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Offensive Political Theory
Andrew Rehfeld

Penn State’s decision to eliminate political theory set off existential angst about the status of political theory in the discipline. The
organized, defensive responses to that decision failed to answer the central question it posed: Is “political theory” social science, and
if not, why does it belong? I argue that social scientific political theory is political science and its many strains—conceptual, normative, and explanatory—belong in the discipline on their own terms. Humanistic research, like dermatology or music theory, is
not political science and as such it should find another home. By explaining why (and what kinds of ) political theory is political
science this article may wind up being offensive in both senses of the word. But it is meant to be in service to a more secure, stable,
and productive interdisciplinary future for all kinds of political theory going forward.

“Social science is an epistemically privileged discourse that gives
us knowledge, albeit always fallible, about the world out there.
Poetry, literature, and other humanistic disciplines tell us much
about the human condition, but they are not designed to explain
global war or Third World poverty. . . . In my view it cannot be
ideas all the way down . . . because ideas are based on and are
regulated by an independently existing physical reality.”
—Alexander Wendt 1

“I should like to say once again that . . . political theory . . .
differs from political science or any other empirical enquiry in
being concerned with somewhat different fields . . .”
—Isaiah Berlin 3

Statement of the Problem
In the fall of 2007, the department of political science at
Penn State University eliminated political theory from the
set of subfields in which it would train its graduate students. The event sent shockwaves through the political
theory community, and generated two widely circulated
letters of protest signed by over 100 political theorists.4 As
Ben Barber, author of one of the letters, wrote, “We believe

“I define science as a publicly known set of procedures designed
to make and evaluate descriptive and causal inferences on the basis
of the self-conscious application of methods that are themselves
subject of public evaluation. . . . Political science is the study of
politics through the procedures of science.”
—Robert O. Keohane 2

A list of permanent links to supplementary materials
provided by the author precedes the references section.
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that it is essential to the well-trained political scientist and
teacher, whether in American, Comparative, IR, or Public
Law, that they have a training that includes an underpinning in political theory.” The letter also threatened retaliation: if Penn State went ahead with its decision, the
signatories pledged to steer their undergrads away from
graduate study at Penn State, and they would “not be able
in good faith to recommend Ph.D.s from Penn State to
our colleagues for future positions in our departments—
again, whatever the subfield.”
As a response of compassion for the faculty and graduate students affected by the decision, the expressions of
solidarity were understandable. As arguments, however,
the letters left a good deal to be desired. While they might
best be understood as acts of containment—were theorists to lose Penn State, political theory programs elsewhere could fall like dominoes—the letters failed to answer
the central question posed by Penn State’s decision: Why
does political theory belong within the discipline of political science; in what way is it proper to categorize this
work as “social science” at all?
The answer is not immediately obvious. Theorists are
often marginalized within their departments, their contributions to the general disciplinary journals have an “odd
man out” quality to them, and their scholarship is often
treated as trivial. Many political theorists themselves share
their colleagues’ belief that political theory is not part of a
social scientific understanding of politics.5 Some theorists
claim to be concerned with interpreting politics rather
than explaining its causal mechanisms, a distinction other
theorists have claimed makes theory a humanistic, not a
scientific, endeavor.6 Some theorists “have come to see
themselves as engaged in a specialized activity distinct from
the rest of political science” primarily because they distance themselves from the broader scientific aspirations of
the discipline.7 Other theorists are even more skeptical of
those aspirations; their complaint is not that political theory
is not science, but that so-called “social science” is not
science either. As Raymond Geuss claimed, “If one thinks
that the mark of an ‘empirical science’ is to yield successful, reasonably precise predictions that go beyond the pronouncements of common sense in complex and changing
situations, then it is a genuinely open question whether
there are any social sciences.” 8 And some political theorists, like Sheldon Wolin, believe their vocation should be
an engaged and critical activity, involving advocacy,
nuanced understanding, and deep appreciation, rather than
a systematic attempt to know observer-independent facts
about the social world.9
If the discipline struggles to understand why theorists
belong to it, and theorists seem suspicious of, if not hostile to, the scientific study of politics, then why, exactly,
should theorists care to defend their status as political
scientists at all? Assuming that there are pragmatic and
epistemic reasons to recognize a useful and reasonably per-

manent division within the university between the social
sciences and humanities, why should theorists be classified as the former rather than the latter? In short, what
conception of social science is commensurate with the
various activities that constitute “political theory?” These
are my central questions.10
The key to an answer is to note that “political theory”
denotes many different kinds of scholarship: conceptual,
normative, explanatory, historical, interpretive, and textual. Authors frequently combine two or more of these in
their research, and they may also advocate for political
and social change. As a whole, political theory is an interdisciplinary field: some of it is social-scientific, some of it
is not. The purpose of this article is to explain what kind
of political theory is “political science” properly conceived, and what kind is not, and to argue that only that
which fits within a broad casting of “political science”
ought to remain. Theory that makes political phenomena
its primary object of study, that aims to discover observerindependent facts about those phenomena (including what
political communities ought to do about them, given certain assumptions), and that makes claims about those phenomena that can be falsified (empirically or otherwise), is
political science properly conceived. As such its practitioners have a justifiable claim to disciplinary resources. By
contrast, theory that makes authors and texts its primary
objects of study, that rejects the existence of an observerindependent world, and that makes claims incapable of
being falsified, or that aims primarily at advocacy rather
than the generation of knowledge, is not political science
properly conceived, and its practitioners have only secondorder claims, if any, to the resources of the discipline.
Drawing from history, philosophy, public policy, law,
and literature, as well as from political science (properly
construed), “political theory” should thus constitute itself
more self-consciously as interdisciplinary scholarship. The
value of interdisciplinarty scholarship, however, depends
largely on the strength of its distinctive, disciplinary contributions rather upon than the creation of some new discipline from earlier strands. The value of political theory
as an interdisciplinary activity thus entails reifying and
strengthening its disciplinary foundations, which in turn
should guide how we think about where political theory
gets done in the academy. And the argument here results
in its own normative prescriptions: we should strengthen
and enhance the role of social scientific political theory
within political science, encourage training in methods
for humanistic scholarship and political advocacy outside
of political science, and combine the two in interdisciplinary centers and programs that coexist with independent
and distinct disciplines.11
Though we should not fetishize the distinction between
the humanities and social sciences, nor its further subdivision by academic departments, neither should we simply reject the distinction as wholly arbitrary. Certainly,
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academic distinctions are historically contingent—there
is a story that causally explains why they are what they are,
and demonstrates that they could have been arranged differently. But it does not follow that the organization we
now have is capricious or lacks merit. In fact, dividing
inquiry into natural science, social science, and the humanities is a practice worth defending (even if it is also true
that as a practical matter these distinctions are here to stay
anyway).12 It advances our knowledge, understanding and
appreciation of our world to approach it in scientific and
humanistic ways, where “scientific” and “humanistic”
denote different sorts of activities. There are good epistemic reasons why people who study zygotes should not be
housed (administratively or physically) with people who
study Bach, elections, or the Mundurucu people of Brazil.
If hermeneutical approaches to the study of texts on the
one hand, and empirical analyses of behavior on the other,
are very different sorts of activities that contribute in their
own ways to the accumulation of knowledge of, or appreciation for, our world, I see no reason to collapse those
differences in training and academic organization. I do
not deny that knowledge of each is often helpful to the
other. I simply presume that these broad disciplinary distinctions have value and that they will be reasonably stable in the foreseeable future.13
Why take up this argument now? Because, for one reason, political science may be headed the way recommended by Auguste Comte.14 Political theory is now an
ancillary subfield in all but the top political science departments, and even in some of those departments, like Cal
Tech’s and the University of Rochester’s, political theory is
either devalued or entirely absent. Nor does political theory
appear set for a resurgence, as Penn State’s decision to
eliminate the subfield may reflect. Perhaps the reason many
departments still have theory at all, as the chair of a political science department at a small Midwestern university
confidentially explained to me, is “not so much that we
think political theory is really social science; we just think
it’s good for students to read.” In an era of downsizing and
resource constraints in higher education, these are not
particularly good portents.
Yet while there are reasons to be concerned that political theory is in a precarious state—and anxieties about
this have motivated an entire sub-genre of work, of which
this now is a part 15 —its precariousness is beside the point.
Whether or not theory is being shut down or marginalized, the concerns behind these anxieties suggest not only
an existential problem—will theory remain?—but a conceptual problem—does theory belong? It is this conceptual
problem of inclusion that I believe prior accounts of the
role of theory in political science have failed to address,
and that this article seeks to address.
Justifying the conceptual bounds of the discipline so
that we can determine what should count as “political
science” may strike many as an irresolvable problem, if

