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YUVAL LEVIN:  Thank you all for coming.  I’m Yuval Levin.  I am the editor of National Affairs.  I want 
to welcome you to the 2012 Bradley Symposium, a conversation honoring the life and work of James Q. 
Wilson.  National Affairs is very pleased once again to be cohosting the symposium together with Hudson 
Institute’s Bradley Center for Philanthropy and Civic Renewal.  And we are especially glad to have the 
opportunity to celebrate Jim Wilson, who among the other things he was, was so important to National 
Affairs as an advisor and a writer and a friend, who was so important to the Bradley Foundation, and who 
was so important personally to many of the people in this room.   
 
A few quick words of thanks before we begin.  First of all, to Bill Schambra and Kristen McIntyre at 
Hudson, who as always have done the real work to make this happen.  And of course, above all, to The 
Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, which supports so many important projects aimed at advancing 
American ideals and strengthening our country and its institutions and traditions.  We are very honored to 
have with us this morning some of the Foundation’s board members and their spouses and the Foundation’s 
staff.  Many thanks to all of you for everything you do.  And we’re particularly grateful to Dan Schmidt of 
Bradley for his guidance and wisdom regarding this particular event.   
 
Our subject today flows very naturally from the Bradley Foundation’s longstanding interest in the study of 
American government, culture, and society, and in efforts to strengthen and improve our country.  The 
attitude that the Foundation has long taken towards this work, a firm devotion to American ideals, combined 
with a realistic and firm practical mindedness was very much Jim Wilson’s attitude, and Wilson helped 
guide and advance the Foundation’s work at some key moments over the years.  So it is really very fitting 
that we should gather here to honor his memory today.   
 
James Q. Wilson passed away in March at the age of 80 and left behind an extraordinary legacy to a grateful 
nation that owes him much more than most Americans could ever know.  The sheer scope of his 
contributions to American life were really astounding.  He refined and enlarged our understanding of urban 
politics, crime, and law enforcement, bureaucracy, regulation, drug policy, the role of intellectuals in our 
public life, equality and elitism, the state of the family, moral reasoning, human nature.  We could go on and 
on and on.  He approached every subject with a genuinely open mind, with grace and with elegance, with a 
sober realism about the limits of our knowledge, the limits of power, and the limits of public policy to solve 
genuine human problems.  But at the same time, he understood that although we can never really know how 
public policy will work out, we have no choice but to try to improve our country and address its problems.  
He had a profound understanding of how character and culture shape every human action and every social 
institution, and how a failure to take account of that fact can lead to disastrous failures of public policy.   
 
Our goal today is to honor Wilson by thinking about his work and legacy, and to do so by engaging in 
conversation some of the people who knew both Jim and his work best of all, people who have studied with 
him, people who worked with him, and who learned from him.  With us to do that are Christopher DeMuth 
of the Hudson Institute, Karlyn Bowman of the American Enterprise institute, and Shep Melnick of Boston 
College.  And joining me to moderate the discussion and also participate in the conversation is Bill Kristol, 
who among many other titles is, of course, the editor of The Weekly Standard.  Let me pass things over to 
Bill to tell us a little bit more about the panelists and to get us started. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Thank you, Yuval, and we thank the Bradley Foundation for what has been in the 
past I think a very interesting symposium, and I really hope today’s will be up to or even exceed the 
standards of its predecessors.  I do want to thank the board, the directors, and staff of Bradley, who have 
come from Wisconsin to Washington. I think there is a little bit of a sense of coming from a quiet area of the 
country to the maelstrom of politics. [LAUGHTER]  But you’ve managed to reverse that very well this year.  
And I know we’re not supposed to talk about politics here, I was warned by eight times by Bill Schambra 
that the House of Sweden only rents out this room for educational activities and if I said the word 
Republican or Democrat we might be ushered out of here right away, but I do want to congratulate the 

http://www.nationalaffairs.com/
http://pcr.hudson.org/
http://pcr.hudson.org/
http://www.bradleyfdn.org/
http://www.bradleyfdn.org/
http://www.weeklystandard.com/


people of Wisconsin.  [LAUGHTER]  And to say that honestly, I don’t know that this would have happened 
without the Bradley Foundation.  It’s not an accident that Bradley, in addition to everything they’ve done 
nationally for over a quarter of a century, has done an awful lot in Wisconsin to foster fresh thinking about 
some of the challenges and dilemmas of the modern welfare state and education policy, fiscal policy, and 
pension policy.  So it’s appropriate that what happened Tuesday night happened where Bradley is 
headquartered.   
 
