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Croly (1869-1930) was a founding editor of The New Republic, which became the chief
organ for progressive opinion in the United States. His influence was wide, most notably
with Theodore Roosevelt, who adopted Croly’s “new nationalism” theme as Roosevelt
turned to a more radical brand of progressivism following his presidency. In addition to
his scores of essays for The New Republic, Croly authored two substantial books: The
Promise of American Life (1909) and Progressive Democracy (1914), the latter of which
is considered to contain the more mature and comprehensive of its author’s reflections
on liberty and democracy. In the following chapters from Progressive Democracy, Croly
outlines the principles of direct democracy, various mechanisms of which had been
springing up as the hallmarks of the progressive movement across the United States. —
Excerpt. Editors’ note Progressive Democracy (The Macmillan Company, 1914), 262-
283.

Chapter XII
The Advent of Direct Government

... If economic, social, political and technical conditions had remained very much as they
were at the end of the eighteenth century, the purely democratic political aspirations
might never have obtained the chance of expression. Some form of essentially
representative government was at that time apparently the only dependable kind of liberal
political organization. It was imposed by the physical and technical conditions under
which government had to be conducted. Direct government did not seem to be possible
outside of city or tribal states, whose population and area was sufficiently small to permit
the actual assemblage of the body politic at some particular place, either at regular
intervals or in case of an emergency. But in the case of states chiefly devoted to
agriculture, whose free citizens were distributed over a wide area, and were, in any event,
too numerous for actual assemblage in any one spot, it seemed necessary for the people to
delegate to a body of representatives the power required not merely for public
administration, but for the discussion of public questions, the adoption of public policies
and the supervising of the administration itself. Some form of a responsible
representative government, that is, was prescribed by fundamental economic and social
conditions. The function was performed in the several states according to the method best
adapted to local traditions and by the class which had proved itself capable of leadership.

In the twentieth century, however, these practical conditions of political association have
again changed, and have changed in a manner which enables the mass of the people to
assume some immediate control of their political destinies. While it is more impossible
than ever for the citizens of a modern industrial and agricultural state actually to assemble
after the manner of a New England town-meeting, it is no longer necessary for them so to
assemble. They have abundant opportunities of communication and consultation without



any actual meeting at one time and place. They are kept in constant touch with one
another by means of the complicated agencies of publicity and intercourse which are
afforded by the magazines, the press and the like. The active citizenship of the country
meets every morning and evening and discusses the affairs of the nation with the
newspaper as an impersonal interlocutor. Public opinion has a thousand methods of
seeking information and obtaining definite and effective expression which it did not have
four generations ago. The community is broken up into innumerable smaller
communities, each of which is united by common interests and ideas and each of which is
seeking to bring a larger number of people under the influence of its interests and ideas.
Under such conditions the discussions which take place in a Congress or a Parliament no
longer possess their former function. They no longer create and guide what public
opinion there is. Their purpose rather is to provide a mirror for public opinion, to
advertise and illuminate its constituent ideas and purposes, and to confront the advocates
of those ideas with the discipline of effective resistance and, perhaps, with the
responsibilities of power. Phases of public opinion form, develop, gather to a head, assert
their power and find their place chiefly by the activity of other more popular unofficial
agencies. Thus the democracy has at its disposal a mechanism of developing and
exchanging opinions, and of reaching decisions, which is independent of representative
assemblies, and which is, or may become, superior to that which it formerly obtained by
virtue of occasional popular assemblages.

The adoption of the machinery of direct government is a legitimate expression of this
change. After centuries of political development, in which certain forms of representation
were imposed upon progressive nations by conditions of practical efficiency, and in
which these representative forms grew continually in variety and complexity, underlying
conditions have again shifted. Pure democracy has again become not merely possible, but
natural and appropriate. The attempt to return to it is no more retrogressive than was the
attempt to recover classic humanism after its eclipse during the Middle Ages. Society has
been passing through a period of prodigious fertility, during which new social aspirations,
purposes, instruments and activities have multiplied with unprecedented rapidity. If these
new interests and activities are to be assimilated, they must be recognized and
incorporated into the system of government. As a consequence of the attempt to
incorporate them into the system of government, society may seem to be yielding to the
power of disintegrating economic and social forces. This appears to be the beginning of a
reverse process of de-nationalization which will be equivalent to dissolution. Those who
place any such interpretation upon the facts of modern social development and the
corresponding political changes fail to understand their meaning. Increasingly direct
popular political action is coming to have a function in the political organization of a
modern society, because only in this way can the nation again become a master in its own
house. Its very fecundity, and the enormous power which many of its offspring obtain,
have compelled a democratic nation to adopt a more thoroughgoing method of promoting
its integrity. As yet, it is not making very much headway. It is distracted and disconcerted
by its own fertility. It is terrified in particular by the capitalist and labor organizations to
which it has given birth. But it will not continue to be disconcerted and terrified. It is
adopting the very political instruments which are necessary for the purpose of keeping
control of the increasingly numerous and increasingly powerful agencies of its own life.



The attempt, far from being a reactionary reversion to an earlier political and social type,
prepares the way, it may be hoped, for an advance towards a better and deeper social and
political union, associated with direct popular political action and responsibility.