not insufferable navel-gazing. But such a conclusion would
overlook the fact that the gatekeepers of political
science—of any discipline—regularly use such criteria to
distribute professional resources. Its journal editors use
them to decide whether to publish articles. Its book review
editors use them to decide whether a title should be sent
out for review in those journals. Its departments use them
to decide whether someone’s work counts as political science and thus that they are worth hiring or promoting.16
If it were truly impossible to justify one such set of criteria
over another, then these judgments would be just so much
bullying in the name of preference satisfaction. Even if
that describes how these decisions are, in fact, made, it
hardly makes them justifiable or defensible. Such imposition of arbitrary rule may be the very definition of injustice itself, and the very heart of the problem of domination.
To dismiss a discussion of disciplinary criteria out of hand
is to ignore the very real consequences of an arbitrary
exercise of power to the lives of those currently doing
political theory.17 And, of course, it ignores the epistemic
consequences to the social-scientific study of politics, should
theory be removed from its ken.
Dismissing the discussion because we think disciplinary divisions should not be so hard-and-fast, or that subfields should simply live and let live, leaves us with the
situation that political theorists are anxious about, one in
which decentralized, uncoordinated decisions at individual department levels are effectively treating theory as so
much oncology—something that belongs somewhere
else—even if those responsible for these decisions are not
trying actively to remove it. At least, we should ask departments, journals and perhaps the discipline as a whole to
occasionally struggle with this question and insist that
gatekeepers state clearly the reasons they have for the criteria they use.
The consequences of removing all political theory
from political science without regard to the differences
between its humanistic and social scientific strands would
be a loss to political science on its own terms, for it would
hamper a complete scientific understanding of politics,
just as the absence of theory from economics and psychology has been a loss for those disciplines. To give
but one well developed example drawn from other social
sciences: We would know more about economic activity
if we understood more about value, benefit, and exchange,
but that work, being essentially theoretical and hence
no longer performed in departments of economics,
has been relegated largely to philosophy departments.18
Economists who nevertheless continue to speak of “utility” but who cannot cash it out, as it were, except by some
appeal to monetary currency are making a conceptual
error that limits their understanding of a very real social
phenomenon.
On the other hand, the discipline of economics has
arguably benefited from not having to spend its resources
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on humanistic interpretations of Adam Smith, or its
faculty’s time supervising dissertations on the influence of
the Enlightenment ideals on Smith’s economic thought.
Similarly, psychology is better off for its faculty and students not having to work out Aristotle’s view of motivation and depression. And while Aristotle also wrote a good
deal about the natural world, it would hardly benefit physics if physics departments started training their students
in interpretive techniques of the ancients.19 Of course,
some will rightly notice that an interpreter of Adam Smith’s
thought would benefit from training in economics, just as
an economist would benefit from knowing more about
Adam Smith. And it is also almost certainly true that scholars of religion—whether devoted theists or philosophers
of religion—would benefit from substantive training in
and knowledge of particle physics, to the extent such training and knowledge gets at the foundations of the universe.
Does it then follow that physics departments should expand
to include philosophy of religion, and require coursework
in it as part of their graduate training of physicists? Shall
we support a move to encourage departments of religion
to build particle accelerators? The fact that there will often
be fruitful cross-disciplinary engagements does not tell us
where primary disciplinary training ought to be done.
And, as this example illustrates, the arguments some political theorists have made to defend their inclusion in the
political science would not be accepted if generalized to
other disciplines.20
What we need is an offensive argument for what the
boundaries of political science ought to be, for why some
political theory by right belongs inside them, and for why
some political theory does not.
What follows is my own attempt as a theorist to be
reflective about these disciplinary boundaries, in the hopes
of building a more stable and secure foundation for political theory generally and in political science more particularly. It looks toward a time when an article titled “Why
Political Science Needs Political Theory” 21 would seem
as ironic as it was unnecessary; when departmental decisions about resource allocation can follow reasonable
departmental views, and not occasion visions of the apocalypse in the minds of colleagues at other institutions;
and when our collective efforts might go to doing political theory, rather than explaining why what we do belongs
where. By calling for a clearer division of theory into its
humanistic and social-scientific modes for training and
professionalization, this article may be “offensive” in both
senses of the word. But its offensiveness is meant to serve
the goal of a better, more secure and productive home
for political theory in the social sciences and in the university at large.22
The argument continues over four more sections. In
the next section, I explain why defensive arguments for
remaining in the discipline fail, and why an offensive argument is needed. In the third section, I argue for a demar-

cation of “political science” based on a broad conception
of “the political” (the use or potential use of power over
other people) and of basic presumptions of “science” including the systematic discovery of a world that exists independent of our observations of it, and the condition of
falsifiability. In the fourth section, I apply these criteria to
the various genres of political theory. Finally, in the last
section I discuss the implications of this definition for the
interdisciplinary practice of political theory in political
science and in the university more generally.

Why a Defense of Political Theory
Fails
Political theorists have repeatedly and self-consciously
explored the place of political theory in political science.23
Before turning to the offensive explanation in the remainder of this article, it will be useful to consider why attempts
to defend theory’s inclusion in political science typically
fail.
Consider the arguments in the two letters sent to Penn
State that offered reasons to include political theory in
political science. In the letter endorsed by the Foundations of Political Theory section of the American Political
Science Association, we discover that “[i]n the development of the discipline of Political Science . . . political
theory . . . has been [its] moral voice”; that political theory
usefully raises questions of gender and race; and that it
“remind(s) 24 us that our methodological choices have normative and ethical implications that we cannot ignore.”
Further, we learn that more theorists attend organized
sections at APSA conferences than do members of other
subfields, which “reflect[s] the central place of political
theory in the discipline as a whole.” In the more strident
epistle written by Ben Barber and signed by 60 other political theorists, we are told that graduate students will “do
better in graduate political science programs where they
will also get some degree of fundamental training in political theory,” and that political theory is “essential to the
well-trained political scientist and teacher.”
The letters display two of the three kinds of pleadings
that typify a defensive position: (1) that theory is important (it is “the moral voice” of the discipline, it raises
useful questions), and (2) that theory has a claim to membership in the discipline based on its origins and present
practice (our panels have better attendance at the APSA
than any other subfield’s; our articles are published in the
top disciplinary journals). A third defense, not reflected in
the letters, is (3) that a political (or any social) science
modeled on the natural sciences is trivial, if not impossible. Each of these claims may be true—I happen to think
that in some form, the first two are true—but they fail to
address the conceptual question of why political theory
belongs within political science.25
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the right kinds of questions helps us see why such conceptual work is itself political science, not merely useful to
political scientists. As Brian Barry observed, when a normative theorist notes that the concept of “social exclusion” should include both voluntary and involuntary
exclusion, that is a claim about the proper object of study,
and it contributes to our discovery of facts about the political world.30 Or, for another example, when empirical
political scientists equate “legitimacy” with “public support” or “public approval,” they are either using language
in a very funny way, or they are simply making a mistake.
For were we to treat “legitimacy” as synonymous with
“public support”, we would be forced to admit that, to the
extent he enjoyed mass public approval, Hitler was a legitimate ruler. (Uh-oh.) Failing to recognize the conceptual
difference between legitimacy and approval is failing to
understand the world as it actually is and to provide a
complete social-scientific rendering of that world. (I will
return to this point in greater detail in the fourth section.)
There is second argument that political theory is useful
to political science not because of the concepts it identifies, but because it helps direct the work of empirical political scientists towards important topics. We might call this
claim, (made by Brian Barry and described in the attached
letters as the “moral voice of Political Science”) an appeal
to the usefulness of “agenda-setting by reference to moral
and ethical norms.” 31 It is an ominous assertion to be
sure, that, if not for theorists, other methodologically driven
political scientists would be in some kind of moral wasteland asking unimportant and trivial questions, ignoring
questions of race and gender, and, one must add, oppression more generally. With their moral senses so dulled one
might also fear they are engaging more generally in acts of
moral turpitude, so it may certainly be a good thing that
theorists are here to help.
Nevertheless, even if it were true that other political
scientists were unable to choose morally important topics,
or understand the ethical implications of their work, engaging in this kind of agenda setting does not qualify someone for membership in political science, or any
corresponding discipline. Consider an analogy to physics.
In the 1940s some physicists learned how to split the
atom in large part because defeating the Nazis was seen as
a moral imperative. Even though that agenda-setting decision caused physicists to turn their attention to the development of nuclear weapons, the decision itself was in no
way an instance of doing physics. The choice of political
scientists to study race and gender, or more broadly, the
choice of any scholar to study what he or she does, is the
result of many different factors, including the influence
of government agenda-setting, the pressure from social
relationships, and the desire for recognition from one’s
peers, none of which become political science for their
influence on what political scientists study.32 It may be
that since politics as well as ethics are involved in any

Political Theory is Important
The first defense of theory’s inclusion in political science
is that it is an important intellectual endeavor. The motivation for such a defense may be an understandable
response of theorists who feel belittled or marginalized by
their non-theory colleagues: empiricists and statisticians
who do not read Aristotle or Foucault, who proudly eschew
literature, and who do not frequent the symphony or other
cultural institutions. In other words, it may be an understandable response to being in professional association with
other individuals who apparently have no real interest in
leading fully human lives. While their broad intellectual
and cultural interests make theorists superior human beings,
they do not justify theory’s inclusion in the discipline.26
There are three variations of the “importance” defense.
The first holds that political theory in all of its varieties is
important for its own sake, because it fosters deep reflection upon eternal problems of the human condition. I
accept this claim as true, and unproblematically so. The
second variation holds that because political theory is vitally
important to real-world politics, because the world benefits from the promotion of arguments concerning legitimacy, justice, rights, equality, and so on, what theorists do
is necessary. (A defense of this sort is associated with the
mode of political theory that explicitly endorses critical
advocacy and engagement with the political world.27 ) Yet
neither theory’s intrinsic importance nor its usefulness to
politics constitutes a necessary or sufficient condition for
including theory with political science. There are many
important and meaningful things—like oncology, the
music of Bach, and nuclear particle accelerators—and many
other things necessary for politics—like teleprompters, public speaking lessons, and money—that no one would seriously argue should be part of political science on account
of their importance or necessity.
The third variation of claims about the importance of
political theory is that it is useful to those who do political
science. I will first note that claim is exaggerated as a description of what actually happens in the study of politics. I would
venture to say in fact that many more political theorists find
what empirical political scientists do useful than the other
way around.28 Empirical political science articles may occasionally start with gems of wisdom from some dead white
guy (it seems most often to be Aristotle or Tocqueville) to
signal the theoretical heft of the question being studied, but
the subsequent article rarely engages the problems political
theory has identified. One might more substantively claim
that political theory is useful because it generates empirical
questions for study, or useful because it explains why some
questions—for example, questions about race and gender,
as asserted in the Foundations letter to Penn State—are
important to ask.29
These claims are sometimes collapsed together, but their
separation is critical. First, the fact that empirical political
scientists rely on conceptual clarification to help them ask
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agenda-setting, it is easier to confuse such agenda-setting
in political science for the practice of political science in a
manner that we would obviously reject in other disciplines.
More generally, there are many things of use to those
who do political science, but use-value to others is neither
a necessary nor a sufficient qualification for inclusion in a
discipline. Particle accelerators are useful for doing physics, but those who design and build them are not physicists for having done so.33 Audio equipment is useful for
studying the music of Brahms, but the study of audio
technology does not belong in a department of music
history. Use-value might in practice explain a subfield’s
inclusion in a discipline, but that would always be a secondorder justification, dependent upon the continued goodwill of first-order political scientists who find their work
useful. Strategically it leaves members of such subfields
vulnerable to precisely the kinds of problems currently
faced by political theory when political scientists do not
appreciate the value of their work. The task for political
theorists is to explain why what they do is political science
properly conceived, no matter its use to others.

