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In the case of Giovanni Palatucci, ideological questions are overshadowing objective research.
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Among the many dilemmas a professional historian will face in the course of his or her work, few are as vexing as the question of how, or even if, moral judgement fits with historical interpretation. This is especially true of inescapably controversial figures or episodes in the past that seem to demand of the historian some moral and ethical insight or conclusion, especially if the past is still alive in contemporary memory. That is, they demand some lesson about the deeper or ultimate meaning of the historical question under study beyond a mere empirical narration of facts or the logical explanation of cause and effect.
I will talk about a case -- the Vatican’s role during the Holocaust -- to make some broader points about moral judgement. I do not believe historians ought to avoid it per se, as if historical interpretation were somehow amoral. But we need to understand why it is so important to differentiate the stages of scholarly inquiry, and especially how a full and proper historical interpretation can inform moral judgement about past events and their meanings. We must let history do its essential task of showing what happened and why, so that we can then conduct a reasonable, informed analysis about what might have been, and what ought to be.
Few questions are thornier than the issue of papal intervention, or lack thereof, on behalf of persecuted Jews during the Holocaust. Arguably the most contentious claims reflect competing narratives about the presumed role of the pope and the Vatican in rescue and relief initiatives on behalf of Jews, especially in Italy, and Rome in particular. Narratives of papal rescue and relief often blur the lines between wartime experiences and their framing in postwar memory. Nowhere is this more evident than in the self-congratulatory narrative attributing to Pius XII a decisive role as “rescuer” – a narrative that the Vatican itself crafted before the war had even ended.
Sensitive to charges of papal inaction on behalf of persecuted Jews, senior papal diplomats offered specific examples of the thousands of Jews in Rome -- up to 6,000 -- who had been given “refuge and succor” by the Vatican during German occupation of the city, primarily in the form of material aid, asylum, and safe passage. This narrative also came from Pius XII himself, who utilized self-ascribed claims of rescue and relief to justify his policy of impartiality and cautious public diplomacy. It was also useful in deflecting the constant entreaties reaching the pope during the war, very often from other ecclesiastical authorities, for the Vatican to do more for persecuted European Jews.
Immediately after the war, the pope and senior advisors saw diplomatic advantage in publicizing the many public expressions of Jewish gratitude. This, in turn, set the stage for a similar response in the 1960s to Rolf Hochhuth’s The Deputy, a drama about the pope’s role during the Holocaust, first performed in Berlin in February 1963, five years after Pius’ death. Although it was a fictionalized historical account, Hochhuth’s play sparked a dramatic rethinking of Pius XII’s wartime role. More than any single work of sound historical interpretation, Hochhuth’s work cast the indelible image of the wartime pope as a moral coward and political failure whose cautious diplomatic approach played into Hitler’s murderous hands.
To this day, Pius apologists are still wrestling with the ghosts stirred by Hochhuth’s Deputy. Typically, they point to the many Jews after the war who expressed gratitude for papal rescue and relief during the Holocaust. What these apologists present us with is a selective arrangement of historical fragments, which they construe as persuasive vindication of the wartime pontiff’s decision-making. In this respect, the apologists’ account represents mythology and hagiography than critical history.
The problem permeates scholarship in the field. Indeed, one is struck by how often in the literature on Pius XII we find a juxtaposition of “supporters” and “defenders” pitted against “critics” and “skeptics.” The former make untenable claims that the pope and the Vatican played a decisive role in saving several hundred thousand Jews during the Holocaust. The most exaggerated of these – which even some respectable scholars and the Vatican repeat – have achieved the status of established fact in apologetic circles, all the more because they come from Jewish sources. This camp would have it that upwards of 800,000 Jews were saved during the Holocaust by means of direct or indirect papal intervention.
That said, few scholars lend serious credence to this claim, given the specious method by which it was derived, not to mention the apologetic-polemical end to which that inflated figure has been used. However, other longstanding claims of papal assistance are more credible and warrant sustained, critical scholarly attention, if only to place them in a proper context. As I argue in my book, Soldier of Christ, there is ample evidence to show that the pope and his advisors did authorize or tacitly allow papal representatives and ecclesiastical entities around the world to mobilize their resources to help those facing persecution. This was hardly tantamount to a policy or a directive of Jewish rescue and relief, and it certainly does not stand as evidence of an intentional scheme to furtively mobilize church resources on a massive scale to help persecuted Jews. Still, it was a measure of decisive assistance just the same. The challenge is finding a framework for calibrating that assistance in quantitative and qualitative ways.
As an example of just how complex this question is, we can look to the controversy this past summer over the wartime record of Giovanni Palatucci, an Italian police official long regarded as a righteous rescuer but now implicated by new research as a possible collaborator in the Holocaust. In the span of a few short months, an established version of history was called into question as mythology. On one side we have the established public memory of Palatucci – an ordinary Catholic rescuer who did extraordinary things to save Jewish lives during the Holocaust in the town of Fiume, now Rijeka, Croatia. On the other, we have the counter-memory of an unassuming functionary who dutifully carried out his administrative tasks on behalf of murderous fascist regimes, to deadly ends.
The Palatucci case illustrates just how the intertwining threads of “the true, the false, and the fictional” to borrow from the Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg, are brought together to form diverse, even competing, iconographies that selectively represent an otherwise complex historical picture. Consider how the story of how Palatucci first came to be recognized formally by Yad Vashem and other authoritative bodies as a “Righteous Among the Nations” for his role in helping Jews in Fiume survive, reportedly through such activities as issuing forged residence and transit documents. It is said that he even hid one couple in his office attic. Palatucci was eventually arrested and tortured by the Gestapo and then imprisoned in Dachau for treason. He died there in February 1945, at the age of 35. It is unclear whether he was executed or died from malnutrition or related illnesses.
Public praise for Palatucci’s role quickly surfaced immediately following the war. Formal ways of memorializing his efforts followed suit. Some Jewish refugees who fled Europe to Palestine in 1939 via Fiume credited Palatucci for their survival. In 1953, they named a street and a park in the Israeli city of Ramat Gan in his honor. In 1955, the Union of the Italian Jewish Communities, a national umbrella organization of Jewish groups in Italy, posthumously awarded Palatucci with its gold medal for his efforts. By 1990, the testimonial from at least one survivor, together with other evidence that “hundreds” of Jews were helped directly or indirectly by Palatucci, was enough for Yad Vashem to declare him a Righteous Among the Nations. This title is dedicated to those “non-Jews who risked their lives to save Jews during the Holocaust.”
Beyond the Jewish community, both secular and ecclesiastical authorities in Italy have offered authoritative endorsements of Palatucci’s wartime role as rescuer. In 1995, the Italian government posthumously awarded Palatucci its “Gold Merit” of civil merit. And, in 2000, Pope John Paul II honored Palatucci as one of the “martyrs” of the twentieth century for his reputed role in Jewish rescue, and for having died a prisoner of the Nazis while holding fast to the virtues of his Christian faith. In 2004, his cause passed the initial diocesan stage of canonization, which means that Palatucci also now bears the solemn honor of “Servant of God” and is a candidate for sainthood.
Despite these honors, doubts about Palatucci’s status as righteous rescuer had been circulating for several years. But the debate took a serious shift earlier this year when researchers affiliated with various reputable institutes claimed that an investigation of the relevant documentation painted a very different picture of Palatucci: Far from blocking the implementation of Italian racial laws in defence of Jews, Palatucci was notoriously diligent in tracking Jewish residents and refugees in and around Fiume, and in enforcing existing racial laws. To substantiate the claim, several scholars point to, among other things, the fact that an estimated 80 percent of Fiume’s 500 Jews in 1943 were deported to Auschwitz, a higher percentage than any other Italian city. (For more, read Alessandra Farkas, “Shadows cast on the heroism of Italian Schindler,” originally in Corriere della Sera but reproduced in English in The Times of Israel, June 14, 2013.)