We have Shep Melnick, Chris DeMuth and Karlyn Bowman with us, who really need no introduction, and I 
won’t give them much of one.  Shep and I were undergraduates together at Harvard.  We both studied with 
Jim Wilson, but Shep actually had Jim as his dissertation advisor. He has done very important work in social 
and political science, very much in the spirit and along the lines pioneered by Jim Wilson and is now a 
distinguished professor at Boston College.  Chris studied with Jim also at Harvard.  Obviously he was 
president of AEI for almost a quarter century, is now at Hudson and worked very closely with Jim, who was 
on the board of academic advisors at AEI.  Chris’s own work, I’d say, is also very much in the spirit of Jim 
Wilson.  Karlyn worked closely with Jim at the American Enterprise Institute, and her own work, also, owed 
some debt to Jim and was very close to Jim over the years.  So it’s a very good panel.  I’m just supposed to 
moderate.  I may say a few words as well.  Each of our three panelists was asked to prepare brief remarks on 
different aspects of Jim Wilson’s work.  Shep Melnick on institutions and politics.  Chris on regulation, and 
Karlyn on culture and character.  So I think the way we’ll do this is, each will speak for maybe seven 
minutes or so.  We’ll then have a discussion on issues you may raise, but a free ranging discussion, and then 
have some time for questions and comments from the floor.  So Shep? 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  It’s great to be here.  Looking at this picture of a young James Q. Wilson reminds me of 
when Bill and I started grad school.  We both started in political theory, and we ended up about six years 
later in American politics.  And I think a major reason for that, speaking for myself, I think it’s true of Bill 
as well, is that we were so inspired by James Q. Wilson, and we could see what compelling intellectual work 
could be done on American politics.  So I don’t think I would be in this profession today if it hadn’t been for 
him.   
 
One of the paradoxes of Jim Wilson’s work is that he managed to become probably the most important and 
most widely recognized political scientist of his time, despite the fact that he was both politically and 
methodologically incorrect.  He clearly was more conservative than most political scientists, a profession 
that leans relatively significantly to the left.  And even more importantly, he didn’t embrace the fetish of 
quantitative methods of economic models and the sophisticated methodologies that dominated contemporary 
political science.  So how did he achieve this?  He won the distinguished award, the James Madison Award, 
and he tweaked political scientists when he gave the address by saying, the title of his address was, “Why 
James Madison would not win the James Madison Award,” which is quite clear he wouldn’t.  We now have 
a number of James Q. Wilson Awards, and my guess is in about ten years, James Q. Wilson wouldn’t be 
able to win a James Q. Wilson award either.   
 
So I thought I would say a word about the work that he did, both on politics and on organizations, to explain 
why it is that when you look at the syllabus of any important course on politics, it has key works by James 
Q. Wilson.  I’m going to focus on three of them.  The first is a book he wrote in 1962, The Amateur 
Democrat.  The second is his book, Political Organizations.  And the third is what I think is his best work, 
Bureaucracy.  So let me start and just say about two minutes on each one, what we learn from them, and 
why they prove to be so important in the long run.  I’m actually going to read a little bit.  This forum is not 
well-suited for that, but I once sat next to Jim at an APS panel, which had about ten people in the audience 
and he had typed out his entire remarks.  And I took from that if he does that preparation, I should always do 
that, too.   
 
