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THE SCIENCE OF POLITICS: 
New and Old 

By ROBERT A. DAHL 

David Easton, The Political System: An Inquiry into the State of Political 
Science, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1953, 320 Pp. $4.00. 

Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics: An Introductory Essay, 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1952, 193 PP. $3.00. 

pOLITICAL scientists will soon need a vocabulary to de- 
scribe, not, as the layman in his innocence might suppose, 

the world of politics with which they purport to deal, but rather 
the cleavages within the profession itself. 

For the purposes of this review, it will be sufficient to distin- 
guish the Political Scientist and the Political Theorist. The 
Political Scientist is often a theorist-in one sense, he is always a 
theorist-and frequently he believes strongly that an important 
requirement of theory is that it be explicit; therefore, he is not 
called a theorist. The Political Theorist, oddly enough, is often 
not a theorist at all but a historian, and insofar as theory is em- 
bedded in his history, it is more likely to be implicit than explicit; 
hence he is known as a Theorist. Between the Political Scientist 
and the Political Theorist, serious intellectual tension seems 
presently to exist. Inevitably, each caricatures the aims and 
methods of the other, and in time each even comes to believe in 
the caricature; straw men are set up and knocked down with 
great gnashing and thrashing; and the bones of old skeletons are 
rattled with such furious energy that one has the momentary 
illusion of life. It might all be good fun if the participants were 
not deadly serious. 

Professor Easton (a Political Scientist) administers as thorough 
a drubbing to American political science as it is likely to get for 
some time. He attacks it because of its failures as a science. Pro- 
fessor Voegelin (a Political Theorist) argues in effect that it has 
been too much a science and insufficiently the Science of politics. 
It is clear, then, that among other disagreements the two authors 
conflict over the elementary meaning of words. Alas, much of the 
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480 WORLD POLITICS 

dispute is over words, but in the end there are also some basic 
but elusive differences in epistemological and metaphysical as- 
sumptions. 

American political science, Easton observes, lags badly behind 
the other social sciences. Despite much misleading sound and 
fury, "political research has still to penetrate the hard core of 
political power in society" (p. 41). Moreover, political research 
over the last seventy-five years has neglected the phenomena of 
political change. Even the concepts used are primitive, vague, 
imprecise; terms like "dictatorship," "class," "sovereignty," "re- 
sponsibility," "democracy," are replete with multiple evasive 
meanings. Generalizations exist, but they are vague and broad 
and command little agreement-or, if agreement exists, it depends 
upon ambiguity. These and other failures add up to a weak and 
laggard discipline incapable even of earning the respect of other 
social scientists. 

Easton has some interesting and well-argued explanations for 
all this, and if his sleep is not disturbed at night by the noisy 
presence of the outraged shades of a very great number of de- 
ceased presidents of the American Political Science Association, 
I should be considerably surprised. A lack of concern with ques- 
tions of methodology and technique; the traditionalist attitudes 
of the profession; its distrust of innovation in ideas; its exces- 
sively close tie with social policy-these are some of the causes. 
The results include an overemphasis on the mere collection of 
facts; a rejection of genuine empirical theory; premature at- 
tempts to prescribe public policies; excessive historicism; con- 
fusion and naivete on the fact-value question; and an exponen- 
tial decline in the intellectual rigor of political theory. 

What then should be the focus of political inquiry? Easton 
examines several alternatives-the state, power, law, social groups, 
personalities, and motivations-and rejects them all. His own 
proposal is the outcome of roughly the following dichotomiza- 
tion. Objects of value to human beings must somehow be allo- 
cated. An allocation may be either authoritative ("when the 
people to whom it is intended to apply or who are affected by it 
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THE SCIENCE OF POLITICS 481 

consider that they must or ought to obey it"), or non-authorita- 
tive. Authoritative allocations, in turn, may be either societal 
("considered authoritative for the whole society"-whatever this 
means) or non-societal (i.e., considered authoritative for-or by?- 
less than the "whole" society). Political science is (or, at any rate, 
ought to be) focused on the authoritative allocation of values for 
a society, or, more briefly, on the "authoritative policy of a 
society" (ch. V). 