Amid rising doubt, the Union of the Italian Jewish Communities has asked the Center for Jewish Contemporary Documentation in Milan to set up a research commission to work with established institutions and researchers to sift through a wide range of evidence from various sources to reach some definitive conclusions on the Palatucci case. As historian Michele Sarfatti of the Center for Jewish Contemporary Documentation in Milan observed recently, the problem here is that the public praise, honors, and “memorials” have by and large “preceded historical research.” Accordingly, Yad Vashem, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, and even the Vatican have pledged to review the “new documentation” to set the record straight, to the extent this is even possible.
Given the inherent complexity involved in any story of rescue during the Holocaust, and the sensitivities at hand when the narrative under scrutiny involves a candidate for sainthood, it is little wonder that the controversy over Palatucci’s place in history and memory, like that of Pope Pius XII, is polarizing. It is telling how the legitimate historical investigations into Palatucci’s role during the Holocaust have quickly turned into a predictably polemical debate involving Pius XII. A case in point is a recent piece in the Vatican’s newspaper L’Osservatore Romano by the Italian historian Anna Foa. She wrote that it is understandable in the course of historical study to continue subjecting what she calls “hagiographic interpretations” of Palatucci’s case to heretofore “scarce” historical research. Yet she maintained that this case is really being revisited to “mar” the Church of Pius XII: “[I]n targeting Palatucci, the intention was essentially to hit a Catholic involved in rescuing Jews, a champion of the idea that the Church spared no effort to help Jews.” This, Foa concludes, “is ideology, not history.”
Sadly, as Foa’s comments illustrate, historical study of Palatucci’s role during the Holocaust, like the study of the role of Pius XII and the Catholic Church writ large, will continue to get caught up in the polemical vortex of the so-called “Pius war.” Consequently, serious students of the subject find themselves working within — and sometimes perpetuating — an adversarial-polemical mode of discourse and analysis. Even worse, despite their best intentions, professional historians are susceptible to proffering ideology or a form of advocacy as opposed to historical interpretation. This is a blurring of the lines between moral judgement and historical evaluation, engaging in speculative, counter-factual discussions of what might have been or what ought to have been instead of what was, and why.
***
This debate goes to the heart of the question of why we need history. The historian Eric Hobsbawm put it well when he wrote in On History, “We swim in the past as fish do in water, and cannot escape from it.” As he saw it, we need history so that we can gain an appreciable “sense of the past” as we make our way in contemporary society. As part of that, understanding change over time frequently demands that we “dismantle” the various historical mythologies, or “mythic history,” that define collective memory of the past.
I am borrowing the term “mythic history” from the historian Philip Jenkins, who argued in The New Anti-Catholicism: The Last Acceptable Prejudice that much contemporary criticism of Catholicism – what he termed “attacks” – draws upon history and forms of “mythic history” that frame popular understanding of the Catholic Church’s place in major historical events and processes. The claim warrants serious, critical examination, but before doing so, some definition is in order. Most dictionaries define “myth” as a “figment,” as a belief that may be widely-held yet is essentially “untrue.” The adjective “mythic” can be used to describe something that is “fictitious, untrue.” We might also consider the term in the classical sense of mythos: narratives, stories, and legends that are grounded in concrete historical realities but include elements that are partly untrue or unknowable, or exaggerated and intentionally selective so as to impart some deeper lesson. Taken this way, we can conceive of mythic history as a version of the past that is partly or largely untrue and yet also widely-held and deeply engrained in popular understanding. As Jenkins noted, “there are some historical facts that everyone knows, that are simply too obvious to need explanation.”
What Jenkins means to say is that people think they know the facts; they think that their assumptions about even immensely complex historical realities are complete and accurate no matter how superficial, selective, or even mistaken those assumptions may be. So by virtue of their widespread currency, versions of mythic history have unmistakable influence. This is all the more so when mythic history is produced, transmitted, and sanctioned by established purveyors of cultural authority, be they in government, academe, or so-called media of record. Mythic history finds its most widespread and influential expression in keywords and phrases. Richard Slotkin has described these in his book Gunfighter Nation as “mythic icons” -- a single word or phrase that evokes what in reality is “a complex system of historical associations.”
These icons assume a practical function as rhetorical devices in written or verbal discourse. They come in the form of a single word, short phrase, or simplified interpretation whose primary function is not to explain the past as it essentially was, but to offer a generalized and selective picture of the past to impart some lesson of how things got to be the way they are. This has the effect, obviously, of reducing complex historical realities to simplistic motifs, which then can be used to practical effect in informing and shaping socio-cultural values and discourse.
It might be tempting for professional historians to avoid trading in mythic history and to dismiss these versions as “popular,” as opposed to “academic” versions of the past, and therefore irrelevant to the academy. But such an attitude reflects a kind of tacit (or indeed avowed) elitism that reinforces the cult of specialization that has made much academic history so inaccessible to the broader public. The historian Wilfred McClay was on to something when he said that much academic history written today exhibits a misplaced privileging of “tedious professional jargon” as the measure of credibility and sophistication.
This tendency, together with excessive specialization, has emptied much of our work of what McClay describes as “an appreciative sense of the past.” In other words, professional historians have given up on the “founding myth” of academic history, the ideal of objectivity, and as a result they can scarcely perceive for themselves an objective, intelligible, meaningful truth about the past, let alone convey such understanding to a popular audience. (I also recommend Peter Novick's That Noble Dream: The ‘Objectivity Question’ and the American Historical Profession.)
And yet surely it is one of the most basic tasks of the historian’s craft to offer as accurate a picture of the past as possible. As Carlo Ginzburg observed, history is an exercise that pertains to everyday life, “untangling the strands of the true, the false, and the fictional which are the substance of our being in the world.” Historians need to rediscover the elemental roots of their craft and contribute to contemporary debates by distinguishing fact from fiction; by dealing in what was, why, and to what effect precisely so as to have something meaningful to contribute to moral and ethical debates.
Another task of the historian is to convey an appreciable sense of the complexity of the past. Historians are fond of saying that the essence of our craft, the real thrill of historical study, lays not merely in uncovering “facts” about the past and stringing them together in narrative interpretations, but in thinking critically and flexibly about the complexity of historical experience. We tell our students to “embrace the complexity,” to embrace even the confusion that may result from starkly contradictory historical interpretations. After all, historical reality, like life, can be messy, filled with ambiguities, uncertainties and contradictions. (A useful essay on this is Thomas Andrews and Flannery Burke, “What Does It Mean to Think Historically?” in Perspectives on History, January 2007.)
As the controversies over Pius XII and Giovanni Palatucci show, this is precisely why mythic icons leave out too much, and intentionally so, to be meaningful and properly critical representations of complex historical realities. Clearly, that is not what mythic icons are intended to be. But, then, a kind of caveat emptor for the reading public is in order: beware of mythology or hagiography masking as history.
I was asked once by an interviewer where the truth lay in the starkly contradictory interpretations of Pius XII as “Hitler’s Pope” and “Righteous Gentile.” My answer was that the historical reality, the truth as it were, lay somewhere in between. In retrospect, that answer was sorely imprecise and evasive, perhaps even unintentionally misleading. I now would say simply that such labels -- mythic icons -- have no real value as historical categories. If anything, they hinder historical judgement and, with it, the possibility for informed reflection on the ethical and moral dimensions of historical understanding.
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The reputation of big business has taken blow after blow in the last few years. The global financial crisis revealed the risks to the economy of Wall Street excess. The Deepwater Horizon oil spill showed the dangers to the environment of corporate decisions that externalized the possibility of serious harm. The explosion of corporate expenditures in the 2012 election cycle indicated that corporations were attempting to exert their influence over our democratic life.
Americans are terribly skeptical of big business, and probably increasingly so. According to a 2012 Gallup poll, Americans’ satisfaction with the size and influence of big business is near record lows, and has fallen by 40 percent in the last decade. This skepticism is feeding a lively debate — largely between two camps on the ideological left — on about how to take advantage of this moment to rein in corporate power. Although both camps distrust corporations, they are fundamentally at odds over not only possible remedies, but the nature of the problem. The crucial difference is over what might be called corporate “citizenship.” One camp sees corporate power as something that can be used constructively; the other sees it as the evil to be corrected.