So The Amateur Democrat.  The Amateur Democrat was published in 1962, and you might think that this is 
a book that has no current relevance in American politics, because it is about club politics in three cities, Los 
Angeles, New York, and Chicago.  And it’s about basically liberal reformers’ efforts to overthrow political 
machines.  However he pointed out that this book was not just about these liberal clubs, but what he called 
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the “amateur spirit.”  It was, he said, “A study of how a certain political mentality, one that has become more 
pervasive in American politics.”  And that really is quite prophetic, because he said that the amateur spirit, 
I’ll quote here, “was a belief that the proper motive for political action is a concern for the ends of politics, 
that participation in the management of the affairs of the party ought to be widespread and in accord with 
strictly democratic procedures, and that partly leaders and elected officials ought to be directly responsive to 
the substantive goals of party activists.”   
 
When he wrote the revised version of the book in 1966, he noted, while this has originally been about liberal 
groups, it was a perfect description of the 1964 Republican Convention.  You probably remember the 
Republican Convention was the point when Goldwater delegates decided they wanted to be a voice, not an 
echo.  And part of that voice involved booing Nelson Rockefeller.  That was the “amateur spirit,” Wilson 
pointed out.  This was not about just winning elections by giving voice to deeply held convictions of what 
public policy should be about.  It was about confrontation, not consensus building.  Two years later, after the 
second edition came out, we saw that same spirit in a much uglier version, the 1968 Democratic Convention 
that tore the Democratic Party apart.   
 
What Wilson described at the “amateur mentality” really has become the dominant mentality of politics 
today.  Most political scientists at the time applauded this.  He was deeply worried, because he saw it as a 
fundamental change in American politics.  You can see this concern in his later discussion of parties and 
polarization, because what the amateur spirit did, as he noted in 1962, before these things were apparent to 
most of us, is that it shifted power from those that are good at identifying disagreement and discontent, and 
shifted power away from those who were good at constructing compromise and consensus.  So it’s an old 
book, but it’s certainly well worth reading.   
 
The second book that I’ll mention is his book that came out in 1963, Political Organizations.  And this book 
was republished two decades later, because it became an essential part of how you teach and understand 
voluntary organizations.  He showed this encyclopedic knowledge of associations, from labor unions to 
political parties, to civil rights organizations, to trade associations, including what Bob Putnam has now 
called the animal groups, Eagles, Elks, Moose, and other voluntary associations.  And what he was most 
interested in, and this was his key contribution, is he looked at what are the incentives people have for 
joining these organizations.  And then, what difference does this make for the way these organizations 
behave in politics.  He started with the famous discussion of voluntary organizations by the economist 
Mancur Olson, who highlighted the problems free riders and collective action that most of us are quite 
familiar with.  If you ever do political organizing, you’re very deeply knowledgeable about this.  Mancur 
Olson and other economists basically said that many of the organizations that we see around us couldn’t 
possibly exist.  And being an empiricist, Jim said, they do exist and now said why.  And he looked at the 
incentives, especially two types that people have for joining these organizations.  One is what he called 
“solidary incentives,” which is the camaraderie and status and sense of belonging that comes from 
organizations.  And the other he called the “purpose of incentives,” that is the sense that you are 
participating, contributing to something that is a major important cause, that maybe you can’t change a great 
deal, but you want to be a part of it.   
 
Then he looked at how the organizations, based on these different incentives, behaved in politics.  He paid 
particular attention to organizations that were hard for economists to understand, you probably know the old 
saying that economists have predicted nine out of the last four recessions.  I think you could turn that around 
and say they have predicted four out of every nine voluntary organizations.  And what he showed was not 
just why these organizations exist, but how the incentives change political behavior.  I can give two political 
examples.  One is, why is it that political organizations based on solidarity incentives don’t engage in too 
much controversial political behavior?  And I’d simply say is, if what you want to do is socialize with the 
guys down at the Elks Club, you don’t want to get into a long discussion of whether gay marriage is good 
policy or not.  That is contrary to the nature of why you joined.  Even more important was, in fact, the 
purpose of incentives tend to ask people to make a very small contribution because of a huge problem.  Give 
us five dollars, and we can save the slaughter of whales.  We can stop global warming.  What does this do?  
Number one, these tend to be staff dominated organizations.  And number two, it means that they have to 



take very aggressive views, which makes it difficult for these staff members to make pragmatic 
compromises with other people.  And he was studying these organizations just at the time as they were 
becoming politically highly significant.  His timing was really quite remarkable.  He helped us understand 
what he later called “entrepreneurial politics,” which was not at all understood at the time.   
 
