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Abstract: There are two starkly opposed views on the proper relationship between academic 

research and political activism. The first argues that, like civil servants, scholars must remain 

politically neutral. The second argues that academics can and should also be political activists. 

Given that normative political theory necessarily takes positions on political matters—and hence 

cannot qualify as neutral—it might seem that political theorists must side with the scholar-

activists in this dispute. This paper argues that such a conclusion is mistaken, and that political 

theory at its best embodies an ethos that is different from those typically advocated by either 

scholar-activists or scholar-“neutralists.” Normative political theory cannot be neutral and need 

not be impartial, but it should be objective, at least in one important sense of the term. This form 

of objectivity involves an openness to “inconvenient” considerations and skepticism toward 

wishful thinking. I conclude that scholars, activists, and scholar-activists alike would all benefit 

from this ethos of objectivity.  
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Introduction 

Political philosophers and normative political theorists (terms I will be using here 

interchangeably) are increasingly turning away highly abstract ideal theory to more practically-

oriented, non-ideal normative theorizing. Variations on this turn include the anti-moralistic 

realism of Bernard Williams (2005) and Raymond Geuss (2008), David Miller’s (2013) 

“political philosophy for earthlings,” and Jeremy Waldron’s (2013) “political political theory.” 
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This non-ideal turn involves, not only a change in methods, but also a rethinking of professional 

ethics. If political theorists cannot help ordinary citizens navigate the problems faced in actual 

political life, then we have not lived up to the moral demands of our vocation (see Frazer 2016). 

This raises the further professional-ethical question of how, exactly, we ought to relate to 

the struggles faced by actual political actors. Should we practice what Lea Ypi (2012) calls 

“activist political theory,” making common cause with “avant-garde” political agents in the 

“emancipatory task” of making the world a freer, better place? Or is the ethically proper 

relationship between political theory and political practice more indirect? Might direct political 

engagement actually prevent political theorists from fulfilling their proper role, as Bas van der 

Vossen (2015) argues? 

Political theorists are far from the only scholars concerned with the proper relationship 

between academics and politics. The debate on this topic is heated, raging in the pages of both 

professional publications and the popular press. For every op-ed arguing that “we need a more 

activist academy” (Green, 2018), there is an opposing piece in the decades-long tradition 

excoriating “tenured radicals” (Kimball 1990/1998). This latter position has considerable public 

support, at least in the U.S.; more than a third of the American public believes “political bias” in 

the academy to be a “very serious” problem (Gross 2013, p. 5). 

It might seem obvious where normative political theorists must stand in this wider debate. 

An insistence on political neutrality could be thought to require the exclusion of scholarship 

defending evaluative stances on questions of justice or legitimacy. Scholar-activists often assume 

as much. Jessica Green (2018), for example, simply equates “normative” or “value-oriented” 

inquiry with the advocacy she champions. “The view that advocacy in the academy is uncouth is 

premised on the incorrect assumption that facts and values are easily separated,” she writes. Yet 
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since “political science is partially the realm of the ‘ought,’ and the line between investigation 

and decision is blurry in practice,” both normative theory and political advocacy are properly at 

home within political science. It might be thought that, since only those defending scholarly 

activism accept the legitimacy of normative theory as an academic discipline, those committed to 

normative theory must also be committed opponents of academic neutrality. 

This article, however, will argue that normative theorists ought not to side with either 

scholar-activists or scholar-“neutralists” in this dispute. The position characteristic of political 

theory at its best is something of a third way. Like every alleged third way, however, there is no 

denying that it is closer to one side than the other. I will be defending a version of objectivity as 

an integral element of the political-theoretical vocation, albeit a version rather different from that 

usually defended by scholar-neutralists. This version of objectivity implies neither political 

neutrality nor any other form of value neutrality, nor does it imply the distinct but related 

qualities of political impartiality or nonpartisanship. What it does imply is a spirit of skepticism 

and openness to evidence that may be what Max Weber (1918/1946, p. 147) calls “inconvenient” 

for one’s pre-existing commitments. A refusal to engage in wishful thinking regarding both facts 

and values (regardless of whether any distinction can legitimately be drawn between them) is a 

necessary, but all-too-often absent, virtue. Objectivity in this sense is valuable, not only for 

scholars, but also for those political activists. The main reason academics need to maintain a 

spirit of objectivity is therefore not because it will keep them away from politics, but because the 

political causes that they support need the objectivity that they can help provide.  

The paper is divided into two main sections. The first is devoted to identifying exactly 

what sort of objectivity I will be defending as appropriate for normative political theorists. Much 

of this is a matter of ground-clearing, disentangling the ideal of objectivity that I want to defend 
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from the many other positions with which it could easily be confused. Once this ideal is 

identified, the second section of the paper is then devoted to defending it, primarily as a 

professional ethic for political theorists and philosophers, but potentially for other academics as 

well, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. While neutralists typically argue that the 

professional obligations of scholars trump their political obligations as citizens, I will argue that 

scholars like political theorists are particularly well-placed to cultivate a form of objectivity that 

is necessary in academics and politics alike. 

Before beginning, however, I should note that the academic profession involves at least 

two distinct activities: teaching and research. It is entirely possible to endorse some form of 

objectivity, impartiality, or neutrality in one activity but not the other; Neil Gross (2013, p. 201) 

reports that many academics do exactly this. In particular, those who defend activism in 

scholarly research nonetheless often reject the politicization of the university classroom (e.g., 

Caney 2012, p. 193) In this paper, I will be limiting myself to the subject of what form of 

objectivity, if any, is appropriate in political-theory research; the form of objectivity, if any, 

appropriate when teaching the subject will have to wait for another occasion. 

