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Abstract

This essay examines the police as the apparatchik of the

administrative state—functionaries whose allegiance lies with

institutional power rather than moral law. It argues that policing

operates as an instrument of coercion, bureaucracy, and ideological

manufacture. Incorporating Erwin Chemerinsky’s critique in The

Case Against the Supreme Court and Mikhail Bakunin’s 19th-century

prediction that the apparatchik would evolve into a new ruling class

of bureaucrats, administrators, and police, it exposes how both theory

and practice converge in a system where power reproduces itself

through impunity. The modern state’s police are not protectors of

justice but guardians of hierarchy, operating through doctrines and

institutions designed to preserve control while denying accountability.

Introduction

The myth of the police as public guardians conceals their true role as

apparatchiks of state power—the administrative agents of coercion, hierarchy,

and obedience.1 The term apparatchik, born in Soviet bureaucratic language,
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originally referred to a loyal party official.2 . The term was used within Soviet

bureaucratic language to denote a loyal functionary of the Communist Party

apparatus. But the role it describes transcends ideology: it signifies the

bureaucrat who serves the system, not the people. The term apparatchik

historically described a bureaucratic loyalist within a totalitarian regime.

In the 19th century, Mikhail Bakunin foresaw this transformation with

striking accuracy. In his critique of Marxism and state socialism, Bakunin

(1873/1973) warned that even a “people’s government” would inevitably

produce a new ruling class of bureaucrats, administrators, and police,

who, claiming to represent the people, would instead dominate them.3 He

predicted that once centralized authority is established, “a new hierarchy of

real and counterfeit savants, and the new governing class of officials” would

arise to manage society through surveillance and repression. The police,

in this sense, embody Bakunin’s prophecy: a technocratic elite enforcing

obedience under the illusion of protection.

Bakunin’s opposition to the very idea of the apparatchik can be found

in his writings. In his seminal work God and the State, Bakunin contends

that all forms of governmental authority, whether secular or religious,

are fundamentally incompatible with human freedom and dignity. For

Bakunin, obedience to institutional power extinguishes individual autonomy

and moral self-determination. This stands in direct contrast to the essence

of the apparatchik, whose identity is defined by loyalty, hierarchy, and the

suppression of personal conscience in service of bureaucratic control.4

Today, this hierarchy is not theoretical—it is institutional. The Supreme

Court of the United States, as Erwin Chemerinsky (2014) demonstrates,

has fortified police impunity by repeatedly ruling that citizens have no

enforceable right to protection, and that officers who violate rights are

shielded from accountability. The result is a bureaucratic symbiosis between

the judiciary and the enforcer class—a modern realization of Bakunin’s

warning about the state’s evolution into an administrative tyranny of

officials.5
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The Apparatus of Control

Louis Althusser (1971) identified the Repressive State Apparatus (RSA)

and Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) as the twin engines of state power.6

The police perform both roles: they repress through force and legitimize

through image. Yet their authority is not neutral; it exists to maintain the

social and economic order that benefits the ruling class. Cases like Warren v.

District of Columbia (1981) and Castle Rock v. Gonzales (2005) confirm this

in legal form. In both, courts ruled that police have no constitutional duty

to protect individuals, even in the face of imminent harm. These decisions

codify what Bakunin warned of 150 years earlier: the separation of authority

from responsibility. The apparatus protects the structure, not the citizen.

The police, as the state’s apparatchiks, are instruments of discipline whose

power is legitimized precisely because it is bureaucratic, not personal.7

Bureaucracy and Obedience

Hannah Arendt (1963) described the “banality of evil” as the moral

vacuum that emerges when individuals obey orders without reflection.8

Bakunin anticipated this same pathology, describing bureaucrats as “the

most servile worshippers of authority,” who, once empowered, would enforce

obedience as an end in itself.9 Modern policing embodies that condition.

Officers are trained to privilege command over conscience, policy over ethics.

When police stand idle during massacres, as in Parkland (2018), or kill

unarmed civilians citing “protocol,” they act as bureaucratic instruments,

not moral agents.10

Chemerinsky (2014) exposes how the Supreme Court has institutionalized

this detachment. Through doctrines like qualified immunity—first

articulated in Harlow v. Fitzgerald (1982) and broadened in Kisela v. Hughes

(2018)—the Court has rendered accountability practically impossible. Unless

a prior case is identical in fact pattern, police cannot be held liable for
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violating rights. This creates a jurisprudence of impunity, in which the rule

of law is rewritten to protect those who enforce it. Thus, the police are the

perfected apparatchiks Bakunin foresaw—functionaries bound to hierarchy,

sanctioned by law, and morally insulated from the consequences of their

obedience.