䡬

Political Theory is and Always has been Part
of the Discipline
A second variation of defensive argument justifies the
inclusion of political theory in political science on the
basis of history and present practice: Political science
emerged historically out of political theory,34 and if you
define political science by its current practice (what gets
done in its departments, what gets published in its journals, what groups are most active at its professional meetings) you will indeed find political theorists among its
practitioners.35 Unlike defenses based on importance or
usefulness, which can only offer second-order justifications for inclusion, this defense qualifies as a first-order
argument for membership: a “political scientist” is anyone doing what political scientists have historically done,
and anyone currently working in a political science department and publishing in political science journals. This
defense can explain why political science departments do
not advertise for oncologists or music theorists: oncologists have never been part of the discipline in the past,
and sane music theorists do not attempt to publish their
work in the American Political Science Review. Political
theorists, on the other hand, belong in political science
because we have always been here, and we continue to be
here.
Unfortunately, history and present practice provide no
more of a basis for political theory’s inclusion in political
science than does any longstanding practice provide a justification for any kind of entrenched institutional arrangement. Yes, political theorists were instrumental in the
creation of the discipline, and this fact may help us to
causally explain why we are here now. Yes, the most
esteemed journals in the discipline publish articles on Xeno-

phon, and this fact may help us to causally explain why
their authors advance in their careers. And yes, individuals
do hold advanced degrees in political science having written dissertations interpreting the meaning of American
exceptionalism. But these facts do not address the central
question of why we ought to maintain current and historical practices.
Complexity of the Social World
A final variation of defensive argument for the inclusion
of political theory in political science rejects the scientific
aspirations of political science (and social science more
generally). Since “political science” is not really science
anyway, there is no harm in admitting political theory,
which is also not science, to its fold. In large part, this
argument depends on seeing social complexity as a unique
kind of difficulty for inquiry to overcome, either because
human free will might interfere at any moment, or because
of the limits to using human experiments to yield results.
Thus, social science can yield at best trivial information
about simplistic causal questions of political life—and then
only about the past.36
The first strand of this defense is an empirical claim
that we should not rely on political science because the
social sciences have not had the kind of success that the
natural sciences have. As Bent Flyvbjerg put it, “the study
of social phenomena is not, never has been, and probably
never can be, scientific in the conventional meaning of the
word ‘science’; that is, in its epistemic meaning.” 37 Yet, if
the social world admits even of the same complexity as
natural science, there is good reason to think that the
social sciences would take longer and require more technical sophistication to produce results than the physical
sciences did; there is no basis yet for thinking that such
inquiry is impossible. In the seventeenth century, Galileo
could tell us something about the stars using a telescope
and his wits. Two hundred years later, Durkheim needed
the resources of national governments to collect rudimentary data on suicide rates to propose rather crude (by contemporary standards) explanatory hypotheses about suicide;
he would need far greater computing power and data collection operations to generate anything close to the kinds
of causal tests that have been conducted for centuries in
laboratories of the natural sciences. As recently as 1966,
Gabriel Almond argued in political science’s flagship journal that “in the last decade or two the elements of a new,
more surely scientific paradigm seem to be manifesting
themselves rapidly.” 38 Such a view arguably dominated
the natural-scientific world already by the seventeenth century, if not before. Given such constraints, Flyvbjerg’s conclusion seems premature.
The claim that a political science modeled on the natural sciences is impossible because it has not had much
success also ignores many core regularities that political
science has discovered, like the median-voter-theorem, or
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the way issue framing and agenda-setting lead to suboptimal choices. As a tactical matter, the claim further
marginalizes theorists from their colleagues and is at the
heart of the ill-fit between some theorists and their empirical colleagues. And using an “impossibility” argument to
trivialize or discourage social science bears a striking similarity to early religious suspicions that knowledge of the
natural universe was not accessible to the human mind.
These arguments became self fulfilling prophecies that
retarded the development of natural science and technological progress, and would do the same in the social sciences if they were widely accepted.
The second strand of this defensive argument is more
substantial and philosophically sophisticated. It hinges its
rejection of social science on the nature of the object being
studied, not merely on its presumed lack of success. Human
society, it is supposed, is too complex to be comprehensible by objective observation; it can only be fully comprehended by subjective interpretation. Theory thus belongs
in political science because it is a mode of inquiry that can
make sense of “the human,” the only mode of inquiry that
can make sense of “the political.” 39 Yet if political theorists believe that social science cannot be done in the mode
of natural science, for whatever reason, it is unclear why
they would want to remain in a discipline with so many
scholars who believe it can be and who are dedicated to
purusing that aim. So even if the critics are right, and
social science is not “science” at all, the complexity argument does not defend political theory’s inclusion in a discipline dedicated to a scientific study of politics; rather, it
justifies its emigration out of it (if not activism to shut
down the billions of dollars that goes towards such “impossible” activity).40

object of study (“political phenomena”), and a method
(“the assumptions of science”). The claim that political
science is research may seem obvious; it explains why playing basketball is not political science.42 But it also explains
why advocacy as such is not political science (even if political science is extremely useful to advocacy, a point I will
return to in the fourth section).
In this section of the paper I will develop the second
and third elements, since they are doing most of the analytical work. But first, I should address two worries and
explain two constraints on the analysis.
The first worry is that any answer to the question what
constitutes political science? is open to infinite, irresolvable
debate, because the boundaries of political science are
“essentially contestable.” 43 Although any proposed boundary will be contested, there is no reason that a project of
demarcation must therefore fail. No one reasonably believes
that oncology or music theory should be classified as “political science”, or that political science journals should publish their research, or that political science departments
should train people in their methods. And the reason it is
unreasonable to believe these things is because oncology
and music theory lie outside even the fuzziest boundary of
what “political science” rightly denotes. Nor are these judgments merely pragmatic ones of this kind: “oncologists
should not be trained in political science departments
because people currently in those departments would not
train them well.” If the discipline of political science were
to reconfigure itself so that it could train oncologists, it
would cease to be political science, even though we might
continue to use the label “political science” to refer to it.
The study of cancer, or of music, does not constitute political science rightly understood. We all have some rough
idea of what should not count as “political science,” which
means there is indeed agreement at a certain level of generality about what political science denotes, and that demarcation work can be and is being done. Indeed, to remind
the reader of what I said at the introduction, gatekeepers
of the profession regularly use such criteria to decide whose
work should receive disciplinary resources, whose careers
thus are successful, and, ultimately, whose lives as political
scientists go well. Ignoring or dismissing such work as
navel-gazing evades the justificatory project at the heart of
many if not all theories of justice.
A second worry is that an argument about criteria that
derive from the terms “politics” and “science” arbitrarily
proceeds from the name given to most departments in the
discipline, “Political Science”—so that my argument would
seem to be different were the discipline to be named “Politics,” or “Government,” as some departments in the discipline are.44 However, I do not alight upon “politics” and
“science” as key elements of my criteria because of the name
of the discipline. The name, as a signifier, is doing no
analytical work whatsoever: were we to rename the discipline and all its departments “Politics,” “Government,” or

What is “Political Science”?
Establishing Criteria for a Membership in the
Discipline
So long as political theory’s inclusion in political science is
only defended by arguments that do not get at the conceptual core of the question, does theory belong?, its position in political science will remain tenuous. By contrast,
the first step of an offensive approach would be to establish what Karl Popper called criteria of demarcation for
“political science” that can be used to evaluate what kinds
of work would qualify as such.41 The second step, taken
up in the fourth section, would be to use those criteria to
demonstrate why some kinds of political theory belong in
the discipline and why others do not.
The demarcation criteria for which I will argue are
derived from this preliminary formulation: political science properly conceived is research that takes political phenomena as its object of study, using a method that does not
violate the assumptions of science. There are three important
elements of this formulation: an activity (“research”), an
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“Pinky Tuscadero,” the analysis that follows would remain
the same. I presume that the proper aspirations of the
social sciences are to come to know things about the social
world as it actually is, and that if one believes there is no
“as it actually is” there can be no science at all, social or
otherwise. So, for epistemic purposes, disciplines should
be formed around their objects of study (e.g., power,
exchange, culture) in large part because different objects
of study will require different specific methods in order to
know things about them. These two elements of my criteria of demarcation—political phenomena and the
assumptions of science—explain why most departments
and the discipline itself are called what they are, not the
other way around.
The fact that different objects of study require different
kinds of methods explains why the subdivisions of the
social sciences (as well as the natural sciences and humanities) are useful and come to have the names they have.
We presume that different methods may be required to
study culture than would be used to study of politics,
precisely because culture and politics are different sorts of
entities. But we should be very careful to avoid what I will
call “political science exceptionalism,” the view that the
study of politics is so completely different from other social
phenomena that it requires wholly different methods of
study. We can avoid political science exceptionalism and
judge the strength of our claims about what should and
should not be included in political science by generalizing
those claims to the study of other social phenomena, to
see how well they fit there. For example, if conceptual
analyses of power belong in a political science department
because conceptual analyses of power are a part of a complete understanding of the political world, then presumably conceptual analyses of culture, exchange, and society
belong in departments of anthropology, economics, and
sociology respectively. Similarly, if textual analysis of Plato’s Republic, or hermeneutical analysis of an election,
belong in political science, because textual and hermeneutical analyses are a part of a complete understanding of the
political world, then presumably a textual analysis of Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations and a hermeneutical analysis of a
nation’s GDP belong in an economics department. If we
find we cannot generalize our claims in these analogous
ways to the study of other social phenomena, then we will
have to justify the exception we are making for the study
of politics. This test is meant to keep us honest by separating principled claims for inclusion in political science
from merely pragmatic claims that we make to protect or
reject a particular field of inquiry.
Finally, a narrow definition of “political science” would
be contentious, and unlikely to generate much agreement,
as the disciplinary debates of the last decade that emerged
in the so-called “Perestroika” controversy demonstrated.45
Although there are clearly connections between my argument and that controversy, the methodological compo-

