when human interrelationships are involved, politics
precedes economics,and the latter is dependent upon whatever may
happen to be necessary ata given time to secure that
co-operation.

Jouvenel writes:Thus we arrive at a preliminary conception, very
narrow but very exact, of thepolitical art, as a technique of
compounding human energy by the reunion of wills.It seems fruitful
to us to define action of a political form as that which tends to
theaddition of forces, borrowed from wills which have separate
existences, because there isthus identified a clearly delimited
human phenomenon which is to be found at all timesand in all
places, and is thus an object well adapted to study.7This
conception is purely preliminary, however, since the simple
com-pounding of human energy through the reunion of wills involves
often nomore than a transitory reunion to accomplish a particular
ephemeral pur-pose. This M. de Jouvenel calls la technique
additive, which is the lowest

form of political activity. He goes on to say that The technique
of thecompounding of energy is at its highest level when what is
called for isthe addition, no longer for an act to be done once for
all, but to create acondition (etat de choses) which requires the
permanence of the group. 8This he refers to as action agregative.
He recognizes that we pass fromone to the other by degrees, for
they represent only the upper and lowerlimits of a single form of
action, political technique.As one would expect, the formation of
these more or less permanentassociations is a more difficult task
than the simpler additive operation.Men respond readily, Jouvenel
notes, to the suggestion of an action whichis along the line of
their inclinations. The durable creation, however, which6Jouvenel,
op. cit.. p. 643.7Ibid., p. 644.8 Ibid., p. 645.
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746 THE WESTERNPOLITICALQUARTERLYis proposed may attract them
very little, may not be vividly enough con-ceived, or may, even if
well envisaged and desired, pose, as necessary condi-tions, a chain
of actions not in themselves desired.The maintenance of such human
associations likewise poses specialproblems, for the human will
being inconstant, the edifice will have aninherent tendency toward
disaggregation. The larger the organization, thegreater the
disruptive forces and the factors of incoherence, which tendsto
make the problem of conservation more difficult than that of
construc-tion, demanding day-to-day attentions which are also
fundamentally politi-cal in nature.

It is advisable to attempt to isolate in definition the
character of politi-cal activity more specifically than has been
done before. In regard to thisJouvenel writes: 9Let us imagine now
that the association is no longer a means subordinated to
someparticular end, but that it is itself considered to be an end:
that the promoter of thegrouping does not any longer have in view a
certain job to which the energies of thegroup are to be addressed,
but only the existence of the group. The human edifice ishere
desired for itself and in itself.When the activity of political
form is free of any other design than the formationof the human
edifice, there is pure political activity. The activity is then
political inregard to its matter as well as its form. We may note
immediately that such activity cannot be simply additive, for it is
contradictory to desire an association for itself, yet to wantit
only for the instant. Since the value which is demanded of it is
its existence, durationis implied. Pure political activity is
necessarily aggregative.To sum up, the activity involved in forming
and maintaining groups is political inform. Its objective can be
heterogeneous to it. When there exists homogeneity of the goalof
the action and its form, when the associational activity has for
final end the existenceof the group, this is politics in its pure
state.The notion of pure political activity, Jouvenel continues,
would bevaluable even if there were no examples in reality, as in
the case of a non-isolable chemical substance. But there do exist
such examples, for we doin fact reserve the title of statesmen
(grands politiques) to those who havefounded, extended, and
consolidated human aggregations, while we tendto apply the name
politicians to those who occupy themselves essentiallywith the
maintenance of such aggregations. It thus seems legitimate todefine
pure political activity as that which tends to the construction,
con-solidation, and conservation of human aggregates.This
presentation, according to M. de Jouvenel, calls attention to
twofurther points: the power which is capable of initiating such
associations,and the conditions of their stability. As for the
first, he says, the namewhich fits it is that of 'authority,'
unfortunately become equivocal throughdiversion from its original
sense. We understand it as the power of beingthe author of actions.
The auctor is properly the source, instigator, com-

9 Ibid., p. 646.
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poser, and it is significant that the Latin word contains the
idea of 'causeof increase.' 10This initiating power is the vis
politica, the causal force of all social for-

mations, not only of states, but of all co-operative
associations, and itsstudy should be an essential chapter of
political science. It can be analyzedin three aspects, not
generally united in the same agent, these being thefaculty of
determining a grouping of wills, the faculty of channeling
thosewills into action, and the faculty of regularizing,of
institutionalizing thatco-operation. Whoever leads a grouping of
wills into action, whether hehas occasioned it or not, is called
dux, a conductor, leader. He who insti-tutionalizes that
co-operation is rex, which signifies to rectify, to rule
oradminister. It may be said that it depends upon the function of
the rexthat the additive work of the dux becomes a permanent
aggregation.In this connection M. de Jouvenel includes a
challenging paragraphonwhat he calls theparasitical talents
required for the personal success of a professional politician. It
isnecessary and sufficient that he has a feeling for the stream of
wills reigning in the socialarea, so that he may be carried along
with it; and that he possess the additive facultyat its lowest
degree, that which will enable him to dispose individuals favorably
towardhis person (his lone project), in such a manner that he may
obtain a kind of primacyamong the particles being carried along in
the flux. The auctoritas here is nonexistent;these professional
politicians do not really do anything at all, not even for the
worst.They play in the social body the function of colored
particles which make it possible tofollow the movements.

