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More About Applied Political Science

Harry Eckstein, University of California, Irvine

In a recent issue of PS (XXII, 3,
September 1989, 635-639), Gary
Andres and Janice Beecher call for
something that seems obviously desir-
able but, as they themselves point
out, is not easy to achieve: bridging

" the gap between academic political
science and practical politics. Some
of their arguments secem to me well-
taken. But I write this response
because of what they omit and dis-
tort. That is most of what really
matters in dealing with this seemingly
simple, but very complex, matter.
Their views, as is often the case with
the ‘‘obvious,’” are simplistic, despite
the existence of literature that wres-
tles with the complexities.

First, though, the good points.
Andres and Beecher point out that
political scientists are not sufficiently
used in practical politics, public and
private. They exaggerate this point a
bit, and they do not mention any
misuse of academics by politicians
(see below); but they seem to me
basically to be right. They write even
more to the point about the lack of
sufficient flow from practical politics
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to academic political science; political
scientists who go into practical work
are, granted a few exceptions, not
given proper credit for it when they
wish to return to the academy.
Andres and Beecher surely are also
right in calling for a predictive polit-
ical science. In principle, theories
that can explain (I assume that they
mean “‘scientifically’’ explain, in
Hempel’s sense) also can predict; but
actual prediction unfortunately is not
common in our field, even for its
crucial academic use: testing theory.
And their vision of the integration of
academic and practical political
science surely is a laudable vision,
anyway at first glance.

I hope, and assume, that they do
not consider their vision new. It goes
back about as far as political study
itself; in fact, the separation of aca-
demic study and worldly activity is of
quite recent origin. If only for that
reason, periodic exhortations to
mobilize political scientists for prac-
tical work in the ‘‘real world’’ are
probably worthwhile. I did once
write (in reply to Leo Strauss’ accu-
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sation that political scientists are fid-
dling while Rome burns, without
realizing that Rome is burning and
they are fiddling) that political
mobilization of the profession was
hardly needed at the time, and gave
a very long paragraph’s worth of still
pertinent reasons (Eckstein, 1967).
Still, as Ernest Lynton argued per-
suasively in a recent book, higher
education in general nowadays falls
far short of fulfilling an ancient,
critical social function: training capa-
ble, needed personnel (as the ancient
universities emphasized the training
of clergymen and scribes) and,
especially important in this age of
rapid accumulation and change of
knowledge, retraining people in mid-
career. Among the sinners in regard
to this, political science departments
surely rank high.

The situation is not, however, as
bleak as Andres and Beecher depict
it. Note the spread of courses on
practical public morality, the
mushroom growth of Schools of
Public Affairs, the vogue of policy
studies (since Lasswell), and the
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appearance, in Schools of Public
Affairs at any rate, of ‘‘mid-career
fellows.”” Nor is the problem, such as
it is, one-sidedly the fault of ‘‘ivory-
tower’’ academics. The men of af-
fairs too often think that they have
nothing to learn from those in the
academy, or only from certain types
of them (e.g., from the “‘dismal
scientists’’). Even if they use
academics, they too often ignore
them, or else recruit only people who
are, so to speak, pseudo-academics in
search of political careers or people
willing to say what the practitioners
want to hear.

Here lies the first difficulty Andres
and Beecher overlook: Who in the
practical political world will listen to
academic ideas, and to what will they
listen? I write from personal disillu-
sion, as a consultant on insurgency in
a Government Department and two
agencies, during the Vietnam War,
from 1962 to 1966 (when I stopped,
wearied by the physical strain in-
volved in working in two worlds and
repelled by our policies).

By that time, quite a bit of aca-
demic knowledge pertinent to insur-
gency had been developed. Some of
it originated in the literary reflections
French officers made thoughtful by
their experiences in Indo-China;
some in the academy, as in Prince-
ton’s Internal War Prospect, which I
directed. We also had Clausewitz,

T. E. Lawrence, Mao, and Giap in
our libraries. Although our under-
standing of insurgency was, and still
is, painfully limited, it would have
sufficed to prevent some of our more
egregious policy errors in regard to
it.