Chapter XIII
Direct versus Representative Government

In the preceding chapter I have submitted some reasons for believing that direct
government is not retrogressive merely because its methods exhibit certain analogies to
those used in city and tribal states. Neither does the fact that the electorate in a directly
governed state has certain positive functions to perform in relation to legislation, place
upon such a state the stigma of reaction. Direct government cannot be fairly condemned
as reactionary unless the exercise of the broad general responsibilities, which it imposes
upon the electorate, proves inimical to the delegation of sufficient and specific additional
responsibilities to other departments of the government. This second aspect of the matter
still remains to be discussed. Will the advent of direct democracy result in any increase of
the confusion and disorganization which prevails in the mechanism of American state
representation? Or will the draught of self-confidence, which our local democracies are
by way of swallowing, be communicated to the behavior of the rest of the political
mechanism and invigorate the whole system? Will direct popular government commit the
same fatal mistake which, to a greater or smaller extent, has already been committed by
the national monarchies, by parliamentary government and by democratic legalism? Will
it seek to appropriate or emasculate legislative or administrative functions which need to
be delegated to other human agencies?

The critics of direct democracy can hardly be blamed for considering doubtful the
answers to the foregoing questions. The American experiment in direct democracy is still
in its early youth. Its meaning and its tendencies cannot be demonstrated from
experience. If the active political responsibilities which it grants to the electorate are
redeemed in the negative and suspicious spirit which characterized the attitude of the
American democracy towards its official organization during its long and barren alliance
with legalism, direct democracy will merely become a source of additional confusion and
disorganization. On the other hand, if, as a consequence of its rupture with legalism, the
American democracy undergoes a change of spirit, if the attempt to discharge new and
responsible activities in connection with its own government brings with it a positive
inspiration and genuine social energy, the result may be to renovate American
representative institutions and afford novel and desirable opportunities for effective
political leadership. I prefer the second of these alternatives, but the preference can
hardly be justified by a consideration of the results which have already been achieved in
the directly governed states. It is born of an examination of the history, the needs and the
ideals of the American local democracies.

The more dogmatic partisans of direct government do not help us very much in making a
decision between the foregoing alternatives. In fact, they seem not to understand that any
such alternatives exist. They usually attach much the same automatic efficacy to the
system of direct government that the Fathers attached to constitutionalism and checks and
balances. They have not, indeed, any declared intention of substituting direct for
representative government. They admit verbally the necessity in a pure democracy of
some effective delegation of specific governmental functions. But as a rule they devote



very little attention and thought to the problem of a more powerful and efficient
mechanism of legislation and administration. They are preoccupied by the flagrant
betrayal of the popular interest which took place under the traditional system, and they
seem to think that the adoption of the initiative, referendum and the recall will not merely
protect the popular interest, but liberate the popular will—even though the popular will
lacks, as much as it has lacked in the past, the impulse of positive social purposes.

Such an attitude toward the instruments of direct government is merely another
expression of the old superstitious belief in political mechanics against which progressive
democracy is bound to protest. If the people in the directly governed states consider the
new instruments of democracy as fundamentally a safeguard against abuse and
oppression, they may succeed in abolishing one kind of abuse and oppression, but only at
the price of its being succeeded by other kinds. If they do not impose limits on their use
of the instruments of direct government, based upon the conditions of their profitable
service, it will prove to be a barren and mischievous addition to the stock of democratic
political institutions. The success of the new instruments as negative safeguards will be
commensurate with their success as agencies for the realization of positive popular
political purposes. Their serviceability as agencies for the realization of popular political
purposes will depend upon the ability of democratic law-givers to associate with them an
efficient method of delegating popular political authority. Direct democracy, that is, has
little meaning except in a community which is resolutely pursuing a vigorous social
program. It must become one of a group of political institutions, whose object is
fundamentally to invigorate and socialize the action of American public opinion.

The salient reasons which make it necessary to associate the advent of direct democracy
with the attempt to realize a positive social program have already been indicated. They
are derived from the profound alterations in the balance of a political organization which
is substituting a positive for a negative social policy. The abstract legalistic individualism
of the Jeffersonian democracy had, in theory, no need of any machinery of direct popular
control. The activity of government was restricted, and its organs were emasculated, in
the interest of a specific formulation of individual rights. Government was considered to
be merely a form of temporary police supervision. Such a political system was placed in
irons by the Law and lacked the power to do any harm. It really needed to operate
somewhat independently of public opinion. Fermentation of public opinion and active
political and social experimentation could not accomplish anything of real social value.
The essential popular needs were already safeguarded in the Law, which deserved
vigilant protection and unquestioning obedience on the part of all good citizens. Effective
popular control of such a government was unnecessary. Government was not intended to
be the instrument of important popular social purposes.