For decades, there has been a vocal minority of corporate law scholars (including myself) who have challenged the American corporation to broaden its role in society and enlarge the obligations it owes beyond the bottom line. These scholars have assailed the norm of shareholder primacy and called on corporations to recognize and act on the interests of all stakeholders -- view sometimes called “stakeholder theory.” These critics, in effect, call on corporations to act as if they were players not only in the private sphere but in the public one as well. To act, one might say, as citizens. To call on corporations to act as “good corporate citizens” means that they should act as if they have broader obligations to the polity and society that cannot be entirely satisfied by reference to their financial statements.
Meanwhile, a separate camp of corporate critics — less academic and more activist — challenges the corporation to stay within a narrow economic sphere. Corporate activity in politics and the public sphere is viewed skeptically, even hatefully. The most pertinent example of these beliefs is the current effort to amend the Constitution to take away corporate “personhood.” The thought of corporations acting as “citizens” — whether for progressive ends or not — is seen as, at best, nonsensical and, at worst, destructive to democracy. This camp also strenuously argues against the 2010 Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United v Federal Election Commission, which unleashed corporate political expenditures, and it has pushed for tougher campaign-finance legislation so that corporate political influence is circumscribed.
It has gone unnoticed until now that the work of the pro-corporate citizenship scholars often directly conflicts with the work of the anti-corporate personhood activists. The arguments of those opposing corporate constitutional rights contradict and undermine the efforts of those who call on corporations to take a more active role in society to protect the interests of all corporate stakeholders, and vice versa. For the anti-personhood activists, the remedy is to keep corporations within a narrow purview; for the corporate citizenship scholars, the remedy is to ask the corporation to acknowledge and accept a broader range of obligations. The core tenets of the progressive corporate law movement include the principles that shareholders are not supreme, and that corporations should be measured by more than economic measures. Anti-corporate personhood activists, meanwhile, often argue for limiting corporate rights by pointing out that the shareholder owners should be protected from managerial misuse of their funds, and that corporations should not themselves engage politically because they have only economic natures.
This latter view surfaced in the Citizens United ruling itself, in which Justice John Paul Stevens penned the lead dissent and argued that corporate speech should be limited to protect shareholders’ investments. He saw shareholders as owners, as “those who pay for an electioneering communication,” and who “invested in the business corporation for purely economic reasons.” Moreover, Stevens argued that corporate political speech did not merit protection because “the structure of a business corporation … draws a line between the corporation’s economic interests and the political preferences of the individuals associated with the corporation; the corporation must engage the electoral process with the aim to enhance the profitability of the company, no matter how persuasive the arguments for a broader … set of priorities.” Stevens even quoted the controversial American Law Institute Principles of Corporate Governance: “[A] corporation … should have as its objective the conduct of business activities with a view to enhancing corporate profit and shareholder gain.”
It looks like the opponents of Citizens United are so convinced of the dangers of corporate political activity that they are ready to throw stakeholder theory under the bus as part of their broader fight. But the difficulties run the other way as well. Case in point: the work of stakeholder theorists is now being cited to bolster the arguments of those seeking broader constitutional protections for corporations. The best current example is in the context of the recent suits brought by certain corporations to challenge the portion of the Affordable Care Act that requires employers to provide employee health insurance that covers contraceptive care. As many as 60 lawsuits are now pending across the country, and two — one from the Tenth Circuit and one from the Third — have already made it to the certiorari stage at the Supreme Court. These cases turn on the question of whether corporations may assert religion-based conscientious objections to the contraceptive mandate. That question depends in part on whether the corporations can have purposes and obligations that extend beyond the economic sphere.
The irony in these cases is that the corporations, asserting an ideologically conservative argument to be free of government regulation, are using arguments often made by progressive stakeholder theorists. For example, in the Tenth Circuit decision upholding the corporation’s right to be exempted from the mandate, the court noted the existence of “benefit corporations” (a business set up to provide material benefit to society) as an example of the phenomenon that corporations need not always be limited to solely economic purposes. A concurring judge, like Stevens, used the ALI Principles as a source of insight, but depended on a different reading: “But no law requires a strict focus on the bottom line, and it is not uncommon for corporate executives to insist that corporations can and should advance values beyond the balance sheet and income statement.”
Meanwhile, the Third Circuit held against the corporation, arguing that an entity that was “created to make money” could not “exercise such an inherently ‘human’ right.” A dissenting judge, however, used stakeholder theory to bolster his point: “It is commonplace for corporations to have mission statements and credos that go beyond profit maximization. When people speak of ‘good corporate citizens’ they are typically referring to community support and involvement, among other things. Beyond that, recent developments in corporate law … undermine the narrow view that all for-profit corporations are concerned with profit maximization alone.”
In short, the efforts of anti-personhood activists not only conflict with stakeholder theory on the conceptual level. In the political arena, too, a tension exists if only because the potential for reform is a finite resource. If we are indeed situated in a moment in which we can question the very framework of how our society views corporations and their obligations, we might make headway on changing the obligations of corporations within corporate governance law, or we might make headway challenging their role in politics. It is difficult to imagine that we could do both. This is especially true, of course, when the arguments of one conflict with the other.
In my view, the anti-corporate personhood movement understates the importance of corporations asserting constitutional rights, at least in some situations. Corporations are not people, to be sure. But neither are unions, churches, Planned Parenthood, the NAACP, Boston College, Random House, MSNBC, or The New York Times. Under several of the amendments proposed, all of these groups — because they are all organized as corporations — would lose constitutional rights. And it is worth emphasizing that more than free speech rights would be lost. They would also lose rights to be free from warrantless searches, the seizure of property without due process or compensation, and jury trials. Congress could pass a law saying that The New York Times could not pay its reporters, or that Boston College could not teach a course on Islamic law. Planned Parenthood could be raided without a warrant.
This is not to say I support the decision or reasoning in Citizens United -- on the contrary. The decision was ham-fisted in applying First Amendment doctrine; activist in reaching out to decide questions not necessary to the case; and ignorant of the realities of corporate governance. But one does not burn down a house to rid it of termites.
Instead, stakeholder theory offers the best potential remedy to the harms of Citizens United — and indeed, the other risks of corporate power we have witnessed in the last few years. The key flaw of American corporations is that they have become a vehicle for the voices and interests of an exceedingly small managerial and financial elite — the notorious 1 percent. That corporations speak is less a concern than for whom they speak and what they say. The cure for this is more democracy within businesses — more participation in corporate governance by workers, communities, shareholders, and consumers. If corporations were themselves more democratic, their participation in the nation’s political debate would be of little concern. The cure, in other words, is not to fear corporate citizenship but to embrace it.
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Rep. Rush Holt (D-NJ) has represented the Garden State’s 12th District since 1999. As one of the only two physicists in Congress, he began his career in academia. After teaching at Swarthmore College and working on arms control at the State Department, he became Assistant Director of the Princeton Plasma Physics Laboratory in 1989. He is perhaps most famous for beating the IBM computer Watson in “Jeopardy” in a demonstration match in 2011. Symposium Magazine interviewed him in October.
How well did academia prepare you for politics?
Academia was far more useful than one might think. There are so many topics in public policy that involve some science, and this is what helped me most before coming to the Hill. Often, there are cases where science is “embedded” in an important policy issue and people don’t even know it. Take election reform or voting rights – most people don’t think of these as technical issues, but they definitely have scientific components.
If you look at hearings on the Hill on any given day, at least half will have something related to “embedded” science. But chances are, these will have no witnesses from the scientific community. Science is often avoided. This is one the biggest gaps in understanding policy we have today.
Do you have examples beyond science, where your background helped?