So let me turn finally to what I think is his masterwork, Bureaucracy, the book that came out in 1989.  This 
grew out of a course that some of us here had, Government 150.  When Bill and I took this course in ’73, 
I’ve got to say, the literature was not great.  And I have said that, then Wilson had these really brilliant 
lectures, and he would say, ‘Well, I got this from this work or that work.’  But we all knew that he didn’t.  
These were things that he happened to think about when he was reading these books.  And I say this because 
he really transformed the study of the topic.  Before he taught this course, it was the most dreadful topic one 
could imagine.  As a matter of fact, after receiving an award to the contribution to public administration, he 
said that if there was one thing that he had vowed to never teach was public administration. However he was 
told that if he wanted a job at Harvard, he had to do it.  So he made up this field.   
 
It’s very difficult to say what was so crucial in this book, Bureaucracy, because it is comprehensive but not 
theoretical.  In his typical modest way, he said, “What follows is not very theoretical, neither is it very 
practical.”  But somehow everyone reads it anyway.  So what did we learn?  Well, I just thought I’d mention 
four things.  One was that when you’re trying to understand any bureaucracy, public or private, it’s crucial to 
look at what people do at the bottom, what he calls the operators, the people who do the work that justifies 
the organization.  And how they define their task, the job that they do in a routinized basis, determines the 
nature of the organization.  It’s not what happens at the top.  It’s what happens at the bottom that is crucial.  
And these tasks are extraordinarily hard to change, especially from the top.   
 
Second point, effective autonomous agencies develop a strong sense of mission and organizational culture.  
This issue of culture, which we’ll come back to later, was really part of all of his writing.  One of the ironies, 
if you have a sense of mission, it makes the organization easy to run, but hard to change.  Now, one of the 
things I’ve learned from Jim Wilson is that there are terrible dilemmas in almost all aspects of politics.  So 
mission makes organizations easy to run, but really hard to change at all.  The third is that managers must 
learn that when you’re in a public organization, it can’t be run like a business.  A business, in government, 
management tends to be driven by constraints rather than goals.  One of my favorite lines in this book is 
when he describes business leaders who are always complaining about the fact that when they are in 
government, they have to spend all their time currying favor and dealing with complaints, rather than 
running their organization.  And to quote Jim Wilson, “The real work of the government executive is to 
curry favor and placate critics, because they can’t do much else.”   
 
And finally, one of the most interesting chapters in the book is on comparative political culture and 
comparative bureaucracy.  In this chapter he has a metaphor that I think I use in every class I teach.  And I 
would just quote it briefly here.  He said: 
 

Policy making in Europe is like a prize fight: Two contenders, having earned the right to enter the 
ring, square off against each other for a prescribed number of rounds; when one fighter knocks the 
other one out, he is declared the winner and the fight is over.  Policy making in the United States is 
more like a barroom brawl: Anyone can join, the combatants fight all comers and sometimes change 
sides, no referee is in charge, and the fight lasts not for a fixed number of rounds but indefinitely or 
until everyone drops from exhaustion… ‘it’s never over.’   

 
And that’s about as good a description of American politics as I can think of.   
 
Conservatives who read Bureaucracy are probably in for a mild shock.  There is no attack on the 
administrative state.  If anything, the book makes the reader somewhat more sympathetic to modest efforts 
by government officials to cope with the conflicting and multiple goals that are imposed on American public 
bureaucracy.  He elaborates on an argument he first made in a Public Interest article when he said that it was 
virtually impossible for any agency to be accountable and responsive, effective and equitable, efficient and 
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scandal free.  So what we should then try to do is figure out those things that government agencies can do 
well and to limit what we ask of them to those few things.   
 