In its actual historical development the government soon became the instrument of
important popular social purposes, and it was obliged to develop a corresponding method
of popular control. But the popular social purposes which the State and Federal
governments formerly attempted to realize were derived from the old individualistic
social economy, and the control supposed to be exercised by the partisan organizations
was ineffective. A wholly new situation was created when the local democracies came to



need and possess a genuinely social policy, which threw increased burdens upon the
government, and commensurately increased its power. Under such conditions, direct
popular control over the mechanism of government became of essential importance. A
negative individualistic social policy implies a weak and irresponsible government. A
positive, comprehensive social policy implies a strong, efficient and responsible
government. But a strong and efficient government, which exercises a large part of the
authority of the state and which is not bound by the substantive provisions of the
fundamental Law, might well be dangerous, not only to individual civil rights, but to
popular political rights. Every precaution should be adopted to keep it in sensitive touch
with public opinion. A lack of responsiveness to public opinion would tempt it to become
domineering and oppressive, and would in the long run make its own work abortive as
well as dangerous. A social policy is concerned in the most intimate and comprehensive
way with the lives of the people. In order to be successful, it must rest on the basis of
abundant and cordial popular support.

The mechanism of direct government has, consequently, an essential function to perform
in the organization of a social democracy. The realization of a genuine social policy
necessitates the aggrandizement of the administrative and legislative branches of the
government. Progressive democracy recognizes the need of these instruments, but it
recognizes the need of keeping control of them. A strong government with an affirmative
policy and effective popular control are supplementary, rather than hostile, one to
another. The realization of such a policy will in the long run demand both an efficient
system of representation and an efficient method of direct popular supervision.

The friends of direct government do not usually advocate it, for the reasons indicated in
the preceding paragraph. An exclusively representative government is to many of them a
perfectly satisfactory form of democratic political organization. It is objectionable only
because it has failed to be really representative. A recent convert to pure democracy,
President Woodrow Wilson, has expressed in the following words the reasons for his
conversion: "If we felt we had genuine representative government in our state
legislatures, no one would propose the initiative and the referendum in the United States.
Our most ardent and successful advocates regard them as a sobering means of obtaining
genuine representative action on the part of legislative bodies. They do not mean to set
anything aside. They mean to restore and to reinvigorate rather." And a much more
radical critic of our traditional system, Professor J. Allen Smith, who also favors direct
popular political action, asserts that "a government of the representative type, if
responsive to public sentiment, would answer all the requirements of a democratic state."

The adoption of direct government mayi, it is true, end by reinvigorating representative
government; but, if so, the result will not be accomplished by refusing "to set anything
aside." The first thing which must be set aside is the method of representation which has
passed in this country under the name of representative government. Direct government
will never reinvigorate our existing state of political institutions. What it may accomplish
is to supply energy to a new and better method of delegating popular political authority.



A statesman whose dominant object was the reorganization of existing state
representative government would be foolish to depend upon the initiative and the
referendum for the accomplishment of his purpose. There are a score of ways in which
American state government could be made more representative without any invocation of
the instrument of direct government. The first condition of effective representation is the
bestowal upon the representative body of some effective power and responsibility, which,
as all admit, is precisely the condition which has been largely and increasingly absent
from our so-called representative institutions. Direct government does not automatically
satisfy this need. On the contrary, as the experience of the state of Oregon sufficiently
proves, its merely external addition to the existing machinery of representation tends, if
anything, to attenuate still further the meager responsibilities officially conferred on our
state representative agencies.

So far as these state representative agencies are concerned, a representative value cannot
be restored to them, because they were never intended to be and never have been
representative in any self-respecting meaning of the word. A thoroughly representative
government is essentially government by men rather than by Law. The active exercise of
effective political responsibility is confided to a body of the elect. They assume the same
responsibility for the ultimate welfare of the state that the American system delegates to
the Law and its official expounders. True, the legislative body may govern, just as the
Law was permitted to govern, by virtue of an explicit or implied popular consent, but in a
representative system, popular power is exercised only to be delegated. For the time
being, complete legal responsibility for the public weal is conferred upon the legislature.
Quite obviously, no such responsibility has been conferred by the American system either
upon the legislature or upon the legislature and executive together; and, to my mind, it
cannot be expected that any exclusively representative system will be even fairly
successful on any other terms.

The Progressive Republicans, who are advocating an increase of executive power and a
closer cooperation between the executive and the legislature as the most effective means
of reinvigorating the representative system, can make a very strong argument in its favor.
They can make a stronger argument than can those advocates of "pure" democracy who
expect to develop a genuinely representative government by grafting the instruments of
direct government on an essentially and fatally unrepresentative system. But they cannot
make a strong enough argument. The cooperation between an executive and a legislature,
each of which derives its authority directly from the people, cannot be made properly
operative except by some method of referring disputes to the common master—which
means a considerable measure of direct government. Moreover, an American electorate
would not submit for long to the increased power of the organs of government which
would result from their cooperative action, without the creation of some means of
effective popular control. But even if these difficulties could be overcome, it is doubtful
how far any system can be considered really representative which does not bestow
complete responsibility for the public welfare upon the government. The government
must have the power to determine the Law instead of being circumscribed by the Law.
Just in so far as its authority was curtailed, its sense of responsibility would be relaxed
and its integrity would be undermined.



