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tions of Michels” work and person, or as requests of new contribu-
tions, or as invitations to take new roles in the German academic and
scholarly world. Thus, Weber stressed his friend’s moralism and
honesty; asked him to contribute to a sociological investigation of the
press and to a new Grundriss der Sozialoekonomik (Outline of Social
Economy), to be published under Weber’s editorship; urged him to
write a cultural history of the modern proletarian movement (a task
for which Michels was in Weber’s mind especially qualified), and
took him as an expert on German Social Democracy; praised him for
the structure, content, and systematic character of his Political Parties
(1958), and his knowledge of demography and the international
workers” movement; recommended him for an academic position as
lecturer (Habilitation) in Italy, since much to Weber’s regret this was
not possible in Germany; invited him to participate both at the First
and the Second German Congress of Sociology (this latter invitation
was reiterated a number of times); and repeatedly suggested that
Michels should take over Weber’s own position as co-editor of the
Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik (Weber 1990: 56, 207, 210,
616; 1994: 62, 125, 349, 402-403, 411, 637, 664, 694, 754; 1998: 26-27, 98-
99, 448, 460, 466, 480, 491, 566, 764, 767, 770, 778, 780. See also
Mommsen 1987: 123).

The Paradox Explained

As mentioned, the presence of indicators of scholarly interest in, and
signs of personal esteem for, Michels on Weber’s part cannot be easily
reconciled with the absolute lack of citations of any work by Michels
in Weber’s writings, apart from his correspondence. An explanation
will now be suggested of this paradox. This explanation will first
focus on those epistemological, conceptual and theoretical points of
explicit disagreement of Weber with Michels. The disagreement will
be then shown to be serious enough, to reduce the relevance to Weber
of Michels” work merely as a source of empirical knowledge on the
working class movement, rather than an useful account of the
legitimacy sources and organizational structure of modern political
parties, whether socialist or not. These points may concern the
epistemology of the social sciences, as well as conceptual and
theoretical issues. Epistemological questions concern chiefly the dis-
tinction between value judgements and judgements of fact. Weber
often took Michels to task for the latter’s alleged proneness to
formulate value judgements in the context of scholarly argumenta-
tion. One instance was, in Weber’s opinion, Michels” ethical evaluation
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of German Social Democracy in place of a scientific analysis of its
specific values. Another instance was Michels” usage of value-loaded
expressions, such as the ‘social value’ of a given occupation, or
bureaucratic organizations that are “harmful to the common weal’.
Concepts, moreover, were not clearly defined. As Weber maintained,
this was the case, in particular, of Political Parties. In this work
important concepts were not defined, such as the concept of power
(Herrschaft), and concepts referring to collectivities, like the State, class
and union as totalities, and class interest. The concept of class,
moreover, was misdefined as though class membership might be
indicated by income and life style (Weber 1990: 640; 1994: 755, 757,
758, 760, 761. See also Scaff 1981: 1275-78).

Theoretical issues, as Weber remarked, were not adequately dealt
with by Michels. Which theoretical issues Weber referred to may be
gathered not only from his correspondence with Michels, but also
from other Weberian sources and from the secondary literature on the
Weber —Michels relationship. Of particular significance in this regard
is a short presentation by Weber, in 1905, hence before he became
acquainted with Michels, of an article by R. Blank, concerning the
social composition of the German social-democratic electorate (Weber
1905). Weber’s presentation called attention to some research ques-
tions, such as the formal features of modern party organizations, the
differences between the organizations of Anglo-Saxon parties and
that of the German Social Democratic Party, and finally, the relations
between the organization of this party and other party or union
organizations, and the party electorate (Portinaro 1984; Roth 1971:
271-72; Scaff 1981: 1274; Segre 1989: 348-50). As has been argued by
interpreters of the Weber —Michels relationship, Michels took on the
task of investigating the organizational structure of the German So-
cial-democratic Party, following Weber’s encouragement (Mommsen
1981: 109; Portinaro 1984: 218; Roth 1971: 246; Scaff 1981: 1279-80;
Segre 1989: 368).

In fact, those sections of Michels’ major work dealing with the
social analysis of leadership and the oligarchic tendencies of party
organizations, especially of the Social Democratic Party, were those
that elicited Weber’s greatest praise (Michels 1911: 260-381; Weber
1994: 754-55). Michels investigated, however, neither the features of
modern party organizations in general (as distinct from those charac-
teristic of the German Social Democratic Party), nor the organizational
differences between the German Social Democratic Party and the
British and American Parties, nor the relations between this party,
other organizations, and the unorganized electorate. A considerable
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portion of Weber’s original research program was not, accordingly,
carried out by Michels. For about five years (1906-1910), Weber
repeatedly prodded his friend Michels to conduct a thorough
investigation on most, if not all, the points of this program, and con-
sequently took him to task for having failed to do so when Political
Parties finally came out.

In this connection, some passages drawn from his correspondence
with Michels are worth noting. Barely a few months after having
become acquainted with Michels, in March and June 1906, already
Weber encouraged him to undertake a vast research program on: a)
the relations of economic or psychological dependence on the political
party of its followers, and vice versa; b) the differences, insofar as
these relations are concerned, between the Anglo-Saxon parties and
the German Social Democracy; c) whether having an ideological
orientation, as in the case of the German Social Democracy in contrast
to that of the Anglo-Saxon parties, affects the bureaucratic structure,
and vice versa. This question should be dealt with—he suggested —in
a comparative way: the comparison is made possible by the fact that
all these parties, and only these, are endowed with a developed
organizational structure; d) the formation of the ideological character
of the German Social Democratic Party; e) why, and with what con-
sequences, the German Social Democracy as a party organization, and
its working-class followers, show reluctance to collaborate with party
members of bourgeois origin; f) whether ‘revisionist’ (namely, reform-
inclined) and academic members of the party affect its organizational
structure (Weber 1990: 56-58, 99).