So let me just conclude by saying that what I find really remarkable in James Q. Wilson’s work is first his 
insatiable curiosity about all things political, including about fishes and how they organize.  He wrote a book 
on watching fish and his appreciation of human variety.  He was interested in varying political mentalities, 
political motives, and he didn’t try to reduce everything to one type of human being.  Also, his ability to 
provide us with very useful analytical tools to make this complexity more understandable.  And finally, his 
warnings about thinking that we are completely in control of our political destiny and our understanding of 
how many things there are in the political world that we can’t control.  Thank you.  [APPLAUSE]  
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  I’ll say one word before asking my colleagues to discuss some of the themes you’ve 
raised.  The course we took, Gov 150, Shep was actually being very politic as a political scientist in 
describing the character of the course.  I remember going to this course, and I think there were two lectures a 
week, about an hour each, and these lectures were beautifully composed, crafted, serious and sober, but also 
witty, and it was such a pleasure to go there.  It was a fun course.  Then about three weeks in I decided that 
maybe I should take a look at some of the readings, and strolled over to the undergraduate library where they 
were on reserve.  This was a different era, needless to say, you read things differently than the students do 
today.  And I read about two of those articles, and they were so unbelievably boring that I really gave up. I 
was already a senior and I thought that I just wouldn’t care if I did very well in the course, I’d just go to the 
lectures and take the midterm and the final based on the lectures.  Shep, being a serious prospective 
academic, actually did do the readings.  But it turned out, luckily, if you memorized the lectures, you could 
do fine on the exam.  So I mean, Jim was politely assigning the classics of public administration as readings 
and was always extremely, in class, polite about his predecessors’ work.  But the gap, I would say, I’ve 
almost never seen anything like this.  The gap between the quality of his work and the quality of the field 
that he was working in was really obvious and astonishing, even to a 20 year old undergraduate.  But it’s 
good that you did the readings.  Shep can’t say he didn’t do the readings, as a major figure in political 
science.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
SHEP MELNICK:  Bill is right about that.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
KARYLN BOWMAN:  I have one question.  One of the essays that Jim sent me before he died was a draft 
manuscript, actually of Theda Skocpol’s new book on the Tea Party.  And though I haven’t read it yet, I’ve 
looked at some of the essays that she’s written about it, and he would probably put the Tea Party, and I guess 
this is my question, into the amateur camp. 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  Right.  I think he’d view that as a particularly good example of the amateur spirit.  When 
you think about the things that he thought were crucial, one is the emphasis above all on policy results, on 
participation, responsiveness of politicians, and to grassroots organizations.  So it really is quite remarkable 
that what he said in 1960 about amateur clubs, liberal clubs in New York City applies so well to the Tea 
Party today. 
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  Shep, one of the striking things about the difference between what he was doing and what 
was done before him in public administration is that he refused to participate in either of the main schools 
that the field consisted of.  He didn’t look at institutional structure exactly, and he didn’t look at individual 
psychology exactly.  We would say today he was part of the culture school, but really he was the culture 
school.  And from early on, from his first works on bureaucracy, you see him trying to explain human 
behavior as a function of the culture in which we exist.  The idea of institutional culture, which is so natural 
to those of us studying political science so many years later, is really novel in his kind of writing about 
bureaucratic institutions.  Where did it come from?  Is it in fact novel, and if so, where could it have come 
from? 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  That’s a good question. He started at a relatively conventional point, although influenced 
by Ed Banfield, which helps you be unconventional, about looking at individual motives.  And he drifted 



over his career to be much more interested in culture and in individual psychology.  You see that in his work 
in Bureaucracy.  He’s interested in incentives, and increasingly it goes to organizational culture.  And you 
see this in his work on crime.   
 
