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T h e AmericanPolit ical S c i e n c e R e v i e w

Vol. XV MAY, 1921 No. 2

THE PRESENT STATE OF THE STUDY OF POLITICSCHARLES E. MERRIAM

University of ChicagoThe original plan of this paper included a
general survey andcritique of the leading tendencies in the study
of politics duringthe last thirty or forty years. It was "intended
to compare themethods and results of the various types of political
thought-to pass in review the historical school, the juridical
school, thestudents of comparative government, the philosophers as
such,the attitude of the economist, the contributions made by
thegeographer and the ethnologist, the work of the
statisticians,and finally to deal with the psychological, the
sociological, the

biological interpretations of the political process.It would
have been an interesting and perhaps a useful taskto compare the
scope and method of such thinkers as Jellinek,

Gierke, Duguit, Dicey and Pound; the philosophies of Sorel
andDewey, of Ritchie and Russell, of Nietzsche and Tolstoi;
toreview the methods of Durkheim and Simmel, of Ward and Gid-dings
and Small; of Cooley and Ross; and to discuss the devel-opments
seen in the writings of Wallas and Cole.It would have been useful
possibly to extend the analysis tothe outstanding features of the
environment in which theseideas have flourished, and to their
numerous and intimate rela-tions and interrelations. It might have
been possible to discuss
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174 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWthe influence of social
and industrial development, of classmovements and struggles, or of
group conflicts in the largersense; to examine the influenceof
urbanismand industrialism;of capitalism,socialismand syndicalism;of
militarism,pacificism,feminism,nationalism. It would perhapshave
been useful tooffera critiqueof the methods and results portra~bd;
o make aspecific appraisalof the value of the logical, the
psychological'the sociological,the legal and the philosophicaland
the histor-ical methodologiesandtheirrespectivecontributionso the
studyof the political.This task was abandoned,however, and reserved
for anotheroccasion,as it became evidentthat no such survey could
be con-densed within reasonable limits. It seemed that our
commonpurpose might be better served by a differenttype of
analysis,aiming at the reconstructionof the methods of political
study,and the attainmentof largerresults alike in the theoretical
andthe practical fields.Withinrelatively recent times the theory of
politicshas comein contact with forces whichmust in time modify its
procedurein a very material way. The comparativelyrecent
doctrinethat political ideas and systems-as well as other social
ideasand systems-are the by-products of environment, whetherthis is
stated in the form of economic determinismor of socialenvironment,
constitutesa challengeto all systems of thought.It can be ignored
only under the penalty of losing the locusstandi of a science.
Systems may justify themselves as sound-ing boards of their time,
but what becomes of the validity ofthe underlying principles
usually announced with dogmaticand authoritarian mphasis?Again, in
our day the measuring scales of facts and forceshave been made much
finerand more exact than ever beforeinthe history of the race. The
measuringand comparingandstandardizingprocess goes on its way,
impelledby the hands ofthousandsof patient investigatorswho
pursuethe truth throughthe mazesof measurableand comparable acts.
To what extenthas this increasedaccuracyof measurement ndfacility
in com-parisonof standardizedobservation ound its way into the
fieldof the political?
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 175Further, on the borders of
politics there have appeared in ourday many allied disciplines of
kindred stock. Statistics andpsychology, biology, geography,
ethnology and sociology haveall developed and continue to produce
masses of material facts,of interpretations and insights,
correlations and conclusions,often bearing, directly or indirectly,
upon the understanding ofthe political process. We may
appropriately raise the question,to what extent has politics
availed itself of the researches andresults of these new companions
in the great search for the under-standing of the phenomena of
human life?Certain suggestions as to ways and means by which the
tech-nical and professional study of politics may be improved in
qualityand serviceability are worth some discussion. There is
thequestion of a mechanism for the collection and classification
ofpolitical material. In many ways politics has been outstrippedin
the race for modern equipment supplying the rapid, com-prehensive
and systematic assembly and analysis of pertinentfacts. For
business reasons the collection of certain limited classes

