JULIAN E. ZELIZER

Clio’s Lost Tribe:
Public Policy History Since 1978

Policy history has straddled two disciplines—history and policy analysis—nei-
ther of which has taken it very seriously.! What unites those who study
policy history is not that they are “policy historians” per se, but that they
organize their analysis and narrative around the emergence, passage, and
implementation of policy. Rather than a subfield, as the historian Paula
Baker recently argued, policy history has resembled area studies programs.?
Policy history became an interdisciplinary arena for scholars from many dif-
ferent fields to interact. While founders hoped that policies would become
an end in themselves, rather than something used to understand other is-
sues, scholarship since 1978 has shown that the two are not mutually exclu-
sive. In fact, some of the most innovative scholarship has come from social
or political historians who have used policy to understand larger historical
phenomena. In the process, the work provided a much richer understand-
ing of how policymaking evolved.

As we enter the twenty-first century, however, the future of policy history
remains unclear. Some practitioners believe they have reached a critical turn-
ing point. As a result of increasingly innovative and bountiful scholarship,
successful conferences, and organizational momentum, they claim that policy
history is on the cusp of becoming a major subfield. Others are more pessi-
mistic, pointing to chronic problems plaguing the field. Only a handful of
history departments have developed policy programs. The American Histori-
cal Review and the Journal of American History rarely publish anything having
to do with policy. Nor has a professional association or annual conference
been established. Policy schools and scholars have moved decisively away
from historical analysis after a brief period of flirtation. Far too often, policy
analysts admit that they perceive historians as scholars who “just tell stories.”
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The history of policy history reveals that its practitioners have always faced
the perplexing task of having to satisfy two audiences, each with different
types of assumptions, interests, and questions.> Unfortunately, in response
to this challenge, many scholars chose to retreat from the nonhistorical world.
While there have been several works that explain why historians should take
policy and politics seriously, few have attempted to systematically justify the
value of their scholarship to policymakers.* Synthesizing ten years of schol-
arship from the Journal of Policy History, I argue that five central categories of
historical research have emerged: Institutional and Cultural Persistence, Lost
Alternatives, Historical Correctives, Political Culture, and Process Evolution.
These categories of research offer work that is distinct from the emphasis of
mainstream policy analysts and can provide guidance to policymakers with-
out becoming advocates. By situating recent research within these catego-
ries, and explaining their analytic value, I will show why historians should be
speaking with greater authority in the world of governance.

Professional Development

Policy has never occupied a central role in the work of historians of the
United States. At the height of “traditional” political history in the 1950s
and 1960s, policies were only studied by scholars such as Arthur Schlesinger
Jr. and William Leuchtenberg as a vehicle to understand presidencies.” They
paid little sustained attention to the policy process itself or to policies as
they evolved over time. There were exceptions to this rule. Scholars from the
New Left focused on political economy, discovering the influence of big
business in shaping economic regulation, as opposed to well-intentioned
liberals, during the Progressive Era.® But these radicals were not in the main-
stream of their profession, still dominated by New Deal liberals who found
these arguments anathema to their understanding of the past. There were
other historians who wrote about education and welfare policy.” But the
most prominent political historians only dealt briefly with policy as they
focused on presidential administrations and the evolution of liberalism. The
status of policy history only worsened in the 1970s as the profession under-
went an intellectual revolution. A younger generation of historians who en-
tered graduate school in the 1960s rejected the study of government institu-
tions and political leaders as elitist and unrepresentative.® Instead, they fo-
cused on social history from “the bottom up.” Even the “new political histo-
rians” of that decade, as they called themselves, concentrated primarily on
quantitative historical analyses of voting behavior. These historians were in-
terested in discovering whether ethnicity or class determined voters’ parti-
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san allegiance. Policies were of little interest.’

There were, however, two alternate routes through which policy analysis
survived at the margins of the historical profession. One was the public his-
tory movement that began in the mid-1970s. Amidst a severe job crisis that
left thousands of Ph.D’s and graduate students unemployed, some homeless
scholars turned to public history as a means of applying their knowledge in
nonacademic settings. While in the 1990s the popular conception of public
historians centers on museums and archives, the use of historical analysis in
policymaking stood at the core of these initial efforts. The movement stemmed
from a populist hope of bringing history to the general public. Part of public
history’s success stemmed from the fact that it did not start from scratch.
Rather, it provided recognition of what many historians had been doing
since the founding of the profession in government agencies, archival insti-
tutions, historical societies and tourist sites, and museums.'®© World War II
had produced a boom in public history employment when the military ser-
vices hired historians for practical purposes. The Army, for example, opened
up historical divisions in each major command and service. Army leaders
also started a history branch for the general staff. These historians were di-
rected to produce studies on the U.S. experience in World War I since the
Army was determined to avoid the problems that beset that effort.!! While
many historians left for the academy after 1945, many of the offices stayed in
operation.

In the 1970s, public historians finally loosened the stranglehold that uni-
versity scholars had maintained on the profession since its founding in the
late nineteenth century.”? The movement developed institutional muscle as
various universities established comprehensive public history graduate pro-
grams starting in 1976. The University of California at Santa Barbara cre-
ated an especially prestigious program under the direction of Robert Kelley,
an eminent political historian. The Rockefeller Foundation provided a three-
year grant to fund these efforts. For this program, Kelley and his colleagues
reconceptualized graduate education in history to include internships, courses
in other disciplines, and community-centered research.”