 

I. The Relevant Form of Objectivity 

A. Neutrality, Impartiality, and Objectivity 

It is not easy to analyze what ordinary-language users are talking about when they are 

discussing neutrality, disengagement, nonpartisanship, impartiality, or objectivity. We are faced 

here with a collection of terms that, as Alan Montefiore (1975, p. 17) observes, have a 

particularly “varied set of patterns of usage” and “a disconcerting degree of more or less 

idiomatic interchangeability with other terms of the same general family.” 
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Both neutrality and impartiality seem to assume a situation in which agents external to a 

conflict need to adopt some sort of stance toward the parties within it. In cases of political 

neutrality or impartiality, the paradigmatic case is one where the parties to the relevant conflict 

are formal political parties; to be politically neutral or impartial in this sense is to be nonpartisan. 

When a given political issue cuts across party lines, however, it is possible both to be neutral or 

impartial on this issue without being nonpartisan and to be nonpartisan without being neutral or 

impartial on this issue, since the parties to the political conflict at hand are not political parties in 

the formal sense. Value-neutrality, in turn, can be understood to expand such a refusal to take a 

stand to any normative issues in any evaluative domain—morality, aesthetics, etc.—regardless of 

their political salience.  

To be neutral to a conflict can be understood as refraining from siding with any of the 

parties involved, refusing to take a stand on the matter at issue. Sometimes, neutrality takes the 

form of disengagement from a conflict—that is, refraining from any sort of interaction with the 

parties involved. Engaged agents, however, can remain neutral if they interact with the parties in 

a way that does not affect the outcome of their conflict, if they help or hinder all the parties 

concerned to an equal degree (see Montefiore 1975, p. 5). A neutral arbitrator is not disengaged, 

nor is an expert who provides background information that all parties to a conflict find equally 

important. 

Unlike neutral agents, impartial agents can take a stand in favor of some parties to a 

conflict and against others. To qualify as impartial, however, they can only do so for a limited set 

of reasons. As I have argued elsewhere, those outside a conflict are impartial when they do not 

favor any party over any others because of who they are (Frazer 2014). Impartiality precludes 

bias or favoritism, what Hobbes called “acceptance of persons” (1651/1991, p. 108). In the case 
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of conflict between formal political parties, impartiality thus implies nonpartisanship—a lack of 

partiality for any named party. Of course, unlike neutral agents, impartial agents open themselves 

up to accusations of partisanship when they take a stand on an issue. If they can demonstrate that 

the identity of the parties played no role in the determination of their stand, such accusations can 

be refuted successfully. 

Yet just because a decision is impartial does not mean that it is well-made. It is possible 

to be impartial and yet be wildly epistemically irresponsible, deeply morally misguided, and flat-

out wrong. The same is not true if decision-makers to a conflict are rightly described as 

objective, which seems to imply, if not correctness, then at least some degree of good decision-

making.  

The difficulty comes when we try to pin down exactly which decision-making desiderata 

render the choice to reject neutrality by siding with one party over another as objective. Heather 

Douglas (2009) offers an analysis of no fewer than seven distinct meanings of objectivity that 

cannot be reduced to one another. While none of these forms of objectivity guarantee 

correctness, what they have in common is some form of trustworthiness, some admirable effort 

towards truth or understanding. Yet since objectivity can be understood in so many different 

ways, if a particular version of the ideal is to be defended for governing the relationship between 

political theory and political activism, it needs to be carefully disaggregated from others that can 

also be properly labelled with this term. 

 

B. Objectivity without Positivism or Scientism 

Both the etymology and the ordinary usage of the term “objectivity” might be thought to 

imply an accurate representation of objects as they are. The question, then, is how we explain the 
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distinction between an accurate and an inaccurate representation of objects as they are. One way 

to do this would be to claim that an objective agent acts on the basis of knowledge of an 

ontologically real object in an observer-independent world, a Ding an sich that exists wholly 

outside the mental states of conscious beings. This account would tie the ideal of objectivity to a 

host of controversial theses about epistemology, ontology and metaphysics. It is understandable 

that its defenders would wish to detach objectivity from such comprehensive philosophical 

views, while its critics would insist that they cannot. 

Opponents of academic neutrality, impartiality, or objectivity often refer to their 

defenders as “positivists,” (e.g., O’Neill 2012, p. 183). Although some versions of this 

comprehensive philosophy may have real connections to Auguste Comte (1842/1988) and to 

later neo-positivists of the Vienna Circle, today’s positivism is probably better called 

“scientism.” Scientism can be defined as the claim that there is one and only one method for 

achieving genuine knowledge about real objects in an observer-independent world, one best 

exemplified by the natural sciences.  

Scientism might be thought to entail that there can be no objective normative knowledge, 

and hence no legitimate place for either normative theory or political activism in a knowledge-

seeking university. Yet this only follows when scientism is combined with the premise, defended 

by Isaiah Berlin and many others, that the philosophical methods used to answer evaluative 

questions about ethics and politics cannot “satisfy conditions required by… science” (Berlin, 

1962/1999, 147). Berlin’s premise might also be combined with a more localized and attenuated 

scientism in order to defend the claim that, even if they do have a place somewhere in the 

university (perhaps in philosophy departments) normative theory and political activism have no 

place in the departments of “political science,” as is the discipline is usually called in the U.S. 
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There has been some effort made to render the practice of normative political theory 

compatible with scientism by rejecting Berlin’s premise. On the assumption that there are object-

like normative features built into the fabric of the universe, Andrew Rehfield (2010) claims that 

normative political theory that makes falsifiable claims about an observer-independent world 

qualifies as science. By contrast, normative theory “that rejects the existence of an observer-

independent 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” 

(Ibid., p. 466). Rehfield’s version of scientism would allow for a sharp separation of normative 

theory from political activism, categorizing only the former as objective and scientific.  

Yet Rehfield is only able to make this distinction because of certain controversial, 

robustly realist metaethical premises. “If moral values like, say, ‘natural rights,’ exist 

independent of their observer,” he writes. 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” (Ibid., p. 474; emphasis added). It seems 

odd that the same normative arguments, which make no mention of these metaethical issues, 

would qualify as science under certain systems of realist metaethics and fail to qualify under a 

constructivist or anti-realist metaethics. While debates on these metaethical topics are both 

interesting and important, whether normative theory has a place either in political science 

departments or elsewhere in the university cannot wait for their resolution. 