Absolutely. Even though I taught physics, I also once co-taught a course on arms control with a religion professor, and we both talked about just-war theory and arms. Another course I co-taught – with a professor of math and a professor of psychology – addressed the question of how to make decisions in the face of uncertainty. We never got that one quite right, but I think some students enjoyed it. I also often held small seminars with students at my house, where we went into far-reaching policy talks.
Beyond science, there are many disciplines that have policy relevance and that get overlooked here on the Hill. Take the recent shutdown, and the subject of history. How much did we talk about past examples of shutdowns? Or more broadly, what does history show us of examples of a minority party trying to wield power beyond its numbers? It’s not as if people were bringing up, say, what the Federalist Papers said on this topic. But it would have been useful to add to the debate.
What about academic life more broadly? Can that lifestyle prepare you for politics?
I’ll have to say up front: Nothing in academia can really prepare you for politics. I think being a Representative is much harder – intellectually, physically, and psychologically – than being a professor. Intellectually, you have to constantly learn about a whole range of subjects that you may not know anything about, and then make policy decisions. You don’t just learn “more and more about less and less,” as the saying goes. You need to know something about everything. Physically, the demands of campaigning are grueling. And imagine what it’s like trying to stay in touch with 730,000 constituents, rather than several hundred students. Nothing in academia is like that.
But the psychological part is perhaps the toughest.  You don’t just have competitors in your department or field – you have people trying to undo you. It’s not just a race to get a paper out or come up with a new clever idea. You always have to be on guard against those who want to undo you.
What would you tell fellow lawmakers on how they can have a useful relationship with academic research? And what should academics do to emphasize the broader relevance of their work?
Members of Congress would be better off if there was more quantitative understanding of policy. There is very little of that, and we have such complicated issues we need to understand. But of course, this goes both ways. I think almost any academic work has some public implications, and academics should understand that. Even in the humanities and classics, you can do that -- although it is, of course, harder. For every policy issue out there, there are academic studies that would illuminate it. The work is there, and lawmakers just need to read it. And I would tell academics who want to make a bigger difference: just do it. Use whatever time, whatever tools you have to get your research out. Or even run for office!



The Perils of Puffery
 
The use and abuse of “astroturfing” in on-line reviews is a reality in the digital world, but its roots go back to the dawn of modern literature.
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This past September, New York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman announced that 19 companies in his state had agreed to pay fines totaling $350,000 for commissioning and posting deceptive online reviews for their products and services. While none of these companies was a household name, and the fines paled in comparison to billion-dollar settlements recently announced involving the likes of BP and JP Morgan Chase, the story landed on the front page of The New York Times. Within 48 hours the story went viral, with most commentators suggesting that Schneiderman’s probe proved what they had long suspected—namely, that highly coveted four- and five-star ratings on sites like Yelp, Amazon, and Citysearch could be rigged with a little ingenuity and the help of “reputation-enhancement” firms with global networks of low-paid reviewers. In fact, this ethically dubious branch of modern marketing has become so common that it has even acquired a name in business circles: astroturfing.
A day after breaking the story, Times reporter David Streitfeld took to the newspaper’s “Bits” blog to process the “voluminous response” he had received both online and in private. One particularly prevalent sentiment, he reported, was that this new phenomenon is bound to get worse before it gets better. “Sadly,” one reader lamented, “this is where ‘free-market’ capitalism is going. It’s not about creating a better product for the consumer, but about tricking consumers into thinking ‘yours’ is so much better than ‘theirs.’”
That so many gravitated toward such an interpretation is not altogether surprising -- the original story invited readers to situate the astroturfing bust within a “decline of civilization” narrative. Midway through his article Streitfeld exchanged his reporter’s hat for that of the editorialist, writing, “Within recent memory, reviewing was something professionals did. The Internet changed that, letting anyone with a well-reasoned opinion or a half-baked attitude have his say.”
***
As compelling as this line of thought might initially be, it wilts when put to the historical test. What marketing theorists now call “astroturfing” was first dubbed “puffery” nearly 300 years ago and has remained one of advertising’s most effective tools ever since. The first widespread reports of puffery came in 1730s England, where a number of journalists and wits remarked on the recent shift from straightforward, unembellished announcements of goods for sale to elaborate schemes to trick consumers into buying shoddy merchandise.
Two trades in particular were seen as the foremost practitioners of puffery: quack medicines and books. In fact, the first known commercial usage of the term “puff” (the May 27, 1732 issue of London’s Weekly Register) pinned the practice squarely on booksellers: “Puff is become a cant Word to signify the Applause that Writers or Booksellers give to what they write or publish, in Order to increase its Reputation and Sale.” In 1740, Henry Fielding complained that impatience for literary fame “hath given Rise to several Inventions among Authors, to get themselves and their Works a Name. And has introduc’d that famous Art called Puffing, which [has been] brought to great Perfection in this Age.”
Two years later, Fielding penned one of literary history’s greatest exposés on puffery, the satirical novel Shamela, which mercilessly parodies the shameless promotional tactics that Samuel Richardson had recently employed to make his novel Pamela an international bestseller. Playing on Richardson’s predilection for loading each successive edition of Pamela with new “objective testimonials” to the novel’s greatness, Shamela begins with a panegyrical letter from “the editor to himself,” a panting endorsement from “John Puff, Esq.,” and a promise to preface future editions with further “commendatory letters” and spontaneous verses in praise of the author.
In many respects, the age of Fielding and Richardson is a remarkable analog to our own. Just as we grapple with the information overload resulting from the explosion of new media, these writers and their contemporaries were frequently bewildered by the new mores, codes, and ethics of the first great age of print. And just as many now are quick to blame the Internet for the rise of “astroturfing,” several eighteenth-century commentators saw puffery as the direct outgrowth of print culture. Samuel Johnson was particularly incisive on this issue, writing in 1759, “Advertisements are now so numerous that they are very negligently perused, and it is therefore become necessary to gain attention by magnificence of promises, and by eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes pathetic.”
Then, as now, the challenge was figuring out a way to guide potential customers toward your product in a marketplace featuring a dizzying range of choices. Direct advertising had its place, but, like today’s Web surfers, eighteenth-century readers were becoming increasingly habituated to deflecting their gaze from the ads that popped up at every turn. For the first time, a printing network was publishing more noteworthy books, magazines, and newspapers than any reader could possibly consume, and a surging publishing industry quickly became desperate for new ways to advertise its wares. Facing this challenge, London publisher Ralph Griffiths devised one of the great inventions of modern literary and advertising history: the book review.
In 1749, Griffiths launched the Monthly Review, a periodical that promised to review every new book issuing forth from the nation’s presses and guide readers toward those titles that were most deserving of their attention. Although Griffiths initially pledged to keep the Monthly untainted by advertising, he quickly recognized that, while providing a genuine service to readers, his periodical could work wonders in directing book-buyers specifically to his own firm’s publications. In short order, nearly every issue contained glowing reviews of new books from the house of Griffith, many of them penned by the publisher himself. When Griffiths himself was too busy to puff his firm’s books, he granted authors themselves this privilege. Hiding behind the veil of the anonymous reviewer, John Cleland (of Fanny Hill fame) reviewed his own The Case of the Unfortunate Bosavern Penlez; Tobias Smollett encouraged readers to purchase a new book on midwifery that he himself edited; and John Hill hailed his own Adventures of Mr. Loveill as a tale possessing “a spirit and fire thro’ the whole that few performances of this kind have had a boast of.”
In short, from the very beginning, the professional book review was a compromised form. And things only got worse in the century to come. The fierce competition among publishers, the lure of huge potential paydays for successful authors, and the chummy relationship among writers, publishers, and reviewers in literary London all led to an explosion of insider reviewing. Reporting from London back to his native land in 1822, the American nationalist James Kirke Paulding claimed that nine of 10 reviews in British periodicals “originate in personal, political, and religious antipathies or attachments” and “it is almost as common for an author to puff his own book in the magazines, as for a quack doctor to be his own trumpeter in the newspapers.”
