Foreword

PHILIP SELZNICK’S life’s work is distinctive in character and dis-
ringuished in qu::.iiry. That is equ::.ily true of this new book, A Humawnist
Science, both in its own right and for the underlying themes and implica—
tions of that larger body of work and rhoughr, which it discloses, distills,
and extends.

Selznick has been an eminent and influential thinker in a wide
range of social scientific disciplines, among them organization rheory,
geneml sociolog}', socioiogy of law, and social philosophy. He has written
on many subj ects, and his ideas have undergone cumulative refinement
and deveiopment. Wevertheless, his thought has a deep and sustained
coherence. Itis, however, a complex coherence, not that of someone with
just one thing to say.

One aspect of this coherence lies in Selznick’s evoiving views of the
proper character of social inquiry and of its proper focus. A Humanist
Science is above all, and almost iitera.iiy, a distillation of these views. The
word “distillation” is important here. T doubt that many peopie read-
ing his e:lrly work would have realized the extent to which many of the
themes central to this one were already animating the P.’.lI‘tiCUl:lI‘ discus-
sions there. I'm not even sure that Selznick aiways knew it. Sometimes,
however, reading a writer's works backward is reve::.iing. Doing 50 roday,
ohe is struck by the remarkable extent to which Selznick’s ceuvre con-
tinually plays on and develops a coherent range of deep themes.

The first stage of Selznick’s intellectual developmenr beg:m short-
ly before the Second World War, with an intense period of poiitica_i
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engagement in that improbably fertile womb of academic (and litemry)
productivity, the New York Trotskyist movement, its parties and party-
lets, factions and fractions. From that engagement came several writings
read by a small number of clever would-be, soon would-have-been, and
then never-wanted-to-be revolutionaries. Qut of it, too, came Selznick’s
lifelong concern with “the conditions and processes that frustrate ideals
or, instead, give them life and ho_pe.”' Some of his erstwhile colleagues
abandoned such concerns when they ceased to be Trotskyists. Selznick
never did. In one way and another, rhey animated all his subsequenr
scholarl}' work, which began at the same time and, after the war, devel-
oped into classic contributions to the sociological rheory oforganizarions
and institutions (7VA and the Grass Roots [1947], The Organizational
Weapon [1954], Leadership in Administration [1957]), and general sociol-
ogy [Sacfofogy, with Leonard Broom, seven editions).

In his second period, beginning in the mid-1950s, Selznick became
a founding and prominent member of the law and society movement,
and founder of the Law and Society Center (1961) and later the Jurispru-
dence and Social Policy (JSP) Program (1978) at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley. The JSP was the first Ph.D. program in an American
law schoel and remains one of the very few: Ttwas also distinctive among
pioneering law and society endeavors in its determination sysrem:lric:l.lly
to marry philosophical and sociologica.l insights with each other and
apply them to matters of pmctica.l _pohcy consequence. As Selznick put
it at the time, its “stress on humanist scholarship disringuishes what we
are about from recent precursors of JSE including the law and society
movement. . . . I believe we can and should have a hrger aspiration—
the clarification of fundamental values. For this, we must rely he:u—'ily on
philosophical, cultural, and historical modes of'inquiry.”: In this period
Selznick also published several important essays (particularly “Sociol-
ogy and Natural Law” [1961]), and books (Lauw, Society and Industrial
Justice [1969] and Law and Society in Transition: Towards Responsive Law
[1978, reprint 2001]), notable, among other things, for their explicit and
pervasive interweaving of descriprive, :ln:lly‘ric, normative, and policy—
oriented concerns.
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His third period, which includes the present volume, has been more
reflective than investigative, and more wide—ranging in scale and scope
than his earlier work. It began with his magisterial The Moral Common-
wealth (1992), a work of social philosophy (or Phiiosophicai socioiogy)
of exrr:lordin:lry range, ambition, erudition, and richness, concerned to
expiore the sources of “moral cornperence” in persons, institutions, and
communities. Tt is a remarkable feat of intellectual architecture, both in
its internal combination oi:ciariry and compiexiry, scholarship and origi-
n::.iiry, and as a kind of elaborate piece of intellectual bridge buiiding,
which spans and connects many topics and fields, in positive and norma-
tive socioiogy, poiiticai and moral phiiosophy, and much else.