He was interested originally in trying to create incentives that would lead to less crime.  And by the end of 
his career, he’s really interested in how culture affected people’s propensity to engage in crime.  That’s 
really what” broken windows” is about—what is the collective culture surrounding people?  I think what I 
would say is, this sounds very naïve, I suppose, but it was just the power of observation.  He would study 
relentlessly various organizations, and he would look at ones that were highly successful.  He had an inside 
look at the FBI.  He studied the Social Security Administration and police departments.  And what he found 
was this organizational culture and the way in which organizations, I guess I’d stress this, organizations 
influence people’s understanding of what they’re doing really was one of the most important changes in his 
understanding of bureaucracy, and I think in the entire field. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  I think another way of saying that maybe would be, it seems to me, that Jim 
understood very early the importance of incentives, both individual and small group incentives, within 
bureaucracy, which was a bit of a break from the sort of naïve public administration work that didn’t think 
through what the actual real incentives of these different players was, as opposed to sort of the nominal goals 
of everyone working together simply to further the policy goals of the agency.  But his understanding of 
incentives, as you suggested, was broader than the sort of typical economist or economics understanding of 
incentives. 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  Public choice. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Right.  Public choice was a correction to a naïve kind of political science, but Jim’s 
is sort of a correction to maybe an excessively simple public choice.  You mentioned Ed Banfield, and Chris 
and I were talking about this.  Jim was Ed’s student, I think Jim would say, and colleague and co-author, and 
people had the highest regard for Ed.  Jim wrote a wonderful piece when Ed died in The Weekly Standard, 
called, “The Man Who Knew Too Much,” which was his headline, and a very good one.  But people forget 
about Banfield and his famous books with The Unheavenly City and his studies of urban politics. One of his 
very first books was, Moral Basis of a Backwards Society, a study of how Southern Italy worked, as I recall.  
It’s been a long time since I looked at that book, but which was all about culture and how dominant cultural 
incentives and cultural norms were in explaining that this was not simply a backwards society that hadn’t yet 
caught up to a more modern society.  It was a society of its own that functioned in different ways.  And I 
wonder how much of an influence that would have had on Jim from the very beginning. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  Ed and Jim were close collaborators and soul mates from the beginning.  In a lot of 
ways, the five of us up here, many people in the audience, have been students of Wilson and deeply 
influenced by his work.  But Jim was in turn influenced by an earlier generation.  Ed, who was not that much 
older, but an older man and his mentor at the University of Chicago, had a huge influence on him.  Ed was, 
like Jim, I would say, an earnest liberal do-gooder, who was also very curious and came to the study of 
politics with an effort to understand the problems in politics and society and come up with solutions.  Ed, for 
his part, had been a protégé of Rex Tugwell, one of the leading New Dealers, and worked for him on a 
couple of big projects organized by the Department of Agriculture during the New Deal.  Some efforts to 
organize agricultural communes, which turned out to be catastrophic failures.  And Ed’s experience led him 
to his first book, and a really great unknown book called, Government Project.  And you can see in that 
book, Ed’s understanding that the ultimate purpose of politics is to discover where human beings can 
cooperate for the greater good, but that they work in a world of, Shep, you used the word variety.   
 
A consistent emphasis of Jim’s work is that there is an enormous variety in society.  Our behavior is part of 
culture, but there are different cultures and people have sharp conflicts.  That led Ed, and I think Jim, 
ultimately to the view that the highest political goal is not so much achieving cooperation, but managing 
conflict.  The minimal purpose of politics is to keep conflict under control.  When he wrote The Amateur 
Democrat in Chicago, which was when he was still a graduate student, it was published after he got his PhD, 
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but he was there with Banfield and Banfield was studying machine politics in Chicago.  So I think that Jim 
got interested in machine politics and acquired something of Ed’s particular take on these issues.   
 
The ruling view was that machines like the Daley machine were all powerful and they dictated, and business 
and labor just sort of fell into line, and the media did what they said.  Professor Dahl at Yale had an 
important book called Who Governs? on the subject.  And Ed wrote a book called, Political Influence, a 
great work of political research and thinking that I think affected Jim quite a bit.  He found that even in a 
city subject to strong control as Mayor Daley’s Chicago, the world was completely different than that which 
Dahl had described, that in fact what the boss does is hold back and wait.  You don’t make a decision until 
the unions and the Chamber of Commerce and the public employees, everybody has sort of come to some 
consensus, and then you move in boldly and ratify that consensus.  And I think that Jim, in looking at 
political organizations in his early books, really reflects Ed’s work.   
 