While the Anglophobic Paulding hardly counts as an objective source, his observations are only slightly exaggerated. Nearly every British writer of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries either participated in or benefitted from ginned-up book reviews. Mary Wollstonecraft reviewed her own translation of a French book in the Analytical Review. The future poet laureate, Robert Southey, only half-jestingly implored his friend Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Puff me, Coleridge! If you love me, puff me! Puff a couple of hundreds into my pocket!” And in an 1817 issue of the Quarterly Review, Walter Scott anonymously reviewed his own Tales of My Landlord, slyly noting “none have been more ready than ourselves to offer our applause.”
Other famous Romantic-era puffers included William Hazlitt, who lauded his own Characters of Shakespear’s Plays in the Edinburgh Review; Percy Shelley, who wrote a glowing (but ultimately unpublished) review of his wife’s Frankenstein for the Examiner; and Mary Shelley, who attempted to revive the reputation of her father, William Godwin, by puffing his novel Cloudesley in Blackwood’s Magazine. Even the great poet of rural simplicity, William Wordsworth, got into the act. When his friend Robert Southey published an unexpectedly even-handed review in 1798 of Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads, the poet ranted, “He knew that money was of importance to me. If he could not conscientiously have spoken differently of the volume, in common delicacy he ought to have declined the task of reviewing it.” Sixteen years later, when another friend’s review of Wordsworth’s poetry got severely rewritten prior to publication, the poet’s sister, Dorothy, sniped that one ought “never to employ a friend to review a Book unless he has the full command of the Review.”
***
For a modern reader looking at the puffery of the literary past, there is the temptation to 1) dismiss the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century book review as little more than a vehicle for disguised advertising, and 2) congratulate ourselves on the fact that we have largely cleansed the literary temple of such abuses. Further reflection on the first point, though, might remind us that, however susceptible to puffery these tight-knit literary circles of past ages were, much of the most insightful, sophisticated, and dazzling prose they produced came in the form of review essays, many of which were models of what Matthew Arnold famously dubbed “critical disinterestedness.” And on the second point, it requires only a simple Google search of “self-reviewing” or “fake reviews” to realize that literary puffery might be every bit as prevalent today as it was in the age of Fielding, Wollstonecraft, and Scott.
Although one can still find tough-minded, discriminating reviews in venues like the Times Literary Supplement, the New York Review of Books, and leading newspapers, there are countless recent cases of authors, publishers, and friends of authors being caught red-handed in the act of puffery. In 2004, for instance, when a glitch in Amazon’s Canadian website temporarily revealed the identities of hitherto anonymous reviewers, we learned that such luminaries as Dave Eggers, John Rechy, and Jonathan Franzen had uploaded five-star reviews for their own books or those by friends. In an even more sensational report, The New York Times recently profiled Todd Rutherford, the entrepreneur behind GettingBookReviews.com, a site that offered to post 20 online book reviews for $499 and 50 for $999.
As egregious as such cases might be, most modern literary puffery falls into an ethical gray area, where the offense of posting a trumped-up review is mitigated by its origin in a benevolent desire to support friends and colleagues. Whether ethically justifiable or not, however, this impulse has spawned a review and blurb culture in which famous writers and scholars strive to reach ever new hyperbolical heights in applauding new titles. Remarking on this trend, Jeffrey R. Gray recently marveled that there are no longer “minor poets” living in America: “William Bronk’s poetry, for example, ‘holds a unique place in the history of American letters.’ Kay Ryan ‘is one of the most original voices in contemporary American poetry.’” In a similar spirit, this past September, Edmund Gordon began his review of Colum McCann’s TransAtlantic in the London Review of Books by noting how McCann has become “the high priest of high praise, always handy with a blessing.” Gordon notes how “McCann has described Jim Crace as ‘quite simply, one of the great writers of our time,’ Aleksandar Hemon as ‘quite frankly, the greatest writer of our generation,’ and Nathan Englander as ‘quite simply, one of the very best we have.’”
Attempting to counter-balance this trend, the site The Omnivore recently began honoring the “Hatchet Job of the Year.” Justifying the establishment of this prize, its creator, Anna Baddeley, argues, “There aren’t enough negative reviews—reviewers are too deferential a lot of the time, and it leads to a problem of trust, because the reader gets forgotten.” Geoff Dyer, a nominee for the first Hatchet Job award, echoes Baddeley’s call for a higher standard in criticism, including stronger taboos against reviewing friends. “There’s that old joke,” he explains, “if you review books by your friends, you get to the point where you’re either not a very good critic, or you end up with few friends.”
***
Of course, it’s not just high-end literary publishing where puffery continues to hold sway. Academic book reviews can be every bit as glad-handing and hyperbolic. Unlike in the world of major publishing, however, in scholarly circles the primary incentive for puffery has less to do with commercial motives (given how small the sales are of even the most warmly praised academic titles) and more with building goodwill in one’s scholarly community. From a certain perspective, academic puffery is largely defensive, a natural behavior in tightly-knit academic sub-disciplines where there is much more to be lost than gained by trashing a new title, regardless of how short on merit the book might be. Especially for junior scholars, who increasingly write the lion’s share of academic book reviews, even the most knowledgeable and brilliantly argued critique can do more to alienate influential scholars and their allies than establish a reputation for deep learning and critical insight.
How, then, to enforce a higher standard in academic book reviewing? A general impulse to pull back, reassess, and invent new models is healthy. A few suggestions for starters:
First, create an ethic that makes reviewing the work of a close friend a clear breach of academic protocols, taboo along the same lines as plagiarism. Obviously, in many cases the best reviewer of a particular work will be someone who has long worked alongside the author in his or her field. But, for the sake of reviewing integrity, the Modern Language Association, American Historical Association, and other professional organizations for “book disciplines” should articulate standards outlining when it is and is not acceptable to review a colleague’s book. These documents could then become standard texts in graduate seminars and methods courses in the relevant fields.
Second, establish a standard practice in which journals clearly express the tone and level of critique they expect in book reviews. In many fields, there is currently a “one-size-fits-all” approach, in which reviewers receive no journal-specific instructions (other than about length and citation style), and there is a general assumption that all journals expect the same basic thing. Given the widely divergent opinions among academics, however, about what the ideal review should accomplish, reviewers and readers alike would benefit from explicit statements about the journal’s attitudes. For instance, some academics believe that the ideal review should summarize the book’s aims and, in a spirit of generosity, highlight what it adds to the field. Others want an expert’s opinion on where a new book succeeds, where it falls short, and, dust-jacket blurbs aside, just how significant a contribution it makes to the field. There is certainly room for both styles of review, but it would require much less suspicion and between-the-lines reading on the part of the reader if he or she knew whether a particular journal had a policy of featuring either “accentuate the positive” or “warts and all” reviews.
Third, our new digital age should ideally facilitate radical new approaches to reviewing. Some sites might feature new twists on old debates (e.g., experimenting once again with anonymous reviewing) or more civil versions of the comments section featured in many newspaper and magazine websites. In the spirit of dialogue rather than defensiveness, the practice of authors responding to reviewers could become the norm rather than a right exercised only in the face of particularly mean-spirited or libelous reviews. Such practices are already being experimented with at sites like Review 19, but more often than not reviewers fall back into old habits rather than embracing the potentially disruptive new genre.
Finally, in a world where at least half of academic books are at one point or another named a “must-read” for students and scholars in the field, more reviewing venues might follow the lead of the website CHOICE in producing a year-end list of “Outstanding Titles” that includes no more than 10 percent of the books reviewed over the course of the year. Obviously, this might open up yet another avenue for puffery, but if journal editors embraced an ethic in which puffery were as offensive as plagiarism, they might burnish their credentials for fairness by refusing to consider books published by members of the editorial board.