In addition to new graduate programs, public historians formed a na-
tional association, the National Council for Public History, and founded a
journal called The Public Historian. The National Coordinating Committee
for the Promotion of History, another association that was founded in 1977,
aimed to link scholars with those outside the academy. In light of these
developments, Peter Stearns and Joel Tarr, co-directors of Carnegie Mellon’s
applied history and social science program, promised that if public history
departed from “the discipline’s narcisism,” the result “can revive a key disci-
pline: It can also provide a broader range of data and a surer sense of values
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to the public-policy arena. A born-again group of historians is busy making
sure that our own past can serve these needs.”™ The first pages of the pre-
mier issue of The Public Historian expressed forcefully the practical aspira-
tions of this movement:

Other disciplines, economics, political science, and sociology, have
made the transition from academy to public arena easily and without
compromise. Since historians have traditionally occupied a halfway
house between the social sciences and the humanities, they have tended
to stay close to the academy. This was especially true with the increas-
ing professionalization of history that took place after the turn of the
twentieth century. This was symbolized by the fact that the gifted ama-
teur (such as Theodore Roosevelt, who had been president of the
American Historical Association) was now excluded from the disci-
pline. Increasingly the academy, rather than historical society or pub-
lic arena, became the habitat of the historian, who literally retreated
into the proverbial ivory tower. The triumph of the professional was
complete, and so was his isolation.?

The institutionalization of public history, as historian Peter Novick has
argued, took place within an era of heightened skepticism toward the tradi-
tional professional claims that historians produced “unbiased” objective schol-
arship. Critics doubted that scholars hired by public or private institutions
could avoid pressure from sponsors to shape their research. When advising
policymakers, critics asked, what could historians offer other than propa-
ganda for partisan objectives! But public historians, who created a code of
ethics in response to this dilemma, responded that they could, in fact, pro-
duce analytic scholarship. Their defense grew out of a new professional con-
sciousness. Unlike many senior scholars, they insisted that all historians were
biased to some degree and, like colleagues in the universities, they would
strive to obtain the best possible account of the past within the constraints
faced by all scholars.'® Otis Graham Jr., from the University of North Caro-
lina, insisted that “only in degree and in type, but not in kind, does the
academic historian experience a different set of corrupting pressures than
the friends of Clio who work outside.” Another public historian, Barbara
Benson Kohn, told readers of The Public Historian, “the unblemished scholar-
historian who speaks freely, objectively, truthfully, and purely to an audi-
ence entirely of his own choosing was dismissed long ago as a fantasy.”"”
While all professional historians have continued to grapple with the ideo-
logical dilemma of objectivity, public historians have faced the problem more
acutely than any other type of scholar since the institutional context within
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which they work raises the issue directly. The discomfort with this dilemma
would cause many policy historians to be excessively defensive when speak-
ing about why their work mattered to policymakers in practical terms. Re-
gardless, public history provided historians interested in policy with a viable
outlet through which to pursue their work.

While public historians advised policymakers outside the academy, a few
scholars in the university were not dissuaded by the topic’s marginal status.
Although sympathetic to the goals of public historians, particularly the no-
tion of making history valuable to those outside the academy, these scholars
were firmly rooted in the academy and disseminated their research in univer-
sity presses and scholarly journals. Some focused on poverty, criminal, and
mental health policies as a means of understanding social class relations.!®
Meanwhile, diplomatic, and some legal, historians pursued their traditional
interest in policy seemingly immune from the social history revolution tak-
ing place around them. Finally, a small group of historians produced the
“organizational synthesis.” Building on modernization theory, organizational
historians argued that the major force driving change in the twentieth cen-
tury was the evolution of national institutions such as the administrative
state.!”

Many of these university historians gathered at the Harvard University
Business School in November 1978 for a Rockefeller Foundation-funded
conference organized by Thomas McCraw from Harvard and Morton Keller
from Brandeis University. McCraw, who took care of most of the logistics
while Keller was a guest scholar at Oxford University, received funding from
the Rockefeller Foundation. The effort started with the intention of bring-
ing together historians, lawyers, and political scientists who shared a com-
mon interest in regulation. At that time, James Q. Wilson and Paul MacAvoy
ran a popular seminar on regulation that generated much of the interest in
this project.? But the conference ended up being important to broader schol-
arship since it marked the first “self-conscious discussion” of policy history
as a distinct subfield of either history or the policy sciences.”! While there
were several historians who dealt with policies on welfare, technology, sci-
ence, and economic regulation, the organizers explained, “in each of these
cases, the public policy theme is subsumed within the framework of the
substantive area of inquiry. There tends to be relatively little concern with
the history of the public policy process per se.”*> McCraw and Keller hoped
this conference could change that. Attendees included distinguished senior
and younger scholars such as Edward Berkowitz, Louis Galambos, Ernest
May, Robert Kelley, Ellis Hawley, Otis Graham, James Q. Wilson, and Gra-
ham Allison (Dean of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government). The or-
ganizers agreed that policy history should be an interdisciplinary project and
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that the research should help policymakers in the “real world.” They also
wanted the study of policy to overcome the fragmentation of historical schol-
arship.

At the Harvard conference, two core issues produced the most vigorous
debate. Participants disagreed on the basic definition of policy history. One
faction defined policy as the coercive power of the state. Another faction
promoted a more liberal understanding of policy that encompassed “all in-
stitutional programs” impacting significant portions of the population. Ad-
hering to the new emphasis in the historical profession, this definition
blended public and private sources of power.?> When the participants failed
to reach a consensus, they decided that the tension between the public and
private elements of policy might itself constitute a central question for policy
historians to examine. The second controversy involved methodology. Re-
jecting the suggestion of a small minority, participants concluded that policy
historians should not define themselves by adopting a social scientific model
of analysis (which they viewed as ahistorical). Rather, policy historians should
define themselves around a common set of issues, including the distinction
between the public and private realms, the role of professionals in
policymaking, the role of crisis in policy development, how changes in pro-
cess influenced policy, the impact of institutional structure on policies, the
relation between government and nongovernmental actors, the changing
definition of policy over time, and the relation of policies to “contempora-
neous” intellectual assumptions.?* One of the biggest opportunities for policy
history, all of the participants agreed, was to evaluate policies by determin-
ing if policymakers and policy users realized their goals during the imple-
mentation process. When the conference ended, the participants promised
to build momentum for this subfield through book reviews, research articles,
and further meetings.

