
in public school. Jervis therefore directs
analysts to look for “large-scale im-
provements [that] can only come
through the impact of the possibilities
of choice on the bulk of the public
school system.”

Yet research on student performance
in public and private schools, begun by
sociologist James Coleman (1982) and
carried forward by political scientists
John Chubb and Terry Moe (1990),
broke important theoretical ground,
making the studies contemporary clas-
sics. Recently conducted randomized
field trials have estimated private-
school effects more precisely. These
and other lines of inquiry have in-
formed public debate and shaped court-
room thinking—judging by the opin-
ions expressed in Zelman v.
Simmons-Harris (2002), the Cleveland
voucher case.

We agree that studies should explore
the impacts of competition and choice on
public schools. Indeed, political scientists
and economists have already initiated the
process (Greene 2001; Hess 2002; Hoxby
2002). Yet that hardly negates the need for
evaluations of small-scale interventions. In
medicine, most interventions are first
carefully examined by means of small
randomized field trials. When possible,
political scientists should do the same. 

If they do so, they may stumble
across a new finding that has the
capacity to alter public debate. In our
research, we found that African
Americans have the most to benefit
from greater school choice. We think
the fact not irrelevant.

William G. Howell 
Paul E. Peterson

Harvard University

References

Chubb, John, and Terry Moe. Schools,
Vouchers, and the American Public.
Brookings Institution Press. (Washington,
D.C.: Brookings Institutions, 1990).

Coleman, James S., Thomas Hoffer, and Sally
Kilgore. High School Achievement (New
York: Basic Books, 1982).

Greene, Jay. “An Evaluation of the Florida 
A-Plus Accountability and School Choice
Program.” (Manhattan Institute, February
2001).

Hess, Frederick. Revolution at the Margins.
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institutions,
2002).

Howell, William, and Paul Peterson with
Patrick Wolf and David Campbell. The
Education Gap: Vouchers and Urban
Schools. (Brookings Institution Press, 2002).

Hoxby, Caroline. “Does Competition Among
Public Schools Benefit Students and
Taxpayers?” American Economic Review.
Vol. 90, No. 5 (December 2000).
1209–1238.

660 PS December 2002

Political Science: Hard Science, Soft Science, Primitive Science

The interesting symposium, “Shaking
Things Up? Thoughts about the Future
of Political Science,” that appeared in
the June 2002 issue shows a division
among political scientists regarding the
extent to which political science should
be considered a “hard” or “soft” sci-
ence. Those who believe that political
science can and/or must become a hard
science insist that we attempt to quan-
tify political words, separate independ-
ent from dependent variables, isolate
variables, develop testable hypotheses,
and make predictions that can be veri-
fied. In dismissing the possibility of
political science ever being a hard sci-
ence, Welden (l953) long ago showed
that political words are by their nature
imprecise, subjective, and appraisive
(ascriptive as well as descriptive). For
example, we can describe President
Clinton as being “tall” and “liberal.”
While his tallness can be easily quanti-
fied, his liberalness, much less so.
Therefore, as we attempt to quantify
how liberal he was as president, we in-
evitable end up trivializing the subject
(see Werlin 2001). 

Ask a political scientist what he or
she understands by “politics.” The reac-
tion is likely to be a combination of
annoyance and confusion, indicating
just how primitive political science
remains. The same reaction will be en-
countered in dealing with such funda-
mental concepts in political science as
“democracy,” “corruption,” and “decen-
tralization.” My effort (as presented in
Werlin 1998 and summarized in the
September 2000 issue of PS) has been
to clarify these and other concepts, in-
troducing and using political elasticity
theory.

My methodology relies upon com-
parative case studies, using largely
World Bank sources. This methodology
comes up against the criticism that it
is “anecdotal” and, as such, not
“methodologically rigorous” (taking for
granted that such a manifestation of
“hard science” is really appropriate for
political science). I encountered this
criticism from APSR reviewers in re-
sponse to an essay sent having to do
with understanding political power.
While this essay is now with a journal

specializing in comparative politics, I
am saddened by the fact, even if pub-
lished, it will not find a large reader-
ship. Consequently, political scientists
generally will continue to be as con-
fused about the concept of political
power as they are regarding the other
concepts earlier mentioned unless they
read my 1998 book. 

Herbert Werlin
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A Response to Bennett

I was distressed by the factual distor-
tion and ad hominem attacks by
Stephen Bennett on my scholarship and
the professional competence of David
Brunori and Gregory Kasza in the June
2002 issue of PS. In Bennett’s eager-
ness to discredit the “Perestroika move-
ment” he made inaccurate and

personally disparaging comments about
particular scholars and writers. There are
several examples of this. The first is his
remark that “(Ronald) Libby and “many
midcareer political scientists have given
up on research and writing” (204)”

My research and publishing record
clearly shows that I have never “given

up on research and writing.” Indeed, In
addition to numerous articles in
national, refereed journals, I have pub-
lished five books by major university
presses including Princeton, Columbia,
Cornell, Penn State and University of
California. My last book was published
in mid-1999 and I am currently writing
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my 6th book, “The Police State of
Medicine.”

Bennett also refers to David Brunori,
a contributing editor to “State Tax
Notes,” as a “graduate school dropout.”
This implies that Brunori was a failed
graduate student rather than choosing
not to undertake the statistical training
that is required in political science grad-
uate programs.

Mr. Bennett also questioned Gregory
Kasza’s professional competence by
saying “If Kasza were a better political
scientist, he would know enough not to
blame quantitative research for young
people’s declining interest in public
affairs.”