Having finished that major work, Selznick felt there remained
loose ends to be tied up: one mote speciﬁc and substantive in concerns
and the other more genera_i and in part methodoiogica_i, though metheod
and substance are r:lreiy far apart in his rhinking. Some new substantive
themes had begun to emerge during the writing of The Moral Common-
wealth (though they were preﬁgured much earlier), h:wing to do with the
communitarian turn of his rhoughr. He wanted to communicate these
themes as much to a iarger educated audience as to his peets, The Com-
munitarian Persuasion (2002) was the result. And distinct from, though
cioseiy connected with, his views about the substance of social and po-
litical phiiosophy, Selznick alse had iong_pmcriceci and advocated an ap-
proach to thinking about social, _poiitica.i, iega.i, and moral matters that
blended phiiosop hy, particuiariy moral phiiosophy, and social rhoughr in
a way that came to form what he called “humanist science.” The JSP was
an example of this, but his canvas was always larger than law. The present
work represents an attempt to distill the elements of that larger aspira-
tion, exempiify it, sketch where it might lead, and recommend it. Again
he has had in mind an audience ofinteiiigent readers, going beyond aca-
demic speciaiists bur inciuding them as well

AS ONE WOULD EXPECT from a socioiogist of Selznick’s eminence,
all of his work is unmismkabiy sociologicai in provenance, perspective,
and sensibiiity, but in all of it one sees signs—and over the last forty years
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those signs have become unamb iguous and progr:u'nm:lric—rh:lr he has
“an ecumenical view of that discipline,”B one that includes _politic:d, legal,
and moral theor}', with blurred boundaries not rigorously pohced, which
we are encouraged to cross.

Tn Selznick’s hands, social theory is an integrative pursuit, commit-
ted to both the expl:m:lrion and the evaluation of social phenomena. This
inclusive aspiration is key, in opposition (“revolt” would be too harsh a
word for Selznick’s temperament but not too strong for his conviction)
to the “academic myopia” that he attributes in large part to the “r::.mpanr
multiculturalism in academic life.”™ Much as he admires academic dis-
ci_plines, and clear though it is that he is by formation and intellectual
character a sociologisr, he laments that

the disciplines to which many of us have devoted our lives, into which we have
socialized our students, have unfortunately become intellectual islands. These
islands have their own jargon, their own culture, their own paradigms, their
own ways of thinking. These self-reproducing disciplines have often stood in

the way of serious engagement with major issues.

Of course, as Selznick is well aware, not gveryone agrees. This is
not news. When in 1969 he published Law, Society and Industrial Jus-
tice, his first extended monograph on law, the leg:d sociologisr Donald
Black responded with an extended review, protesting that while this was
splendid “sociological jurisprudence,” “undoubtedly the most erudite
and imaginative examp le of the natural-law :1ppro:1ch to :1ppe:1r,” it was
not sociology of law, not science.® Selznick’s response was one that the
old common law might have called “confession and avoidance,” and it
is rypic::l of his impatience with academic border p:lrrols. Yes, he mixes
sociology with jurisprudence, and with other normative disciplines as
well, but why not? "It seems late in the day, after so much waywardness
and so much srerility, to insist upon a full diverce of the theoretical and
the pmcric:ﬂ. In social science, as elsewhere, we pl:lce our bets on the en-
terprise of self-correction, not on a claim to complete obj ectix-'ir)-r.”6 There
is no evidence that his views on these matters have ch:mged. Humanist

science, and its o%pring normative social rheory, are not oxymorons but
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inescap:lble complernents, often rejected, not much pr:lcticed, hard to
do, but pregnant with possibihty.

The key to “humanist science” is Selznick’s long—adhered—to con-
viction that appreciation of the role and pl:ly of values and ideals in the
world is central to social underst:mding: what they are, what they do,
what threatens them, what protects and sustains them, what enables
them to flourish. That means :1cknowledging them as proper obj ects of
study, rather than mere epiphenomena of whatever is thought reaﬂy to
matter. It also requires identification of the values at stake in P:lI‘T.'iCLll:lI‘
social processes, practices, and institutions; clarification of the nature of
these values; understanding of what endangers them; and exploration of
the conditions in which they might thrive.

Since concern with values is omnipresent in this conception of social
science, a social scientist should be informed by traditions onhiloso_phi—
cal thought less chary ofde:ﬂing with values than is typical of some of the
more positivistic conceptions of behavioral (and leg:ﬂ) sciences. On the
other hand, since so much that is important about the _phy of values in
the world is subj ect to variation and refracted through particular contexts,
philosophic:ll specul:ltion needs to be anchored in an undersranding of
these matters of fact, contingency, and variety. And so social sciences.

