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What Does 
Change Look Like? 

So far in this book we have been discussing changes in the 
nature of conflict due 1) to the development or expansion of 
conflict, the changing scope of the involvement, and 2) to 
the displacement of subordinate conflicts by dominant con
flicts. As long as we deal with conflicts that are not fully 
established, great fluidity in the political system may result 
from the fact that conflict is highly contagious and from the 
circumstance that conflicts compete with each other for a 
place in the center of the arena. 

What happens to conflicts that are so fully developed and 
established that they cannot be displaced and cannot be re
solved? 

Is the political system stalemated by cleavages so firmly 
established that they seem to divide the community penna
nently? The answer to this question is vitally important be
cause it tells us whether or not the system is dynamic or 
stagnant. 

It might be well to observe at the outset some differences 
between resolvable conflicts and unresolvable conflicts. In 
an unresolvable conflict neither side can be overwhelmed, 
both sides are able and willing to continue the struggle in
definitely, and neither side can escape the necessity of con
tinuing the struggle. 
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What we are really saying is that an unresolvable conflict 
implies the existence of an equilibrium. It follows that the 
permanent built-in conflicts in our society can be best un
derstood in terms of the politics of equilibriums. The ques
tion is, therefore: What happens when the political system is 
dominated by the need to maintain an equilibrium? What 
does an equilibriwn look like? Is an equilibrium only anoth
er word for a stalemate, or is it compatible with the exis
tence of a dynamic political system? 

A good example of a well-developed conflict that seems to 
be unresolvable is the conflict between government and 
business. This conOict is built into a system that is both dem
~ratic and capitalistic. Both of these antagonists are power
~ ful and resourceful and resolute; both are well-intrenched, 

and both have substantially unlimited staying power. Has 
this conflict stalemated the political system? 

There is a great abundance of evidence to show that the 
unresolved and unresolvable conflict of government and 
business has not deadlocked the system or checked the 
process of change. It is almost impossible to exaggerate the 
changes that have been made in the government and in 
public policy in spite of the tensions desoribed here. 

For example, it is impossible to say when or where it hap
pened, but the attitude of Americans toward their govern
ment has undergone a profound change in the course of our 
national history. For more than a century we have been 
giving the government to the people until the people have 
come to believe us; they think that they own it. The public 
no longer identifies itself with the House of Representatives 
as its special agency in the government, as it ought to in 
constitutional theory. Americans now think that their title 
covers the whole government, lock, stock, and barrel, not 
merely a piece of it. Like all great proprietors they are not 
interested in details or excuses; they want results. In other 
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words, they believe that they have a general power over the 
government as a whole and not merely some power within 
the government. 

This is a profoundly revolutionary change in the concept 
of power which cannot be fitted into anything written in the 
Federalist Papers or in the literature of constitutional law. It 
is a change not brought about by an act of Congress, a deci
sion of the Supreme Court, a constitutional convention, or a 
constitutional amendment, but by a kind of general consent. 
Somewhere along the line the owners of the government 
decided to read the Constitution as if it were a democratic 
document. This is unquestionably the most important inter
pretation of the Constitution in our history. It can be under
stood only on the assumption that the general expectations 
of the proprietors of the government have been changed 
profoundly. 

Take some other examples. What has become of the view 
widely held a generation ago that the treaty provisions of 
the Constitution were unworkable? Or, what is the real 
status of the doctrine of limited government today? The 
government of the United States is now a very powerful 
organization, perhaps the most powerful organization in the 
history of the world. There is nothing inevitable about the 
survival of the United States, but if it fails it will not be for 
lack of power or money. 

While we were looking the other way, the government of 
the United States became a global operation a decade or 
two ago. The budget is about two hundred fifty times as 
large as it was seventy years ago. If you multiply the diame
ter of a baseball by two hundred fifty very suddenly, you 
have an explosion. Is it possible to understand American pol
itics without considering the regime a going concern? What 
kind of operation has the government of the United States 
become? The changes in the regime are so great that one 
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might well ask whether or not our theoretical equipment is 
adequate for the comprehension of what has happened. 

In a purely formal sense we can say that the government 
of the United States is the same one that was established in 
1789-in about the same way in which Henry Ford's bicycle 
repair shop is the same as the Ford Motor Company today. 

The achievements of the regime are all the more remark
able in view of the fact that we have a governmental appa
ratus that looks for all the world like a Rube Goldberg car
toon. The theme of a generation of writers on American 
public affairs has been the unworkability of the machinery 
of government. It would be difficult to find anywhere in the 
world a gap that is wider than that between the generally 
pessimistic and defeatist tone of the literature of American 
government and politics on the one hand and the perform
ance of the regime on the other. 

Evidently the unresolved tension between government 
and business has not inhibited the process of change. 