In subsequent letters, Weber urged his friend Michels not make the
mistake to believe that: a) economic indispensability involves power,
and b) there exist a ‘will of the people’, and some form of democracy
that would do away with the domination of some people by other
people. He further invited him: a) to investigate the transformation of
the German Social Democracy from an ideological party to a bureau-
cratic organization, like its American counterparts; b) to analyse
regional differentiation of this party and the motive forces of its
organizational evolution; c) to improve his knowledge of the German
‘bourgeois’ parties; d) to study in depth the programs, values, ideals,
and the culture of the Social Democratic Party, unions, and of the
socialist movement in general, and to ascertain what ethic prevails
in its fold, whether an ethic of principles or rather one that takes
into consideration the consequences of a given course of action. This
study should be congenial, as Weber observed, to Michels, himself a
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trade unionist and a man of principles (Weber 1990: 424, 615-18, 640-
42, 647; 1994: 60-61, 125, 350, 402, 403, 411, 664).

When a complimentary copy of the Political Parties was finally in
Weber’s hands, he read it with utmost attention. While he did not
dispute the existence of oligarchic and self-perpetuating tendencies in
the organizations of modern parties, whether socialist or not, as him-
self had stressed long ago (Weber 1905: 551-52), he apparently found
the work did not quite conform to his expectations. A few factual
statements were, first of all, considered erroneous by Weber. Since
their theoretical relevance is limited, only some of them will be hinted
at in this connection: that marriage as an institution originated in the
men’s interest rather than women’s (as Weber contended) in bequeath-
ing their inheritance to their offspring; that the parties had been
founded by working-class supporters rather than by privileged intel-
lectuals; and that the English trade union members (rather than the
workers’ leaders, as the Editors have indicated) (Michels 1911: 301;
Weber 1994: 759 n. 23) are, like their American counterparts, selfish,
arrogant, and poorly educated (Weber did not subscribe to extending
this evaluation to the English trade union members) (Weber 1994: 755,
756, 759).

Secondly, and more importantly, Weber raised objections of theo-
retical import (Weber 1994: 756-61). Some of these objections had not
been anticipated in his correspondence with Michels. More specifi-
cally: a) practical experience rather than formal education is relevant
for leaders of occupational groups; b) the choice of competent leaders
does not presuppose competence on the part of those who make the
choice, for anybody may feel the effects of incompetence; c) from the
interests of their members, rather than from alleged psychological
laws, follows the closure of occupational groups, and from such
interests, rather than from sentiments of trust, also follows the
cohesion of organizations like parties and cartels; d) power (Macht) is
not necessarily conservative, and can in fact achieve revolutionary
effects; e) the economic interests of the party leaders do not coincide
with those of the party as a whole, which cannot be determined
beyond dispute.

Other objections, however, had already been formulated: a) the
question, whether the presence in the party of ‘revisionist’ and
academic members affect its organizational structure, implied some
fundamental distinction between these two components of the reform-
oriented wing of German Social Democracy. Accordingly, their
merging into a unitary consideration by Michels (Michels 1911: 307-
308) was found objectionable by Weber. Parenthetically, Michels in a
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subsequent work on the psychology of the anti-capitalistic move-
ments dealt with socialist academic intellectuals separately (Michels
1926: 323); b) economic indispensability and technical competence do
not imply power. To this remark Weber added, this time, that power
(Herrschaft) may be reciprocal, for those that are subject to it in one
sense may exert it in another. He contended, accordingly, that Michels
conceptual framework of power was ‘too simple’ to account for the
complexity of social relations. The same point has been made by more
recent critics of Michels (Beetham 1981: 89), and involves a rejection of
Michels” elitist, anti-democratic political theory as conceptually and
theoretically inadequate (Scaff 1981: 1281-83); c) Michels” insufficient
knowledge of the work by James Bryce, The American Commonuwealth,
had been detrimental to his analysis. Weber, in his letters preceding
the publication of the Political Parties, had urged Michels to read and
study that work (Weber 1990: 57, 99, 617-18). Although Michels finally
complied, he quoted it only once (Michels 1911: 187), and —much to
Weber’s displeasure—in the abridged instead of the full edition,
which—as Weber thought—would have been useful to him. As
Weber had already explained in March 1906, at the inception of their
intellectual relationship, Bryce’s work is indispensable to the students
of modern, technically developed parties, such as those that obtain in
the United States. The reciprocal influence between ideals and
organizational structure in the German Social Democratic Party could
be brought into light—Weber then maintained—by means of a
comparison with the organizational structure of the American, non-
ideological parties (Weber 1990: 57-58).

Conclusion

Thus, Michels pursued his own line of research on the oligarchic
tendencies within the working class parties and movements, without
heeding Weber’s advice to do comparative analyses of different party
organizations and to refine his concepts of power and domination, in
order to produce a more persuasive theory of democracy. This theory
should consider the organizational prerequisites of modern political
parties, the opportunities and constraints they provide to their charis-
matic leaders, and in general, the conditions and limits of parliamen-
tary democracy in contemporary capitalist societies (Mommsen 1981:
113-14, and n. 25; Portinaro 1984: p. 219; Scaff 1981: 1281-83; Tuccari
1993: 272-79). Even after the publication of Michels’ major work,
Weber continued to esteem and praise him for his knowledge of the
German Social Democracy, and of the international working class
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parties and movements. However, it then became apparent to Weber
that for those theoretical questions which he found most relevant
Michels could be of limited help. Except for his private correspon-
dence, he had therefore no reason for quoting his friend’s work.
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