Protection of Power, Not People

Policing in the United States was never designed as a system of collective

protection.11 Its historical roots lie in the defense of property and the

control of labor, not in public safety (Hadden, 2001; Vitale, 2017). As

Mikhail Bakunin warned, every centralized state—whether capitalist or

socialist—ultimately defends property and privilege under the guise of

maintaining order. Within bureaucracy, he saw the seed of a new ruling

class that would exploit the populace through regulation, surveillance, and

coercion masquerading as governance.

In contemporary America, this dynamic endures through a dual

mechanism of police enforcement and judicial endorsement. The Supreme

Court’s decisions in Tennessee v. Garner (1985) and Graham v. Connor

(1989) institutionalized a perspective that evaluates deadly force through

the officer’s eyes rather than the victim’s. This inversion transforms fear

into legal justification, recasting violence as a procedural act instead of a

moral transgression.12

The human cost of this bureaucratic order falls on overpoliced

communities, the poor, and those who call 911 in vain. The phrase “Dial

911 and Die,” popularized by attorney and civil rights advocate Richard

W. Stevens, encapsulates the core deception of American policing: the

state pledges protection while legally disavowing any duty to provide it.13

Stevens demonstrates how this paradox—rooted in cases such as Warren

v. District of Columbia and Castle Rock v. Gonzales—permits police to

abandon citizens in danger without consequence. His analysis reveals the
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illusion of public safety in an administrative state where law serves hierarchy,

not humanity. Dial 911 and Die is therefore not a failure of the system but

its defining feature. The police protect power from the people, not the people

from power.

Institutional Impunity

Bakunin predicted that bureaucrats and police, once granted

authority, would become self-perpetuating institutions, accountable only to

themselves.14 Modern policing proves him right. Officers are insulated

by collective bargaining agreements, internal review processes, and legal

immunity.15 Chemerinsky (2014) documents how the Supreme Court has

repeatedly refused to impose constitutional remedies for police misconduct.

In case after case, the Court has favored “order” over accountability,

rationalizing its decisions as judicial restraint. Yet restraint, in this

context, functions as collaboration: a systematic refusal to check the state’s

enforcers. The judiciary becomes the apparatus of legitimization, laundering

bureaucratic violence through the language of law.

Bakunin’s prophecy has thus materialized: a new ruling class of officials

and police, operating under the color of legality but serving the perpetuation

of hierarchy. The Court’s complicity ensures that the apparatchik’s violence

is not exceptional but systemic.

Ideological Manufacture and Public Illusion

The apparatchik does not merely enforce; he manufactures consent.

Police public relations campaigns, “community policing” narratives, and

media portrayals transform coercion into heroism.16 Bakunin foresaw this

ideological capture. He warned that the state, once empowered, would cloak

domination in the language of protection, creating a culture of voluntary

servitude. Citizens would internalize obedience as civic virtue, mistaking
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submission for security. The Supreme Court’s decisions amplify this illusion

by affirming the legality of the system’s failures, ensuring that betrayal

appears as inevitability. The ideological function of policing thus completes

Bakunin’s circle: a bureaucratic caste that enforces authority, justified by

courts, and adored by the very citizens it subjugates.

The Democratic Paradox

A democracy that entrusts coercive power to an unaccountable

bureaucracy ceases to be democratic in practice.17

The Supreme Court’s consistent refusal to impose constraints on police

violence has produced a managerial democracy—one that administers control

rather than embodies popular sovereignty. As Bakunin predicted, the

concentration of power—even under democratic pretenses—inevitably breeds

a new aristocracy of office. Today, that aristocracy is composed not of nobles

but of judges, administrators, and police—the very functionaries he warned

would rise to dominate the people through the mechanisms of governance

itself. The police thus embody the culmination of both Bakunin’s anarchist

prophecy and Chemerinsky’s constitutional critique: law as instrument,

justice as casualty.

Conclusion

The police are not the guardians of democracy; they are its

apparatchiks—bureaucratic enforcers of a system that worships authority

while disclaiming responsibility. Bakunin foresaw their emergence as a

new ruling class, and Chemerinsky documents the judiciary’s complicity in

securing their impunity. Together, their insights expose a continuum of power

that stretches from 19th-century theory to 21st-century jurisprudence. The

police, judiciary, and administrative state now form a closed triad of control.

Citizens may appeal to law, but the law itself has become an instrument
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of obedience. Until accountability replaces hierarchy and justice supersedes

order, the apparatchik will remain sovereign, and the people will remain

unprotected.
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