We might make greater progress toward an understand
ing of the dynamics of American politics if we ignored the 
complexities of the governmental structure and began to 
examine the struggle for power in a new dimension. Is it not 
likely that the separation of powers reflects obsolete con
flicts that have little relevance to the contemporary strug
gle? The whole of the ancient British social structure around 
which the separation of powers was built originally has long 
since passed into the limbo. The deepest cleavages in the 
modern world are no longer those that turn the President 
against Congress or the courts. We get confused because we 
cling to the ancient battlements long after the armies have 
abandoned them and the conflict has moved to new battle
fields . The scene of conflict has shifted so greatly that the 
government itself is now involved in a wholly new dimen
sion of conflict. The unresolvable conflicts are no longer car
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ried on within the old governmental structurej the new 
conflicts characteristically involve the whole government in 
struggles with powers wholly outside the government To
day the government itself competes for power. 

It may be useful to examine two of the greatest of mod
em, built-in, unresolvable conflicts to see what light they 
shed OD this discussion. 

The conflict of government and business illustrates the 
new dimensions of the dominant tensions. It requires DO 
demonstration to support the proposition that the relation 
between government and business has given rise to some of 
the greatest tensions in modern life and that these tensions 
tend to dominate the political system. 

Business so dominates the nongovernmental world that it 
looks very much like a power system able to compete with 
the government itself. Once upon a time the church was the 
principal nongovernmental institution; today it is business. 
Nowadays business plays so great a role in the community, it 
has developed so great an organization, has such vast re
sources that it is inevitably the principal focus of power out
side of the government, a focus of power that challenges the 
supremacy of government in the modem community. As a 
matter of fact, the relations of government and business 
largely determine the character of the regime. Seen this 
way the struggle for power is largely a confrontation of two 
major power systems, government and business. 

The very magnitude of the two systems makes it impossi
ble for them to be indifferent to each other. Control of the 
vast aggregates of wealth involved in the corporate struc
ture of modem business is a power mobilization of such pro
portions that it is virtually forced to compete with govern
ment. In terms of almost any conceivable definition of pow
er, business deserves to be called a power system of the first 
order. If money is power, obviOusly business has so much 
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money that it must be powerful. If we have difficulty in 
thinking of business as a competitor with government, it is 

only because we have been educated to believe that compe
tition with the government is unthinkable. 

The rivalry of government and business is not abated by 
the fact that the antagonists are interdependent and insepa
rable (everybody belongs to both empires). Nor is the con
flict made less real by the fact that it is never fully avowed 
as a power struggle. The quarrel dominates the political sys
tem precisely because it is not a war of extermination; this is 
what makes the conflict unresolvable. The political system 
has had a long time to organize itself around this quarrel. 

The mixture of capitalism and democracy in the Ameri
can regime presupposes tension. Tension is increased by the 
fact that power in the two systems is aggregated on radically 
different principles. The political system is broadly equali
tarian, numbe1"s are important in politics. The whole em
phasis of the law and tradition of the political system is de
signed to invite the widest possible participation in the 
process. 

On the other hand, the economic system is exclusivej it 
fosters a high degree of inequality and invites concentration 
of power. There is, moreover, a strong dogmatic base for the 
assumption that the public responsibilities of business are 
limited. The bias of the two systems is profoundly different 

Imagine a political system in which votes are bought and 
sold freely in the open market, a system in which it is taken 
for granted that people will buy all the votes they can afford 
and use their power to get more money in order to buy 
more votes, so that a single magnate might easily outvote a 
whole city. Imagine a situation in which elections have be
come a mere formality because one or a few individuals are 
owners of a controlling number of votes. Suppose that nine 
tenths of the members of the community are unable to ex
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ert any appreciable influence. Suppose, moreover, that the 
minority is entitled to very little information about what is 
being done. That is what the political system would be like if 
it were run the way business is run. 

It is unlikely that two such power systems as government 
and business could inhabit the same space without collision. 
H ever a contest was built into a regime, the conflict be
tween government and business is it. 

The dualism of government and business in the American 
system did not arise by chance or mischance. It is a romantic 
misreading of history to suppose that Americans first estab
lished a pristine democracy which later was corrupted by 
the money power. Rather, American democracy was an ear
ly attempt to split the political power from the economic 
power. This is the great American experiment. In the long 
story of western civilization the union of economic and poli
tical power has been the rule, not the exception, i.e., the 
owners of economic power were also the owners of the gov
ernment. One of the first great breaches in this ancient sys
tem was made by the American attempt to divorce the two 
powers. Indeed, it was possible to democratize the political 
system without a bloody social revolution because Ameri
cans invented a working model for splitting the two kinds of 
power. 