There was ample reason to believe that history could be integral to
policymakers. The policy analysis profession was just emerging as a field in-
dependent from political science and public administration. During the 1960s
and 1970s, more than a dozen universities, such as Harvard, Berkeley,
Princeton, Minnesota, Duke, and Michigan, formed graduate programs to
train students in quantitative economic analysis rather than traditional man-
agement principles.?’ Increased funding for policy analysis arrived from gov-
ernment agencies under the Johnson and Nixon administrations as well as
from foundations such as Ford. At the same time, think tanks were prolifer-
ating at a rapid pace.’® In May 1979, fifteen representatives from leading
policy schools and think tanks formed the Association for Policy Analysis
and Management at Duke University, which published the Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management, held an annual conference, and granted publica-
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tion awards. First operated by Duke University, the association eventually
hired a full-time executive director, whose office was located in Washington,
D.C,, in 1993.7 Given the inchoate state of the policy analysis discipline in
1978, some historians believed they could be integrated into this field even
though the initial emphasis was placed on quantitative economic analysis.

Between 1978 and 1984, the hopes of policy historians seemed to be
realized. The Harvard Business School, under the direction of Morton Keller
and Thomas McCraw, organized two followup conferences in 1979 and 1980,
focusing on “Innovation and Public Policy” and “The Regulation of Indus-
trial Society.”?® In other initiatives, historians brought history directly to
policymakers. In 1979, McCraw conducted a historical seminar for the Fed-
eral Trade Commission. At the University of the District of Columbia, Steven
Diner directed an institute that provided city officials and the local media
with historical analysis on issues such as public education. Other scholars,
such as J. Morgan Kousser, testified in court cases. Meanwhile, History and
Public Policy programs were founded by Carnegie Mellon University and
the University of Houston. These programs included traditional training in
historiography as well as quantitative policy courses and internships in the
field. The pages of The Public Historian were filling up with essays that ex-
plained the value of historical analysis to policymaking.?’ Many pieces were
written by social historians, particularly urban specialists. While social histo-
rians had moved away from government institutions and political elites, they
were interested in public policies that affected the poor. The Journal of Social
History frequently published essays on policy under the editorships of An-
drew Achenbaum and Peter Stearns.’® The Russell Sage Foundation spon-
sored a conference in Mount Kisco, New York, that brought together several
leading social historians and policymakers to examine how historical research
could assist policymakers. David Rothman and Stanton Wheeler organized
the conference and published the papers as a book.>® Herbert Gutman, for
example, showed how erroneous historical assumptions about the black family
had shaped policymaking.’> The conference raised an early-warning sign as
many participants expressed intense frustration. Participants were skeptical
that policymakers and scholars could find any consensus about the role of
history in policy analysis. Nonetheless, through the event and publication,
scholars were at least grappling with these issues. Finally, historians pub-
lished several important books on modern social and economic policy.”* If
policy historians needed any more signs of encouragement, they received it
when Thomas McCraw’s 1984 history of twentieth-century regulatory policy,
Prophets of Regulation, won the Pulitzer Prize in History.>

There was also support for historical analysis among eminent policy schol-
ars between 1978 and 1985. Political scientist Richard Neustadt, for example,
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taught a course with historian Ernest May at Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government entitled “Uses of History.” May had published a widely ac-
claimed book on the misuse of history in policymaking.*® Both scholars
practiced what they preached, each having worked for different parts of the
government earlier in their careers, Neustadt for Presidents Kennedy and
Johnson and May for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The course exposed high-
level government officials to the utility of historical analysis. The NEH pro-
vided funding for May and Neustadt to produce historical case studies for
use in graduate classes. Similar courses were launched at Carnegie Mellon,
SUNY-Stony Brook and Albany, the University of Chicago, the University
of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, and the RAND Graduate Institute.** More-
over, the period witnessed the publication of well-reviewed books by social
scientists that relied on historical analysis, including Gilbert Steiner’s The
Children’s Cause, Henry Aaron’s Politics and the Professors, Martha Derthick’s
Policymaking for Social Security, Robert and Rosemary Steven’s, Welfare Medi-
cine in America, and Derthick and Paul Quirk’s, The Politics of Deregulation.’

Those who were pursuing policy history were not alone in breaking from
traditional categories of academic scholarship. The 1970s and 1980s consti-
tuted a vibrant era when many historians were becoming involved in innova-
tive interdisciplinary programs that were organized around issues that had
previously been ignored or relegated to secondary status. Growing out of the
conflicts of the 1960s, the most prominent programs were Women’s, Black,
and Ethnic Studies, all of which were tied to political movements.*® These
programs integrated scholars with very different methodological approaches
who focused on a similar topic. In many respects, the evolving policy history
movement mirrored these efforts.

But policy historians still lacked a journal, association, annual confer-
ence, or the sense that the subfield had arrived. In 1983, a young scholar
named Donald Critchlow approached senior historian Ellis Hawley at the
Organization of American Historians Convention in Cincinnati, Ohio, to
discuss strategies for taking the subfield to a new level. Unlike Hawley,
Critchlow had not attended the Harvard Conference. His belief that a sub-
field did not yet exist indicated that the agenda of the 1978 conference had
not been entirely fulfilled. Critchlow was working as an assistant professor
of History at the University of Notre Dame, after receiving his doctorate
degree at the University of California at Berkeley, and completing a book on
the Brookings Institution.” The following year, while Critchlow was a fel-
low at the Woodrow Wilson Center, he continued to have conversations with
Hawley and sociologist Theda Skocpol about ideas for advancing the subfield.