And he became the skeptical, empirical reformer.  He had strong views of his own.  But when it came to 
studying politics, he understood that the intellectual at his best is in a separate line of work.  He’s trying to 
understand what is happening and provide all concerned with an enlarged understanding of the constraints 
that they operate under, and some idea of little things that they can do to improve matters. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Let me ask one last question.  You joked about James Wilson would not be the 
winner of the James Q. Wilson Award by the Political Science Association in ten years, or maybe in two 
years.  But what about his influence in the academy?  I’m curious about that.  I would say that if you walk 
around Hudson or AEI or Brookings, you will find many, many people acknowledging Jim’s influence in 
many different fields, and certainly in more practical areas of life, police chiefs or thoughtful public 
administrators.  But how much influence has he had among actual political scientists teaching American 
politics?  Is it hard to say? 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  I’d say that he really played a crucial role in educating a large number of people in our 
generation.  I think his influence has waned largely because of, I’d say, the pathologies of modern social 
science, the emphasis upon rigorous methodology, quantitative methods.  And I think one thing that was 
very crucial to his work, that I fear is dying out, is actually going out and observing politics.  He told a story 
at one point of how he got involved in studying the police.  He was at a conference, I think it was something 
at University of Chicago, and he was passing out questionnaires to police officers asking their opinions on 
things.  And then he thought, ‘I’m going to write about police, and I’ve never been in a police cruiser.  I’ve 
never been in a police station.’  So he started spending time and having his graduate students spend time 
working with police and talking with them.  And this part of what he did, the richness, the understanding of 
human variation, is fading out in political science and other disciplines.  And I think this is something we 
really need to pay attention to, and I think one of our tasks should be to say, how are we going to renew this 
tradition that was so important? 
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  This is something that I think Jim was keenly aware of in the last few years.  Jim was 
very helpful in starting National Affairs and helping us think about how to approach the academy and how to 
find writers.  And I was looking through some exchanges I had had with him before we got started, just in 
the last few days, and found an email, so I’ll expose you to a teaching of James Q. Wilson’s that you 
probably haven’t read before.  After a phone conversation in March 2009 that we had had about finding 
writers and finding academics, just a few minutes later he sent me an email which I’ll read to you.  It’s very 
brief and I don’t think there’s anything here that he would have minded having read in public.  It says, “One 
further point that occurred to me after we spoke that’s important in terms of thinking about writers and 
academics.  You should really resist the view of a lot of our friends about the universities.  They are not 
cesspools.  They’re not dead.  There is a lot of great work being done by social scientists today, including 
young social scientists.  But the key to finding them is that they are not generalists.  Thirty years ago the best 
people were generalists.  It was almost true that the only good people were generalists.  Today, generalists in 
the academy, especially if they lean right, are likely to be outcasts or eccentrics.  There is room for outcasts 
and eccentrics ---“ 
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WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Not that there’s anything wrong with being eccentrics. 
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  You shouldn’t take offense to this by any means, of course, and he says so.  “There’s 
room for outcasts and eccentrics, but you can’t build your entire stable out of them.  The best people are 
specialists.  They know one thing very, very well, but they do really know it.  And what they’re doing is 
extremely valuable.  You should seek them out.  We can whine about what happened to the academy, that it 
doesn’t encourage generalists anymore, but it’s just a fact, and mention whine.  [LAUGHTER]   So make 
the most of it.  There’s a lot of good work being done out there.”   
 
I think it’s telling in a couple of ways.  First of all, it’s just good advice, and it’s true, I think.  But it also 
suggests a couple of things to me about his relationship with the academy.  One of which is that he didn’t 
really seek out alternative institutions.  Jim was a Harvard professor.  He played a major role in the 
American Political Science Association.  He was an establishment figure, and yet was always aware of the 
limits of what the establishment was doing and was capable of doing, and was always looking for people, 
ideally in the establishment, who were doing things a little differently.  But he never, much as he wasn’t 
himself a quantitative political scientist, and you may know better, but just as an observer and a reader of his 
work, he never really attacked quantitative political science.  He actually appreciated it very much and 
would go out of his way to say that it was valuable, but that it wasn’t everything there was to know.  And I 
think it was always an important part of the work that he did, that he knew, as you say, there was great 
variety out there.  There was great value in the variety itself.   
 