Why have Americans failed to understand the importance 
of this development? Our view of history has been distorted 
by the compulsion to interpret our past in terms of tradi
tional concepts of popular sovereignty. In view of the tradi
tional definition of democracy it was necessary to invent the 
myth that the people seized all power at the time of the 
American Revolution. Next. it became necessary to suppose 
that the idyllic democratic system established at the end of 
the eighteenth century has been subverted by the rise ofbig 
business. 
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A recognition of the dualism of government and business 
provides a much better interpretation of American history. 
The American Revolution was an incident in a conflict that 
is still going on. The function ofdemocracy has been to pro
vide the public with a second power system, an alternative 
power system, which can be used to counterbalance the eco
nomic power. For this reason, it was necessary to create a 
broad democratic base of the political system. This is why 
government and business so often seem to be alternative 
ways of doing the same things. H government by business 
now seems intolerable, it is because we have developed new 
concepts of the functions of government. There is so much 
reckless talk about the relations of government and business 
that we ought to make an effort to bear in mind the point 
that the divorce of the two power systems is perhaps the 
greatest American political achievement. 

Politics, as we now understand it, developed as a conse
quence of the separation of the economic and the political 
powers, just as politics in an earlier period revolved about 
the separation of church and state. The rise of modern 
American politics is related to the growth of political parties 
which were able to capture the government while leaving 
control of the economy largely untouched. 

The separation of the political and economic powers was 
facilitated by the breakup of mercantilism and the rise of 
laissez-faire concepts of public policy at about the same 
time that democratic political ideas gained wide popular ac
ceptance. The democratic movement was so exclusively pol
itical that most of us have difficulty trying to imagine what 
the democratization of the economy would look like. 

The division of the political and economic powers was 
bound to create a new kind of government because it gave 
the government a new assignment. On the other hand, the 
economic interpretation of politics, a very old interpretation 
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of politics, broadly ignores what has happened to the politi
cal system in the past century. If business really dominated 
the government, how long would a public discussion of the 
relations of government and business have been possible? 

What is the nature of the public interest in this equilibri
um of government and business? First, the public does not 
seem to be very much interested in a resolution of the COn
flict. It does not like any of the standard resolutions such as 
fascism or communism. Whatever the legal and theoretical 
powers of the government may be, it bas never received a 
mandate to abolish the capitalist system. On the other hand, 
government by business seems into!erable. There are ur
gent reasons for the perpetuation of the conflict. Paul Ap
pleby has said: 

It may be unfortunate, but it is nevertheless a fact that because 
of factors beyond its control no industry can realize its own social 
aspirations. It is also true that no industry can regard public inter
est equally with industrial interest. That cannot be its function; it 
must have a different and narrower one. Governments exist pre
cisely for the reason that there is a need to have special persons in 
society charged with the function of promoting and protecting the 
public interest.' 

In some ways the public interest resides in the no man's 
land between government and business. The public wants to 
preserve its options, the kinds of options it would lose if 
either the fascist or communist resolutions were adopted. 

There is something about the government that makes it 
grow when it is attacked. The public likes competitive power 
·Systems. It wants both democracy and a high standard of 
living and thinks it can have both provided it can maintain a 
dynamic equilibrium between the democratic and the capi
talist elements in the regime. The public is willing to try to 
get along with the capitalist system provided that it can 
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maintain alongside it a democratic political system powerful 
enough to police it. 

What has the equilibrium done to American government? 
It has meant that big business has had to be matched at all 
points by what Paul Appleby calls big democracy. Every 
change in the organization, technology, and scope of the 
economy has had to be matched by parallel changes in the 
organization of political power. The point is that govern
mental change becomes possible when it is necessary to pre
serve the equilibrium. Once we understand this proposition 
a host of other data fall into place because the necessities of 
the equilibrium determine what can and what cannot be 
done. 

If we start from the proposition that competitive power 
relations are the key to politics, we might have less difficulty 
in understanding why things have changed so rapidly. The 
key concept is that competitive situations survive only as 
long as the competitors are able to maintain a kind of parity 
of the capacity to compete. Anything that disturbs this pari
ty affects all of the contestants with devastating intensity. 

People value government because it is the only device 
that is able to protect them against competing power sys
tems of which they do not approve wholly, power systems 
they fear or cannot control. The way the government acts is 
related to the way people react to nongovernmental power 
systems. Governments feed on these reactions. The irresist
ible stimulus is the growth of the competitors. People value 
government not Pecause it is omnipotent but because the 
world is a dangerous place in which to live. If we want to 
understand what is happening to government, we must look 
at what its rivals are doing, not merely at the formal govern
mental institutions. Paraphrasing a statement made in an
other connection long ago, we might say about the govern



er. The government is irrevocably committed to keeping up were merely rallying around to preserve the status quo. 
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ment of the United States that we love it for the enemies it 
has made. 