A purely representative system, such as that of the United Kingdom, seeks to accomplish
the fundamental objects of government by a method opposed to that of the traditional
American system. The former bestows complete legal responsibility for the welfare of the
state and the course of its development upon the elect in the expectation that thereby
society will obtain the boon of rational guidance. "Representation is not," says Guizot,
who was one of its most ardent advocates, "an arithmetical means employed to count
individual wills, but a natural process, whereby public reason, which alone has the right
to govern modern society, may be extracted from the bosom of society itself." This
account of the ultimate meaning of a purely representative system was accepted
substantially by John Stuart Mill, although with certain significant modifications; and it
manifestly constitutes the only justification for the enormous power and responsibility
bestowed upon the legislative body. As the result of their deliberations, the action of the
representatives must embody a program based upon the enduring and the binding
interests of the nation.

The American constitutional system did not need to create a powerful organ of
government whose wise leadership would help to extract reason from the bosom of
society. That desirable result had already been accomplished. Reason had been printed on
the bosom of society in indelible ink by virtue of the embodiment in the Constitution of
the great principles of legal morals. Its human purveyors were rather the judges than the
legislature; and the business of the courts was not merely to declare the Word, but to keep
the fire of political reason glowing in the political hearth. Under such a system,
executives and legislatures were not supposed, and did not need, to be particularly
reasonable—which is certainly a proof of the wisdom of the Fathers of the Republic.
They needed most of all to be obedient and self-restrained. For, if any effective method
exists of extracting reason from the bosom of society, the human purveyors of this
rational extract certainly require some oracular writing for their guidance; and the more
authoritative this oracle can be made, the better. So far as the object of political
organization is to bring to the surface an already existing fund of reason, the method
adopted by the Founders of the American constitutional system may be preferred to the
method characteristic of a purely representative system. The latter leaves the secretion
and extraction of reason much more to the operation of a clumsy mechanism. As an
edifice of political rationalism, the record of the discussion and action of the British
Parliament during the past century cannot be compared to the constitutional decisions of
the Supreme Court of the United States; and this is true notwithstanding the fact that even
in the latter some traces may be occasionally discovered of the fallibility of that sovereign
faculty.

Thus, the difficulty with a purely representative government is similar to the difficulty
which is involved in government by Law. The assumption made by the advocates of both
of these systems is that society possesses at anyone time a fund of social reason which,
by virtue of its superiority to interested, inexperienced and perverse counsel, is entitled to
determine social action. The state should be organized chiefly for the purpose of giving
control to this fund of social reason. The means whereby this control is exercised differs
radically in the two systems; but we need not bother about their respective advantages or



disadvantages. Neither of them meets the needs of a progressive democratic society,
because in a society of this kind no such fund of really authoritative social reason can be
held to exist. There is a fund of social reason which should possess some authority; but it
is so small compared to social aspirations and needs that a democratic society must be
organized less to obey than to increase it. The work of extracting the stores of reason
from the bosom of society must be subordinated to the more fundamental object of
augmenting the supply of social reason and improving its distribution. Legalism and
purely representative government are unsuited to the needs of a thoroughgoing
democracy, because their method of organization depends on popular obedience rather
than popular education. The promotion and the diffusion of social reason cannot be
brought about without a reverence for orderly procedure and without the leadership of the
elect; but the erection of legalism alone or of representation alone into a system is not
sufficient to secure this most important of all political objects. The best chance of
securing it opens up as a result a more thoroughly popular organization of the state. The
electorate must be required, as the result of its own actual experience and unavoidable
responsibilities, to develop those very qualities of intelligence, character, faith and
sympathy which are necessary for the success of the democratic experiment.

Thus, neither representative government, nor government by law, nor any combination
between the two, is competent to meet all the requirements of a democratic polity. A
clear-sighted, self-confident and loyal democracy will keep in its own hands the active
control of all the agents and instruments of its own fulfillment. The instinctive
repugnance which the American democracy has always exhibited to the delegation of too
much power to anyone of the separate departments of government is explicable and
justifiable. No plebiscite can bestow authenticity upon an ostensibly democratic political
system which approximates, in practice, to the exercise of executive omnipotence. No
intermittent appeals to the people for their approbation can wholly democratize a system
which approximates in practice to the exercise of legislative omnipotence. No reverence
for the law can guarantee political and social liberty to a body of democrats who confide
their collective destiny to written formulas as expounded by a ruling body of lawyers. In
practice each of these systems develops into a method of class government. The men to
whom the enormous power is delegated will use it, in part at least, to perpetuate the
system which is so beneficial to themselves. But even if they were as wise as Solomon
and as gallant and disinterested as Sir Galahad, the systems for which they spoke and
acted would still be evading rather than meeting the democratic problem. None of these
systems make the people actively responsible for their own reasonableness and welfare.
The people do not reap the advantages to which they are entitled, but if they did receive
every possible advantage, they would not be earning it and could not keep what they
received.