Experience in Washington was use-
ful to me for the glimpses of ‘‘real-
world’’ politics it yielded. But it also
indicated: (1) that political scientists
in governmental positions were a
special breed that resembled rather
than complemented the men of
affairs; (2) that academic ideas
tended to be filed away, in a sort of
reflexive manner, rather than being
taken seriously—at any rate, if they
did not fit the practical people’s pre-
conceptions; (3) that officials inter-
acted with academics mainly to con-
vince them (in this case, that we were
winning) and to get their support, in
the guise of seeking guidance; and
(@), as it seems to me now, that the
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departments were playing a sort of
game—*‘our’’ consultants (numbers,
reputation) versus ‘‘yours’’—for the
sake of influence higher up. The
small number of ideas that did even-
tually filter through to the ‘‘politi-
cians’’ (including bureaucrats) seems,
in retrospect, to have come more
from research than from the
researchers.

A second difficulty comes from us:
What do we say to the practical
men? Do we have enough *‘usable
knowledge,”’ to use Lindblom and
Cohen’s label (1979), to make much
difference to policy decisions—
assuming that it will be taken seri-
ously? (I emphasize that the ques-
tions pertain to decisions, rather than
to what Lindblom always stressed:
“‘policy evaluation” [1963].) Surely
we do have some usable knowledge,

Who in the practical
political world will listen
to academic ideas, and to
what will they listen?

and some of it actually is applied in
the ‘‘real world’’—for instance, to
help devise electoral strategies or for
redistricting. In many areas, how-
ever, our knowledge is too embry-
onic, or beside the point, to be
applied, except as quackery; and
these areas too often are precisely the
ones in which political men seek aca-
demic guidance—usually after some
unforeseen disaster. Since the wholly
unexpected fall of the Shah, for
instance, both the government and
some multinational corporations have
sought out academics to provide
improved political forecasting
models. Much, after all, is at stake
for them. But we have only limited
and conflicting knowledge about the
conditions of political stability and
instability. And forecasting the fall
of a ruler or government falls in the
same category as forecasting earth-
quakes: the events are ‘‘catastro-
phes’’—in the technical sense of dis-
continuous, sporadic events—which
can be explained after the fact,
but not forecast with reasonable
accuracy.

Much the most bothersome issue,
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however, is a third: whether the close
identification of political inquirers
and political practitioners, and much
two-way traffic between the worlds
of political inquiry and action, is in
fact as desirable as it may seem at
first glance. Surely even Andres and
Beecher do not want the total confu-
sion of the roles. Nor does anyone
want their absolute separation. But
where draw the line? This is the issue
Max Weber faced in his lectures
‘‘Politics as a Vocation’’ and
“Science as a Vocation’’ (1946), after
a lifetime of working in both
spheres; so have some contemporary
‘“‘policy scientists,”” most notably
Lindblom.

I took up this issue in a paper,
subsequently published (1967), before
a plenary session of the American
Political Science Association, both
expounding Weber’s views and trying
to build on them. I want to summa-
rize here only two points made in the
paper: that the roles of *‘politicians”’
and “political scientists’’ involve very
different ‘‘cultures’’ (or, as Husserl
called them, “‘life-worlds’’) and that
too much blurring of their spheres
entails dangers to both of them.

In regard to the academics’ and
politicians’ cultures, I argue (148-51)
the following:

1. The two “‘life-worlds”’ call for
quite different feelings in regard
to the work done in them. The
essential business of governing is
making choices, for which one
needs, or needs to develop, pas-
sionate convictions and a sense of
certainty—in the manner of physi-
cians and for similar reasons.
Social Science, per contra, is
morally (even if not evaluatively)
silent and studiously tentative. It
also breeds a strong sense of falli-
bility—of doubt, skepticism, and
being critical of one’s own work.

2. The contexts toward which work

in the roles is directed also are
opposites. Policy decisions must
willy-nilly be taken with reference
to concrete, extremely complex
wholes. Academics, to the con-
trary, work with abstract and sim-
plified aspects of whole experi-
ence. The division of labor in the
practical world is one of substan-
tive tasks, each of which is itself
complex; in academic inquiry it
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involves splitting the concrete into
fragments (psychological, eco-
nomic, administrative, etc.).

3. Work in the two realms involves
different organizational frame-
works. Political work, for in-
stance, is typically done in large,
routinized organizations. Aca-
demic inquiry, although becoming
more bureaucratized, still is most-
ly done individually, with few pre-
scribed routines.