of legal data has been systematized, and the results are
promptlyplaced before every student of the law. For business
reasonscertain types of industrial data are now collected in
greatquantities for the use of the business man. Some of the
samework is done by various bureaus of the governments. Yet inthe
main the political machinery is still sadly defective. Thebest
equipped research man in the best equipped institution oflearning
hardly has machinery comparable with that of the bestlawyer in his
office, or of the best engineer, or the expert of thelarge
corporation, or the secretary of the chamber of commerce,or the
research department of the Amalgamated Clothiers.The truth is that
he often has no laboratory equipment at all, andcuriously enough in
these days of large scale organization, helabors single-handed,
even when he discusses this characteristicfeature of our
civilization. In this respect the political andsocial sciences have
been generally outstripped by the so-called"natural" sciences-now
often dropping the "natural"-whichare far better supplied with the
personnel and facilities forresearch.
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176 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWOn a largerthan
individualscale, there is a lack of promptand adequatecollectionsof
great classesof laws, ordersandrules.The admirablecollection of the
New York State Libraryhasbeen discontinuedand the gap never filled.
The same thing istrue of municipal ordinances, collections of
administrativeregulations,and judicial data except
forreportedcases. On aninternationalscale the field is
scarcelytouched. It is not to beexpectedthat political data for
scientific purposesshould be asquickly gatheredas cropreportsor
legaldecisions,but need thedata be as scantilyand
infrequentlyreportedas is now the case?Further, the reasonably
complete and prompt collection ofmaterialregarding he
practicalworkingsof politicalinstitutionsis largelyunorganizedand
only spasmodicallyassembled,oftenby propagandaagencies ratherthan
by scientificbodies. How,for example, s material made availableat
presentregardingtheworkingsof the system of proportional
epresentation,or the citymanagerplan of government? Chieflyby the
haphazard, rreg-ular and unsatisfactoryprocessof observationand
compilationbyinadequatelyequippedndividualworkers. Thereis
neitherfundnor personnelavailablefor extendedsurveysof many
importantfields regardingwhich politicsshouldspeakwith some
authority.Only through the organized and persistent effort of
manyscholarscan this defective situationbe made a
satisfactoryone.With the cooperationof the various
governmentalagencies, ofthe several institutions of learning, and
perhaps of private

research unds,the workers n politicalsciencemay be placed ona
basis where necessarydata and assistancewill be
availablefortechnical use. But until then we limp where we might
run.It is not impossible that political prudencemight be
moreeffectively organizedthan at present. By political prudence
smeant the conclusionsof experienceand reflectionregarding
heproblemsof the state. This constitutes a body of knowledgewhich,
though not demonstrablyand technicallyexact, is never-theless a
preciousasset of the race. Of course it is not meantto suggest that
all of this prudence s found with the professionalstudentsof
politics-God forbid-but the initiative in the scien-tific assembly
and analysis of this material may fairly be said
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 177to be one of our tasks.
Certainly this falls within no otherdomain. It seems desirable that
this mass of information,analysis, conclusion, tentative and
dogmatic, accumulatedbythe professionalstudents of politics
shouldbe more fully knownthan at present. All
othergroups,professionaland otherwiseand there are many new ones in
the last generation-expresstheir views upon all mannerof
questionsof state; why not thestudentof politicswho is usuallymost
nearlydisinterested n hispoint of view, more comprehensivein his
investigation, andimpartialin his conclusions?

What is the judgmentof the world'sstudents of politics uponsuch
problems as proportionalrepresentation,"the" or " a"League of
Nations, freedomof speech under twentieth-centuryconditions,public
ownershipof public utilities-these only byway of suggestion? In
many instances the counselsof profes-sional students of politics,
or of political prudence,would bedivided, particularlywhen class,
racial or nationalistic issueswere raised, but in many other
instances they would beunited. Even their divisions would
presumably rest upon atleast superficiallyscientific grounds, and
would help to turnthe organization of opinion upon carefully
investigatedfactsand careful reasoning, rather than upon group
interestsawkwardly disguised in ill-fitting garb. But if
professionalstudents of politics cannot come together to discuss
even thefundamentalsof politicalprudencebecauseof the fear of
violentdisagreement,should not that circumstanceitself cause
soberreflectionas to their fundamentalpreconceptions;and might
itnot suggest remodellingand reorganizationof their methods?Might
it not point to the weak spot in their procedureand intime lead to
its strengthening?That professional tudentsof politicsshould
uponall occasionsand upon every transient issue rush to
announcetheir theoriesand conclusionswith an air of finality, is
certainly not to bedesired. But upon grave questions of long
standing, whereexhaustiveinquirieshave been made and all phases of
a problemmaturelyconsidered, he professionalopinionof
specialstudentshas a certain value. Further, if students were
equippedwith
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178 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWresources for
exhaustive researches hroughexpertcommissionson occasional topics,
such documented nquiries and the delib-erate findingsbased upon
them might prove to be of very greatuse. Practical experienceand
observation do not lead to theconclusion that electorates or
parliamentarybodies or adminis-trative agencies are
waitingbreathlessly for the pronouncementsof political science
associations;but on the other hand the sameexperience and
observation do suggest that they would onmany occasionswelcome the
very sort of information,analysisand tentative conclusions of
political prudence that seriousprofessionalorganizationsof this
type could supply.The broaderthe base of such a professional
organization, hemore effective it should be. An organization of
many citieswould be better than one, of many states than one, of
manynations than one. For in the largerunit there is an
opportunityfor the eliminationof the local, the class, the
racialpropagandasthat have historicallyplayed so large a part in
the formation ofpolitical theory.Finally the methods of politics,
as of social sciencein general,are constantly in need of
scrutinyand revisionin orderto avoidfalling into a category that is
neitherscientific sciencenor prac-tical politics. Of the extent to
which political theory has beenconscripted n the service of class
and race and groupwe havebeen admirably informed by Professor
Dunning. A muchearlier writer says:

In law what plea so tainted and corruptBut, being seasonedwith a
graciousvoiceObscures he show of evil? In religionWhat
damnederror,but some sober browWill bless it and approveit with a
text,Hidingthe grossnesswith fair ornament?But that day perhaps s
passing. The averageman now pos-

sesses an acid test for the authoritariandoctrines which insome
earlier ages he would not have been permittedto discuss,or more
probably would not have thought of discussing. Hebegins to
realizethat in the excitementof racial or religiousor
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 179class struggle, political
theory is likely to become a pawn orpiece in the larger game of
military, pecuniary, or other groupadvantage. So it happens that we
live in a time when socialcontrivances and control are employed
more than ever beforein systematic fashion, but also in a time when
authority is chal-lenged as never before. At a time when political
regulation ismost comprehensive, political obligation is least
firmly rooted.Sociology and social psychology offer material of the
greatestvalue. Geography, ethnology and biology present facts
andconclusions indispensable to a correct understanding of
thepolitical process, which tend to make the knowledge of
thatprocess less closely dependent upon authoritarian
propaganda,and nearer the domain of scientific
technology.Statistics increase the length and breadth of the
observer'srange, giving him myriad eyes and making it possible to
exploreareas hitherto only vaguely described and charted. In a
way,statistics may be said to socialize observation. It places a
greatpiece of apparatus at the disposal of the inquirer-apparatus
asimportant and useful to him, if properly employed, as the
tele-scope, the microscope and the spectroscope in other fields
ofhuman investigation. But whether politics has made full useof
this new instrument of inquiry may be questioned.In the narrower
sense, there are standard fields where polit-ical statistics are
almost completely lacking. Notable examplesin this country are our
judicial and criminal statistics. In thefield of operative
statistics, measuring services on standardizedbases, little has
been done. It is a legitimate function of thepolitical scientist to
aid in the development of statistical sched-ules, and to ask for
additional information which can be devel-oped only in this way. In
the larger sense, we have not yetsurveyed the possibilities of
statistical observation, and fitted itto the growth of the study of
politics.Statistics, to be sure, like logic can be made to prove
anything.Yet the constant recourse to the statistical basis of
argument hasa restraining effect upon literary or logical
exuberance; and tendsdistinctly toward scientific treatment and
demonstrable con-clusions. The practice of measurement, comparison,
standard-
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180 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWization of
material-even though sometimes overdone-has theeffect of
soberingthe discussion. We do not look forward, itis true, to a
science of politics or of economics or of sociologybased wholly and
exclusivelyupon statistical methods and con-clusions. Weknowthat
statisticsdo not contain all the elementsnecessary to sustain
scientific life; but is it not reasonabletoexpect a much greateruse
of this elaborateinstrument of socialobservationin the future than
at present? Is it unreasonableto expect that statistics will throw
much clearer light on thepolitical and social structure and
processesthan we now haveat our command?Modern psychologyalso
offersmaterialand methods of greatvalue to politics, and
possibilities of still greaterthings. Thestatesmen and the
politicians have always been psychologistsby rule of thumb, and the
political scientist and the economisthave often tried to applysuch
psychologyas their time afforded.The "natural"man of the
Naturrechtchooland of the classicalpoliticaleconomywas described n
the light of such informationas the psychologyof the day afforded.
But undoubtedlyThorn-dike and otherscan tell us more about the
genushomo han wasgiven to Thomas Hobbes and Adam Smitfi. Even the
psy-chologists-if we may accept the statementsof some of them-have
not always been strictly psychological in their method.The field
whereinthe physiologistand the behavioristand theneurologist and
the psycho-analystand the biologist and thepsycho-biologistare
still busy evolvifig a method is a domainnot yet reduced to
constitutional orderand government. Butthese new inquiries seem
likely to evolve methods by whichmany human reactions, hitherto
only roughly estimated, maybe much more accurately observed,
measured and compared.They arelikely to assist in the evolutionof
methodsandmeansby whichnew relations will be discovered,new modes
of adapta-tion contrived,and the processesof social and political
controlsubstantially modified. They are already suggesting
methodsby which much more accuratemeasurementof the human
per-sonality may be made, and much deeperinsight into the
socialprocessbe secured. Theirworkis likely to be
supplementedby
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 181that of group psychology;