The objectivity of normative theory does not depend on these debates, however, because, 

as others have already observed (e.g., Corbett 2011 and Dienstag 2016), Rehfield places too 

much importance on the division between science and all other ways of learning about the world, 

the humanities foremost among them. While scientism may be implausible as a general claim, it 
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is particularly so when it comes to the study of politics. While, at some universities the study of 

politics is classified as a social science, in others, such as my own, it is part of the humanities. 

This uncertainty about the proper classification for political studies is no accident. If, as Ruth 

Grant suggests (2002, pp. 580-581), the humanities are devoted to understanding meaning and 

significance, while the sciences seek to trace mechanisms of cause and effect, then we must 

reject a sharp distinction between the two when it comes to the explanation of political 

phenomena. In politics, “causal relations cannot be adequately explained without consideration 

of meaning” and “the significance of something may well include its causal impact” (Ibid., p. 

589). Defending the academic legitimacy of even the descriptive study of politics would thus 

entail the rejection of scientism. Any form of objectivity that can be adopted by either descriptive 

political scientists or normative political theorists would therefore have to be one independent of 

any commitment to comprehensive positivism or scientism. 

 

C. Objectivity without a Fact/Value Dichotomy 

Even if objectivity does not entail a commitment to positivism or scientism as a whole, it 

might be thought to rely on one important aspect of these larger philosophies—namely, the 

fact/value dichotomy. Methods modelled on those of the natural sciences may not the only way 

to gain factual knowledge, but objectivity might still require knowledge of facts be untainted by 

values. This understanding of objectivity, in turn, presumes that one can successfully distinguish 

between facts and values, excluding only the latter from any process of knowledge-gathering or 

decision-making that qualifies as objective. 

Regardless of whether the fact/value dichotomy can be defended on the metaphysical or 

ontological level, there is now widespread agreement that it is always blurred in the actual 
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practice of all forms of academic inquiry, including in the natural sciences. There remain, 

however, many ways to defend science as objective without insisting that it is value neutral. One 

currently popular position in the philosophy of science is that “scientific knowledge is essentially 

value laden but that the value commitments or interests at stake are, in the final analysis, 

cognitive or epistemic values” (Doppelt 2007, p. 190). It is widely acknowledged that science 

would be impossible without a commitment to epistemic values like parsimony and universality, 

but that does not mean that science also needs a commitment to liberty, equality, or fraternity 

(see Lacey 1999, Ch. 10). The distinction between objective science and non-objective non-

science is not the distinction between facts and values, but between epistemic and non-epistemic 

values. 

Regardless of whether natural science can rely only on epistemic values, however, 

humanistic and social-scientific research clearly cannot.  Moral and political values at least two 

important and legitimate roles in social research. First, social-scientific or humanistic scholarship 

of any sort should be what Weber calls “value-relevant” (Weber 1917/2011, p. 21; see also 

Weber 1906/2011, p. 152). Moral and political values help determine what questions scholars 

ask; the attempt to answer them is only worthwhile because the answer is valuable to someone, 

and it may be valuable to them for ethical or political reasons, not just cognitive ones. If the 

questions academics choose to address are of greater value to some parties to a conflict than they 

are to others, then this academic is not neutral regarding that conflict. If scholars choose these 

questions for reasons that have nothing to do with the identities of these parties, then they might 

nonetheless remain impartial. Our sense of what questions count as interesting and important, 

however, are often shaped by our pre-existing loyalties, sometimes in ways that might not even 

be available to our conscious awareness. Since the choice of questions in the humanities and 
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social sciences is rarely politically neutral, and only deep introspection can reveal whether they 

are impartial, the kind of objectivity (if any) desirable in the humanities or social sciences cannot 

entail either neutrality or impartiality. 

We might be tempted to think that, while scholars’ choices of questions may prevent their 

work from being considered ethically or politically neutral or impartial, once those choices are 

made their research can still count as objective if and only if answers to these questions are 

obtained in ways that do not draw on non-epistemic values. According to Hilary Putnam, 

however, this account of objectivity fails because that “the terms one uses even in description in 

history and in sociology and the other social sciences are invariably ethically colored.” (Putnam 

2002, p. 63). While Putnam makes this point in defense of the philosophical rejection of an 

abstract fact/value dichotomy, Max Horkheimer (1968/1992, p. 162) makes the same point in 

defense of the scholar-activist.  “When an active individual of sound common sense perceives 

the sordid state of the world, desire to change it becomes the guiding principle by which he 

organizes given facts and shapes them into a theory,” Horkheimer writes. “The method and 

categories as well as the transformations of the theory can be understood only in connection with 

his taking of sides.” 

  

D. Objectivity as Recognition of Inconvenient Evidence 

If objectivity even in the natural sciences cannot be a matter of general value-neutrality, 

and objectivity in the humanities and social sciences cannot be a matter of appeal only to 

epistemic values, or to values in the formulation of questions but not in the methods and 

concepts we use to answer them, then perhaps it is merely to be identified with clarity 

concerning the values involved. Gunnar Myrdal, for example, argues that since moral and 
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political values are always tied up with social research, “the only way in which we can strive for 

‘objectivity’… is to expose the valuations to full light, make them conscious, specific, and 

explicit” (Ibid., p. 55). Since humanists and social scientists cannot be neutral and need not be 

impartial, their obligation is just to be clear both to themselves and others where their loyalities 

and commitments lie. Moral philosophers and normative political theorists, who are experts in 

achieving clarity about values, would then become of central importance in achieving objectivity 

throughout all forms of social and humanistic inquiry. 

While clarity about one’s value commitments is undoubtedly important, there is also a 

second sense of objectivity which is entirely compatible with the rejection of a strong fact/value 

dichotomy in both the theory and practice of social research. Max Weber demands that his 

readers acknowledge the existence of what he calls “‘inconvenient’ facts,” by which he means 

“facts that are inconvenient for their party opinions.” (Weber, 1918/1946, p. 147; see also Weber 

1917/2011, p. 5). Note that Weber’s very definition of “inconvenient facts” precludes neutrality, 

impartiality and nonpartisanship; facts are only inconvenient for those who are already inclined 

to take a stand and who already have some loyalty to one party to a conflict over others. 