In the end, Critchlow decided that the best way to solidify the subfield

would be through a national conference. Besides offering an alternative to
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organizational and economic theory, he hoped to bring “coherence to a field
whose rapid growth threatens to leave it without a fulcrum.”* The confer-
ence, which was held October 1985 at Notre Dame, drew scholars from
history, political science, and economics. Several papers from the confer-
ence were published as a book by the Penn State Press.”t The preface, writ-
ten by historian Robert Kelley, argued that one of the major contributions
of policy historians was to understand the evolution of the policy process:
“Whatever the method, the field should be marked by a systematic study of
the policy process over time. This should be the distinguishing characteristic
of policy history, as the essays in this volume show.” Their work offered an
alternative to popular social scientific models that depended on the assump-
tion of rational political actors who based every decision on electoral needs.*
Another project to emerge from Notre Dame was an undergraduate reader
on poverty and public policy in modern America. Dorsey Press published
the book in 1989.%

Despite their accomplishments, the conferees failed to articulate a clear
argument about why historical analysis offered policymakers something bet-
ter than standard economics or political science. Such an argument is cru-
cial to the development of any subfield. All professions, as sociologist An-
drew Abbot has argued, need to maintain a desired, secret expertise if they
are to obtain and maintain jurisdiction over a particular form of work. With-
out doing so, they fail to establish themselves amidst interprofessional com-
petition for jurisdiction.* There were scattered attempts in the 1980s to
build such an argument beyond the vague claims that history matters. David
Mock, for example, said that historians were particularly useful to policy
evaluation since they could track unintended consequences of policy by com-
paring the intentions of policymakers with what unfolded.” Edward
Berkowitz, moreover ,wrote that historians could discern systematic patterns
in the history of issues that were at the center of the policymaking agenda.*®

The boldest argument came in 1986 from Harvard University’s Ernest
May and Richard Neustadt. Based on experiences in their graduate course,
May and Neustadt offered several reasons why history mattered to
policymakers. Grounded in the practical ethos of the emerging subfield, the
book provided an extremely explicit argument for the functional utility of
history: “Our primary concern remains with those who try to govern, as they
exercise authority through choices large and small. Our focus, to repeat, is
on the uses they make of history or fail to make but could, and how they
might do better for themselves in their own terms.”*® They posited three
ways in which policymakers could use history. First, historical analysis could
help policymakers evaluate historical analogies in order to avoid decisions
that are based on false comparisons with the past. Second, May and Neustadt
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argued, historical analysis could help policymakers locate their decisions in
longer “time-streams” that situated current problems within an ongoing con-
tinuum, thereby improving predictions about the future. Finally, the duo
claimed that historical analysis could provide a richer explanation of the
people, issues, and organizations involved in a debate and thereby improve a
policymaker’s chances of success in negotiations. According to this logic, a
politician would find more success in working with the Social Security Ad-
ministration if he or she knew how that federal agency had operated and
responded to issues in the past.*’ In essence, one reviewer noted, Neustadt
and May’s advice is that decision-makers use history during policymaking so
that they do not have to end up later asking: “How could we have been so
mistaken.”® Thinking in Time soon became the standard text in historical
policy classes around the country. Andrew Achenbaum called it the “best
primer available for teaching nonhistorians how to incorporate insights from
the past into the decision-making process.”!

In 1987, Donald Critchlow announced the formation of a new journal,
the Journal of Policy History, to be published by the Penn State Press. Critchlow
secured commitments from prestigious scholars in political science, sociol-
ogy, and history. Peri Arnold, a colleague of Critchlow in the political sci-
ence department, agreed to serve as co-editor.’> The journal, which pub-
lished its first issue in 1989, gradually expanded its subscription and submis-
sion base, attracting work from leading names across disciplines, and from
junior and senior scholars. By the late 1990s, it had become the premier
forum for policy historians. Besides the journal, many outstanding books on
policy were published during the late 1980s and 1990s by historians such as
Brian Balogh, Molly Ladd-Taylor, Sonya Michel, Edward Berkowitz, Linda
Gordon, and Hugh Graham. The increased sophistication of the new re-
search was dramatic. Policy history did not entail myopic technocratic narra-
tives about individual policies, as some feared it would. Instead, scholars
examined policies by situating them in their political, social, cultural, and
economic contexts.

Within the social sciences, moreover, the new historical institutionalism
created another source of momentum for this field. Starting with the publi-
cation of Stephen Skowronek’s Building a New American State (1982) and the
multi-authored Bringing the State Back In (1985), social scientists began using
historical data to examine how institutions structured politics over long pe-
riods of time and how policies reconfigured politics.”®> These scholars in-
cluded Skowronek, Theda Skocpol, Karren Orren, Rogers Smith, Martin
Shefter, Margaret Weir, and Eldon Eisenach. The historical social sciences
were institutionalized in 1988 through the creation of the History and Poli-
tics Section of the American Political Science Association. The section, which
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organized panels for APSA’s annual conference and published a newsletter,
had more than five hundred members by 1995.5* In addition, the journal
Studies in American Political Development (founded in 1986) offered another
important publication outlet for the historical institutionalists. Using poli-
cies as a tool to understand institutions, these scholars traced the historical
development of public welfare, social insurance, and industrial regulation.
Many also published in, and served on the editorial board of, the Journal of
Policy History. Even some rational-choice political scientists turned to histori-
cal institutions.”