These comments are uncalled for,
unprofessional and verge on libel. I
think that Mr. Bennett owes the

scholars and writer that he impugned
and the readers of PS a written apol-
ogy. I also hope that in the future, the
editors of PS will ensure that contribu-
tors follow the accepted norms of pro-
fessionalism and avoid making personal
attacks on colleagues.

Ronald T. Libby
University of North Florida
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Self-Justification by Numbers

Stephen Earl Bennett, a self-described
empiricist and “quantoid,” has stepped
out from behind the numbers to speak,
not as a measuring stick, but as a hu-
man being engaged in defending the
worth of his studies to the human mind.
His article has an element of the per-
sonal as is fitting for someone making a
case for his own self-respect and edu-
cating others about what does and does
not deserve admiration and esteem.
Loyal to the empirical study of politics,
Bennett argues that the attempt to make
political philosophy the core of the dis-
cipline “should fail.” 

In order to justify himself and the
scientific study of politics, Bennett
harkens back to Almond and Verba
who put out the “call” to which
Bennett answered, ‘here I am’. The
higher calling was to test “classic
themes in political science with empiri-
cal data” and the “inspired” Bennett
has been dutifully and respectfully veri-
fying ever since. There is nothing be-
yond Bennett’s critical powers of truth
telling; he has all the confidence in the
world in declaiming on the proper
place of the entire unempirical tradition
of political philosophy which includes
Plato, Cicero, Machiavelli, Burke,
Tocqueville and all the rest of the
philosophers of the Dark Ages who did
not have the benefit of the higher call-
ing. But perhaps the pursuit of knowl-
edge requires a little less inspiration
and a bit more philosophy. 

One would think that a hardheaded
verifier of truth like Bennett would be
able to zero in on the criticisms of em-
piricism to see if it can be verified. But
loyal to his empiricism he sidesteps the
whole question of empiricism, which of
course cannot be empirically verified or
empirically known and is therefore in-
correct according to its own criteria of
knowledge. Bennett’s duty to verify (as
distinct from understanding) has only
one self-imposed restriction: not to call
into question the truth of the call itself.
Has he been following and spreading
the message of false prophets? 

Bennett fails to defend empiricism
against the arguments that it narrows the
mind, is unsuited for the study of poli-
tics, is self-contradictory, and dogmati-
cally supports values that it hides and
does not make open to questioning and
examination. In addition, he fails to
confront the argument made by both
Kasza and myself for the necessity of
evaluating the meaning of the just
society and of human ends. True to his
belief in the irrelevance of philosophic
inquiry, Bennett tries to confront the
argument for the necessity of political
philosophy by treating it as part of a
survey of opinions; and true to the su-
perficiality of surveys he tells us what
every half informed member of the pro-
fession already knows. The habit of
mind to verify is not easily overcome in
the case of Bennett. I offer as verifica-
tion 52 references for a 2 page discus-
sion, his caveat to the reader that he
has referred to articles which they can
easily verify, and the self-satisfaction of
a man who believes he has mastered his
material and has served it up to en-
lighten his uninformed audience with
facts from the front lines (Bennett
2002). He even invites his readers to
check the report for themselves if they
like, which would no doubt help verify
Bennett to himself. He is proud of his
competence but competence in citing
and summarizing is very different from
understanding.

Competence at surveys of opinions is
not enough when one’s own religion is
under attack, and so Bennett finds him-
self on unfamiliar terrain where he must
take a stab at philosophy. He is in need
of depth and so he must become reflec-
tive. He must engage in self-justification.
Could it be that the natural and human
way of confronting an opinion including
one’s own opinion is to think about it?
Bennett’s first steps in the world of
reflection are shaky. The trustworthy
reporter and verifier of facts begins his
evaluation of the claim that political phi-
losophy should be the core of political
science by completely misunderstanding

that claim. The claim is that the study
of politics requires thought about the
ends of government. For example, the
ends of a liberal democracy are life, lib-
erty, and the pursuit of happiness
whereas the end of a theocracy is piety.
A political science that cannot under-
stand how these beliefs form and inform
their respective social orders does not
understand the nature of those social or-
ders. Furthermore, a political science
that does not judge between orders and
try to discover the best order is both
perverse and dishonest because there is
no such thing as a non-evaluative sci-
ence. The mere use of social science to
study society is already a claim against
piety.

How then does Bennett treat the
claim that political philosophy is the
core of political science? He treats the
claim as if it was a campaign ploy to
get power and that the claim is therefore
properly judged by whether it has a con-
stituency who will support it. Following
on the heels of this perverse understand-
ing of the claim is his refutation of his
own imaginings. He argues that political
philosophy does not have a chance to
make it to the academic White House
because it lacks the necessary con-
stituency. Feminists do not want to read
books written by dead white males and
“quantoids” don’t like to be called
names. Yes, this passes for refutation
and analysis in Bennett’s world of polit-
ical science. He replaces reflection and
argument with an opinion poll of the fa-
vorable and the unfavorable. And thus
sits Bennett triumphant over his own
straw man thinking he has tangled with
philosophy. Verify his reasons for
yourselves folks (178).

Bennett comes from a school and a
generation that thinks they invented po-
litical science. They flatter themselves as
tough guys who look at behavior and
facts rather than cheap talk about justice,
but they are really domestic cats. They
are believers in democracy to a man and
Bennett makes it clear that he himself is
a man of the people (178). He will
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