Nor is there any reason to limit these “inconvenient” considerations exclusively to facts. 

As Weber himself admits, moral philosophy and normative political theory can provide evidence 

about the nature of values without any appeal to empirics (Weber 1918/1946, pp. 151-152). 

Regardless of whether the inconvenient evidence is philosophical or empirical—indeed, 

regardless of whether a distinction between these two forms of evidence is even a tenable one—

the key is not to allow wishful thinking to obscure the existence of inconvenient considerations 

of any kind. As Douglas (2007, p. 133) argues, “while there are many legitimate roles that values 
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play in scholarship… using values to blind one to evidence one would rather not see is not one of 

those legitimate roles.”  

Mere acknowledgment that inconvenient evidence exists is not sufficient; one must also 

be open to the possibility that it will prove sufficient to radically alter one’s current beliefs and 

commitments. This absence of wishful thinking and openness to change can be understood as an 

important version of objectivity; Helen Longino (1990, p. 76) argues that a method of inquiry 

can be considered objective “to the degree that it permits transformative criticism.” In order for 

this to be possible, there must be some psychological “space,” some metaphorical “distance” 

between individuals, the facts that they believe, and the values to which they are committed. It is 

for this reason that Douglas (2009, p. 122) calls this version of objectivity “detached 

objectivity.” It is detached objectivity that will “will keep one from wanting a particular outcome 

of inquiry too much, or from fearing another outcome to such an extent that one cannot see it.” 

Douglas argues that since detached objectivity captures most of what we value about objectivity 

in ordinary discourse, “we can discard the value-free meaning of objectivity without significant 

damage to the concept overall” (Ibid., p. 131). 

 The importance of something like detached objectivity in science has been widely 

recognized. What Robert Merton (1942) calls “the ethos of science” centrally includes 

“organized skepticism.” While we may have reason to doubt the applicability of Merton’s other 

elements of the scientific ethos both in normative political theory and in the humanities and 

social sciences more generally, a thorough-going, open-minded, and systematic skepticism 

remains key to the success of scholarship across the university. 

Douglas (2009, pp. 151-152) argues that detached objectivity is so important to the 

scientific ethos that “one of the key markers of junk science… is an unwillingness to 
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acknowledge criticism or to moderate one’s view to accommodate criticism… If an expert 

cannot even imagine evidence that could cause the expert to change his or her views, he or she is 

lacking in the requisite intellectual integrity.”  

What is true of junk science may also be true of junk theory. While one would never wish 

to classify critical theory in the Frankfurt tradition as “junk,” it is striking how uncritical 

Horkheimer and his followers can be regarding their foundational moral and political values. 

Horkheimer, like many other Marxist scholar-activists, claims that his opponents are merely the 

playthings of “powerful economic forces.” There is, in his view, no other reason to embrace “a 

philosophy… that resolves not to make any essential distinction between the conspiracy of brutal 

despots against all human aspiration to happiness and freedom on the one hand, and the struggles 

to defeat these tyrants on the other… and even glorifies such conduct as objectivity” 

(Horkheimer 1968/1992, p. 162). It is difficult to imagine what evidence those committed to an 

“emancipatory” task for political theory would require in order to consider the possibility, so 

scornfully dismissed by Horkheimer, “that other aims may be set alongside the will to freedom 

and that it is not the task of science to decide which of these is right” (Ibid., p. 164). It is 

important, however, to avoid such ad hominem arguments as, in the next section, we weigh the 

arguments for and against the ideal of objectivity that has been identified in this section. 

 

II. In Defense of Objectivity 

A. Objectivity and Power 

Before beginning my own normative defense of objectivity in political theory, it is 

necessary to address a common defense of academic objectivity that I will not be endorsing here. 

Often, objectivity is defended through an analysis of how power operates in the university. 
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Propagandizing from the lectern, for example, is often attacked as an abuse of the power that 

lecturers wield over their students. Since the topic of this article is research rather than teaching, 

it is important to note here that just as power imbalances may distort discourse in lecture halls 

and seminar rooms, they may also do so in scholarly journals and conference centers. Senior 

academics at prestigious institutions have immense power over junior and less prominent 

scholars, perhaps even more power than precariously employed lecturers have over 

undergraduates.  

There is also power in numbers. Academics in the US (Gross 2013), Canada (Nakhaie 

and Adam 2008) and Britain (Halsey and Trow 1971) are, and long have been overwhelmingly 

on the left of the political spectrum. The academy contains a larger proportion of people who 

describe themselves as left-of-center than any other major occupation in the U.S. (Gross 2013, p. 

4), with between 50% and 60% somewhere on the left (Ibid., p. 56). Things are even more 

homogenous in the humanities and social sciences, where most studies show fewer than ten 

percent of American academics think of themselves as right-of-center (Shields and Dunn 2016, 

p. 2). Most political diversity in these fields is a result of disagreements between centrist liberals 

and the radical left. Self-described radicals make up between 8 and 9 percent of the American 

academy overall (Gross 2013, p. 44), but include 38% of sociologists and 15% of political 

scientists (Ibid., p. 46). While this may mean that the debate between the center-left and the 

radical-left in American sociology is fair, conservatives often complain that they are as 

effectively silenced as students are in a traditional lecture hall. In one study, approximately a 

third of the 153 right-wing humanists and social scientists interviewed tried to “pass” as left-

wing prior to tenure (Shields and Dunn 2016, p. 5). Their fear that their politics might harm their 

careers is not entirely unjustified; there is some evidence of real ideological bias in the peer-
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review process in the humanities and social sciences (surveyed in Shields and Dunn 2016, pp. 

74-75). 