If the story ended at this point, one might expect policy history to have
experienced scholarly success. Yet policy history did not achieve anywhere
near the influence founders seemed poised to obtain. Most troublesome
was the fact that neither of the major host disciplines, history or the policy
sciences, seriously embraced their scholarship. Despite dramatic advances in
research and two successful conferences, policy history still lurks in the disci-
plinary shadows. At the tenth anniversary celebration of the Journal of Policy
History, Ellis Hawley lamented that “the work done, I think we would have
to agree, has not taken the profession by storm, leading to new programs in
our most prestigious universities or broad professional receptivity to its inte-
grating and cutting-edge claims. It has not, so far as I can tell, had much
success in becoming ‘must reading’ for policy makers or in making histori-
ans indispensable and hence routine members of the policy sciences com-
munity.”%

During the 1980s and 1990s, historians had turned decisively away from
politics and toward cultural studies. While social historians had maintained
a modicum of interest in policy as it affected ethnic or class relations, most
cultural historians were more interested in postmodern interpretations of
popular culture. With a few notable exceptions, most cultural historians
dismissed policy history for adopting the structuralist orientation they hoped
to overturn.”” Policy history was particularly irrelevant to cultural historians
since most policy historians were grounding their work in the institutional-
ism of the social sciences. Toward the end of the century, social and cultural
historians took over the leadership in most departments. Many of them have
not displayed much interest appointing historians who focus on political
institutions and policy. Upon their retirement, for example, diplomatic his-
torians have not been replaced at Northwestern University, UCLA, the
University of lowa, or the University of Texas.’® To make matters worse for
policy historians, the profession entered into another severe job crisis in the
1990s due to budgetary cutbacks in state education. In such a dismal labor
market, where thousands of graduate students competed for a handful of
jobs, few dared to focus their research on a subject that many senior col-
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leagues (including those on hiring and tenure committees) openly disdained.
Only one department, at Bowling Green University, constructed its gradu-
ate program around policy history.

History outside the academy offered marginally better results. The public
history movement continued to expand rapidly as the number of graduate
programs grew in universities and membership in public history associations
rose.” Just as important, a larger number of federal agencies established
historical offices.®® With the job crisis of the 1990s, public history again was
a new source of employment for unemployed students. Policy history contin-
ues to be one part of this government agency/public history mix. Indeed,
the FBI recently placed an advertisement for a historian whose duties would
include “presenting the FBI Director and other authorities with accurate
responses to historical questions; maintaining liaison with outside historical
and archival organizations; researching, writing and publishing officially
approved FBI books; preparing oral presentations on FBI history; and per-
forming other duties as necessary.”®

But public history programs have increasingly focused on training stu-
dents to work for cultural organizations, corporations, and multimedia firms.
Public history students have chosen to enter more lucrative fields than policy.
Some of the best history students still avoid public history employment and
research since it lacks the prestige of university employment.®? In hiring and
tenure decisions, it is well known that administrators only consider schol-
arly monographs and give little professional credit for historical research
that is presented in policy reports or “cultural resource” studies.®> Other
scholars shied away from the public realm as a result of controversial cases,
such as Equal Employment Opportunity Commission v. Sears, Roebuck & Com-
pany, when scholarship was used to support causes the author opposed. These
controversies revealed how historical research was often used for very differ-
ent purposes than the author intended once the work was injected into
contemporary policy debates. In 1999, moreover, several prominent histori-
ans received harsh criticism from scholars and citizens outside the discipline
for having presented inconsistent and misleading analysis that was intended
to be used for clearly partisan purposes during the impeachment of Presi-
dent Clinton.®

As public historians began turning away from government, policy ana-
lysts focused almost exclusively on quantitative economic analysis. Within
public policy schools, history fell out of the curriculum with a few excep-
tions. The Rockefeller College of Public Affairs at SUNY-Albany, for ex-
ample, decided to end a required history course since students needed to
learn more “practical” skills for the job market. As in academics, jobs be-
came more scarce in the public sector, which pushed students to train in
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more marketable economics and quantitative skills. Some policy analysts
were openly hostile to historical research, perceiving it to be little more than
telling stories. After reading Otis Graham’s manuscript about the history of
industrial policy, for example, one nonhistorian reader called the editor to
complain that “Graham proposes that more historians join the policy pro-
cess, but the truth is that they are entirely unprepared.”® To make matters
worse, quantitative analysis was marginalized within the historical profes-
sion during the 1980s. After a period in the 1970s when quantitative analy-
sis was popular among political and social historians, the profession aban-
doned number-crunching in favor of the techniques of linguistic studies and
anthropology. As a result of this decision, younger scholars obtained meager
intellectual training in the methods of policy analysis, thereby intensifying
the linguistic division that separated the two worlds of policy scholarship.

Even though historical institutionalism thrived within the social sciences,
it has proven to be different than policy history. Historical institutionalists
are still driven by abstract models and theory. Downplaying narrative and
human agency, they rely on limited archival research to demonstrate larger
theories rather than having the archives shape the argument of the work.
Policy historians, moreover, tend to place institutions in a much broader
context to draw the connections between political institutions, popular cul-
ture, social development, and mass movements. Like political historians of
the 1960s, historical institutionalists have been more interested in how poli-
cies can help explain institutions rather than understanding the history of
the policies as an end in itself. Thus even with many similarities, divisions
exist between the two approaches.