All of this is just a beginning, but if we’re sincerely dedicated to open, rigorous exchange, we need to enforce the same protocols in academic reviewing that we would expect in consumer and literary reviews. If these suggestions sound too daunting, we must remember that the industry has the capability to self-correct – and has done so before. In the 1820s and 1830s, when literary Britain had finally had enough of empty and deceptive reviews, an unofficial consortium of authors, critics, and editors came together to suggest new standards for reviewing. As a first step, they began naming names—publishing detailed lists of authors suspected of “buttering” their own or their friends’ works. They also experimented with what we would call “open review,” in which journals began publishing the names of reviewers. More than anything, this consortium united around the slogan of “critical independence,” building theoretically impermeable barriers between review periodicals and the book industry. We do not need to take every page from this playbook, but with the enormous transformations currently underway in publishing, the moment is right for a second great reformation in literary and academic reviewing.
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Seventeen years after the infamous 1995-96 shutdown, we find ourselves again beset with the consequences of fractured political parties, with Congress and the president having just emerged from a shutdown crisis and narrowly averted default on our national debt. Not surprisingly, a good deal of punditry has focused on the causes of political polarization. Gerrymandering is a favorite bête noire, as is the effect of a politically splintered media and Internet landscape. In fact, polarization is a multi-layered development that eludes one simple answer; its roots go back decades before it became a truly national phenomenon in the 1990s.
The first point to make is that we are indeed more polarized than ever. Our parties today are more distinctive and homogenous than at any time in American history, save perhaps during the late nineteenth century. The fact that fewer and fewer moderates populate either party in Congress is evident from nearly every measure of ideology employed by political scientists.
As evidence we need to look no further than DW-NOMINATE, a formula developed by Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal based upon roll call votes taken in the House and the Senate, widely considered as the standard. Poole and Rosenthal use a single-dimension graph to show much of the variation in public expressions of ideology, and they show the dramatic rise of polarization in recent decades. As one can see here, the ideological difference between the modern-day member of Congress in both the House and the Senate far exceeds the historical average all the way back to the nineteenth century.
So the question is not whether we are truly more polarized, but how we got there. The most-favored hypotheses include gerrymandering, partisan sorting, and population shifts that have packed Democrats in cities and spread Republicans “across suburbs, exurbs, and rural areas” in the words of The Washington Post’s Dan Balz. In fact, many scholars are skeptical about the true effects of gerrymandering, even though lawmakers and the press make much of this as a cause. Research suggests that gerrymandering is, at best, only a marginal culprit for polarization. After all, both the House and Senate have become more polarized, but Senate races are, of course, statewide. Something else is afoot.
When we look at the other theories suggested, the biggest methodological problem is that that some of the critical factors leading to polarization all happen to occur at roughly the same time, so this leaves us with a chicken-and-egg conundrum. For example, technological leaps in computational power and database management have made it easier for campaigns to pinpoint the partisan leanings of neighborhood blocks, but this has coincided with the trend of voters moving to more ideologically homogenous communities—a factor documented amply by Bill Bishop in The Big Sort.
Furthermore, voters have sorted themselves out in ways other than geography, and this started in the 1970s. As lawmakers began to represent more homogenous congressional districts and congressional parties became less diverse ideologically, Republicans and Democratic voters became increasingly more conservative and liberal, respectively. Split-ticket voting has now reached record lows. As documented by the Pew Center for the People and the Press, Republicans and Democrats, on a host of issues, have aligned themselves more consistently with the ideological poles of their parties.
With the demise of conservative Southern Democrats and liberal Northeast Republicans, elites and voters alike found themselves in parties that were increasingly singing the same ideological tune across an array of issues. What had once been a raucous cacophony within the parties had become two distinct and loud opposing chants seeking to drown each other out through sheer will and persistence. This is a seismic shift since the 1960s, when political scientist Philip Converse famously wrote a seminal article about how most voters were ideologically “unconstrained”, exhibiting little interest in bringing consistency to their diverse political beliefs.
The first major crisis of polarization shook the country in the mid-1990s, when the GOP regained control of Congress and forced the 1996-96 shutdown. In the first two tumultuous years of the Clinton administration, the GOP refused to help the president on his domestic agenda, and this strategy worked: in 1994, they aggressively exploited Clinton’s rocky start to take control of Congress for the first time in 40 years. Citing what he saw as an electoral mandate, Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich caused the first lengthy shutdown of the federal government in a bid to force the president to balance the budget and trim entitlement spending. As we now know, the result emboldened Clinton’s presidency, hurt Republican chances to retake the White House, and tarnished Gingrich’s reputation. But polarization continued unabated.
The episode prompted scholars to look more closely at the country’s growing political divide. One of the best, more recent works is Sean Theriault’s Party Polarization in Congress, which looks at 30 years of congressional history. Theriault’s sophisticated, multilayered analysis finds that gerrymandering is indeed partly to blame, as is the “great sort” of voters, both ideologically and geographically. But other factors are also at play. Theriault notes, for example, that polarization has not only increased on substantive votes in the House and Senate, but also on routine procedural motions that once had been considered routine and often passed with considerable bipartisan majorities. What was going on?
To answer that question, Theriault and others have found three factors important to understanding the perpetuation of polarization and congressional fights. The first is the rise of “narrowcasting,” or the spread of information to increasingly specialized niche audiences. The second is the psychological phenomenon known as group polarization, or voters moving with their feet, which is aided and abetted by narrowcasting. Finally, congressional majorities have smaller governing margins available to pass legislation than they used to, and this has reduced the incentive to work across party lines; party cohesion is placed at a premium. The first two factors affect voters and political elites, while the final factor results in party leaders resorting to increasingly creative methods to advance party objectives while shutting out the minority party. We need to understand all three as necessary conditions for polarization.
This framework also helps us understand the media equation. One key driver of narrowcasting is cable television and the Internet, which have created ever-smaller spaces for individuals to segment themselves by their particular interests. In the 1960s, television consisted of the three major networks and a few independent stations. Cable allowed the proliferation of stations catering to specific interests of viewers – including political coverage. Starting with the rise of conservative talk radio in the 1980s, voters now select news sources aligned with their politics. This comports with long-held documentation by psychologists that individuals try to avoid cognitive dissonance; that is, messages and information conflicting with their beliefs and predispositions.
With the decline of the centrist and nonpartisan press, voters can more easily avoid viewpoints out of step with their own. The legal scholar Cass Sunstein has argued that the rise of the Internet and the ability to create a “Daily Me” catering to one’s own beliefs and values goes so far as to threaten democratic discourse. A recent study of social networks demonstrates the consequences of this: Republicans and Democrats alike are far more likely to have friends and follow feeds aligning with their own political dispositions. What people tweet and share is highly correlated with their political inclinations, which only exacerbates the problem. There is no shared space to engage in cross-partisan, cross-ideological dialogue.
In turn, the ability to filter out views discordant with one’s own has made it increasingly likely that this chorus of like-mindedness can actually make one’s own beliefs more extreme via group polarization. As documented by the late psychologist Irving Janis, group dynamics in decision-making can lead to suboptimal results because the same dynamics moving a group to consensus can actually stifle debate. Group polarization also moves group consensus and dynamics to behavioral extremes. Self-segmented groups with little external checks on behavior tend to foster ever more extreme behavior. No doubt, this occurs among citizens who are isolated from alternative perspectives and points of view -- all of which increases the tendency politically to polarize.
If elites and the public are increasingly able to protect themselves from “dangerous” views, members of Congress find themselves increasingly beholden to producing ideological victories for those groups that are the bedrock of their constituencies. The problem, of course, is that not only is divided government pervasive in the post-World War II era, but the ability to marshal a majority voting coalition has become ever more difficult. In 1940, the average House majority party had nearly a 65-seat cushion of control. This rose to almost 110 seats in the 1970s. In 1990, the decade Republicans managed to wrest the House from the Democrats, this fell to 47. The following decade, the margin shrunk again to 34, and in the last two years it has increased only slightly, to 41 seats. Since the 2012 election, House Republicans have only a 17-seat majority.