nent of the Perestroika debate was almost exclusively one of
what constituted “science.” 46 In what follows, I will discuss
disciplinary boundaries at a broader level and in ways that
mostly leave that debate intact. I take no position on whether
small-n, qualitative and descriptive studies of the sort for
which many self-described Perestroikans advocated are a
good way of doing science. They meet the assumptions of
science, and thus cannot be excluded ex ante. 47
Certainly, as the Perestroika debate illustrated, modeling a study of society on the methods of the natural sciences presents numerous obstacles to achieving success,
but as many, many others have written before, such obstacles are complicated, nuanced, demanding and difficult to
overcome precisely because the object of study is complicated, nuanced, demanding and difficult.48 And so long
as the aspirations of the social sciences are to come to
know things about the social world, a number of useful
distinctions can still be made concerning membership in
their disciplines. At that level of generality we can proceed
on the basis of minimal assumptions both about what
science requires and about the scope of political phenomena, and avoid demands about the possibility or validity
of using specific methods. I thus want to aim at overly
broad criteria for political science that will err on the side
of including too much and leave room for a good deal of
contestation. As we will see, even overly broad criteria that
leave a good deal of methodological pluralism within political science will still provide a useful tool by which to
determine what kind of political theory is political science
and what kind is not.
With these preliminaries out of the way, I propose that
to count as political science, inquiry must meet these three
criteria:
(1) it takes political phenomena to be its object of study;
(2) it assumes that there is an observer-independent
world about which its aim is to discover facts; and
(3) it issues claims that are falsifiable (empirically or
otherwise).
I emphasize as strongly as I can that (2) and (3) are assumptions of science and not ontological assertions. Whether or
not they are true, in order to do science, one must assume
that they are.
Political Phenomena
The first of our offensive demarcation criteria is that, to
count properly as political science, research must take political phenomena as its object of study.49 It is not easy to
define precisely what counts as “political phenomena,” in
part because many seemingly non-political events have
political causes or political implications. A study of Richard Wagner might either be a study of music or of politics,
or quite likely both, since it is a matter of debate whether
Hitler’s promotion of Wagner’s music as authentically
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German aided in the devastation of European Jewry during WWII.50 It is difficult also because political phenomena are tied to other objects of culture, society, and
exchange. Yet the fact that non-political phenomena can
have political causes and implications, and the fact that
there may be no firm boundaries between different sorts
of social phenomena does not mean that it is impossible
to define “the political.”
Let me propose that for something to count as a political phenomenon it must involve the use, or potential use, of
power over people. This unoriginal 51 and merely necessary
condition explains why the structure of a musical score is
not a political phenomenon, even if the decision to perform it might be. This condition also excludes as political
the study of states of consciousness and solitary acts done
in private in and of themselves. 52 As with the music example, these states of consciousness may have political origins or implications, and to the extent a particular study
concerns such origins and implications, it would meet
this condition. But the personal is only political to the
extent it has consequences for other people, or is a consequence of the power that others have imposed. In short, I
don’t think there is a single phenomenon that we would
rightly call “political” that does not involve the use, or
potential use, of power over people.
Being a necessary but insufficient condition, this formulation errs on the side of over-inclusion. For example,
by this view a parent’s relationship with a child would
count as a “political phenomenon,” as would a mountain
climber leading an expedition, an airline pilot flying a
plane full of passengers, or a parent driving a carpool,
since they all involve the use (or potential use) of power
over other people—even though I do not believe that these
are normally “political acts,” in any full account of that
concept.53

observations of it, it is said, any description of that world
is a mere story we tell each other in order to impose our
will on the world.55 It is a short step from there to the
now-familiar critique of science as merely a hegemonic
enterprise, fueled by those in power to secure their own
privileged status and to oppress anyone who offers alternative “epistemologies” or “ways of knowing.” 56
A different kind of critique accepts the usefulness of
science to study the physical world, but questions its usefulness when applied to the social world. A stick of butter
will hold still while you observe what happens if you heat
it to 150 degrees, but a human being will simply leave the
room.57 One can study the regular motions of the planets
or the probabilistic motions of atomic particles; but human
beings can change their minds.58 In its most moderate
form, the objection is that a study of society must at least
incorporate both scientific and non-scientific methods to
fully know and understand our social condition.
I do not dispute the fact that the social world is different in kind from the physical world, and, for that reason,
that the social sciences may require a different set of methods than the natural sciences. But they are linked by one
common aspiration: they are, and in order to be “science”
must be, structured to discover facts about an observerindependent world. Thus to be counted as “science,” a
method must assume that there exists an observerindependent world “out there” about which a researcher
may systematically discover true facts and reject false ones.
Research that does not share these broad assumptions is
outside of what is and ought to be distinctive about any
social science as a science.
If these fundamental methodological and epistemic
objections to science are true—if there is no reality “out
there” or if we really can never know anything about
it—then science cannot be done. But that conclusion would
call for a far more radical reorganization of all our disciplines beyond any argument about whether what anyone
does belongs as part of a scientific enterprise. In any case,
we need not take a position on whether or not science is
possible; whether, that is, there does in fact exist a world
“out there” about which we are trying to know things.
The activity of science proceeds as if an observerindependent world exists. If a scholar’s work is not one of
discovery of that world, but creation or imposition upon
it, then it is not science, whatever else it may be.

Discovering Facts about an Observer-Independent
World
Judging from the forests destroyed mounting various
defenses of this or that conception, arriving at a noncontroversial definition of “science” would be even more
difficult than arriving at one of “political phenomena.” 54
Even before getting to a definition, some would deny that
humans can perform any objective (or non-subjective)
inquiry that reveals observer-independent truths about the
world. Such a claim may be based on the inconsistent or
at least solipsistic claim that no world exists apart from the
observer, and thus that we cannot study something that
does not exist. Or it may be based on a stronger, and more
plausible, epistemic skepticism: objectivity is impossible
in practice, because there is no way to access the world
without altering what we find. Perhaps not surprisingly,
the debate surrounding epistemic skepticism quickly bleeds
into questions of power. Since we cannot arrive at objective knowledge about a world that exists apart from our

Falsification
If science presumes the existence of an observerindependent world about which we are seeking to discover true things, any scientific claim we might make about
that world should be falsifiable by contradictory evidence
gained from reason or experience.59 This is also an assumption of science, one that follows from there being an
observer-independent world. I am not defending falsification as good, bad, or even coherent as a procedure. And,
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as Popper noted long ago, “falsifiable” does not mean that
any particular claim can currently be tested or falsified,
just that it is in principle possible to do so. Because of the
technical apparatus required for testing, some of Einstein’s
most provocative claims were falsifiable but untestable until
almost a century after he made them.60 What this means
is that, for any claim to count as scientific, we can specify
what would demonstrate that the claim is wrong.
The emphasis on observer-independence, and the
requirement that claims be falsifiable, as assumptions of
science may strike theorists as simply old-fashioned
positivism that many thought was discredited.61 But this
is not the case. While empirical positivism begins by assuming an observer-independent world about which we are
seeking knowledge through falsification, it limits how we
go about gaining that knowledge to empirical means alone.
But logical positivism extends to the logic we use to falsify
our hypotheses. If I claim X, whatever X is, and it necessarily implies its opposite, I need not make a single empirical observation to have falsified the claim. Whether or
not this caricature of positivism is coherent (as even Carl
Hempel acknowledged, non-empirical “theory” structures
and categorizes our empirical observations (Hempel 1966)),
it asserts too much for our present purpose. For example,
logical positivism excluded the study of moral values from
a proper scientific study. Yet if moral values, like, say “natural right” exist independent of their observer, and if the
researcher’s aim is to discover (not create) something that
is true about those rights, then such inquiry would be
consistent with the presumptions, if not the current practice, of science, so long as they were subjected to principles of logical analysis, and thus should be included.
The centrality of falsification for doing science should
also not be overstated in the way that Popper did by rejecting supporting evidence as being of no consequence to a
theory’s being true. Like David Hume, Popper argued that
the problem of induction was epistemically insurmountable; his view (and Hume’s) was that we have no basis to
presume that laws governing nature will continue to operate in the future as they did in the past. After all, the only
reason we could have for presuming that they will is that
in the past, laws that operated in the past continued to
operate in the future—yet this assumes the conclusion we
would be seeking to explain. But my view here is simply
that a theory or claim that cannot be falsified in some way
fails to be a scientific theory or claim, whatever else it
might be, or whatever else is required for it to count as
scientific.
Methodologically and culturally, the presumption of
falsification marks a rough and ready distinction between
the humanities and sciences with regard to the kinds of
errors their practitioners are willing to make. Because of
the process of testing, science resists novel claims about
the world. By contrast, the humanities are primarily concerned with creative expressions and interpretations that

construct an appreciation for the distinctively human features of our world. We might even say that science is
designed to systematically err on the side of rejecting claims
that turn out to be true, and the humanities are designed
to systematically err on the side of accepting claims that
turn out to be false. Thus do the humanities often seek
evidence to support an argument, and emphasize its coherence and persuasiveness, rather than trying to falsify it, or
articulating what the conditions of coherence or persuasiveness are or should be.62 The difference in method corresponds to whether a person would, at the margins, prefer
to avoid believing false claims, or prefer to believe true
ones.63
Thus, the humanities are distinctive by their use of
subjective interpretation to bring meaning to the world
rather than to discover objective truths about it.64 This
humanistic orientation may arise out of the view that
observer-independence is impossible, or that falsification
is “verification” by another name, or that pretending to
either one introduces systematic biases. But I do not here
take a position regarding the merits of humanistic and
scientific research. I would not be surprised if a complete
understanding and appreciation of the social world requires
both social-scientific and humanistic research.65 But I presume that these are different sorts of activities, and it is a
presupposition of social science that they are not the same
either.66 To adopt an observation Rousseau made in a
different context, the humanities may persuade without
convincing, even as the sciences convince without
persuading.