Finally, policy historians were themselves to blame for failing to pursue
many of the goals that had inspired founders of the subfield. Most impor-
tant, policy historians lost much of their practical spirit. Policy historians
had hoped to contribute to the world of policymaking as much as to the
historical and political science disciplines. But as the years progressed, most
scholars who wrote policy history targeted colleagues within their respective
fields. Their work focused almost exclusively on historiographical debates
without bothering to explain the implications for contemporary policy. There
have been few sequels to May and Neustadt’s treatise about why history matters
to policymakers. Nor have there been many works that attempt to synthesize
recent scholarship and explain how the findings might enhance public de-
bate on major issues.®® As Hugh Graham lamented in 1993, “The develop-
ment of policy history has been anemic and the case made for it has re-
mained largely abstract.”®” This failure is ironic since there is now so much
more research on which to base those claims than back in the 1970s. In
many respects, those who wrote about policy history failed to answer the
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formative questions raised in 1978 about what distinguished their work.
Revealingly, a majority of individuals who have produced the leading works
in this area do not categorize or identify themselves as policy historians.
Instead, they tend to perceive themselves as social, cultural, or political his-
torians who are studying policy. Such a lack of identity is debilitating to the
development of an intellectual field.

Many policy historians have avoided making any defense on ideological
grounds, fearful that their work would be perceived as propaganda or they
would be forced to make predictions their research could not support. Even
the editor of the Journal of Policy History insisted: “The aim of policy history
is to provide a context for answering such questions. Policy history seeks to
edify and not to specifically instruct. Prescriptions are best left to policymakers
actively involved in contemporary problems, and not to historians—those
physicians of the buried. Historians of policy history, however, can provide
careful dissections of past policies.”® Likewise, historian Andrew Achenbaum
warned of intrinsic differences between the type of scholarship his colleagues
wrote and policy analysts wanted. “Current policy analysis,” Achenbaum
stated, “almost by definition, is work-in-progress; it focuses on a contempo-
rary ‘problem’ and offers an admittedly incomplete diagnosis and prognosis.
Historians, by contrast, are trained to write a ‘product,” which has integrity
of its own regardless of its practical usefulness.”®

Policy historians now look back at a checkered history. On the one hand,
policy history has made significant advances since the 1970s. Notwithstand-
ing the lack of a disciplinary home, policy history research has become more
sophisticated and bountiful than ever before. At the same time, practitio-
ners have lost some of the ethos that guided them in the early years, namely,
that their work would aim to contribute to policy analysis. Increasingly, they
have withdrawn into the shelter of professionalism while failing to provide
basic guidance about how their work might be used. To make matters worse,
policy historians were unable to convince their colleagues in history and
policy departments that they had a special expertise which entitled them to
claim any jurisdiction over policy issues.

The Arguments Policy Historians Make

Ultimately, policy historians will have to make a stronger case for the value
of their research to policymaking. While the contribution of public histori-
ans who work directly for policymakers has been examined, I focus on an
area that has been neglected: the scholarship of university professors. Draw-
ing from the abundance of scholarship written since 1978, I have identified
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several distinct categories of historical research that could be valuable to
policy analysts and to other historians. These do not constitute the full range
of possibilities, but they offer a starting point for discussion. Since 1978,
policy historians have produced five categories of research that I call: Institu-
tional and Cultural Persistence, Lost Alternatives, Historical Correctives,
Political Culture, and Process Evolution. Even though these are each dis-
tinct, most scholars can fit their work into various of these categories.

Historical research has shown how certain institutional structures and
cultural assumptions continue to shape policymaking over extremely long
periods. Institutional and cultural persistence is both a historical and
ahistorical argument. On the one hand, this research traces how certain
conditions persist over time. On the other hand, it contends that in some
respects the present is not that different from the past. By showing specific
links between the past and the present, this research can provide policymakers
with strategies for success. Explanations of how conditions stifled or sup-
ported previous initiatives can be instructive to those who design new pro-
posals. The research offers a systematic response to Santayana’s famous warn-
ing that those who don’t remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

Michael Katz’s work has been particularly influential in this regard. The
Undeserving Poor showed how a discourse about the poor has shaped welfare
debates since the early nineteenth century. According to Katz, the distinc-
tion between the “deserving” and the “undeserving” poor has been a staple
of political debates throughout most of the nation’s history. While empha-
sizing the “moral” failures of those in need, the discourse downplayed ques-
tions of power, politics, and equality. Katz ended his introduction by explic-
itly linking the book to his own political activism: “To transcend this his-
toric division in the way we talk about public issues, to pull poverty away
from family and toward power, requires surmounting the strongest conven-
tions in Americans’ social vocabulary. I offer this book as a modest toehold
for the struggle.””® Stressing institutional persistence rather than political
discourse, Sven Steinmo compared the history of tax policy in the United
States, Sweden, and Great Britain. He argued that the design of each nation’s
political institutions (separation of power, parliamentary government, etc.)
determines what type of tax regime a nation adopts.” In another institu-
tionalist work, Stephen Skowronek examined how the institutional tension
between the nineteenth-century court and party system and the twentieth-
century executive bureaucracies resulted in a jerry-built administrative state.
Each interest inserted itself into new programs and agencies, such as budget-
ing and civil service, thereby guaranteeing ongoing conflict.

Gender and race have played an important role in this category. Indeed,
one of the most vibrant areas of policy history has focused on how cultural
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notions of gender influenced social insurance and welfare policies. Linda
Gordon, for example, has argued that a shared consensus over the legiti-
macy of single-wage-earning families produced a bifurcated welfare state that
left poor single women to rely on stigmatized welfare benefits while men
received pensions that were not considered to be government assistance.
Gordon ended her work by writing that contemporary welfare problems “de-
rive more from historical constraints—on the ability to foresee future social
and economic developments and on the range of political possibility—and
above all from the political exclusion of those with the greatest need to be
included: the poor.”” Other scholars have argued that southern legislators
strove to protect the racial hierarchies which defined their region. As a re-
sult, Congress created generous social insurance programs that excluded those
jobs which employed the greatest number of African Americans. Jill Quadagno
also has contended that racism undermined the War on Poverty.” In these
kinds of work, persistent racism and sexism define the terms over which
welfare policy is designed.