Instead of building bipartisan coalitions, the result of slimmer margins of control is that majority party leaders increasingly resort to procedural innovation to secure legislative victories that will advance party objectives. Their hope is that this will enhance the party’s electoral brand and yield more decisive electoral control. These innovations have included the increased use of “closed rules” in the House of Representatives that limit the minority’s ability to debate and amend legislation (as documented by Barbara Sinclair at UCLA), and the rise of filibustering in the Senate by the minority to prevent majority-party victories. The cumulative effect of these tactics is fewer and fewer legislative victories, more animosity between the parties, and a search for additional leverage to accomplish majority party objectives.
As I have documented with Justin Grimmer, Craig Goodman, and Frances Zlotnick in a recent paper presented at the American Political Science Associations annual conference (view the presentation here), the minority party is more inclined to resort to partisan rhetoric to excite the base and create a winning electoral narrative. So it should not have been a surprise that the GOP sought to use the debt limit, sequestration, and the shutdown of government itself to advance its goals, given that passing legislation of any substance or significance has become nearly impossible due to divided government and the GOP’s own internal divisions.
The gridlock that led to the government shutdown, in short, was the product of several forces: polarization of elites and the masses, narrower margins of control in both legislative chambers, and the willingness of party leaders to increasingly resort to creative procedural means to advance partisan agendas. Is this the new normal in Washington? Perhaps. But this leads to the question of how long voters will tolerate this tension in government – and whether realignment is in the works.
Realignment theory, developed by the scholars V.O. Key and Walter Dean Burnham beginning in the 1950s, posited that grand, sweeping political change is relatively unusual in the U.S. For dramatic political transformation to occur, an electoral realignment fueled by voter mandates via sweeping electoral victories is necessary to produce the unified government needed to move beyond gridlock. In a realigning election, not only would the governing elite itself be replaced; voters would shift their longstanding partisan allegiances to the support the new governing majority.
Although realignment theory has fallen out of favor, one question we now need to ask is whether Congress’ persistent inability to govern will create enough anger to push voters outside of their narrow ideological boxes in search of governing majorities. That may be the only way we can move the country to a new equilibrium and break the current political stalemate. Whether a return to the elusive realignment augers a more liberal or more conservative direction – or something different altogether -- remains to be seen.
Realigning elections are rare, occurring only five times in the past (1800, 1828, 1860, 1896, and 1932). For one to occur in the 2016 cycle, we would expect to see the first signs in the 2014 midterm elections. First, we would witness a consistent shift in precinct vote totals advantaging one party across a wide geographic area. Second, we would see a movement in voter affiliation to the same party. This would result in the voters decisively giving one party unified control of Congress. Following the midterm, these patterns would intensify in a realigning election of 2016, leading the majority party to not only capture the presidency but to do so with overwhelming support in the popular and Electoral College vote. In the last electoral alignment, for example, Democrat Franklin Roosevelt crushed incumbent Republican Herbert Hoover, winning 42 states and 472 Electoral College votes. The New Deal realignment not only gave the Democrats huge governing majorities in the House and the Senate, but led to Democrats winning many down-ballot races across the country.
In my last piece for Symposium Magazine, I predicted that Democrats would fare poorly in the 2014 midterm elections. I stand by that prediction, with the qualification that such a result hardly is tantamount to a Republican realignment. Instead, Republican gains would be merely consistent with historical patterns going back to the 1930s. For the 2014 midterms to auger a Republican realignment, voters of all ages and backgrounds would need to abandon the Democratic Party en masse, while Democrats would sustain losses not just among vulnerable incumbents but among those in safe seats today. Given how poorly the GOP brand has fared in the aftermath of the government shutdown, this is highly unlikely. As for Democrats, the best-case scenario is that they minimize any midterm losses – but winning the House remains a long shot.
Conversely, if Democrats minimize their losses – or even narrowly retake the House – this does not augur a Democratic realignment. Something truly devastating would have to occur to push the electorate decisively and completely into the arms of either party – say, a total disaster of the Affordable Healthcare Act rollout, or a global economic catastrophe precipitated by a debt-ceiling breach. Otherwise, it is unlikely that 2014 will produce the congressional victories and voter displacement of the sort signaling an upcoming realignment in 2016. In turn, the new normal of intense partisanship and inability to govern is likely to persist for some time to come, providing Americans with ever more frustration and consternation.
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The intriguing results of a new study out of Jamaica have caught the attention of scholars and journalists alike. Citing data collected over 20 years, researchers released a paper last March comparing a group of toddlers from low-income families who received psychosocial stimulation to a comparable group who received no such treatment, and they found that early educational intervention increased the former’s average earnings by 42%. Moreover, the earnings of the stimulated underprivileged group caught up with those of their better-off peers, suggesting that early intervention is a key driver in reducing inequality. Children in that group were also more likely to immigrate to wealthier countries, like the U.S. and U.K., which broadened their educational and professional opportunities. In short, there are sweeping political implications here – namely, how much should a government invest in early childhood education?
Before we can talk about the politics, though, we need to look at the methodology. I’ve been asked to comment by Prof. Hal Pashler of the University of California-San Diego (among others) so I’ll use this short essay to make a few points about how the experiment was set up, and how to think about the researchers’ numerical results. As I’ll explain, I think the basic premise is plausible, but the small sample size, among other issues, makes me question whether the earnings boost is as large as the authors claim. I’ll add here that the latter part of this essay is aimed at readers who are familiar with the report in particular, and with statistics in general.
The paper -- “Labor Market Returns to Early Childhood Stimulation: A 20-year Followup to an Experimental Intervention in Jamaica,” by Paul Gertler, James Heckman, Rodrigo Pinto, Arianna Zanolini, Christel Vermeerch, Susan Walker, Susan M. Chang, and Sally Grantham-McGregor -- touches on a debate that is fundamentally political: How effective are educational interventions? Education is a huge sector of the economy and a huge part of our lives, and the past several decades have seen an explosion of education research. There remains a lot of controversy about what works and what doesn't, and for which students. Long-term experiments on children's lives are costly in time, money, and human resources. As a result, major decisions on education policy can turn on the statistical interpretation of small, idiosyncratic data sets -- in this case, a study of 129 Jamaican children.
There is another debate as well, one that relates to perennial questions of nature and nurture. At the most basic level there is an ongoing disagreement between those who believe that poor people are inevitably poor and little can (or should) be done about it, versus those who ascribe socioeconomic differences to differences in opportunity. The first group (roughly speaking, conservatives) tends to think of economic inequality as a product of human nature, and they tend to favor measures that preserve some social inequality without economic intervention. The second group (roughly speaking, liberals) recommends redistribution and other measures for directly and indirectly reducing economic inequality.
Beyond differences in values, liberals and conservatives tend to have different views on the effects of experiences on life outcomes, with liberals tending to favor "nurture" explanations, which imply that, with sufficient resources, society can reduce poverty and inequality. Conservatives lean toward "nature," so that people will end up where they end up, and they view government policies as having little effect except to throw grit into the economic engine and reduce prosperity for all. Liberals latch on to stories about amazing teachers who lead low-income children to surprising success, while conservatives groove on biologically-flavored stories such as those of identical twins, separated at birth, who meet decades later and find they dress the same way, have similar jobs, and prefer the same favorite flavor of ice cream. These links are not absolute, but they give a political tinge to what could otherwise in theory be a purely scientific debate.
So this brings up back to the report by Gertler and his colleagues. Their claim that early childhood stimulation dramatically raised earnings provides a big boost to the "nurture" side of the story. And an interesting back-story here is that the second author on the paper is James Heckman, the Nobel Prize winner from the University of Chicago's economics department, traditionally a stronghold of political conservatism. Amid the commentary on the blogosphere, Pashler questioned whether I was bothered by the statistical challenges in this small-sample study.
I replied that the two key concerns seem to be: (1) the very small sample size (thus, unless the effect is huge, it could get lost in the noise) and (2) the correlation of the key outcome (earnings) with immigration. The authors are aware of the challenges of interpreting the result in light of the immigration factor, but I'd like to see more here. In particular, I’d suggest including graphs of the individual observations. And, as always in such settings, I'd like to see the raw comparison -- what are these earnings, which, when averaged, differ by 42%? Finally, I'd like to see these data broken down by emigration status. That bit did worry me a bit. Once I have a handle on the raw comparisons, I'd then like to see how this fits into the regression analyses.