And since Selznick’s concern is not with values applied to just any-
thing, but leays ultimately as they affect human persons, the learning with
which a social scientist needs to be familiar—in aid of “genuine under-
st:mding of human Fmilty, suﬁering, and potentiality”—wiﬂ center upon
those of the traditions of humanism, broadly conceived. The distinctive
aim of humanist science, blending insights from these various sources so
often se_parated, is “analytical and em_pirical study of ideals and virtues, un-
derstood as at once latent in and threatened by the vagaries of social life.” Tt
must be alive to “the wholeness and the complexity of human persons and
the contributions that social inquiry can make to human weﬂ—being.”

PART 1 of A Humanist Science fleshes out central elements of “the hu-
manist imagination” and both characterizes and exem_pliﬁes what Selznick
takes to be its preoccupations and spirit. Selznick draws attention to some
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classic contributions to the emergence and development of that imagina-
tion, to its com_piex character and muiti_pie incarnations, and to distinctive
concerns and insights to be found and genemted there, At the same time
that he reports some of the central themes and claims of humanist writ
ings, he characterizes the “gmin” of a styie oi:thought, what those drawn to
itare inclined to value and consider important to understand.

These broad-brush historical reflections draw with ease, eloquence,
and confidence on a life of reading and thought. What is em_ph:u;ized
is not paraded for its own sake or just for the record but to illustrate
the deveioprnent and to exernplii:y the P:lI‘T.'iCLli:lI‘ character of humanist
concerns, viewpoints, and sensibilities that are also Selznick’s own. They
are called upon and fashioned to show how they have been and may
be wedded to social investigation that is :u'npiy sc.r'mr.iﬁc without being
reciuctiveiy sctentistic, and whose “chief concerns are (1) to icientify dis-
tinctive or animating ideals and (2) to learn what conditions affect their
realization.”

In Part 2, “Realms of Value,” this mode of investigation, “social
science as moral inquity,” is then brought to bear on a range of “m::jor
topics in social science’ —social order and moral order, humanist virtues,
the motaiity of governance, rationa_iity and res_ponsibiiity, the qua_iity of
culture, law and justice—to show how these iarge topics might be illumi-
nated by humanist science. More general implications for moral philoso-
_phy, social science, and pubiic philosophy are ex_pioreci in Part 3.

THIS IS AN IMPORTANT and intriguing work, from at least three
points of view. The first is as evidence of a highiy individual and uncom-
mon mind and cast of mind at work, and tei:iecting on the _prociuct of a
life of thought. The book not oniy commends but exhibits a distinctive
intellectual and moral sensibility, as much as it cieveiops arguments ofr
garners evidence. That sensibiiity warrants attention, even apart from the
observations and arguments it generates, At any time, Selznick’s Ways of
thinking, refined and deveio_peci through a iong life of sustained inwves-
tigation, schoiarship, erudition, and reflection, would be distinctive and
of interest. The'y are all the more so tod:ly, since in many ways they run
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counter to the “spirit of the :1ge.” Selznick is no raging iconoclast, but A
Humanist Science represents a style of enterprise that few modern think-
ers would be able or willing to attempt. Implicit in Selznick’s measured
and ecumenical prose is a critique of much that is done by modern social
scientists, on the one hand, and by philosophers, on the other The work
itself conforms to none of the hyper—specia_iizations of late modernity,
though it is not withour respect for their achievements. With its roots
in John Dewey's thought, and enriched by Selznick’s own deep and long
Fan’liiiarity with an extremeiy rich range of thinkers from socioiogy, poiit—
ical science, psychology, phiiosop hy, law, theoiogy—the labels don't mat-
ter much to him—there are represented in these reflections a continuity
and character of thought that have few parallels in the medern academy:
Selznick is a thinker ofsigniﬁeance, and such a distillation of some of his
major commitments is to be welcomed, particuiariy since it is expressed
with eloquence and grace,

A second virtue has to do with how we, not rnerely he, should go
about thinking about the social, human world. For what Selznick rep-
resents is a point of view in medern social thought that deserves serious
consideration in its own right. Many people admire the power of mod-
ern sp ecializations, the skill inveolved, and the intellectual rewards to be
gained. But, as some will acknowiedge, all this cleverness comes at a price
in terms of, among other things, intellectual and moral spaciousness, and
iargeness of concerns, T believe Selznick’s book will remind most readers
of some of the virtues of such spaciousness and reach, and also of what
is lost when they are (as they often are) systematically, even proudly, re-
duced, and when methods replace problems as agenda-setters, Perhaps
“remind” is too optimistic a word here. Social scientists under a certain
age may well not have even encountered such virtues, let alone imagined
that a card—carrying social scientist might hazard to exhibit them, and
still less believe that they are central to his and their common vocation.