My summary is necessarily incomplete and there is a good deal 
more to the book than I have indicated, including some highly 
interesting observations on the idea of equilibrium in political 
analysis. Moreover, a summary does injustice to the tone of the 
book, which is modest, thoughtful, and judicious. Easton has had 
to do some simplifying, but he is nearly always aware of the com- 
plexities that his argument may overlook in its attempt to sketch 
out boldly-and courageously-a fair diagnosis and a useful pre- 
scription. 

There are, however, some difficulties that Easton never fully 
grapples with and the most important ones stem from the central 
question that concerns him, namely, "What is political science?" 
Now this is a question of importance to departmental chairmen, 
deans and perhaps even philanthropic foundations, but as a scien- 
tific question it is trivial. It is on the analogue of the natural 
sciences that Easton relies for his methodological commitments 
and criticisms, and yet, so far as I am aware, the history of the 
natural sciences does not reveal that the great innovations in 
theory ever came about as a result of questions of this kind. 
"What is mechanics?", "What is biology?", "What is physics?"- 
these are not the questions that have caught the attention of a 
Newton, a Darwin, or an Einstein. The query, "What is political 
science?" is curiously metaphysical, a search for "essences," and 
the pursuit of an answer cannot by itself provide a single scientific 
theorem. For in the end we have no more than a definition of 
political science and a proposal that the definition be employed. 
But we cannot know whether empirical theory will be facilitated 
by this definition, or by an alternative to it, until the empirical 
theory is actually produced. And empirical theory can be pro- 
duced only by constructing and testing propositions about the real 
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world, not by defining political science. Hence the question 
cannot long be pursued without degenerating into a sterile defini- 
tional process. 

It would be unfair to say that Easton is unaware of these objec- 
tions; but his preoccupation with this question does get him into 
some difficulties, of which three are important. The first, oddly 
enough, is a simple normative ambiguity of a kind that Easton 
lucidly examines in the approaches of other writers. We are told 
that political science is the study of the authoritative allocation 
of values for a society. Yet much of the book demonstrates that 
this is precisely what, at present, political science is not. One 
concludes that Easton's "is" is really an "ought." But why ought 
political scientists to concern themselves with authoritative social 
policies? Presumably because by doing so they will be able to 
construct a body of useful, coherent, and unifying empirical 
theory about certain aspects of social action. But how do we know 
that this prediction will be fulfilled? Well, . . . there's the rub. 
Obviously, we have little way of knowing in advance; indeed, we 
cannot even draw upon any analogies for a reasoned guess as to 
the probable outcome of this particular focus of inquiry. Easton 
can vindicate his hunch by providing us with a body of empirical 
theory but, so far as I am aware, by no other means. In this sense, 
then, the book is bound to be anticlimactic. 

Second, the search for an essence encourages Easton to draw 
false dichotomies, for once he has fixed upon the authoritative 
allocation of values in society as the essence, other approaches to 
theory evidently cannot be political science. For example, Easton 
rejects "power" as a focus for political science by the argument 
that "power is only one of the significant variables.... Political 
life does not consist exclusively of a struggle for control" (p. 117; 
italics added). But surely this is a confusion of two quite separate 
propositions. One may well argue that power (or control) rela- 
tionships are potentially of such theoretical importance that 
political scientists should focus their attention exclusively on 
these relationships. In this sense, one would define political 
science as the analysis of power relations.' However, the proposi- 

1To urge this focus would, of course, be to commit the same fallacy of "essences" 
mentioned above, but we are only concerned with Easton's criticism here. 
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tion just enunciated is entirely different from one defining politi- 
cal science as the analysis of the struggle for control. The advocate 
of the first position might well say that the analysis of power 
relations is far broader, and would include struggles to be con- 
trolled as well as efforts to achieve a vast range of human goals- 
only so long as a control relationship of some kind exists. 