There are several possible responses to this power imbalance, however, most of which do 

not involve a need for objectivity. The first is to argue that the power imbalance unproblematic, 

perhaps because the truths uncovered by academics on issues like global poverty and climate 

change are simply much more inconvenient for those on the right than those of the left. Others, 

like those organized as the “Heterodox Academy,” advocate greater ideological diversity in the 

profession (Heterodox Academy 2018). The idea here is that objective truth does not require 

objective individuals but can be the outcome of committed partisans competing in a Millian 

marketplace of ideas—so long, at least, as the partisans make up teams of roughly equal power 

and numbers. A third possibility would be to demand that each individual academic adopt some 

form of objectivity, giving each enough distance from his or her commitments that ideological 

diversity is no longer necessary. The preferability of this third possibility over the previous two 

becomes clear only when we see that we have reasons for advocating an ideal of objectivity 

independent of the existence of power imbalances in the academy, reasons to which I will now 

turn. 

 

B. Important Causes versus Countervailing Responsibilities 

Scholar-activists who take their opponents’ position seriously, like Thomas Pogge and 

Luis Cabrera (2012, p. 165), admit that there is “some merit” in the argument that “by 

maintaining some distance from the heated political debates of the day, academia maintains its 

dignity and reputation for objectivity.” They reply, however, that “the political issues facing 

politicians and the general public are of such immense importance that, if academics can help 



17 
 

address them through concerted efforts, the gains will far outweigh any losses to academic 

dignity and reputation.” While Pogge and Cabrera focus on the importance of global poverty, 

others mention the existential threat to humanity posed by climate change (e.g., Caney 2012 and 

Green 2018). If scholars do not take a stand on these and other matters, they will be, as 

Horkheimer says, “participating passively in the maintenance of universal injustice” 

(Horkheimer 1968/1992, p. 151). Even if there are good, pro tanto reasons for scholars to remain 

neutral, impartial or objective, surely these are outweighed by the world-historical importance of 

the issues scholar-activists address. 

One possible response to this claim is to weigh the competing ethical considerations at 

stake differently. Caney (2012, p. 192) calls this “the countervailing responsibility argument,” 

the claim that it is wrong for academics qua academics to engage in political activism “because 

doing so would contravene some other responsibility, or responsibilities, that apply to them.” 

Gerald Gaus, for example, says that philosophers have a pro tanto reason not to become scholar-

activists because “participation in public controversy masked as philosophy corrupts 

philosophy… A sophisticated, rational, ideological advocacy is conducted as if it were 

philosophy, giving the impression (both to ourselves and our students) that philosophy is merely 

an intellectual game in which you defend what you want to believe” (Gaus 2005, p. 67).  

To be sure, the threat that philosophy will become corrupted is probably outweighed by 

the threat that billions will die in poverty or that the earth will become uninhabitable. Gaus, 

however, insists that is not the choice we face; it is possible to fight for justice without corrupting 

philosophy at all. Gaus argues that as citizens philosophers have both a right and an obligation to 

participate in real-world political debates; in order to avoid the corruption of philosophy, all they 

need do is make clear that their political activism is not something that they are doing in their 
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professional capacity (Ibid., p. 66). Weber agrees, arguing that the scholar who “feels called 

upon to intervene in the struggles of world views and party opinions… may do so outside, in the 

market place, in the press, in meetings, in associations, wherever he wishes” (Weber 1918/1946, 

p. 150)—albeit with the exceptions of the lecture hall and the pages of scholarly journals. For all 

the attention paid to his account of politics as a vocation, Weber also defends politics as an 

avocation, fully compatible with a professional life outside of politics (Ibid., p. 83).   

Van der Vossen (2015), on the other hand, has recently argued that political philosophers 

and other scholars who work on political topics cannot successfully separate their vocational and 

avocational activities in this way. As a result, he argues, they have a prima facie duty to refrain 

from political activism, even if they make it clear that they are doing so in their personal capacity 

as citizens. Van der Vossen’s argument is that activism will “encourage us to think of ourselves 

in partisan terms” (p. 1046), and that research by psychologists has shown that partisanship 

makes us predictably worse at seeking the truth about politics. Since it is job of political 

philosophers to seek the truth about politics, and all professionals have a prima facie duty to 

refrain from anything that makes them predictably worse at doing their job, political 

philosophers have a prima facie duty to refrain from political activism.  

If this argument is correct, however, and it is not possible to engage in political activism 

without corrupting philosophy, then the balance of competing considerations may not actually 

support neutrality. When civic obligations of world-historical importance are weighed against 

merely prima facie professional obligations, and one cannot find a way of meeting the demands 

of both in the way that Gaus and Weber argue one can, it is reasonable to think that urgent 

political matters must take precedence. 
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Advocates of scholarly activism in the Marxist tradition thus agree with van der Vossen 

that an individual is an organic whole who cannot adopt one ethos professionally and another 

politically. Horkheimer (1968/1992, p. 222) criticizes Weber for advocating “a division of 

labor… between men who in social conflicts affect the course of history and the social 

theoreticians who assign them their standpoint.” When a single individual tries to carry out both 

parts of this divided labor—one avocationally and the other vocationally—the result is a kind of 

self-alienation or schizophrenia. According to Weberians, “when scientists take part in activity 

they transform themselves from scientists into acting beings… as soon as they reflect on their 

activity, however, they are retransformed into scientists… The individual is divided into 

innumerable functions, the interconnections of which are unknown” (Ibid., p. 155). By contrast, 

according to Horkheimer, the scholar-activist is a healthy, organic unity: 

 

The active groups and individuals who brought about… change… did not move in an 

unbroken succession from scientists into men of action and back again into scientists. 

Their fight against the status quo combined the true unity of theory and practice. 

Fastening their eyes on a better life they were able to see through the deceit of the 

established order. Their specific action was contained in their very mode of perception, 

just as the praxis of the faulty society was embedded in its misguided science (Ibid., p. 

161). 