Drawing Lines
We are now in a position to use our criteria of demarcation to test what sorts of research properly belongs in
political science, asking the following questions:
(1) Does the main subject of the research concern the
use of power over people?
(2) Does the research assume that there are facts about
a world “out there” to be discovered, and is it part
of an enterprise to systematically discover these facts?
(3) Can the findings of the research be shown to be
mistaken in some way?
Given these questions, where does political theory fit?
One way to proceed would be to draw examples from
the literature and demonstrate why this study would count
as political science, and that one would not. Instead, I
have chosen a more categorical approach, speaking about
general types of political theory rather than specific examples, in order to focus on the conceptual core of the argument. Naming names would be provocative and distracting
at the same time, for to proceed that way we would not
only be asking if a type of work belongs, we would simultaneously be asking whether a particular example used
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belonged to that type. I admit the failure to offer examples
throughout what follows may lead to the impression I am
creating so many straw men, but I could not justify any
particular case without far more development than I have
the space for here.67
Turning then to a categorical approach, we begin by
noting that “political theory” properly denotes a wide range
of very different types of scholarship:
Conceptual political theory: research about political
concepts.
Normative political theory: research about the norms we
ought to endorse about the use of power, and/or the way
that power and resources ought to be distributed based on
those norms.
Advocacy: research that promotes social and political
change.
Explanatory political theory: research that offers causal
accounts of political events.
Interpretive political theory: research that makes claims
about the meaning of political events to those who participated in them, and/or that offers the researcher’s interpretation of those events.
History of political thought: research that traces the development of an idea through time, and/or that offers an
interpretation of what an author meant in writing what
he did.68
We will treat each in turn, grouping them when
appropriate.69

a concept or norm correct leads to mistakes about our
understanding of the political world. To extend an earlier
example, equating “legitimacy” with “public approval”
presents an inaccurate description of the political world.
The concept of legitimacy—again, not the word itself,
but the underlying idea—is a normative concept which
concerns whether a regime, institution or individual has
the right to the power they may possess. As such, public
approval may well be necessary for legitimacy, but it is
hardly sufficient.71 We might nevertheless define “legitimacy” as public approval. We might also define “legitimacy” as the successful mating practices of bears, and go
about offering analysis of the legitimacy of institutions
accordingly. But if we did, we would misdescribe the political world (even if doing so might be the premise of a
terrific new reality television show). Our understanding of
the political world in this case would be limited not by the
empirical analysis of the terms as described, but by the
fact that our conceptualization of the underlying political
phenomenon is simply mistaken. Getting political concepts right is thus part of political science properly
conceived.72
Now of course the fact that one view of the concept of
legitimacy, let alone of its operationalization, conflicts with
another view does not tell us which is the correct one,
even if we are pretty sure that identifying legitimacy with
the mating practices of bears is just plain wrong. But we
can imagine a critical test: if public approval were conceptually the same as legitimacy, then Hitler and Saddam
Hussein would have in fact been legitimate rulers; slavery
would have in fact been a legitimate institution; the colonization of a native people anywhere 73 would have in fact
been legitimate. This is where normative theory is helpful
in understanding the political world as it is: such cases
illustrate that the way things are (“the public approves”)
does not necessarily correspond with the way things ought
to be (“the right to rule.”)
When we find such spectacular and revolutionary results
as “slavery was a legitimate institution,” we might indeed
have to revise our identification of “public approval” with
“legitimacy,” because we come to realize this is not an accurate reflection of the political world. Or, we might go the
other way and realize that it does reflect the political world
correctly, and our concept of legitimacy is in need of revision. Most people would agree that any analysis in which
American chattel slavery was legitimate 74 —not just “publicly approved” but legitimate—would be odd, and a confusion of the very object that is purportedly being studied.75
In both of these cases the normative and conceptual
accounts of legitimacy might be wrong, and their empirical treatments right. But without any account of how
the normative aspects of the concept obtain our scientific
understanding of the object of study is mistaken. Concepts and norms are thus not merely useful to our understanding of politics, they are themselves part of the political

Conceptual and Normative Theory
To the extent conceptual and normative researchers seek
to discover something about how power is, or ought to be,
used over people, in a way that presumes discovery of a
world independent of the observer, animated by a method
that systematically favors the rejection of false claims, this
kind of research falls well within the bounds of political
science.70 For example, conceptual analysis that focuses
on core political concepts like power, domination, citizenship, etc—not the words “power,” “domination,” and “citizenship,” but the underlying ideas that they denote—
would fit to the extent such research seeks to discover
observer-independent facts about the political world, in
just the same way that similar conceptual analysis is critical to the study of physics and other natural sciences,
because these concepts are central to the objects of study.
Similarly, normative theory that explains which institutions and practices are consistent with widely shared norms,
or treatments that attempt to discover moral truth (rather
than create and impose it) are also consistent with the
broad aims of the social sciences and, as I noted above, are
regularly falsified through logical errors or the use of
counter-examples.
The importance of normative and conceptual analysis
on their own terms to a scientific knowledge of politics
can best be illustrated in the breach, where a failure to get
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world and the phenomena that political science, rightly
conceived, ought to study. So long as the research is done
in a mode of discovery and in a manner that can be
falsified, it would count offensively as a member of the
discipline of political science. This conclusion also survives the political science exceptionalism test, since it
applies with no more or less force to research into concepts and norms in the cultural and economic worlds: to
use an earlier example, a study that simplistically equates
“value” with “economic gain” is measuring something,
but it obstructs a complete scientific understanding of
the social phenomenon of exchange.
A related and more common species of normative political theory takes up the implications of a set of norms
(usually, but not necessarily, “widely endorsed norms”) in
order to generate conditional norms of the kind “if equality means x, then institutions should be designed the following way . . .” So long as our focus is on the use of
power, and those implications from first premises could
be shown to be false (through logical contradiction or
empirical evidence), this kind of conditional normative
theory fully qualifies as political science. Indeed, it proceeds precisely the same way that mathematics does, with
the added benefit (from the standpoint of membership in
political science) that it takes political phenomena as its
object of study.76
䡬

Advocacy
We turn now to “advocacy” as a mode of political theory
closely related to, but not the same as, normative analysis.
Advocacy, as I conceive of it here, is concerned with using
power, and advocacy research is primarily concerned with
effecting change, rather than seeking to know things about
the world as such. Advocacy as a mode of political inquiry
has a history that goes back at least as far back as Marx;
more recently, it was at the center of Sheldon Wolin’s
seminal “Political Theory as a Vocation,” 77 and it continues to be the core of New Political Science’s goal to restructure the discipline. Consider this claim by Sanford F.
Schram:
A political science that forgoes the dream of a science of politics
in order to dedicate itself to the enhancing the critical capacity of
people to practice a politics is, for me, an exciting prospect. A
political science that does this to enhance the capacity to challenge power from below is all the more exciting. I would argue
that the new political science would be not just more politically
efficacious but also more intelligent, offering more robust forms
of political knowledge.78

Schram here explicitly connects advocacy to the pursuit of
knowledge, acknowledging that were political science to
turn fully towards this sort of advocacy, it would offer
“more robust forms of political knowledge,” an end that
would fit within political science as I have depicted it.
The problem, though, is that science as a distinct and
worthwhile enterprise is and ought to be primarily con-