4. Time and space involve different
dimensions in the two cultures.
Political space is tied, in the main,
to particular societies; scientific
space is ecumenical. Political time
is inherently short; action usually
must be expeditious, whether or
not all the returns are in. The aca-
demic may sit long and patiently
(even now, despite the overempha-
sis on rapid ‘‘productivity’’),
thinking, calculating, or awaiting
inspiration.

All this, to repeat, is only a sum-
mary of a rather elaborate argument
and rationale. It should suffice to
help explain why the two roles, ideal-
ly complementary precisely because
of their differences, often only lead
"to misunderstanding, even contempt,
in interaction. It should also help
explain why the practical men largely
seek out their own kind in the acad-
emy, and vice versa, when the op-
posite would be much more useful.

As for the dangers: Weber pointed
out that the chief peril of confusing
the two life-worlds to social scientists
is the temptation to play at being
moral teachers, agitators, dema-
gogues, and ‘‘prophets” in the acad-
emy—something that can, of course,
also occur through dissident ‘‘en-
gagement.’’ This is a danger,
granted, only if one agreed with
Weber on the limits of science (its
inability to provide ‘‘correct’’ values
and to infuse ‘“‘meaning’’ into life,
and its inability to yield final, defini-
tive Truth) and with his perception
of its peculiar dignity as an activity,
which lies precisely in the taxing
labors scientists perform despite these
limits.

In the case of politicians the chief
peril is what Weber called ‘‘scien-
tism.” That meant two things to
him. One is turning a scientific
theory into a moral imperative,
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which compromises both theory and
morality. The second involves ‘‘poli-
ticians’’> more directly. The need for
choice often is pressing in the ‘‘real
world”’ and choices often are dif-
ficult to make. If so, the practical
men may thus become only too sus-
ceptible to the scientists, abdicating
to them the responsibilities intrinsic
to their roles. Actually, both types of
men may thus become unfaithful to
their responsibilities if their roles are
confused: in one case, to inquire; in
the other, to choose.

There is more to be said about all
this—much more. Suffice it to say
here that, though exhortations to do
““applied political science’’ may be
salutary as an antidote to too strict
separation, we need much more the
careful, subtle analysis of desirable

linkages of, and division between,
the roles, in the manner of Weber’s
lectures—splendid lectures, but cer-
tainly not the last words on the
subject.
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Whither the Political Science Major

at Liberal Arts Colleges?

Timothy V. Kaufman-Osborn, Whitman College

Note: The following remarks were
delivered at a roundtable conducted
under the auspices of the American
Political Science Association at its
1989 annual meeting in Atlanta. The
session was titled ‘‘Re-thinking the
Political Science Major at Liberal
Arts Colleges.”’ Other participants
included Joan Tronto, Hunter Col-
lege; Raymond Seidelman, Sarah
Lawrence College; and Timothy
Cook, Williams College. The views
expressed here are my own and do
not necessarily reflect those of my
colleagues in the Department of Poli-
tics at Whitman College.

T he liberal arts college at which I
teach is distinguished chiefly by the
obscurity of its location in Walla
Walla, Washington. Assuming my
position at Whitman College in 1982,
I inherited a conventional political
science major. Courses were divided
into four subfields: American poli-
tics, political theory, international
relations, and comparative politics.
Students who elected to complete this
major were required to enroll in at
least one introductory course in each
of these areas; and, as seniors, all
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were subjected to written examina-
tions on three of the four as well
as a more comprehensive oral
examination.

At the time, this program seemed
familiar and unobjectionable. On the
whole, its form recapitulated that of
the graduate program I had just
completed as well as that of the
APSA Personnel Newsletter. As the
years passed, however, concerns
about the adequacy of this structure
became ever more pressing. My first
intimation that something was amiss
emerged when, as chair of the
department, I found it necessary to
determine the appropriate subfield
designation for new courses titled
“Politics and Literature’’ and
““Politics and Film.”’ These admin-
istrative inconveniences blossomed
into outright anomalies when, in
response to personnel changes, our
courses in law came to be taught
primarily by a political theorist
rather than by an Americanist. Did
this mean that this area was now to
be accorded a new subfield location?
Moreover, what was I to do with
courses, like those in political econ-
omy, which seemed to escape
altogether the tidy confines of our
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