 

Even those who do not accept a full unity between theory and practice nonetheless 

endorse somewhat weaker claims about their continuity. Grant (2002, p. 588) sees political 

theory “an extension of a natural, daily activity.” Since “every political actor operates within a 

conceptual regime as well as within an institutional one… politics itself includes political 

theory.” Waldron (1995, pp. 147-148) agrees, writing that there is a “basic continuity between 

political theory and civic discourse,” that “it is a mistake to regard our thinking and arguing in 

political philosophy as qualitatively different from that of a citizen-participant in politics.” It is 

“simply conscientious civic discussion without a deadline.”  
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One particularly influential account of political theory is Sheldon Wolin’s idea of 

successful theorizing as a matter of “vision.” The richness of a political-theoretical vision 

depends, he argues, on “the resources from which it can draw… the stock of ideas which an 

intellectually curious and broadly educated person accumulates, and which come to govern his 

intuitions, feelings, and perceptions… lying beyond the boundaries circumscribed by method, 

technique, and the official definition of a discipline” Since they “bear a family resemblance to 

‘bias,’” the human resources necessary for theoretical vision “become sacrificial victims to the 

quest for objectivity in the social sciences” (Wolin 1969, pp. 1073-1074). Foremost among these 

resources is an active engagement with, and passion for, actual politics.  “Concern for res 

publicae and res gestae,” Wolin writes, “are as irreducible and natural to the vocation of theorist 

as concern for health is to the physician.” (Ibid., p. 1079). 

If theorists are to pursue the health of the republic, it is necessary to first theorize about 

how they are to cooperate with other political actors.  “Conceptualizing the relationship between 

normative principles and political agency,” Ypi (2012, p. 154) writes, “is of the foremost 

importance when political theory is pursued in an activist mode.” Ypi argues that this 

relationship must be a close and symbiotic one, a relationship in which “normative views are 

both inspired by existing political conflicts and support the efforts of relevant political agents by 

contributing to the coherence and plausibility of their emerging projects” (Ibid). Specifically, Ypi 

recommends an alliance with those parties at the forefront of the struggle for justice, 

“conceptualizing the avant-garde and being an active part of it” (Ibid., p. 63) as “a participant 

who takes sides in the battle of ideas” (Ibid., p. 62). What emerges is a condition of co-

dependency, in which “neither activist political theory nor the avant-garde could exist without 

each other. We might go as far as saying that the avant-garde is the ratio essendi of activist 
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political theory but activist political theory is the ratio cognoscendi of the avant-garde” (Ibid., p. 

66). 

Let us examine the putative benefits to each side in this relationship one at a time. First 

there are intellectual improvements to philosophy; Ypi (Ibid., p. 36) argues that theoretical 

“errors” arise from “neglect of the activist mode in political theory.” A similar view is defended 

by Burke Hendrix (2012, p. 42), who argues that “we will usually fare best when we pay close 

attention to the social challenges faced by specific political actors in contextually rich ways. This 

is especially so,” he argues, “where the claims of relatively subordinate social groups are 

involved: a failure to carefully investigate the factual details of existing social circumstances can 

often mislead us as to where injustices lie, and so defeat the purposes for which our inquiries 

begin.”  

Yet even if Hendrix is correct, this implies only that theorists should pay special attention 

to political actors fighting for the emancipation of subordinate groups; it does not imply that 

theorists need to join the fight themselves. As van der Vossen points out (2015, pp. 1057-8), 

“There is a difference between saying (a) that political activism provides crucial insights for 

political philosophy that would otherwise not be available and (b) that one cannot access these 

insights without engaging in activism oneself.” The reason to not merely learn from avant-garde 

activists, but to join forces with them, must not only be because scholar-activists wants to 

improve their research, but also because scholars want to help advance the activists’ cause.  

 

C. Helping the Cause 

What specific contribution can normative political theorists provide to the causes that 

they care about? In order to overcome Gaus and Weber’s point that this contribution can be made 
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avocationally—as just another pair of hands to hold up placards or pass out leaflets—the 

contribution must be one that these theorists make through, and not merely alongside, their 

professional activities. 

Many agree with Pogge and Cabrera (2012, p. 165) that “through their training and 

societal role, many academics are well prepared” to make “important contributions” to the most 

important political movements of our time. Political theorists are particularly well-suited, 

according to Hendrix (2012, p. 58) to offer “useful tools to our fellow citizens in pursuing the 

hard work of real social revision”.  

Adam Swift and Stuart White (2008, p. 54) explain in more detail, writing that a political 

philosopher is “trained in particular skills – the making of careful distinctions, an understanding 

of how to assess and examine arguments about values, arguments for and against political 

principles” that make her “specially equipped to help her fellow citizens make their political 

choices.” While Swift and White acknowledge “it may be naïve to expect a philosophically acute 

citizenry – or even philosophically acute politicians – some raising of the quality of political 

argument, at all stages in the policymaking process is not unrealistic. And the political theorist is 

the person trained to contribute to that enterprise.”  

Although it is possible to imagine this contribution being made in a neutral way—with 

trained theorists acting as equal-opportunity argument coaches to all—it is also possible to 

envision the same role being performed in a partisan fashion. Ypi (2012, p. 65) argues that when 

an actvisit theorist “clarifies the terms of the debate among contemporaries” and “contributes to a 

clearer diagnosis of the conflict at hand” this in turn “gives an active and coherent voice to the 

claims of the avant-garde” (Ypi 2012, p. 65). 
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Caney (2012, p. 192) says that the case against scholarly activism in response to this 

important contribution argument can take one of three forms: attempts by academics to 

contribute to important political causes may be entirely ineffective, may be too meager to justify 

the effort required to achieve them, or may actually be harmful. Caney rightly points out that 

these are not so much arguments about whether scholars should engage with activism but rather 

how they should do so. Theorists must tread carefully in order to make sure that their 

contribution is genuinely helpful to the causes they care about. Caney (Ibid., p. 211) therefore 

calls for what he calls “epistemic modesty,” defined not as “a refusal to take a stand and to 

abstain from action, but rather a commitment to assess scrupulously the relevant information and 

constantly monitor new sources of information, and to acknowledge one’s own fallibility and 

exhibit a willingness to learn from those critical of one’s policies” (Caney 2012, 211). 