In all three of the principal departments of government, there are essential functions to be
performed which must be delegated by a democracy to selected men under conditions
which make for technical efficiency and individual independence and self-respect. The
Fathers of the Republic were fully justified both in keeping the powers distinguished, and
in seeking to balance one against the other. Their mistake consisted in the methods
adopted for preserving or readjusting the balance. The preservation of a balance depends



upon the harmonious development of several elements which enter into it; and as, in the
course of nature, harmonious development is rare, the preservation of any such balance
must usually be contrived by human insistence and intelligence. Only one part of a
democratic system is entitled to exercise any such function—the electorate itself. The
whole of a democratic political system is divided into three parts, not merely or primarily
as a protection to individual and popular liberties, but rather to provide an essential
positive function for the people to perform—the function of recreating the unity which is
necessarily compromised by the no less necessary specialization of governmental
function. Such is the part which the people, or the closest possible approximation to the
people, have to play in the process of their own nationalization or socialization. They
must divide in order to act, to think, to rule, to move on and to aspire; but they must not
impose upon anyone of the resulting classifications or subdivisions the responsibility of
ultimate social cohesion. That responsibility rests with the whole people, and its
fulfillment depends upon popular intelligence, sympathy and faith.

Many sincere social democrats in this country, as well as in England or France, regard
any such dependence upon direct government with the utmost repugnance. The industrial
and social program of a democracy can, in their opinion, be accomplished with less
friction and delay through the agency of an authoritative representative body. They are
probably right in expecting that in the near future direct popular government will increase
the difficulty of securing the adoption of many items in a desirable social program. But
reformers of this class, like the conservatives, attach too much importance to the
accomplishment and maintenance of specific results, and too little to the permanent moral
welfare of the democracy. They are willing to have the people imposed upon in the
interest of what is or is intended to be the popular benefit. An authoritative representative
government, particularly one which is associated with inherited leadership and a strong
party system, carries with it an enormous prestige. It is frequently in a position either to
ignore, to circumvent or to wear down popular opposition. But a social program
purchased at such a price is not worth what it costs. It makes no difference how
benevolent the intention of the government may be or how wise its legislation. The
program which is carried out by such means will do nothing to make the people worthy
of their advantages. The result will either be popular servility or organized popular
resistance or both. The country in which a benevolent government has succeeded in
carrying out the most comprehensive social policy of modern times is the country in
which a social democratic party, organized to overthrow the government, has succeeded
in obtaining the support of a third of the electorate.

Social reformers must, consequently, be patient as well as eager and tenacious. A
moderate program which is well understood and cordially supported by public opinion,
and upon which the electorate has been in some measure specifically consulted, will be
much more beneficial than a more extensive program which is not so well understood,
and which does not represent a genuine popular affirmation. From the beginning of
civilization the people have been constantly imposed upon by moral or social or physical
force in the real or supposed interest of their own welfare. The process will doubtless
have to continue in some measure; but if democracy means anything, it means popular
liberation in precisely this respect. It means that social reformers must present their



arguments primarily to the electorate, and welcome every good opportunity of allowing
the electorate to pass judgment upon their proposals.

Our conclusion, then, is double-faced. Democracy implies and needs some method of
representation which will be efficient and responsible enough to carry out a social policy,
but which does not imply the delegation of its own ultimate discretionary power to any
body of men or body of law. No such representative system can be found in the
provisions of existing state constitutions. An organization of the executive and legislative
powers, which will give increased energy to both of them and which is adjusted to their
cooperation both one with another and with a sufficient measure of direct government, is
what is needed and must be contrived. The new organization will be intended first, last
and always to promote political education. It must be adapted to action, but the action
must merely be the decisive temporary result of widespread popular fermentation. It must
have the chance to be efficient, but only for the purpose of being educational. It must be
able to educate, but primarily by the road of efficient action. The new system can
accomplish nothing without human energy, intelligence, sacrifice and faith, but if those
qualities are present, it will make the best use of them.



Chapter XVI
Executive versus Partisan Responsibility

Along with Theodore Roosevelt, Croly called for the abolition of the party system (which
abolition, strangely enough, was to be effected by the establishment of a Progressive
Party). This call for abolition distinguished Croly from some other progressives, like
Wilson, who believed that the aims of the movement could best be accomplished by
reforming — as opposed to abolishing — the current party system. In this chapter from
Progressive Democracy, Croly explains that the fundamental problem with the party
system was grounded in its interrupting the direct link between the people and their
government, and in its siphoning off the complete devotion that the individual should
have toward the state. — Excerpt. Editors’ note. Progressive Democracy (The Macmillan
Company, 1914), 332-345.

The national political system is, no doubt, beginning to feel the effects of the trend
towards direct democracy, which is doing so much to modify the state political systems;
but the acid is working much more slowly in one case than in the other. There is every
reason why it should work more slowly. The central government has been far more
successful than the state governments. It has never exhibited the same uneasiness, the
same constant need of internal readjustment. It has been modified, of course, at once by
amendment, by judicial construction, by the aggrandizement of one or the other of its
departments and by extra-official additions; but up to date its development has not tended
either to disintegrate the traditional system or to substitute for it a more frankly
democratic system. It has retained throughout the four generations of our national
political history a tenacious integrity, and it has exhibited an equally stubborn power of
resistance to external attack. Its persistent vitality is a sufficient indication of its service
ability and its future endurance.