But this scholarship is not just about how persistent institutions and cul-
tural beliefs constrain policymaking. In acknowledging the role of human
agency, this research occasionally points to how policy entrepreneurs and
political groups have succeeded in overcoming obstacles and offer a guide to
policymakers who seek to overcome these same cultural and institutional
obstacles. Theda Skocpol, for example, has demonstrated how during the
Progressive Era middle-class women organized and lobbied effectively within
a federalist system to obtain programs to protect mothers and children. She
suggested that these women offer a roadmap for policymakers. “Hopeful
scenarios for contemporary American social politics will become more likely,
it seems to me, if feminists can learn to recapitulate in contemporary ways
some of the best ideas and methods once used by the proponents of
maternalist social policies.” Skocpol wrote: “Feminists must work in organi-
zations and networks that tie them to others in very different social circum-
stances. They must also articulate values and political goals that speak to the
well-being of all American families. If feminists can find better ways to do
these things, organized women will again be at the forefront of the develop-
ment of social provision in the United States.”™ Studying a very different
policy domain, Amy Sue Bix claimed that grassroots activism after World
War II was able to undermine the traditional authority of doctors and scien-
tists, resulting in federal funding to fight Breast Cancer and AIDS.” In his
biography of Social Security policymaker Wilbur Cohen, Edward Berkowitz
showed how a policy entrepreneur worked through bureaucratic politics to
expand federal welfare despite America’s antistatist traditions and fragmented

political institutions.™

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0025 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0025

JULIAN E. ZELIZER 385

In the second category of research, Lost Alternatives, historians use the
past to show viable policy alternatives that once succeeded.” Policy analysts,
who are concerned with practical proposals rather than unworkable theo-
ries, can find much value in this scholarship. Of course, in some cases the
conditions surrounding past alternatives have changed too drastically for
them to be viable in the present. But in other cases, key conditions are still
in place so past alternatives might be reconstructed. This is particularly true
when one considers the aforementioned persistence arguments. In the long
run, policy conditions are often not that much different from those in the
past. At other times, these studies offer a warning since particular condi-
tions under which past alternatives succeeded are no longer in existence.
The alternatives also provide a clearer perspective of the parameters that
define current policymaking.

Historian Hugh Graham has provided an excellent example of Lost Alter-
natives. Graham showed that until 1969, civil rights policy—as embodied in
the Civil Rights Act of 1964—was grounded in popular twentieth-century
ideals of individualism, universalism, the timelessness of equal rights, nega-
tive government protection for rights (meaning the government should take
action after it found an individual was being denied his or her rights), and
the centrality of national protection for rights. As civil rights policy departed
from these ideals after 1969, Graham argued, programs became less popu-
lar.”® He wrote: “Although proponents of affirmative action were remark-
ably successful in the 1970s and 1980s in expanding their program base in
government and the private economy, by the 1990s they were losing the
battle of public opinion. Most Americans supported the nondiscrimination-
plus-outreach of soft affirmative action but opposed the preferences of hard
affirmative action.”” Implicit in his analysis is a roadmap for civil rights
policies to become more popular by reverting to the model of the pre-1969
era. Martha Derthick, in her work on federal-state relations, claimed that a
different system of federalism existed before the 1960s. Until that time, she
explained, the federal government respected the autonomy of local commu-
nities even when enacting social programs. After the 1960s, however, the
federal government started creating more specific guidelines that required
the states to enact protections for specific social groups. The role of place
and community, Derthick concluded, was replaced by individuals who were
categorized by special ethnicity, race, or gender. The article pointed to an
earlier model of federalism that respected the autonomy of local communi-
ties while allowing for a more expansive federal government than in the
nineteenth century.’’ Others have found lost alternatives in the history of
other countries. Helene Silverberg, for instance, has shown why abortion
politics has been less polarized in European nations than in the United
States.®!
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The third category, Historical Correctives, builds on May and Neustadt’s
argument that the task of the historian is to evaluate the historical assump-
tions and analogies used by policymakers. Research in this category consti-
tutes more than simply correcting the historical record for its own sake, al-
though that has been part of the project.$? Assumptions about history con-
stantly influence politics, although policymakers are often not aware of their
influence. Immediately after World War II, for example, policymakers based
many of their arguments about price controls on the post-World War I
experience.?> The power of analogies was extremely apparent in 1999, when
the Holocaust loomed large over decisions about what America should do
in Kosovo. Policy historians, more than any other scholars, are able to per-
ceive the underlying historical assumptions that shape policy debates and to
challenge misperceptions. By doing so, policy historians can sometimes un-
dermine or buttress the basis of policy positions.

There have been numerous contributions to this category. In his recent
prize-winning work, Thomas Sugrue challenged the assumption that urban
decline began after the War on Poverty and after the riots shook cities such
as Detroit and Newark. Instead, Sugrue contended that cities were eroding
by the late 1940s as a result of racial discrimination in housing and employ-
ment. Sugrue hoped to undermine policymakers who claim that federal wel-
fare programs, radical civil rights activism, and a culture of poverty were to
blame for urban decay. Rather, his new chronological framework empha-
sized the impact of racism.% David Beito’s study of fraternal societies be-
tween 1900 and 1930 contested the assumption that government welfare
policies that distinguish the “deserving” from “undeserving” poor reflect
white middle-class biases against the poor. In contrast, Beito showed how
similar distinctions were made by African Americans and the working class
when they provided aid to the needy. Beito thus lent support to such distinc-
tions by showing that they reflect mainstream values, not social-class inter-
ests. Christopher Howard offered one of the most striking examples of
this research. He showed how most debates over social policy rest on the
assumption that government assistance means direct federal expenditures.
Instead, Howard looked at the development of the welfare state by consider-
ing tax loopholes as a form of government assistance. In doing so, he showed
that federal spending in the United States has been much more extensive
than is usually assumed and that the majority of benefits go to those who are
not poor.%® Edwin Amenta complemented this finding by revealing that the
United States, contrary to the conventional wisdom about its “laggard” wel-
fare state, led the world in spending on social provision programs during the
1930s.8” Timothy Minchin challenged the assumption that civil rights initia-
tives have not positively changed race relations since 1969. Through his study
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of southern industries, Minchin claimed that federal policy has resulted in
racial integration.®