Turning from Weber’s account of scholarship as a vocation to his equally famous account 

of politics as a vocation, we see that Caney’s epistemic modesty is crucially important, not only 

when these two professions are fused in the person of the scholar-activist, but also when each is 

carried out separately. This common element of both professions can be difficult to notice given 

the very different modes of discourse predominant in each. These differences between political 

and academic discourse have become a common theme in philosophical treatments of the 

different ethical obligations in these two professions. Since, as Robert Jubb and A. Faik 

Kurtulmas (2012, p. 545) observe, “participants in political debate are often more interested in 

winning than in being right… caveats that would be perfectly adequate in an academic seminar, 

operating against a background of shared assumptions and at least ostensibly truth-seeking, will 

fail to provide the same protection against misunderstanding and misrepresentation in a different 
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environment.” While academic discourse is studiously rational and seeks to track truth, there is 

something irrational and even untruthful in even normatively ideal political speech 

 It is therefore tempting to imagine that politics neither could nor should have much 

concern for truth. This, however, would be a disastrous mistake. While responsible politicians 

will not speak honestly when deceptions are needed to further some important cause, they must 

be certain that the deceptions they choose will indeed work as planned. In order to do this, they 

must have an accurate understanding of the political situation they face, including a full 

understanding of all the features of that situation that are most inconvenient for them.  As a 

result, the key to what Weber calls a politician’s proper “ethic of responsibility” is to balance a 

passionate commitment to a cause with “a feeling of responsibility and a sense of proportion… 

This is the decisive psychological quality of the politician: his ability to let realities work upon 

him with inner concentration and calmness. Hence his distance to things and men…” (Weber 

1918/1946., p. 115).  

What is required, in other words, is a political version of Douglas’s “detached 

objectivity.”  Without sufficient objectivity to give them a sense of the reality of the situation, 

including all the inconvenient considerations involved, irresponsible politicians can end up 

gravely harming the causes they are passionate about. This is especially true of avant-garde 

politicians in favor of radical changes; Ypi (2012, p. 160) quotes Brecht’s (1974, p. 41) quip that 

“a vanguard can lead the way along a retreat or into an abyss.” 

Ypi, however, points out that this objection “seems to challenge not so much the mode of 

political engagement reflected in avant-garde political agency as the substantive set of 

commitments promoted by avant-garde political agents” (Ypi 2012, p. 177). What this response 

fails to recognize, however, is that certain modes of political engagement, by promoting a certain 
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ethos, may make it more likely that we will fall under the spell of a substantively wrong-headed 

set of commitments. An alternative mode of engagement, with a different ethos, might lead to a 

psychological state more amenable to greater openness to the possibility that either one’s 

fundamental commitments, or the strategies adopted to advance them, need to be revised. For 

Weber, cultivating the proper mentality, one balancing passionate attachment to a cause with 

detached objectivity, is key to the political ethic of responsibility. Such a paradoxical ethos, 

however, is a considerable challenge to achieve. “The problem,” Weber writes, “is simply how 

can warm passion and a cool sense of proportion be forged together in one and the same soul?” 

(Weber 1918/1946, p. 115). 

 In the Marxist tradition, this circle can be squared because, as Horkheimer (1968/1992, p. 

165) puts it, “there is a type of uncompromising partisanship which clarifies the historical 

situation.” While Horkheimer’s critical theory “appears, to prevailing modes of thought, to be 

subjective and speculative… biased and unjust” (Ibid., p. 218), he insists that siding with the 

forces of human emancipation makes possible a grasp of reality that is impossible for those who 

avoid such partisanship. 

Psychologists today, and the political theorists who draw on their empirical research, 

disagree. Joining a party is not good for one’s clear-headed sense of reality. Cass Sunstein (2009, 

p. 2-3) provides a popular review of “hundreds of studies” which suggest that “when people find 

themselves in groups of like-minded types, they are especially likely to move to extremes” 

(Sunstein 2009, pp. 2-3) for reasons related to the cognitive malfunctions associate with what has 

long been known as “groupthink” (Janis 1982). By contrast, Diana Mutz (2006) find that those in 

ideologically diverse social networks are more aware of the rationales for political points of view 

opposed to their own, are more tolerant of them, and more likely to see their merits. 
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Unfortunately, despite these virtues, those in these diverse networks are less likely to engage in 

politics than are blinkered partisans in homogenous networks; there is a large literature in 

political science establishing that independents without a partisan identity are apathetic, 

uninformed and disengaged (see Green, Palmquist and Schickler, 2002). 

According to empirical research, then, partisans in homogenous groups are passionate but 

not objective, while non-partisans in diverse group are objective but not passionate. Recent 

research by political psychologists, however, suggests that there may be a way to combine 

political passion with detached objectivity. Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen (2012, xiii; 

henceforth “LJS”) have found that “a nontrivial portion of the electorate manages to escape the 

vicissitudes of apathy or wanton bias, and it is these citizens—who we refer to as ambivalent 

partisans—that reliably approximate a more desirable standard of democratic citizenship.” They 

report:  

 

Ceteris paribus, ambivalent partisans engage in more careful deliberation than their 

univalent (i.e., nonambivalent) counterparts; they are more responsive to the political 

environment; and they rely on more valuable—but cognitively costly—criteria in forming 

their judgments. They also hold more accurate perceptions of the political world, as they 

are less prone to view it through a partisan lens… For example, the pattern of preference 

updating among univalent partisans during the 2008 [U.S.] presidential election was one 

of unadulterated partisan polarization: Univalent Democrats moved to the left on policy 

over the course of the campaign, and univalent Republicans moved to the right. 

Ambivalent partisans, by contrast, updated their preferences on the basis of economic 

self-interest: Low-income ambivalent Republicans and Democrats moved to the left on 

taxes, health care and prescription drugs, whereas high-income ambivalent Republicans 

and Democrats moved to the right (Ibid., p. 5, p. 203). 