Selznick does believe this, and he argues for it, not as some piotiess
call for “interciisci_p iinarity” or “cross—discipiinarity” or even “transdisci-
piinarity” but rather as a demand that what we draw upon inteiiectuaiiy
match the character and complexity of what we are trying to understand.
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At a time when inrerdiscipiinary research receives a good deal ofiip ser-
vice, and when there is danger (often realized) of sliding into undisci-
piined mush, Selznick’s work is a reminder of what can be gained from
such boundary—crossings and even biurrings, when rhey are sensiriveiy
and intelligently undertaken. This interdisciplinarity is partly justa nec-
essary outgrowrh of the iargeness of Selznick’s concerns, but it is also a
producr of considered reflection on what is necessary for us to under-
stand and useFuiiy affect compiex social processes,

His determination to mix the concerns of social research and moral
philosophy is rare among ernpiric:ii social scientists, and the deprh of his
Phiiosophicai knowiedge and insight is rarer still. Tt is not the way most
social scientists have been trained, or think, today. Rﬁiatix-'eiy few share
his iarge view of the discipiine or would know what to do with it. On the
other hand, Selznickis a great socioiogist and he is concerned with bring—
ing to bear on normative, Phiiosophicai questions a close examination of
social realities and a disciplined undersranding of the way that compiex
and iarge social and poiitica_i institutions work, and vary, in the world.
Medern philosophers are commonly innocent of such matters,

Third, the book delineates for humanist science a subjecr with
which we are all concerned but by which walue-free social scientists are
too often merely embarrassed. We are invited to treat as central the fate
of values in the world and to learn to be Jierr—scienriﬁcaiiy aler—rto
“recurrent sources oi"vita_iity and ciecay. This is an agenda for a humanist
science of social life.” The book is full of wise and thoughrf'ui ap prais-
als of what matters in social life, what leads to social Hourishing, what
sorts of conditions allow humans to thrive and what sorts diminish our
chances. In all this, there is no shyness about expioring the q;n:ﬁf."ﬁ:ﬁﬁw
differences among human experiences, differences that Selznick laments
are of somewhat less concern in many of our ordimry social sciences than
they are in most of our ordinary lives. Within a humanist science, this
combination of facts and wvalues, appraisais and recommendations, is in
no way an embarrassment, as it is in so much behavioral science, where
it commoniy occurs anyway but coyiy, soite voce, even ciandestineiy. And
there is a great deal here that would spe:ik to an inreiiigenr non—speci::.iisr
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more direcrly, insighr[:ully, and helpFully than does standard-issue aca-
demic work

Some readers will be impatient with this message, with this style of
book, and indeed with the enterprise as a whole not “curring edge,” not
parading novelty, not advancing some revelatory new method or meth-
odology, too vague, cloudy, horrarory, and so on. There is somerhing in
this sort of criticism, and perhaps it is why books of this sort are rarer
than they once were. But it is not an accident that a great deal of med-
ern social science deals with topics smaller in EVery sense than Selznick’s,
some so small as to be handly visible, There is a great deal to be gained
when a scholar of distinction chances his arm and extends his reach in the
way that is done here. I'v[y own view is that any loss of “bite” or “rigor,”
in the modern behavioralist senses of these terms, is more than compen-
sated for by the largeness, fineness, and richness of the enterprise.

As might be exp ected of someone who has been writing forwell over
sixty years, there is an autumnal tone to this book. It is not an attempt
to plough new fields but rather to harvest what has been cultivated, and
what might still and again bear fruit It is not “originﬂ research” in the
modern sense, nor indeed as most of Selznicks own earlier works were.
This beok is rruly a distillation. But the _p:lrticular distillation is new,
clear, eloquent, fine—and frequently a delight to read. And, as always
with Selznick, one senses that one is in the hands of a wise, humane,
erudite, sane, and deeply reflective guide. His concerns may not always
be our own, we needn't follow him ex-'erywhere, but it is hard not to learn
from him. A Humanist Science is an elegant coda to a distinguished life
of thought and a statement of an important intellectual position, today
too rarely heard.

Martin Krygier