and somewhere along the line theremay be developed the study of the
political personality and pro-cess, and the aspects and bearings of
political psychology, whichhas long existed in name and in
practical fact, but not in sys-tematized form. We seem to stand on
the verge of definitemeasurement of elusive elements in human
nature hithertoevading understanding and control by scientific
methods. Incertain fields, such as those of education and medicine,
the lineshave already been thrust far out into the realm of what
hadalways been charted as the Great Unknown. Psychology, ofcourse,
like statistics does not assume to set up the standardsof social
science, but is an instrument or method by whichstudents in these
fields may be materially assisted.It is not impossible that we may
have, in addition to the broadobservational study of
unstandardizable forces and tendencies,playing so large a part in
political prudence, a more basic studyof measurable and comparable
political reactions, of theirstrength and limitations, of their
possibilities of adaptation andconstructive organization. This more
intensive study may helpto solve: (1) the problems of preliminary
political education, (2)of public education in the larger sense of
the term, (3) of localpolitical coordination and organization, and
(4) of scientifictechnology. The statistical use of psychological
material offersto the student of politics large areas hitherto
unexplored, andinsight into springs of political action up to this
time only imper-fectly observed.From time to time the study of
politics has been completelyabreast with the current science of the
time, as in the days ofAristotle, and from time to time has drifted
away again intoscholasticism and legalism of the narrowest type.
Writers likeWolff and Thomasius, Suarez and Pufendorf, Woolsey and
Sidg-wick, have left us great monuments of industry and
erudition.They, like many others, were of great value in the
general ration-alizing process of the time, but were sterile in the
production ofliving theories and principles of political action. In
our day thecross fertilization of politics with science, so called,
or morestrictly with modern methods of inquiry and
investigation,might not be unprofitable.
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182 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWIn the study of
international law, for example, may we not gobehind treaties and
conventions into a deeper study-not only ofwhat are commonly called
social and political forces, into dif-ferences of environment,
language and culture-but also into asystematic examination of race
and group loyalties and aver-sions, their genesis, strength, their
modes of adaptation andorganization? Instinctively the stranger is
the enemy. Butwhat has modem political science to say about the
nature ofthis instinct and the possibilities of training, education
andreorganization of it? What have the world's students of pol-

itics and kindred sciences to say upon this problem, the
solutionof which bears so closely upon world organization and
worldpeace?We have studied the urban problem in terms of "good"
and"bad" government, of boss rule and reform, of
innumerablemechanisms and contrivances ingeniously devised, but is
it notpossible to go more deeply into the basis of the city,
scrutinizemore accurately the social and political process of which
thepolitical is an integral part? Are the forces producing
munic-ipal misrule inherently recalcitrant and insuperably unruly,
ordo we not fully understand the political reactions in the
givenenvironment, and how they may best be educated and
con-structively adapted to new modes of life under the forms of
thecooperative enterprise of democracy?In the study of public
administration may we not add to thestudy of rules and laws and
forms of procedure and control somedeeper insight into the
underlying factors affecting and condi-tioning personnel and
organization and operation of large groupsof men? Will not the
methods of statistics and psychology beof service to us in the
prosecution of such inquiries?In short, may we not intensify our
study of the political man,the political personality, of his
genesis, environment, reactions,modes of adaptation and training,
and the groups of which he isa part, and of the complicated
political process, to a point wherethe preconceptions of politics
will be given a far more definitefact basis, and practical prudence
a far surer touch in its dealingwith the problems of state?
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 183We may be reminded of the
weird anthropology in the politicsof Bodin and Montesquieu, or of
Bluntschli's fearfully andwonderfully made "political psychology,"
in which he comparedsixteen selected parts of the human body with
the same numberof organs of the body politic, or of the ambitious
but abortivesocial physics of Comte, or of the array of organismic
theorieswhich Dr. Coker has so comprehensively catalogued-all
theseto point the danger of advancing beyond the line of
strictlyauthoritarian or tendenrtialand prudential politics. But on
theother hand we may point to many penetrating studies in
social