cerned with the acquisition of knowledge, not the promotion of change or preservation.79 There may be a close
relationship between advocacy and normative research:
advocates might rely on normative research to guide how
they change the world, to issue calls to action, and promote activity to change entrenched and unjustified political structures; normative theorists may also be motivated
by a real desire to promote, say, justice and social change,
but their work is dedicated to knowledge of what to do,
not the actual doing. To the extent a work qualifies as
“advocacy” in this latter sense, it is not political science,
because it is not seeking to know things about the political
world, it is seeking to change that world.
The point that the acquisition of knowledge is different
from the use one makes of it should not be mistaken for
the view that social and political problems have, or should
have, no bearing on what goes on within science, particularly in the choice of what problems one takes to be
important. This is a point about agenda setting that I took
up in the second section above. Of course there might be
very good reasons to spend one’s life coming to know
about how power is systematically abused, rather than
focusing on some trivial problem, and to endorse a
problem-centered approach to the study of politics. But
our concern here is one of membership: whether a question is trivial, useful, or meaningful does not speak to
whether it should count within the discipline as political
science per se. Neither the choice of whether a problem is
good or important to study, nor the use one makes of that
knowledge, is political science properly conceived.
Explanatory and Interpretive Theory
We move now to explanatory political theory, research
that offers an explanation of the causes and mechanisms
of political phenomena. So long as it is consistent with the
two assumptions of science about an observer-independent
world and falsifiability, this work is unproblematically political science. Most empirical studies are employed on behalf
of some explanatory theory, but perhaps the most familiar
form of this genre is positive political theory—which ceases
to be political science when the accounts it offers cannot
be falsified.80 Similarly, interpretive theory that focuses on
the social significance of events or ideas to individual actors
as those actors view them is political science as here conceived, because it interprets what happened in the political world by reference to the significance and meaning of
events or ideas to a set of people. This is work that can be
falsified, because the claim that symbol x meant y to some
person z who therefore performed some action a may turn
out to be false, by analysis of the data.
It would indeed be very helpful to know whether certain words, signs and other signifiers (like complex events)
meant something to those who encountered them, because
these signifiers presumably have some causal influence on
their observers. Interpreting a political advertisement as
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an expression of racism because it shows a shady and disheveled African-American man leaving a prison cannot proceed simply by listing the features of the ad. What is
necessary is an account of why those images have the power
they do over the observer: they play into conventional
stereotypes and thus may have the causal effect of influencing voters for presumably bad reasons (a hypothesis
that is falsifiable). The fact that social events require explanation by reference to how participants interpret them
should be obvious, if only because they are inexplicable by
a mere cataloging of their brute features.81 Thus, interpretative accounts of the underlying significance of events to
participants are fully within the ken of social science.82
By contrast to interpretative theory that explains the
meaning of events to participants, a second form of interpretive theory purports to read social events as texts,
explaining the meaning of them to the researcher, much as
someone offers a literary analysis of a work of fiction.
Interpretation of this kind does not belong in political
science because it is a creative imposition of a view onto
the world that cannot be falsified in any way, it does not
belong with political science.
Defenders of the role of interpretation have perhaps
been among the most vocal in rejecting a social science
based on the model of the natural sciences because, it is
said, human agents, unlike material objects in the natural
world, bring meaning to the activities in which they engage.
And on the view of social science I present here, if an
analysis does not consider what an action meant to those
who engage in it, then it is incomplete.83 This is where
interpretive social science needs to offensively state its case
for being included in political science, and, so long as we
are explaining what an event in fact meant to others (and
not merely reporting our own view) it is a very strong case
indeed. But when an interpretation reduces social events
to texts waiting for the interpreter to impose meaning on
them, it ceases to be science, however meaningful and
important it might be otherwise.

clusion. It may be of great value in and of itself to an
appreciation of all that is human, but it belongs in the
humanities.
If one still believes that interpretive work that takes up
questions like “What did Sophocles intend to do by writing Antigone?” belongs in the social sciences, we must subject that claim to the test of political science exceptionalism.
Do we think that it would be epistemically appropriate
for economics as a discipline to take up the question,
“What does The Republic tell us about what Plato thought
about the exchange of property?” Do we think that it
would be epistemically appropriate for anthropology departments to sponsor research on Aristotle’s view of culture?
These are not necessarily decisive questions—maybe we
think that this kind of work would benefit from placement in their corresponding social-scientific disciplines,
rather than in disciplines that would provide better tools
in historical and textual analysis. And since such work
may be of great use to those who actually study these core
ideas of property and culture, maybe as a pragmatic matter it would be useful on a case-by-case basis to sponsor
and incentivize this kind of research (a point we will return
to in the next section). But these examples are meant to
keep us honest: we cannot in principle defend the study of
what Plato thought about politics as belonging in political
science without endorsing such work in anthropology or
economics when it concerns an author’s conception of
culture or exchange.
Another variety of the history of political thought traces
how ideas have shaped the political world through time.
This sort of history, so long as it proceeds in a manner
consistent with the assumptions of science, is unproblematically political science. By this view, scholarship that demonstrates the real causal influence of Locke’s ideas on the
use of power in the seventeenth or eighteenth century, or
the influence of behavioral economics on the policies of
the Obama Administration, would clearly count, so long
as it focused on how ideas shape the manner in which
power is used. And our test of political science exceptionalism is again useful here, since similar work, to the extent
it focuses on getting at our understanding of exchange,
would fit well within economics. Indeed, this kind of history of political thought is best categorized as another
species of explanatory political theory, using ideas as the
causal mechanism that explains political events. Still, we
should be very wary of the dogmatic assertion that “ideas
matter!” as a replacement for the connective tissue that
would form the actual explanation. It is not that ideas
don’t matter; it is just that whether and how they matter is
precisely what needs to be demonstrated and explained,
not asserted, in order for that work to be political science,
properly conceived, rather than a form of intellectual
history.84
Finally, what of the argument that the history of political thought helps to resurrect very different ways to think

Textual and Historical Political Theory
Another prominent mode of political theory takes up written texts and interprets them to demonstrate what an
author’s intention was, or to interpret what the text really
means. By the criteria here advanced, this kind of work
does not qualify as political science, for two reasons. First,
what a text really means, or what an author’s intentions
were, as such—the concerns of a good deal of this
literature—has nothing with the use of power over people. Second, these treatments often do not presume
observer-independence or falsifiability. Indeed, as I suggested above, it is telling that such interpretive treatments
are sometimes praised for being “convincing” or “persuasive,” rather than being “true” or “correct.” Work of this
sort, even if it does concern the use of power over people,
thus fails to meet the second and third criteria for in-
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about politics, from institutional arrangements no longer
supported to normative ideals long out of fashion? Such
work can help others understand contemporary politics,
but that, as we saw earlier, is only a second-order justification for inclusion in a discipline—and a rather tenuous
one at that. Political scientists will and ought to engage
the history of political thought when appropriate, and
there is value in bringing political science and history
together, each on its own disciplinary foundation. But
that does not justify including history of political thought
as a field of political science properly conceived.85

Conclusion and Practical Applications

䡬

This article is motivated by the ongoing lack of engagement, suspicion, and even animosity between theorists
and non-theorists within political science, most recently
evidenced by the turn of events at Penn State. Whether
the protest against the elimination of political theory was
motivated by a sense of shared community, a worry that
other departments would soon follow Penn’s lead, or something else entirely is hard to say. But instead of offensively
explaining why political theory is political science properly conceived, the letters threatened counter action, and
defended theory’s inclusion without getting to what I
believe was the central question posed by Penn State’s
actions: why does political theory belong?
I have offered one answer to that question: political
theory belongs in political science, because it is political
science. I do not suspect readers will quickly accept my
view of what the proper criteria of political science are or
ought to be, or my classification of different kinds of theory
stylized as they were. But this is the kind of work that I
believe is necessary to explain why and what kind of political theory belongs with political science.
Although I think my proposed criteria of demarcation
for political science are justifiable, they are not the only
possible ones, and they may well be incorrect or of no use.
I know, in fact, that many theorists do not agree with
them, for reasons that are well-developed and defended in
the philosophy of social science, and to some of which I
have referred above. I have tried to avoid such debates by
arguing conditionally—if we are going to do science, then
we must accept its assumptions—rather than from a view
that such assumptions are in fact ontologically correct.
Still, this argument about assumptions is itself an argument others may not accept.
I want to be clear that I do not think that some centralized body should try to enforce these or any other
criteria in allocating disciplinary resources. For one thing,
the categorization of individual research will, at the margins, be contentious (this is why I did not develop specific
examples or name “names” in the fourth section). Retaining local application of various criteria would also provide
a good pragmatic check on the correctness of any one set
of them. Departments should always be able to judge on a

case-by-case basis whom to hire, and indeed some of the
most interesting departments in the discipline have achieved
their status by hiring without reference to firm boundaries, explicitly preferring to foster cross-fertilization.86
But the fact that the development and application of
criteria should proceed on a local level does not mean
that we should abandon justification altogether. As I said
at the start, the gatekeepers of the discipline in whose
hands rests so much power to shape individual lives ought
to be more reflective and explicit about how their own
often implicit and unreflective criteria of demarcation
guide their decisions. As a matter of justice, we should
expect a consistent application of criteria over cases within
their domain, and explanations when they choose to deviate from them. And just as we avoided “political science
exceptionalism” in our determination of the proper conceptual bounds of the discipline, we must avoid “political theory exceptionalism” in their application. When
members of the discipline make the claim, “That’s not
political science,” we ought to ask them first to back it
up by stating their own criteria of demarcation, whether
or not they are the ones offered here, and then use their
own subfields to test their conclusions about what would
and would not fit.
As I have said throughout, the argument here poses a
problem for including political methodology as a first-order
member of the discipline. By the arguments here, graduate students in political science would likely do better
studying with first order statisticians than second-order
political scientists, just as many theorists who study Tocqueville would not learn well how to read French from a
political scientist. But if on occasion, political science
departments need to employ “in house” statisticians (or
French linguists) in order to keep their focus on methods
relevant to the political problems they study, they might
justify using their resources to be sure that work gets done.
We just should not confuse that for the argument that
such work is political science; and if others think it is,
then political theorists are on much stronger ground than
they imagine.
Given that I have argued for a strengthening of separate
disciplinary strands within political theory, readers might
understandably conclude that I oppose the recent trend to
expand interdisciplinarity within the university. That is
not the case. But there are two ways to understand “interdisciplinarity”: The first treats it as a way to get rid of, or
around, current disciplinary training and replace it with
some new set of disciplines. This is actually not so much
“interdisciplinarity” but rather “new-disciplinarity,” in
which, for example, philosophers, neuroscientists and
psychologists (PNP) have gathered to work out overlapping problems of interest, and then establish distinct training and faculty lines as they start new programs around
those problems. Such an approach simply replaces old
disciplinary boundaries with new ones, and, though at its
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issue a call for action before retiring for bed. I do not
think all of this is political science properly conceived. But
with the criteria of demarcation I am proposing, theorists
would have a strong argument to explain why some of it
is, and for why, as a matter of justice, disciplinary gatekeepers should reflect on the criteria that they use to allocate the resources they have at their command. Until
theorists stop defending what they do, cease reacting to
events with poor arguments for inclusion, and start making offensive claims to membership, our future in the discipline will continue to feel precarious, whether or not it
actually is.