The third difficulty is Easton's failure to provide us with any- 
thing like a set of "operational" or "observational" definitions 
of his key terms. He is entirely right, I think, in arguing that the 
striving for rigorously operational definitions may kill a science 
at infancy. Newton, after all, succeeded with the idea of "force" 
which, as Mach pointed out at the end of the nineteenth century 
after two hundred years of productive utilization of the concept, 
was sometimes little more than an elaborate circularity. Nonethe- 
less, Easton's proposals are so ambiguous that if he had examined 
his own definitions as rigorously as he does those of his predeces- 
sors, I believe he might either have refined them or abandoned 
them entirely. Thus, how do we distinguish an "authoritative" 
allocation? Easton answers, "When the feeling prevails that it 
must or ought to be obeyed." But by whom and by how many? 
Criminals evidently do not believe that criminal statutes must 
be obeyed; but if a law against murder is not an authoritative 
allocation, what is? And then there is "societal." When is an 
allocation considered authoritative for the "whole" society? Who 
considers it so? "Whole" meaning every last man, woman, and 
child? Does Easton mean, as he sometimes writes, that the alloca- 
tion is "societal" if it is considered authoritative by all? Surely 
this is not always the same as authoritative for all? 

These queries are not mere cavils. They take us, I think, back 
to the main difficulty. If Easton had tried to use his concepts in 
constructing a body of theory, he would soon have discovered the 
extent to which they are useful; he might have, and doubtless 
would have, modified or abandoned them and developed others. 
And, of course, that is the point: we really have no evidence that 
the categories he proposes are useful and workable. 

Fortunately, Easton's critical and analytical chapters-his care- 
ful examination of the state of political science, how it got that 
way, and some of the methodological and conceptual problems it 
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now faces-make rewarding reading. If he has centered his in- 
quiry around the wrong question, as I see it, his good sense and 
courageous skepticism have produced a book more significant 
than the question it poses. 

II 

We need not go beyond the opening page of Professor Voege- 
lin's book to realize that we are going to encounter a vastly 
different argument. Voegelin and Easton agree on scarcely more 
than two points: that there have been too many political scientists 
collecting too many facts without a framework of theory, and 
that political science is in a parlous state. Voegelin's argument is 
much more difficult to summarize than Easton's; no doubt this 
is partly because it is written in an extraordinarily awkward, 
polysyllabic language only distantly related to the one normally 
used in written discourse in English-speaking countries (Voege- 
lin is fond of sentences like these: "The problem of an eidos in 
history, hence, arises only when Christian transcendental fulfil- 
ment becomes immanentized. Such an immanentist hypostasis of 
the eschaton, however, is a theoretical fallacy" p. 120); and 
partly because of his offhand unconcern with definitions, which 
he will sometimes fling out (as if casting a penny to a beggar) 
and then, like as not, ignore as he uses his private lexicon in 
which the same word has a number of different and often in- 
determinate meanings. Hence this is not only an irritatingly 
contrived book but one that does a disservice to his argument. 

We have here, indeed, three books in one. One is a polemic 
against positivism; the second is a historical examination of the 
rise of what Voegelin calls "Gnosticism"; the third is a demon- 
stration-a kind of intellectual tour de force, really-of a method- 
ology which purports to be truly Scientific in a way that lower- 
case science is not. 

The polemic against positivism is the weakest part of the book 
and, like many introductions, it was perhaps written after the 
main chapters-originally six lectures-were prepared. It begins 
with a curious definition of science-we had better write "Sci- 
ence"-as "a search for truth concerning the nature of the various 
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realms of being." If we can have "un-facts," we can equally well 
have "undefinitions," and Voegelin may be said to have un- 
defined science as most of us understand it. However, he must be 
conceded his freedom to choose his own definitions; the modern 
right to redefine science dates back at least to Mary Baker Eddy. 
But more than words are at stake. For the central question is: 
What are the canons of proof and disproof in Voegelin's Science? 
How do they differ from the canons of science? Unfortunately, 
nowhere does he provide us with an answer to these questions. 