The second major topic for the development of political science
is,as has been noted, the conditions of solidarity and stability of
the associa-tion. In the opinion of Jouvenel, it is clear that no
aggregatecan subsist if itis held together only from the top. The
attraction natural to the dux isinsufficient to maintain the
grouping if strong forces of repulsion existamong the membership,
which is always the case in varying degree. Thusthe attachment of
the individuals of the aggregate to the leader can belasting only
if supported by very strong attractive forces which are in
con-tinual operation. The study of these attractive forces, he
holds, is essentialto our discipline.These forces of attraction can
be classified summarily, according toJouvenel, as centripetal and
lateral. An example of the former is a dynasty,serving as a social
core, always visible and acting. Lateral attractions arethose which
establish connections from member to member in the com-munity, and
Jouvenel notes that the auctor establishes durably only
inmarryingthe associates happily. It is enough to cite the
advantages derivedo1Ibid., p. 647.1 Ibid., p. 648.
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from the mutual adaptation of conduct, the friendly warmth which
growsin a neighborhood which is well ordered.These advantages of a
good police, in the old meaning of the term, will not
howeversuffice without the reception by each of the members of
symbols which are common toall, which become incorporated in the
mind of each, and which are in him the cordwhich ties him to the
rest. Biologists teach us that in each cell of a living individual
areto be found the same chromosomes, that is to say the same
entelechy which establishesthat each cell is that of this body, and
not of another. A complex of symbols makes alsoof each member of a
highly finished aggregate, such as an old nation, a carrier of a
specifi-cally national symbolic complex.l2

In contrast with this, Jouvenel notes that the less the nature
of anaggregate lends itself to effective liaisons, the more it is
necessary that thegroup give at all moments tangible material
benefits to its members. Suchis the case with enterprises with
commercial objectives, which are for thatreason very unstable
aggregations.A development out of the concept of forces of
attraction, and thenecessary counterpart of the vis politica, is
the matter of allegiance. Everyaggregatemaintains itself through
the allegiance of its members, and cannotdo otherwise, the
executive power being in the last analysis with the indi-viduals. A
government of pure force, in the opinion of Jouvenel, is
in-conceivable, a government having only the force which is given
it.In a study of allegiance, which ought to be investigated fully,
it wouldprobably be good method to study it in its extreme form: in
the subjectwho gives his consent still to the authority which
injures him.Habit would undoubtedly not suffice to maintain his
assent, if he were not retained bystrong lateral connections, and
did not experience through them the contagion of therespect given
to authority by his fellows, who did not consider themselves
mistreated.The weight of motivated adherences carries along
non-motivated adherences.1'

M. de Jouvenel concludes with an appeal for an attempt at
realism inpolitical science.14

A moral enters into pure politics as a condition of its success,
although it is neces-sary to observe that this moral, appertaining
to a particular object, does not necessarilyinvolve all moral ideas
that may attract the human spirit. In our day it is
generallyassumed that human aggregates are given, and necessarily
stable, and on them we attemptto impose selected organizational
patterns.These images play an authoritative role, that is to say,
tend to create conformingaggregates. But it is not certain that
aggregates can exist in these forms. The study ofthe structure of
aggregates suggests that stability is a function of necessary
forms. If thisis so, which only profound study can establish,
groupings which we might want, con-forming in structure to the
selected configurations, can not subsist, and these patterns
canplay, in this case, only the role of myths, serving to destroy
existing aggregates, and to theconstruction of others, which are,
however, not in conformity with the myth.

12 Ibid., p. 649.13 Ibid., p. 651.14 Loc. cit.
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Thus with his concluding criticism of utopianism in political
science,Jouvenel indicates the significance of his insistence that
the discipline con-cern itself with the modes of formation and the
conditions of stability ofaggregates. The point seems well taken,
although it may be doubted if heis correct when he suggests that it
should be limited to this area. Seldom,if ever, do we deal with a
pure political situation. Indeed, the term maybe virtually
meaningless save on a highly abstract level, for the group,however
important it may be, is important for the concrete things it
does,and can hardly be meaningfully dissociated from them. If this
is true, andif our previous agreement with the conception of an
interaction betweenpolitics and policies, between institutions and
objectives, is justified, thenone can hardly devote attention
solely to the internal structural require-ments of aggregates,
treating policies simply as instruments wielded byauthority for the
effective stabilization of the regime.Often this is exactly what
has happened; Bismarck could never beunderstood from any other
point of view. Yet the limitations of the regimevis-a-vis desired
policies, also, must always be an object of our study, elsewe shall
never escape from the fault pointed out by Catlin years ago andby
Easton more recently, to say nothing about Marx and many others,
thatpolitical science has tended to be an apology for existing
institutions. How-ever their answers, as well as those of many
others who recognizethat politi-cal science endangers itself if it
becomes purely conservative, have generallyfailed to account for
the fact that aggregates, and particularly politicalaggregates,
have a logic of their own, which can not be understood fromthe
perspective of individual behavior alone, nor from the sole
perspectiveof value allocation as a political function.15 Toward
the completion of thisframework, within which political science can
progress, Bertrand deJouvenel has added a significant
contribution.

15Cf. David Easton, The Political System: An Inquiry into the
State of Political Science (New York:Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), esp.
ch. V. My point is, in summary, that the property of a socialact
that informs it with a political aspect is the act's relation to
the authoritative allocationof values for a society. In seeking to
understand all social activities influencing this kind of
alloca-tion, political science achieves its minimal homogeneity and
cohesion (p. 134).
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