inception it may involve interaction between different disciplines, it would lose that interdisciplinarity over time.
The second, and I think far more promising, way of
understanding and valuing interdisciplinarity is as a way
to strengthen existing disciplinary distinctions, bringing
people who are trained in very different core disciplines
together for cross-fertilization.87 This kind of interdisciplinarity is of great value, because each participant brings
to the table a different set of methods and questions that
arise in their core discipline. But it presupposes core disciplinary training among its participants to create something of greater value. Indeed, a commitment to this kind
of interdisciplinarity requires the kind of offensive argument I am offering here to strengthen and focus the development of the core disciplinary work upon which it
depends.
Furthermore, we do no service to political theorists by
training them poorly in methods that they need to do
their work. We can note anecdotally, and with the risk of
“naming names,” that among the best practitioners of various modes of political theory, those who are at the top of
their sub-subfield received their initial training in disciplines appropriate to their task: John Rawls, Charles Mills,
Charles Taylor, and Iris Marion Young in philosophy; Jürgen Habermas in philosophy and sociology; William Riker
in political science; J. G. A. Pocock and Quentin Skinner
in history; and Martha Nussbaum in classics. This is as it
should be: Historians should get proper training in historical methods. Literary critics ought to be trained in the
most sophisticated tools of textual analysis and interpretation. Theorists, whose work is firmly grounded in discovering observer-independent truths about politics, ought
to be trained in the scientific study of politics.
Interdisciplinary programs and activities should thus
be structured not to obscure disciplinary foundations,
but to strengthen and build upon them. The recentlyformed Association for Political Theory, that aims to
include political scientists, philosophers and historians,
or the older American Society for Legal and Political
Philosophy, that includes theorists from political science,
philosophy and law, are exemplars of this kind of activity.88 There are formal and informal interdisciplinary political theory programs that seek to build on rather than
eradicate disciplinary training at a range of institutions
that provide different examples of how this might be
arranged institutionally. Given the strong tradition of advocacy and social change in political theory, these kinds of
interdisciplinary activities might be most appropriately
housed in professional schools of public policy, law, or
social work—schools that have long traditions of hiring
across disciplines and that often have aspirations towards
advocacy as well.89
One of the great intellectual attractions of political theory
is its broad range. A theorist can read Hobbes in the morning, make conceptual distinctions in the afternoon and
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Berlin 1997, 74.
See online supplement for copies of the letters.
See for example Kelly 2006, 47.
See for example and respectively, Taylor 1987, Grant
2002, and Berlin 1997.
Shapiro 2002, 596.
Skinner et al. 2002, 15.
See Wolin 1969.
These questions are hardly original, and I have
noted the historical precursors of this research
throughout the article. On the general question see
Emily Hauptman’s enlightening description of the
allocation process by the Rockefeller Foundation in
the 1950’s at the heart of which lies the diversity of
political theory and its relationship to social science
as such. See Hauptman 2006, 647. Though Kuhn’s
well-known work emphasized the role of sociological
factors in the development of science, normal politics also has its influence as is now well documented.
For an early account of the phenomena, see Greenberg 1999; on Greenberg’s influence on later philosophers and historians of science, see Shapin 1999.
See Jacobs 2009.
I thank Steven Kelts for putting the matter this way.
Amit Ron (in conference panel comments) has asked
how I can justify questioning the organization of
one of these disciplines when quite possibly the
entire structure is suboptimal. My response is that
any normative argument must hold some things
fixed and the choice of one’s level of analysis must
be determined at least in part by a mix of the degree
of harm or violation discounted by the likelihood of
change. Indeed, a solution to the question Ron
would rather pose—how should the university be
structured if we started from scratch?—would presumably hold its own background conditions fixed,
in particular those concerning the government,
society, and economy that buttress the university
June 2010 | Vol. 8/No. 2 479

䡬

䡬

|

|
䡬

Articles

14

䡬

15

16
17
18
19

20

|

Offensive Political Theory

from the outside. If it does not, Ron’s criticism
regresses into metaphysics, or at least to first
principles of this sort: do not offer solutions to
problems unless they are comprehensive all the way
down, as it were. My argument holds fast the gross
divisions of the sciences and the humanities if only
because a wholesale reorganization of the basic disciplinary structure of the University is extremely unlikely. I also believe it has epistemic value as I
discuss.
Comte was a critical figure in the development of
positive social science. Writing in the early nineteenth century, he argued that social science could
proceed on the same principles as the natural sciences if it restricted itself to the study of empirical
phenomena alone. Although Comte was slightly
nutty, his ideas were enormously influential. In
addition to coining the term “sociology,” he strongly
influenced John Stuart Mill (who, I would add,
along with Thomas Hobbes would count as “political scientists” in the account that follows; see Comte
1988 and Mill 1987).
It might occur to the reader that this is a good
example of inserting a reference into a text that does
absolutely nothing to advance its substantive argument in order to signal that the author of the text
should be trusted. The more obscure the reference,
the better: its usefulness may be directly proportional to how unable a reader is to evaluate the
accuracy of the reference. The practice is more characteristic of the humanities, where shared and deep
knowledge of individual authors can transform their
names into signifiers. But the practice is antiscientific, because the less likely it is that a reader
can question the accuracy of a reference, the less
power the reference should have to establish the
authority of the author making it.
For other examples, see Easton 1953, the symposium in Political Theory (2002), Berlin 1997, and
Barry 2002. I draw from still other examples
throughout this article.
Thanks to Jeff Isaac (in conference panel commentary) for emphasizing this point.
See Pettit 1997 and Lovett 2010.
See Sen 1999, Anderson 1993, and Putnam 2002.
Some may accuse me of having economics and
physics envy. So what’s not to envy? I don’t think
that these disciplines should be idealized, for they
are worse off for having kicked some of their philosophers out. But they are making more consistent and
broader contributions to knowledge and practice
than political science does. That is worth taking
note of, and certainly worth envying.
I develop this problem of “political science exceptionalism” in section 3, below.

21 Barry 2002.
22 I take up the case of political theory because that is
the area in which I work and with which I am most
familiar. However, the argument here is fartherreaching than this one case would suggest. Other
kinds of work currently done in political science
with little epistemic justification include political
methodology (a species of statistics) and public
opinion (a species of psychology). My goal is to
encourage self-reflection as a discipline about important questions of inclusion and resource allocation in
an effort to further strengthen political science.
23 Among many other examples, see Shapiro 2002,
Farr 2003, Katznelson and Milner 2002, Goodin
and Klingemann 1996, and Kelly 2006.
24 So much “remembering” in political theory: Arendt
“reminds us” of this; Foucault “reminds us” of that;
Rawls “reminds us” of something else entirely. Are
we all Socrates with so many Menos by our sides?
Have we really all slogged through Locke’s correspondence, for example, and just forgotten its lessons? Did not Nietzsche remind us to forget? In any
case, the aim of recollection is a very different activity than that of discovery, which lies at the heart of
the scientific enterprise. Of what has biology, physics
or chemistry reminded us recently?
25 Although they draw in part from the Penn State
letters, the following arguments are reconstructed
and schematic: their sources are varied, and some are
reconstructed from informal discussions I have had
with colleagues. For more formal versions see Berlin
1997, Strauss 1959, Wolin 1969, and Katznelson
and Milner 2002. For a symposium on this topic,
see White 2002.
26 This paragraph is meant as hyperbole, but I leave it
to the reader to decide in which direction it exaggerates. It expresses my own view of how each side
tends to view the other culturally, and in stereotyped
form: sterile, narrow and not terribly bright, or
pretentious, sanctimonious and self righteous. Such
views and stereotypes are of course silly, but they
contribute to the status of political theory in the
discipline today.
27 See Wolin 1969.
28 For a brief argument that theorists ought to become
even more empirical, see the remarks by Partha
Dasgupta in Skinner et al. 2002, 15, 17. For an
description of such engagement in the field of deliberative democracy, see Thompson 2008, and its
critique, Mutz 2008.
29 See Kelly 2006, 53, and Barry 2002.
30 See Barry 2002, 109.
31 See Barry, 2002.
32 See, respectively, Greenberg 1999 and 2003, Kuhn
1996, and Merton 1973.
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33 Kuhn himself sees the usefulness of tools in the
development of natural science without making the
conceptual error of thinking that this activity is
science itself. See Kuhn 1996.
34 By one account, the discipline of political science
used political philosophy as a strategic lever to establish its bona fides and independence from law faculties. See Wallerstein et al. 1996, 19.
35 On the prominence of political theory articles in the
American Political Science Review, see David Kettler’s terrific 2005 (536) account of the period between 1956
and 1967. Kettler sees in this period evidence of
methodological pluralism (between science and philosophy), rather than of a homogenous view of science.
36 This debate animated nineteenth-century discussion
of the social sciences, and prompted Comte to reject
non-empirical data as unknowable. It also prompted
J. S. Mill, who adopted Comte’s positivist project, to
offer a discussion of free will and necessity. See Mill
1987, chapter 2. These issues advanced the discussion that Hobbes, Locke and Hume began in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Like my earlier footnote about Comte, this one
serves no purpose for the argument; it stands only to
signal to the skeptical reader that my rejection of
historical arguments comes not from a complete
ignorance of this history, but rather from a principled view of the role of history to justify current
practices. See also Weber 1949, Porter 2003, Farr
2003, Heilbron 2003, Turner 2003, Ross 2003,
Wallerstein et al. 1996, Shapin and Schaffer 1989.
On the sociological views of the practice of science,
see Lakatos 1970 and Kuhn 1996 for a critique.
And for an accessible overview of these issues, see
Godfrey-Smith 2003, 102–121.
37 See Flyvbjerg 2001.
38 Almond 1966, 869.
39 See Berlin 1997, Strauss 1959, and Wolin 1969
for similar versions of this argument. Ruth Grant’s
clear defense of political theory as a humanist
enterprise presumes that humanistic endeavors
belong in social science. See Grant 2002. But if we
were to generalize the claim she advances—that
a complete understanding of a field requires humanist approaches—it would seem that we need humanists in psychology and economics departments
also. I take this to be an example of “political science exceptionalism,” which I will address in the
next section.
40 Alternatively, it would justify transforming all social
sciences into humanistic disciplines, as indeed Flyvbjerg does. See Flyvbjerg 2001.
41 Popper’s larger project was to explain what counted
as a scientific explanation more generally. See Popper
1989.