The published analysis generally seems thoughtful and reasonable, as one would expect given that Heckman is a coauthor. But I'm inclined to just ignore the section on the permutation tests because my substantive interest is in the size of the effect (and the size of interactions), not in the test of whether the effect is exactly zero. I wouldn't have thought of multiple comparisons as being too much of a problem -- after all, earnings are the usual outcome that economists look at in such studies -- so I wasn't quite sure why the authors devoted a section (4.1.4) to discuss how to account for multiple comparisons.
Furthermore, I didn't really look at the comparison with the nonrandomized group. That analysis might be just fine, but it's the randomized analysis that is the headline result, so that's what I focused on.
Overall, I have no reason to doubt the direction of the effect, namely, that psychosocial stimulation should be good. But I'm skeptical of the claim that income differed by 42%, due to the reason of the statistical significance filter. In section 2.3, the authors are doing lots of hypothesizing based on some comparisons being statistically significant and others being non-significant. There's nothing wrong with speculation, but at some point you're chasing noise and picking winners, which leads to overestimates of magnitudes of effects.
So those are my thoughts. My goal here is not to "debunk" but to understand and quantify. This story relates to a debate within statistical methodology regarding the interpretation of statistically significant findings from small studies. Traditionally, once a result reaches the 5% significance level in a randomized experiment, it is taken as a (provisional) scientific fact. Yes, everyone knows that these experiments are not perfect: participants drop out of the study, measurements can be systematically in error, multiple hypothesis testing affects the meaning of p-values, and individual studies have their own peculiarities, such as different rates of migration in treatment and control groups (as in this particular example). Still, such problems are typically taken to just slightly weaken the confidence with which we can believe statistically significant findings.
More recently, though, a group of researchers in medicine and psychology -- including John Ioannidis, Uri Simonsohn, Brian Nosek, and others -- have expressed concern that statistically significant published results are routinely overestimating the sizes of effects, often representing patterns from noise. I have found these arguments to be convincing enough that whenever I see a published claim, I tend to think it is an overestimate.
It's just the nature of scientific reporting: the estimates near zero remain unpublished or get adjusted higher (based on decisions arising from reasonable scientific judgments), while the high estimates remain. I have every reason to think the effect of childhood stimulation is positive for most children -- I would have been inclined to believe this already, and this study provides further evidence in that direction -- but I can only assume that the 42% number is an overestimate.
Where does that leave us, then? If we can't really trust the headline number from a longitudinal randomized experiment, what can we do? We certainly can't turn around and gather data on a few thousand more children. If we do, we'd have to wait another 20 years. What can we say right now?
My unsatisfactory answer: I'm not sure. The challenge is that earnings are highly variable. We could look at the subset of participants who did not emigrate, or, if there is a concern that the treatment could affect emigration, we could perform an analysis such as principal stratification that matches approximately equivalent children in the two groups to estimate the effect among the children who would not have emigrated under either condition. Given that there were four groups, I'd do some alternative analyses rather than simply pooling multiple conditions, as was done in the article. But I'm still a little bit stuck. On one hand, given the large variability in earnings, it's going to be difficult to learn much this sort of small-sample between-person study. On the other hand, there aren't a lot of good experimental studies out there, so it does seem like this one should inform policy in some way. In short, we need to keep on thinking of ways to extract the useful information out of this study in a larger policy context.
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Whether it is in film, museums, or battlefield exhibits, certain historic myths and half-truths seem to endure in American culture. One of your targets is the perception that the British lost the Revolution due to their incompetence. What is it like as a historian to correct these views, as you did in your book?
I do understand the need for preserving myths up to an extent. But we also lose an opportunity to look at both sides clearly. If all we do is portray George Washington as victorious and not talk about his many setbacks, we won’t understand the man. In many ways, the lesson to take away from Washington was that he was able to persevere and learn from his many mistakes. And he is a greater individual for that. If we cling to this myth of incompetence among the British, it diminishes the achievements of commanders like Washington and Nathanael Greene.
We also lose sense of how closely the war was fought. In my book, I argue that while there was major support in the colonies for the revolution – which the British underestimated -- the anti- government, anti-tax sentiment was so extreme that it almost bankrupted the cause. Washington had to borrow money from the personal credit of the Comte de Rochambeau in order to march his troops from New York to Yorktown, while Congress relied heavily upon loans from France.
I should add the purpose of my book was not to romanticize a particular group of British leaders but to make the point that these were men of substance. This was, in fact, a competitive aristocracy, because under the practice of primogeniture, the eldest son inherited the majority of the family wealth, while the younger sons had to go off and earn a living. The military was the most obvious route, so it was much closer to a meritocracy.
That all said, my aim was both to critique the myth of British leadership found mostly in media portrayals and popular histories but also to contribute to the scholarship -- to engage both a scholarly and lay audience.
You often point to Mel Gibson’s “The Patriot,” which came under a lot of fire, as an example of how these erroneous conceptions of the war persist.
I use this movie a lot when I give my talks. And yes, it was criticized on many fronts. Spike Lee and others saw a sanitized picture of slavery, and because of some well-known inaccuracies, it’s one of the few movies that British film-goers actually got upset about. One of my favorite examples to point out is the scene when the British Gen. Cornwallis complains about his blanket and obsesses about his dogs like a privileged aristocrat, and his home is far more elaborate than any house in America at the time. None of this is true.
When we step back, though, we see the film is very typical of movies about the American Revolution, especially its depiction of an inept British leadership. This is simply not the case, as my book shows. The irony is that Mel Gibson could have made this into a great film if he had depicted what the conflict really was -- both a civil war and a sharply contested war with Britain.
Many Americans also have this idea that much of the fighting was unconventional guerrilla warfare, another misconception fostered by “The Patriot.” In fact, it was a very conventional war fought by conventional armies. There were a few cases where guerrillas were successful and could hold a stalemate, especially in the South, but those victories could not have been possible without the achievement of the central army. All the major battles of the war – Saratoga, Yorktown, White Plains – were conventional European-style battles.
This is an important point, because Washington was not just concerned about winning, but winning in a way that made the cause look civilized compared to Europe. In guerrilla warfare, you see a breakdown of society and government, leading to anarchy. This could have happened very easily here, but it did not.
What are some other examples you like to point out?
If we go beyond film, the popular historian Barbara Tuchman also played up these myths, in her book March of Folly, describing the war as an unnecessary mistake. A third of that book is devoted to portraying a caricature of the British elite and British commanders. But we need to remember that her obsession at the time was the Vietnam War, and she wanted to show the folly of war.
On the flip side, I thought HBO’s “John Adams” was much better, in terms of accuracy as well as nuance. We have, for example, that memorable scene of Americans tarring and feathering a loyalist in Boston. It’s a horrible and dramatic act of cruelty – and it really happened. I also like to show the clip of Adams presenting himself as first American diplomat to George III. The entire dialogue in that sequence is reproduced from Adams’ letter describing the meeting. And that vignette captured very well the feelings of both sides. Both he and George III showed great magnanimity.
Why do you think some of these myths and half-truths endure?
At one level, we understand that nations need myths, and that the American Revolution binds us together. And when we look to museums and battlefield displays, we still see this narrative of a united cause. But I think one reason there was a misunderstanding for so long is that it took root on both sides. In Britain, following the revolution, the generals and politicians sought to blame each other. So the idea that poor leadership “lost” the colonies became even more powerful than here in the U.S. We always want to explain away failure, and for Britain, this wound up being portrayed as just one bad chapter in between the victories of the French and Indian War and the Napoleonic wars.
This is part of my argument as to why the British did not, in fact, entirely “fail.” They succeeded in defeating the French Navy after Yorktown and preserving much of the rest of the British Empire, which covered half of the global population by the time of George III’s death in 1820. It had become the largest empire in world history.