He comes closest to suggesting the general direction of an 
answer in one of his criticisms of positivists, namely, their view 
that scientific propositions differ in kind from propositions assert- 
ing a value. In recent years, this question has been knocked 
around so unmercifully in a number of solemn meetings of 
political scientists-rarely have so many done so little with so 
much-that I shall drop the point in a moment. But Voegelin's 
denial of the positivist assertion presumes a counterproposition 
that he never provides. Does he really mean to say that empirical 
propositions are not distinguishable from value propositions? 
Does he mean that one validates both by the same methods? If so, 
what are these methods? Unfortunately, the book is silent on 
these crucial points. 

Voegelin blames positivism for the evils, as he sees them, of 
contemporary social science. But insofar as he asserts that posi- 
tivism causes certain results-for example, an excessive accumula- 
tion of facts and inadequate attention to the role of theory-his 
analysis is no more than a crude post hoc, ergo propter hoc. And 
insofar as he attacks positivism for preferring these results, I 
believe he misinterprets it; for modern positivistic philosophers 
of science would be among the first to agree on the central role 
of theory in science and on the triviality of fact collection without 
theoretical orientation.2 

Indeed, Voegelin does not meet the modern positivists-he 
simply ignores them. This is all the more curious since he must 
have been in Vienna at the time the Vienna Circle was most 
active; it is difficult to believe that a writer of such massive erudi- 

2 E.g., Carl Hempel, Fundamentals of Concept Formation in Empirical Science, 
Chicago, Ill., 1952. 
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tion, who uses a third-century document with more skill than 
most of us use the New York Times, was ignorant of the theories 
developed by his colleagues and remains so to the present day. 
Yet it simply will not suffice to rebut Comte, who is nearly a 
century dead and sometimes was a bit of a fool alive, and assume 
that one has come to grips with positivistic theory. Max Weber, 
of course, is a worthier opponent, but I believe he is charged here 
with crimes he did not commit, such as that "he treated all 
'values' as equal" (p. 20). It is time that someone of Voegelin's 
stature should close with the positivists; but in this volume he 
simply runs past them brandishing a sword, and even when he 
manages to behead the village idiot on the way, his performance, 
although exotic, is not spectacular. 

Much the most solid and challenging part of his analysis is the 
historical treatment of "Gnosticism." There is not space here for 
more than the briefest summary, and even so it will be necessary 
to ignore one strand of his thought-concerning "representation" 
-that is interwoven with the examination of Gnosticism. 

Pre-Christian societies were regarded as representatives of a 
transcendent truth. (Voegelin reifies endlessly and I shall follow 
suit.) Christianity, particularly at the hands of Augustine, "radi- 
cally de-divinized" political society; for "the spiritual destiny of 
man in the Christian sense cannot be represented on earth by the 
power organization of a political society; it can be represented 
only by the church" (p. io6). But this happy medieval solution 
was destroyed by modern Gnosticism, with terrifying results. 

It is in keeping with the murkiness of concepts in the book 
that Voegelin never tells us with any precision what he means 
by modern Gnosticism. Whatever may be the analogies with 
gnosticism in the conventional sense of a certain historic body of 
doctrines in rivalry with early Christianity, we are never told, 
"for the gnosis of antiquity . . . [and] the history of its transmis- 
sion into the 'Western Middle Ages' " are brushed aside for lack 
of space (p. 124). Sometimes by Gnosticism Voegelin seems to 
mean doctrines that assume the possibility of forecasting "the 
course of history"; sometimes only those doctrines that forecast 
the attainment of human perfection or salvation here below (p. 
120 -but cf. p. 1 26). In any case, Gnosticism "re-divinizes" society 
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by abolishing the Augustinian distinction between (i) a tran- 
scendent truth and spiritual salvation attainable through the 
church, and (2) the profane history of ordinary society which has 
no eschatological meaning, no direction toward fulfillment, but 
is a mere "waiting for the end." 

The "first clear and comprehensive expression" of Gnosticism 
is found in Joachim of Flora, but its later expressions include 
Puritanism, liberalism, progressivism, and totalitarianism; among 
its great prophets are Calvin, Hobbes, Marx, and of course 
Comte. "Totalitarianism, defined as the existential rule of Gnos- 
tic activities, is the end form of progressive civilization" (p. 132). 
In sum, "the immanentization of the Christian eschaton made it 
possible to endow society in its natural existence with a meaning 
which Christianity denied to it. And the totalitarianism of our 
time must be understood as journey's end of the Gnostic search 
for a civil theology" (p. 163). 