Only the strong can compete because the scale of compe
tition is always determined by the scale and force of the 
antagonists. A competitive situation can continue only in 
something Uke an equilibriwn. The law of competition is 
therefore that each competitor must match the scale of op
erations of his principal competitors to survive. Spelled out 
in more detail this analysis means that students of politics 
must be concerned about the equilibriums implicit in the 
unresolvable conflicts imbedded in the regime. 

In a society that is highly sensitive to changes in the equi
librium anything that touches the seamless web of power 
relations involves everything else. The most significant dif
ference between the private domain and the public domain 
is that in private conflict the strong prevail whereas in the 
public domain the weak combine for self-defense. 

Everything that might be said about the impact on the 
government of changes in the economy ought to be multi
plied many times when we consider the effect of changes in 
the world balance of power on American government. The 
point of this discussion is that the unresolvable conflicts built 
into the regime do not produce a stalemate; the equilibrium 
is dynamic. 

As a matter of fact, the unresoLvable conflicts have not 
deadlocked American politics for another reason: The cleav
ages produced are inconsistent and contradictory_lt follows 
that each can be used to bring tremendous pressure on the 
other. Movement within the political system is related 
therefore to the kind of leverage that two inconsistent 
cleavages can exert on each other. 

The equilibriums are dynamic because they are main
tained amid the fantastic growth of all competitors for pow
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with all the Joneses, at home and abroad. The scale of orga
nization and the locus of power within the government re
spond predictably to any change in the power, technology, 
or scope of operations of its principal antagonists. 

Competition is the life of government. To destroy the 
equilibrium is to destroy one government and to create an
other. What government must do and can do is determined 
by what happens to the competition. The chief factor in the 
governmental revolution of oUT times has been the rise of 
enormous new power concentrations abroad and at bome 
which have destroyed the old balance of power and forced 
us to make a stupendous effort to restore the equilibrium. 

The sense of urgency behind the drive to preserve the 
equilibrium is so strong and the compensatory changes in 
the government are made so easily that we are hardly aware 
of them. The reaction is almost automatic. That is how it 

happens that most of us do not know that we have created a 
new government in the past three decades. We never de
cided to create a new government. We thought thal we 
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We have had difficulty preceiving change because we 
have looked for the WTong kind of conflict (conflict within 
the government) and have underestimated the extent to 
which the government itselfas a whole has been in conflict 
with other power systems. When the government as a 
whole is in conflict with other powers, conflict within the 
government is subordinated, no matter how earnestly we 
pretend that this is not so. 

The use of unresolvable conflicts to keep alive the alterna
tives within the pohtical system is well within the American 
tradition. The conflicts of church and state and of the king 
and barons are closely related to the origins of liberty, be
cause the little people profited by the divisions among the 
powerfuL In the United States in the middle of the twenti
eth century the new equilibrium of government and busi
ness has been made possible by the rise ofmodern democra
cy and modern industrialism which created the base for a 
new division of powers. The erosion of the checks and bal
ances in the United States Constitution in modem times has 
been due to the fact that there has been a shift in the domi
nant cleavages in our society. A great part of the confusion 
of our times results from the fact that we are substituting a 
new separation of powers for the old one. 

Nor is this the first time that we have revised the align
ments of forces institutionalized in the Constitution. The 
British Glorious Revolution Constitution was a trap de
signed to catch a king. A century later this trap was import
ed by Americans in spite of the fact that we had no king. 

Democracy as we know it today depends on the way in 
which the political and the economic powers are played off 
against each other, the way we steer a course between dom
inance and subservience. We need not be dismayed to find 
that business is powerful. Power is inherent in modem busi-
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ness organization. The object of the game is not to destroy 
business power but to match it with governmental power. 

The foregoing line of thought implies a notion about the 
function of modem government. One way of describing this 
function is to say that government is organized for the pres
ervation of the familiar landscape. For this reason we do not 
like unilateral solutions. This feeling has something to do 
with our sense of equality, justice, and security. On the oth
er hand we do not object to the greatest changes imaginable 
as long as they are general and everything changes at the 
same time and changes to approximately the same extent. 

It is remarkable how little OPPOSition is aroused by gener
al changes that affect us like the pressure of an atmosphere. 
How easily we become accustomed to changes that have 
become universalized! What might the automobile have 
done to our society if it had become the exclusive possession 
of a privileged class? Or what would have happened if selec
tive service had not been made universal? Changes in the 
relative position of things are painful. 

How can changes in the modem political scene be identi
fied? Superficially, they can't be seen at all. Change is possi
ble in part because it is often imperceptible, because it is 
usually done in the name of preserving the status quo. 

Note 
1. Big Democracy, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1945, p. 5. 