42 As Godfrey-Smith puts the point more generally,
“The work done by physicists and molecular biologists when they test hypotheses is science. And playing a game of basketball, no matter how well one
plays, is not doing science.” See Godfrey-Smith
2003, 3.
43 See Gallie 1956.
44 I thank Eric MacGilvray for emphasizing this point.
45 In the fall of 2000, an anonymous writer or writers
using the pen name “Mr. Perestroika” authored a
widely circulated e-mail that challenged the hegemony of formal and mathematical analysis in political science, as evidenced by, among other things,
their prominence in the top three political science
journals (the American Political Science Review, the
American Journal of Political Science, and the Journal
of Politics). The subsequent e-mail listserv and occasional group gatherings at professional meetings
took this pen name as their own. For a comprehensive discussion of the precipitating event, and the
scholarly reaction to it, see Monroe 2005.
46 Much of the Perestroika debate was not even about
the virtue or vice of different methods as such, but
concerned normative arguments about the distribution and use of power within the discipline. See
Steinberger 2005 and Dryzek 2005.
47 What we do with the results of such studies—say,
whether we draw generalizations from small-n studies or treat them as data points (see King, Keohane
and Verba 1994)—is an entirely different matter.
48 The debate goes back at least to Comte as referred
to above. See also Manicas 1992 and the discussion
of Manicas’s work in Meilleur 2005, 489–490.
49 For a discussion of similar views and their historical
precursors, see Barber’s 2006 overview of the tensions in the discipline in 1963, when arguably “social science was eschewing the political” (539).
50 This example has been the subject of many scholarly
and popular treatments. For a recent example, see
Teachout 2008.
51 See, for example, Dahl 2002.
52 In his call for theorists to reclaim politics as the
subject of their analysis, Freeden claims that thinking
about politics is itself part of the “political.” While
it would be in some sense ridiculous to deny such
a claim—surely we can learn about politics by
probing how political actors think about what they
do—it is nevertheless imprecise, because “thinking
about politics” is hardly sufficient to constitute the
political. The philosopher who simply thinks about
politics without doing anything is not being
political or acting politically. I am not even sure that
one has to think about politics to act politically,
though that is a separate question entirely. See
Freeden 2005.
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53 One thing this definition does exclude, perhaps
controversially, is the use or potential use of power
over animals or other life forms. I do think such use
of power is a moral question, but I don’t think it a
political question per se, unless other people are
involved. An individual stranded on a dessert island
who cuts down a palm tree or kills an animal does
not conduct a political act, unless other people
witness it, come to know about it, or somehow
benefit or are harmed by it.
54 The following is a restatement of Keith Topper’s
recent work; see Topper 2005. For a very good
overview of defining or explaining what science as a
method is, see Godfrey-Smith 2003.
55 For an excellent overview of these epistemic issues,
particularly for the non-specialist, see Boghossian
2006.
56 See Godfrey-Smith 2003, 122–150.
57 The example is from Goodman 1973, 25.
58 The fact that people do not change their minds
willy-nilly, but instead by reference to a set of reasonably stable preferences or beliefs they hold,
makes the frequent charge that social phenomena
are too uncertain and contingent more than a little
overblown. As John Stuart Mill observed, you may
have free will to do what you want to do, but if I
know your character, I bloody well know what you’ll
do with it when it comes time for you to act. See
Mill 1987, Chapter 2.
59 See Popper 1989.
60 See NASA 2003.
61 I thank an anonymous reviewer for Perspectives on
Politics for this observation.
62 Ankersmit provides an excellent example of this,
arguing that his goal is to persuade his readers about
representation, without any indication of what
would count as good reasons to be persuaded other
than rhetoric. See Ankersmit 2002 and Rehfeld
2003.
63 Discussion of these strategies are basic in epistemology. See, for one example, Foley 1987.
64 This is a well-differentiated classification. For examples, see Snow 1993 and Grant 2002. This distinction may explain why history departments are sometimes
justifiably in the humanities and sometimes in the
social sciences. But it has the unexpected consequence
that much of analytical philosophy is not properly
a “humanistic” endeavor and should be moved into the
social and natural sciences instead—a point that I
believe follows from the discussion, but that I do not
have space here to explore.
65 Taylor 1987 and Grant 2002 make this point in
very different ways. Each believes that interpretation
is critical to a complete understanding of social
phenomenon. But while Taylor argues for the im-
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portance of hermeneutical treatment of social events
to complete social science itself, Grant is far more
careful and precise to denote this activity as humanistic in nature, as opposed to scientific. For this
reason, I think Grant’s argument is a better one on
the question of classification—that theorists often
bring a humanistic understanding of politics to the
table—but it fails ultimately to justify why such
humanistic concerns should be placed in the social
sciences in anything but a defensive way. Though
she does not notice this implication, to avoid political science exceptionalism, Grant’s argument would
lead to a call for creating faculty lines within economics and psychology for similar sorts of hermeneutical research.
I acknowledge that this paragraph is wanting in two
ways. First, it may appear to assert the very thing I
am attempting to argue—that there ought to be a
divisional distinction between modes of “scientific”
and “non-scientific” methods in the study of social
phenomena. More admittedly needs to be said to
justify this position, but here I am only attempting
to argue from a division of labor: we can know
different things in different ways, and dividing what
we know and how we know them is a reasonable (if
not necessarily the best) way to do things. In any
case, it is a distinction that maps well onto existing
institutional differences, and so serves our purposes
well enough.
The second way this paragraph is wanting is that
it takes no serious account of the enormous literature about divisional distinctions, from Snow’s
prominent “Two Cultures” essay of 1959 (Snow
1993) to much recent scholarship on the possibilities and problems with doing social science. See, for
example, Topper 2005 and Bohman 1991. Such an
account would be critical for a complete defense of
the position I am taking here, and would be central
to a broader book length account of this topic. But
it takes us into far more nuance than is necessary
here, and so I proceed at this more general level.
I thank Jeff Isaac and two anonymous reviewers of
this article for pressing me on this point.
The gendered formulation is intentional, as the vast
majority of this literature is focused on men.
I do not treat “critical theory” as a separate genre of
political theory for this analysis because I think it is
explicable by, and often engaged in, parts of all the
categories above.
The present account deviates considerably from
more narrow positivist views and other naturalist
claims which rely too heavily on sense-experience as
the only source of admissible evidence to count as
scientific. By emphasizing observer-independence,
normative political claims can be included insofar as
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we can have knowledge of the good, right and just,
even whether or not such knowledge derives from
empirical observation. This follows Larmore 1996,
4–11 on the view of moral knowledge, though not
necessarily on the inclusion of such research as “social science” per se.
Rehfeld 2005, 13–19.
For two very good sources on concepts generally, see
Margolis and Laurence 1999; for an application to
the social sciences, see Goertz 2006.
Well, maybe not on Pandora. (Cameron 2009)
For a description of the way that a different kind of
slavery might well be seen as approvable, whether or
not legitimate, see Hare 1989.
To the extent that what counts as “public approval”
is limited to “public approval properly arrived at”
there is less of a problem, but only because “properly
arrived at” is doing the normative work that I here
mean to indicate.
The comparison is from Scanlon 1982. You might
ask a methodologist what numbers are or what
quantity is and note that the answer is not obvious
nor likely to be clear. But when we do math, we do
not need to know or give an account of what the
nature of “two-ness” is, for example, so long as we
presume that the number two has the feature that it
is twice one and half of four.
See Wolin 1969.
See Schram 2005, 105.
For a similar point about normative theory that
turns into advocacy or a “social movement,” see
Mutz 2008, 529.
See Green and Shapiro 1994.
See Taylor 1987 and Searle 1995.
See Wendt 1999.
See Weber 1949 and Taylor 1987.
What of the argument that there is no way to fully
understand politics today without reference to the
development of the ideas on which it is based? I
think this is likely to be false; we would need far
more evidence that ideas matter to those in politics,
especially in democracies, where most of those to
whom the rhetoric is appealing have no idea themselves where the rhetoric came from. I think Stephen
Elkin makes precisely this error in his otherwise
illuminating work. See Elkin 2006 and Rehfeld
2007.
Because I am suggesting that a certain kind of interpretive, text-based and historical scholarship belongs
outside of the discipline of political science, some
readers may think my praise of its importance is
disingenuous. In addition to reporting again that I
find this kind of work of great value, I also engage
in it. See Rehfeld 2008. I do not, however, believe
that historical and textual work is social science, and
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my own work would no doubt have been better
were I trained in historical methods.
Though I would be cautious about sending a graduate student to train in that kind of program—I would
not discourage it, just be duly cautious about it.
See Jacobs 2009.
In full disclosure, I am an officer of each of these
organizations, although the views expressed here are
mine alone. They are not meant to reflect or represent positions of these groups in any way.
These final comments admittedly go well beyond
the present argument about conceptual consistency
and justification to claims about the actual epistemic
value of maintaining institutions they way they
currently are. As I have said above, I merely assume
that such disciplinarity is epistemically justified.
But one way to challenge my entire argument
would be to push directly on that initial assumption,
to show that some other arrangement is in fact
better and realistically achievable. I thank Amit Ron
again for initially raising this point, and Jeff Isaac
and an anonymous reviewer for emphasizing its
importance.
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