However, "human nature does not change [sic]. The closure 
of the soul in modern gnosticism ... cannot remove the soul and 
its transcendence from the structure of reality." It is therefore a 
"reasonable assumption that the reaction against gnosticism will 
be as world-wide as its expansion" (p. 165). And ". . . It is at least 
probable that the date is less distant than one would assume 
under the impression of Gnostic power of the moment" (p. 166). 

Obviously, it would be impossible to assess the validity of 
Voegelin's thesis in brief compass. Much more interesting for 
our purposes, however, is the question: How could we go about 
appraising it if we set out to do so? To employ a term that 
Voegelin no doubt loathes, is there any sense at all in which the 
theory is "testable"? Here we come to the third of the books 
which the author has combined under one title: namely, a 
demonstration of the methodology of the New Science. 

What is this methodology? We get hints, but hardly more. 
Thus we are told that the analysis uses "the Aristotelian method 
of examining language symbols as they occur in political reality, 
in the hope that the procedure of clarification would lead to 
critically tenable concepts" (p. 52). Now one can scarcely object 
even in lower-case science to a preliminary examination of the 
customary usage of a set of terms, in order to single out some 
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terms for refinement. But what is a "critically tenable concept"? 
In ordinary science, "concepts" are propositions about defini- 
tions, classes, rules for measurement or comparison, and "causal," 
"functional," or other relationships among phenomena. Each 
type of proposition is "tenable" according to rather different 
criteria. Are the criteria of the New Science different from those 
of the old? If so, what are they? If not, then what-in the hallowed 
phrase-is all the shooting about? 

Almost any page we read suggests the same questions. Does 
Voegelin have a concept of "causation" or functional dependence 
different from that of ordinary science? Although it is extremely 
difficult to tie him down, he appears to be asserting that "Gnos- 
ticism" as an "idea" or intellectual way of interpreting society 
is a "cause" of totalitarianism; and he seems to be predicting that 
the destruction of Gnosticism is necessary to a destruction of 
totalitarianism. (Inter alia, if liberalism is Gnosticism, it seems 
to follow that liberalism must be destroyed also.) Without com- 
menting specifically on these cosmic generalizations and predic- 
tions, it is surely relevant to ask: are the tests of "causality" or 
functional dependence different in the New Science from what 
they are in the old? If so, just how are we supposed to test 
Voegelin's propositions? No doubt this is a vulgar, old-science 
type of question, but if I don't ask it, somebody equally disagree- 
able is sure to do so. 

One final example. One of the most curious sections of the 
book is a short detour on historicism.8 Voegelin is proving that 
"history" cannot be predicted, and his argument runs: "Things 
are not things, nor do they have essences, by arbitrary declaration. 
The course of history as a whole is no object of experience [so far 
so good-R.A.D.]; history has no eidos, because the course of 
history extends into the unknown future" (p. 12o; italics added). 
Thus Voegelin has shown, as he thinks, a fallacy of historicism so 
elemental that one is hard put to "explain seven centuries of 
intellectual history" during which it was ignored. But look closely 
at his argument. He has simply postulated the conclusion he set 

8 I am not defending historicism or, for that matter, positivism. The question is as 
to the validity of Voegelin's New Science, not the validity of the views he attacks. One 
may logically conclude that both historicism and Voegelin's attack on it are false. 
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out to prove. If the future is really "unknown," then by defini- 
tion it cannot be predicted. But that is the issue. And if the future 
is really "unknown," then ordinary science is also based on a 
fallacy-the same fallacy; for it assumes that, given certain kinds 
of knowledge about past events, future events can be predicted. 
Now if Voegelin's New Science is based upon the assumption 
that future events can never be successfully predicted from past 
events, then it is a very revolutionary science indeed. Indeed, he 
has not only "un-defined" science; he has un-scienced it. 
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