The one way in which this government by Law can be democratized is, as has already
been pointed out, to amend the amending clause of the Constitution. But it will be many
years before this result can be accomplished. The friends of the "gateway amendment"
are still scarce in Congress. Even after they have become numerous they will be obliged
to overcome a strong and obstinate resistance which may well be proof against all
assaults, until some crisis in our national affairs necessitates the calling of a constitutional
convention. In the meantime the prevailing system will persist with only minor
modifications. The prevailing system is not workable without being supplemented by an
extra-official system of partisan organization. But if an extra-official system of partisan
government is necessary for an indefinite period, it must be made effective; and the
effective method of partisan government is a two-party system.

A conviction of the persistent practical importance of the party system was an influential
consideration with many progressives who contributed to the formation of a Progressive
party in the summer of 1912. Their argument ran as follows: The future of progressivism



as an idea demands the formation of a party exclusively devoted to the interests of that
idea. Neither the Democratic nor the Republican parties can be depended upon to be
sincerely and radically progressive. They both contain a large number of adherents who
are essentially conservative. Even if these conservatives do not constitute a majority of
either party, they form a strong and able minority. As long as progressives remain
associated with conservatives in a partisan organization, progressivism will be hampered
by unnecessary and demoralizing compromises. If partisan loyalty and partisan patriotism
mean anything, they mean that progressive Republicans or Democrats should be willing
at times to abandon or to postpone their own political purposes in the interest of party
harmony. Admitting that all effective practical political association demands some such
sacrifices, do not the sacrifices which a progressive is obliged to make as the price of his
alliance with conservatives cost too much? Why remain in political association with a
group of men when your points of difference with them are more fundamental than your
points of agreement? A progressive who remains politically affiliated with conservative
Republicans and conservative Democrats is acting as if Republicanism and Democracy
were of greater value to the American people than is progressivism.

Thus the formation of a Progressive party made a strong appeal to many radicals, to
whom progressivism meant more than did Democracy or Republicanism, and who
appreciated the importance of partisan organizations in the operation of the national
political system. The progressive democratic program was considered to be indispensable
to the welfare of the American people. It demanded the organization of a party united
fundamentally by their devotion to that program. The whole history of political and social
reform in the United States could be cited as a proof of the way in which the partisan
organizations adopted reforms only for the purpose of neutralizing them. Ballot reform,
civil service reform, primary reform and the like, had been taken up by the party
organizations in response to public opinion and had been made the subject of legislation;
but this legislation was not framed in good faith by sincere men who were determined to
make it successful. It went just far enough to placate public opinion, but it always
stopped short of seeking to accomplish effective results. If progressivism was not
constantly to be betrayed by its ostensible friends, it needed a partisan organization
whose dominant purpose was the advancement of progressive policies.

A Progressive party was organized, and polled for its presidential candidate a larger vote
than that received by his Republican competitor. Whatever the future history of this
party, it has in one respect lived up to the expectations of its organizers. It has done more
to make the progressive idea count at its proper value in American public opinion, and to
make possible the realization of a certain portion of the progressive program, than has
any other agency of progressive expression.

Its weakness in the state and national legislative bodies has prevented it from having any
direct effect on legislation; but the fact that it holds the balance between the two older
political parties has given to the program of those parties a stronger progressive tendency
and has strengthened the hands of their more progressive members. President Wilson
owes his nomination and probably his election to the creation of a third party. His ability
to exercise an effective influence over his Democratic associates is partly due to the



necessity which a governing minority is under to stick together and submit to discipline.
If the Progressive party were to disintegrate, the President's situation with respect to his
party would be altered very much for the worse. The Democrats would be less in need of
emphatically progressive leadership, to which they are obliged to submit in order to keep
the sincere progressives in their own party true to their partisan allegiance, and would not
be placed so very much on their good behavior. In the same way the Republicans are
obliged to wear a mask of progressivism in order to win back the progressive seceders.
The conservative element in both parties would be very much strengthened as soon as a
living partisan progressive alternative ceased to exist.

The resulting situation is curiously paradoxical. The future of the Progressive party
depends on its ability to convince the American people that progressivism is so novel and
important a political idea and so jealous a master that it is incompatible with traditional
Democracy and traditional Republicanism. Both the Democrats and the Republicans
repudiate any such aggrandizement of progressivism in theory; but they are both
becoming as progressive as they know how to be in practice in order to keep their own
members out of the Progressive party. Republican and Democratic progressives, that is,
are struggling to make a Progressive party unnecessary, and in so far as they succeed,
their own influence in their own parties will be considerably diminished. On the other
hand, if the Progressive party should be right in its contention that the realization of the
progressive program cannot be intrusted to half-hearted friends or covert enemies, and if
it gradually wins the support of the social and political radicals of both parties, it will be
confronted by the almost hopeless task of reconciling loyalty to the progressive ideal with
loyalty to a particular partisan organization. The logic of the progressive democratic
principle will count against it. Just in so far as a progressive political program is carried
out, progressive social democracy will cease to need a national political party as an
instrument.