and political organization. We may call attention to the
sur-prising practical advances made by criminology and penology,and
to the daily practical applications in social and
industrialrelations of information and methods drawn from the
newerdisciplines.Must we conclude that it is possible to interpret
and explainand measurably control the so-called natural
forces-outside ofman-but not the forces of human nature? Or have we
over-done "nature" and underdone "man" scientifically? Is theresome
fundamental line of division between the cultural, thehumanitarian,
the scholarly, the "learned", on the one hand,and the scientific
(in quotation marks) on the other, so thattheir methods must be
fundamentally different? Perhaps itis so.It is now nearly thirty
years since the great naturalist Le Contepointed out that art comes
first, then science; then science like adaughter helps the mother.
Hitherto, said he, "Social art hasadvanced in a blind staggering
way, feeling its way in the dark,retrieving its errors, recovering
its fall." But this cannot longerbe. He continues: "Science must be
introduced into politicsonly as suggesting, counselling, modifying,
not yet as directingand controlling." Science "ought to be strictly
subordinate toa wise empiricism. She must whisper suggestions
rather thanutter commands."'For our purposes it is not necessary or
possible to read thefuture of social or political science. It is
sufficient to say that

1 In Brooklyn Ethical Association, Man and the State,
351-353.
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184 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEWwe may definitely and
measurably advance the comprehensive-ness and accuracy of our
observation of political phenomena,and that the processes of social
and political control may befound to be much more susceptible to
human adaptation andreorganization than they now are.Here we are
confronted, however, as at other points by theurgent practical
necessity for better organization of our ownprofessional research.
It would be possible, both nationallyand internationally, to
coordinate much more closely the scat-tered undertakings in charge
often of isolated observers andworkers. The political research of
our nation and of others isill-organized, especially for a branch
of knowledge that dealswith organization and administration as one
of its central topics.As a result, even though the available forces
are small, there issome duplication of effort. There arelarge gaps
left where there isno investigation made, and there is general lack
of organized effortto break through the lines of political
ignorance and prejudice.We lack comprehensive and forward looking
plans, followingwhich we might advance by measurable stages in
certain direc-tions at least. If the mortality among students of
politics ishigh because of the ravages of university administration
andpolitics, there is all the more reason for husbanding carefully
ourresources, and making the most effective use of them. And ifthe
endowment of political research is more difficult because itmust
compete with other objects touching less closely, or seem-ing to,
the nerves of the social and political order, there is all themore
reason for explicit statement of definite plans and for con-tinued
pursuit of the means to carry them out under public orprivate
auspices;.These suggestions are offered in conclusion:1. More
adequate equipment for collection and analysis ofpolitical
material;

2. More adequate organization of the political prudence of
ourprofession;3. The broader use of the instruments of social
observationin statistics, and of the analytical technique and
results of psy-chology; and closer regard to and relations with the
disciplinesof geography, ethnology, biology, sociology and social
psychology.
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PRESENT STATE OF STUDY OF POLITICS 1854. More adequate
organization of our technical research, andits coordination with
other and closely allied fields of inquiry.Quite properly a bill of
particulars might be called for, butthis paper is only in the
nature of a declaration, and specificstatements are the next step
in the case. What has been said iswholly vain unless it has been
understood to emphasize aboveeverything else the crying need for
organization and coordinationof effort both in general method and
with specific reference tothe activities of our professional
societies.Science is a great cooperative enterprise in which many
intel-

ligences must labor together. There must always be widescope for
the spontaneous and unregimented activity of theindividual, but the
success of the expedition is conditioned uponsome general plan of
organization. Least of all can there beanarchy in social science,
or chaos in the theory of political order.
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