The next category is Political Culture. One scholar defined political cul-
ture as “the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the
political system . . . the political ideals and operating norms of a polity . . .
the manifestation in aggregate form of the psychological and subjective di-
mensions of politics . . . the product of both the collective history of a politi-
cal system and the life histories of the members of the system.”® This has
been one area of policy history where the work of cultural historians had a
positive impact on reconceptualizing the policy process. In showing repeat-
edly how political culture influenced policymaking, historical research of-
fers a counterpoint to policy analysts who assume all actors are rational.”®
This category of research provides a different understanding of the policy
process that is fundamentally at odds with what most policy schools teach.
For policy historians, the rational-choice model fell short. Historians be-
lieved it important for scholars to understand the political culture that es-
tablished the framework for debate and the larger mindset within which
policymakers operate. Robert Kelley argued that the policy sciences depic-
tion of human nature is “mechanical” and “simplistic.” With their greater
perspective, he said, policy historians would provide a much richer under-
standing of the ideological context within which policy debates take place,
particularly the “shaping influence upon policy of political culture.”® The
evidence that political culture matters has been plentiful. In his landmark
book on environmentalism, Samuel Hays showed how post-World War II
middle-class values influenced success of environmental policies.”” Donald
Critchlow, moreover, found that family planning policy encountered much
more success in the 1960s and 1970s partially as a result of changing cultural
norms on sexuality.”? Policy historians attempt to delineate how political
culture influences policy. Marc Eisner, for example, has traced how ideas
about antitrust entered into the executive branch through experts who gained
key positions in bureaucracies.”* In his seminal book on public life in the
nineteenth century, Morton Keller showed how persistent cultural traditions
of localism and antistatism constrained political responses to industrialism.”
The evidence accumulated by this research serves as a warning to policymakers
who embrace mainstream, social scientific policy analysis and fail to seri-
ously factor the influence of ideas and culture into their strategies.

The final category of historical research is Process Evolution. Scholars
who write about the evolution of the policy process itself have fulfilled one
of the main goals of the policy history subdiscipline. While the immediate
utility of this research is often more difficult to discern, it offers those seek-
ing to change the policy process—a wrenching challenge given the tenacity of
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institutions—a better sense of how this has been accomplished in the past.
This research also reveals how the power of politicians often rests on the
process through which policies are constructed. One of the best examples
comes from Brian Balogh, who showed how the classic iron triangle model
of policymaking, which stresses interest-group demand, does not explain
policymaking for much of the post-WW!II period. Rather, through his study
of commercial nuclear power policy, Balogh found that policies were created
by professional administrators working within the American state, despite
the fact that there was little external demand for the programs they created.
Federal administrators then tried to secure interest-group support only after
starting their programs. After detailing how commercial nuclear programs
became extraordinarily unpopular among the citizenry, the book ends on a
note that speaks directly to government administrators. Balogh suggested
that the history of nuclear policy shows why administrators have lost their
influence. He hoped that history will lead them to seek more participation
in the policy process as programs are created.’®

All five categories of research—Institutional and Cultural Persistence, Lost
Alternatives, Historical Correctives, Political Culture, and Process Evolution—
offer distinct contributions that historians can make to policy analysis. But
this list is by no means exhaustive. In the coming years, if they are to succeed
in influencing policymakers and informing the media and general public,
policy historians must think more systematically about the type of research
they produce and explain how history can inform current decisions. This
does not require that policy historians become advocates. Rather, the record
shows that historians can provide sound analysis that enhances decision-
making performance.

Thinking About the Future

There are many signs that the future of policy history will be more successful
than its past. In addition to the continued success of the Journal of Policy
History, there are now concrete plans for an annual conference and a na-
tional association. There have also been signs within the historical profes-
sion of more interest in policy, especially among the post-Baby Boom gen-
eration graduate students and professors. The continued vitality of histori-
cal institutionalism in the social sciences, moreover, complements the ef-
forts of policy historians. On a different front, historians have even started
to appear with greater frequency in the media as commentators on contem-
porary politics. Michael Beschloss and Doris Kearns Goodwin are familiar
faces on prime-time television. Although few in this group would classify
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themselves as policy historians, their success reflects a thirst that exists among
the public and politicians for historians to provide a nuanced understand-
ing of contemporary politics. Maris Vinovskis, a preeminent historian of
education policy, has served in various positions within President Clinton’s
administration.

To secure their place in Washington, D.C., and state capitals, however,
policy historians will have to embark on a campaign to sell their contribu-
tions. To be sure, historians will never be fully comfortable in this role. In
the end, they will have to accept that their work may be used only when it
serves the needs of political interests.”” Even in an age where applied history
has gained greater acceptance, many scholars are hesitant to claim a practi-
cal use for their research. Yet it is clear that careful historical research is
valuable to training policymakers, evaluating policies, and informing citi-
zens without being propaganda. This article has attempted to explain what
some of those contributions have been. Should historians fail to defend
their own value to politics, policy history will continue to be Clio’s lost tribe.

State University of New York at Albany
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