For the present, however, the machinery of the Federal government can be operated only
by national parties which are bound together by common memories and traditions as well
as common ideas, and whose members are under obligation to sacrifice their convictions
of what the public welfare requires for the sake of partisan harmony. President Wilson is
making a most significant, intelligent and gallant attempt to give renewed vitality to
partisan government and to convert it into an agency of what he understands by
progressivism. He has frankly assumed the leadership of his partisan associates, and by
virtue of that leadership has conferred upon his party unprecedented powers of effective
action. Discipline is enforced and opposition stamped out by the constant use of the
caucus; but no dangerous ill-feeling seems to result. The Democrats in Congress accept
his leadership at least as willingly as their forbears accepted that of Jefferson and
Jackson. They are so surprised and delighted with their own partisan efficiency and with
the privileges, emoluments and prestige of office, that they are glad to pay the market rate
for these boons. Up to date, they have had few individual convictions which they were
not entirely ready to sacrifice at the bidding of the President and of the caucus. Under Mr.
Wilson's leadership they have passed the only tariff bill of the last seventy years which
represented an honest attempt to subordinate special interests to the national economic
welfare. Their currency legislation was an intelligent, a painstaking and, on the whole, a



fair compromise between the local and the national financial needs. Considering the
tendency which the Democratic party in the past has exhibited towards dubious financial
doctrine, their passage of this bill was a most notable and reassuring event. For the first
time in their history, the Democrats placed on the statute book a piece of really
constructive legislation. No wonder they are willing to accept the leadership of a man
who can convert the party into a positively useful and purposeful political organization.

President Wilson has done more than to help the Democratic party to become a united,
self-confident and efficient political association. He has tried to persuade the American
people that the Democracy is peculiarly entitled to be the instrument of progressivism. In
his "New Freedom" he has placed an interpretation on progressivism which associates it
with a revival of the old Jeffersonian individualism and expressly distinguishes it from a
social democracy. The object of the "New Freedom" as a program is to remove the
impediments which have hampered the individual in the exercise of his political and
economic rights. The emancipation is to be accomplished chiefly by negative means—
that is, by destroying excesses of political and economic power in private hands and by
imposing restraints which will prevent the reappearance of any such undesirable
company. The legislative program of the party has only in part conformed to the theories
of its leader. In practice the "New Freedom" has approximated in certain respects to the
"New Nationalism." But the Democratic party has never been very much interested in
squaring its behavior with its theories. President Wilson's "New Freedom" has served its
purpose in enabling his party to believe for a few years in the existence of a friendly
relation between traditional Democracy and the legislative needs of a modern democratic
progressivism.

The attempt which President Wilson is making with so much ability and tenacity to
prevent progressivism from escaping from the confines of the old party system is fraught
with weighty consequences. If he succeeds for a sufficiently long time in keeping the
leadership of the Democratic progressives without breaking with the Democratic
conservatives, he will make the position of the Progressive party extremely precarious. It
may fall to pieces and its membership be divided among the Democrats, the Republicans
and the Socialists. He seems to have, moreover, a certain chance of success—chiefly
because of the peculiar nature of Democratic conservatism. It is a conservatism of local
interest rather than definite economic and political conviction. Its habitation is for the
most part in the southern states. As long as their dominant local interest is safeguarded,
the southern conservatives will make any sacrifice of less important matters for the sake
of partisan harmony. They will accept progressive leadership, partly because they are
enjoying so many of the fruits of partisan success, but chiefly because they have no
political alternative outside of the Democratic party. No doubt they have had small reason
to protest against any progressive legislation which has been hitherto enacted. The tariff,
currency and trust bills were aimed chiefly at Northern rather than Southern conservative
interests. But they will dutifully accept a far larger dose of repugnant progressive
legislation than any they have been obliged to accept without raising any irreconcilable
opposition to it. They cannot afford to permit a split in the Democratic party, because the
consequences of such a split would be fatal to their own political influence. They could
not ally themselves with a northern and western conservative party, which would consist



for the most part of former Republicans; and if they formed a separate sectional
organization, they would always remain in a hopeless minority. In so far as their
Democracy is inevitable, the persistence of the old dual partisan system is essential for
them.

The inability of Southern Democratic conservatives to make any effective protest against
Northern Democratic progressivism will artificially prolong the efficiency of the two-
party system. President Wilson and his immediate advisers will be able to dictate the
policy of the party. They will not be obliged to compromise with their conservative
partisan associates to at all the same extent as would Republican progressives. Of course,
the progressive Democrats will go through the form of consulting their conservative
associates. They will have to use tact, forbearance and even conciliation; but when it
comes to an important difference of opinion, they will rarely have to yield. They can
depend upon the Southern Democratic votes just as Bryan always could—in spite of the
fact that the Southerners were never very much interested in Bryanism. This gives them
an enormous advantage over progressive Republicans. If progressive Democrats can live
up to this opportunity, it should enable them to keep the upper hand in a continuation of
the duel with their traditional opponents. Their eventual failure, if and when it takes
place, will be due chiefly to the poverty of their own progressivism ideal, and to their
inability to make their program conform to the demands of a genuinely progressive
democracy.