 

It is important to be clear on what this ideal of ambivalent partisanship—which LJS 

(Ibid., p. xv) also sometimes call “critical partisan loyalty”—does and does not involve. First, it 

is sharply opposed to the widespread ideal of good citizenship as a matter of “cognitive ability” 

or “sophistication.” While political sophistication does facilitate understanding, LJS (Ibid., p. 
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xiv, p. 19) have found that “it also makes it easier for citizens to defend their political attitudes 

through motivated bias. Sophistication can thus increase the ability, and perhaps even the 

desire—to reach predetermined conclusions at the expense of forming accurate judgments that 

square with the ‘evidence.’”  

 Second, partisan ambivalence is quite different from weak partisan loyalty. “Strong 

partisans are… not immune from finding fault with their own party,” LJS (Ibid., p. 207) report.  

“Ambivalence and strength were also associated with different empirical patterns: While both 

influenced levels of bias (ambivalence negatively and strength positively), only ambivalence was 

associated with deliberative political thinking.”  

What makes partisans ambivalent is not their cognitive strength or the weakness of their 

partisan loyalty, but the internalization of negative considerations about their own party and 

positive considerations about other parties—that is, their internalization of inconvenient 

evidence.  This will in part be a function of the ubiquity of such considerations in the larger 

political environment, but it is also a function of the sensitivity of individuals to inconvenient 

considerations—that is, their degree of objectivity in the sense being defended here. Some of this 

inconvenience-sensitivity may be a function of unchangeable personality traits; LJS (Ibdid., p. 

220) report that “there are individuals inclined to ambivalence, as well as those who are unlikely 

to ever experience doubt, no matter what the circumstances.” 

There are ways, however, that partisan ambivalence can be deliberately cultivated. 

Critical thinking and ambivalence can be valued within a party, not as a sign of disloyalty, but as 

a needed service to the cause. Irving Janis (1982) maintains that groupthink can be avoided if 

group leaders encourage critical thinking, rewarding group members for expressing objections 

and doubts, and making it clear that the group values open, skeptical inquiry and those who 
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contribute to it. Alternately, critical and ambivalent partisanship can be encouraged by giving 

individuals a firm basis for their sense of self-worth independent of their partisan identity. In one 

experiment (Cohen, Aronson, and Steele, 2000), supporters and opponents of abortion rights 

were more willing to take considerations against their position seriously when their self-esteem 

was temporarily boosted through reference to a source of self-worth independent of their politics. 

There may be less need for partisan bias to defend the worth of one’s partisan identity when the 

worth of other facets of one’s identity are already firmly established (see Sherman and Cohen 

2002). 

 Academics in general, and normative political theorists in particular, are perfectly 

situated to make use of both of these strategies. Even if they join political parties that do not 

value internal dissent, they have also been socialized within a profession that is built (or, at least, 

that should be built) on a foundation of organized skepticism. They also have a sense of self-

worth based on their professional identity independent of their partisan identity. Horkheimer may 

be correct that a scholar cannot adopt an entirely different persona when entering politics without 

falling prey to a kind of damaging schizophrenia. Yet rather than a reason to abandon scholarly 

objectivity, this provides scholars with an opportunity to imbue politics with some of their habits 

of clarity, critical thinking, openness to new evidence, and the avoidance of wishful thinking. 

Through their teaching and public engagement, scholars can encourage their non-

scholarly comrades to adopt these habits as well. An academic who does so, Weber (1918/1946, 

p. 147) argues, “accomplishes more than a mere intellectual task.” To lead one’s audience “to 

accustom itself to the existence of such facts [and values],” would, Weber says, be a real “moral 

achievement.” The good one does for one’s partisan cause by encouraging its activists to develop 
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a deeper appreciation for inconvenient considerations may be far greater than helping them 

construct an echo-chamber for the amplification of partisan talking points. 

Paradoxically, then, the most politically efficacious scholar-activist may not look like 

much of an activist at all. This vision of the proper relationship between academics and politics 

may seem strange and counter-intuitive but, as Weber (Ibid., p. 125) observes in a different 

context, “whoever wants to engage in politics at all… has to realize these ethical paradoxes.” 

 

Conclusion 

 The species of ambivalent and critical scholar described here is one species in a larger 

genus that Albert Dzur (2008) has identified as the “democratic professional.” The vocations, 

Dzur argues, can serve democratic politics without “dropping traditional occupational activities 

or standards in favor of a kind of political activism in formal politics.” They not only “serve as 

information providers,” but can also “exemplify how to follow the substantive norms of rational 

debate” (Ibid., p. 41). Dzur’s democratic professionals “have sown the seeds of a more 

deliberative democracy in the institutions their professions influence every day by cultivating 

norms of equality, collaboration, reflection, and communication” (ibid., p. 121)—or, in our case, 

norms of objectivity as openness to inconvenient considerations and skepticism toward wishful 

thinking. In this way, Dzur concludes, “the microethics of professional life can resolve 

macroethical problems in larger society” (Ibid., p. 53). 

 Scholarship is not just any useful profession, however. It is a unique vocation devoted to 

the pursuit of truth. Truth, however, cannot be pursued without skepticism. “Fundamental 

doubt,” Weber (1917/2011, p. 7) says, “is the father of knowledge.” If, as the cliché goes, 

knowledge is power, then it follows that doubt is also the father of power. 
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 Truly critical theory, and a truly effective praxis combining theory with action, must, 

Horkheimer says, “never lose itself in total commitment to a single idea, though that idea might 

be the correct one at any given moment” (Horkheimer 1968/1992, p. 266). Far from a tight-knit 

avant-garde united in unquestioning opposition to the status quo, a political movement can 

therefore only function effectively if it combines passion for the cause with a spirt of internal 

dissent and of detached objectivity. In an era of extreme political polarization, such a spirit is 

now desperately needed in academia and politics alike.  
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