The enforced partisan loyalty of Southern conservative Democrats may well enable
progressive Democrats to prevent progressivism from undermining Democracy. But the
old two-party system will merely be prolonged rather than really resurrected. Associated
as it is with representation by law, it cannot survive the advent of an official
representative system based upon direct popular government. The two-party system, like
other forms of representative democracy, proposes to accomplish for the people a
fundamental political task which they ought to accomplish for themselves. It seeks to
interpose two authoritative partisan organizations between the people and their
government. It demands of them that they act and think in politics not under the influence
of their natural class or personal convictions, but according to the necessities of an
artificial partisan classification. In this way it demands and obtains for a party an amount
of loyal service and personal sacrifice which a public-spirited democrat should lavish
only on the state. The unity of purpose and the effective power of joint action which
results from the action of partisan discipline and patriotism should accrue to the benefit
not of Republicanism or Democracy, but to that of the nation and of the really significant
social ingredients which enter into the national composition.

The two-party system is a semi-democratic device which was intended to democratize an
undemocratic political organization. For a couple of generations, it was an effective
agency of American national democracy. That it has ceased to be an agency of
democracy is sufficiently proved by the means which are now being taken to reform it.
The parties which were organized for the purpose of making an undemocratic
government responsive to the popular will are now being reorganized by the law for the
purpose of democratizing the supposed instruments of democracy. The reorganization is



mechanical and is merely following the lines of the least resistance. It recognizes the
peculiar importance of partisan allegiance in American practical politics, converts parties
from unofficial into official instruments of popular government and seeks to democratize
them by forcing their members to select their regular candidates by popular vote. Direct
primaries have resulted in making the domination of the machine in defiance of partisan
public opinion much more difficult; but, by popularizing the mechanism of partisan
government, the state has thrust a sword into the vitals of its former master. Under the
influence of direct primaries, national parties will no longer continue to be an effective
method for organizing the rule of the majority.

A party is essentially a voluntary association for the promotion of certain common
political and economic objects. It presupposes a substantial agreement of opinion and
interest among the members of the party, and a sufficient amount of mutual confidence. If
they differ vitally in interest and opinion, and have little or no confidence in one another,
the association should not be regulated; it should to that extent be dissolved. By
regulating it and by forcing it to select its leaders in a certain way, the state is sacrificing
the valuable substance of partisan loyalty and allegiance to the mere mechanism of
partisan association. Direct primaries will necessarily undermine partisan discipline and
loyalty. They will make it more necessary for every voter to belong nominally to either
one of the two dominant parties; but the increasing importance of a formal allegiance will
be accompanied by diminished community of spirit and purpose. Such is the absurd and
contradictory result of legalizing and regularizing a system of partisan government. If the
two-party system is breaking down as an agency for democratizing an undemocratic
government, the remedy is not to democratize the party which was organized to
democratize the government, but to democratize the government itself. Just in proportion
as the official political organization becomes genuinely democratic, it can dispense with
the services of national parties.

The state governments are, as we have seen, by way of being reorganized into more
effective and representative instruments of popular rule. In the case of the central
government, the corresponding process has not been carried very far; but it is being
carried far enough to indicate the gradual devitalizing of the partisan system. In spite of
the praiseworthy record which the Democrats are now making of partisan efficiency, the
prediction may be confidently ventured that it will not be continued. Partisan government
at Washington will remain necessary for a long time; but it will become increasingly less
effective. The system of direct presidential primaries will result in intense and bitter
contests for the nomination, and in the consequent undermining of party cohesion. The
party, instead of being organized in order to enable its members to consult one another
and reach an agreement upon differences of opinion, will be organized chiefly as an
official machinery of naming candidates. The candidate, after having been named by a
majority of the voting members of his party, becomes comparatively independent of its
other leaders. He has the power to write his own platform and practically to repudiate the
official platform of his party. He becomes the leader, almost the dictator, of his party, as
no President has been between Andrew Jackson and Woodrow Wilson. A wise, firm, yet
conciliatory man like President Wilson can so exercise his enormous power as to make
his party a more, rather than a less, effective instrument of government, just as a



monarchy may become, in the hands of an exceptionally able, independent, energetic and
humane administrator, a temporarily beneficent form of government. But a Woodrow
Wilson is not born of every election, and when he is born the benevolent domination
which he exercises over his party is a source, in the long run, of weakness rather than of
strength. As a consequence of direct primaries, a party ceases to be a representative
democracy. It obtains and retains its cohesion only as the result of a benevolent
dictatorship.

Under the conditions defined in the preceding chapters, official executive leadership, in
the name of a temporary majority of the electorate, may be an essential and fruitful
instrument of democracy; but, in order to be fruitful, it needs to be accompanied by some
method of minority representation and by the recall. In any event, it is incompatible with
a really vital partisan system. If the other party leaders are men of conviction who take
their joint partisan responsibility to the electorate seriously, they will not submit to a
method of leadership which is necessarily dictatorial. If they are not men of conviction
and are united chiefly for the attainment of local or personal ends, they will submit; but
they will submit to the official dictation of the President just as they formerly submitted
to the unofficial dictation of the boss. They are accustomed to take orders; and when
orders are lacking, they flounder hopelessly around. The old system cannot be galvanized
into any real life by virtue of executive leadership. The necessity of such leadership is
itself an evidence of the decrepitude of the two-party system. ...