And as a reader of his work, and I knew Jim mostly as a reader of his work, not at the level that the rest of 
you did, what was always striking about his as a political scientist, is that he had an enormous patience for 
imprecision that a lot of political scientists today just do not have, cannot stand an imprecise answer which 
strikes them as incomplete.  Jim, I think, understood that you could only get as precise as the subject would 
allow.  And there were some subjects where the right answer was a very general answer and where that was 
all there was to work on. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  I think that Jim’s work on bureaucracy and organization has had enduring influence 
within the bureaucracy itself; a large number of people that work in senior levels of government, especially 
in the agencies that he studied most closely, the DEA, the FBI, the intelligence establishment. I find 
throughout the federal establishment a lot of people who have read Bureaucracy.  It actually describes truly 
the world that they inhabit and it gives them ideas about the constraints and opportunities that they face that 
goes beyond anything else that they have done.  I have a friend who was a very senior official at the EPA 
during the Bush Administration, who took Gov 150 in the late 1970s, after you guys were gone.  He was at 
the Kennedy School at the time he signed up for the course.  The previous summer he had worked at the 
EPA and he had been assigned to put together an intergovernmental task force to encourage the health, 
safety, and environmental agencies to cooperate more, to get their different policies in synch.  They came up 
with something, it wasn’t that satisfactory, but it was okay.  It was a step forward.  And he wrote the press 
release announcing this new interagency cooperative effort.  He got to the exam in Gov 150, and the first 
question on the exam was the press release that he had written.  [LAUGHTER]  It asked the students to 
evaluate the likelihood that this will actually produce anything positive.  [LAUGHTER]  And he made a 
catastrophic decision.  He decided to sit down, and instead of criticize it, which he knew that was what the 
professor expected, to write a stirring defense of what the agencies were doing and the fact that they could 
really make some improvements in increasing their cooperation.  He got it back, on this particular question 
he got a very poor grade, and Professor Wilson had written at the time, this student has obviously learned 
nothing in this course.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  On that note, why don’t you tell us about regulation? 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  Well, I’ll say a bit about his work on government regulation.  It was not a subject of 
great interest and extended study to Jim.  He didn’t produce a large body of sustained scholarship as he did 
in areas of crime and culture and political and government organization.  His work essentially consisted of a 
few essays in The Public Interest in the 1970s, one, a book, which was an edited volume, studies of different 



regulatory agencies by his students, and a final essay by Jim.  Then after that, occasional essays on 
environmental policy and business regulation.  But precisely because it was just a sideline of his, it is all the 
more impressive what high quality and durability his brief excursion into this field had. And because it’s a 
very compact body of literature, it’s a wonderful microcosm into the manner of his thinking about 
complicated problems.   
 
First of all, his getting into it shows that his work was governed by an understanding of what was important 
in a practical sense.  He always worked on subjects that were at the front burner of the political debate that 
seemed to be most consequential at the time, rather than what was going on in the backwaters of the political 
science journals and were just as important to the professionals in the field.  He entered regulation in 1972, 
with a wonderful essay in The Public Interest called, “The Dead Hand of Regulation.”  It was, in truth, a 
time of great intellectual ferment.  There had been this established view about regulation that had existed 
since the Progressive and New Deal eras, that government regulation was essentially an earnest effort to 
correct market failures, such as monopoly and externality.  So we set up commissions, and they controlled 
the rates of monopoly, such as power companies for the benefit of the general public.  That view was being 
demolished in the late 1960s, and there were three directions of demolition.  One was Marxists.  Gabriel 
Kolko, an historian, for example, who wrote an influential book about railroad regulation in the 19th century.  
And they viewed regulation as simply producer groups using the state to exploit the masses.  It was just part 
of the larger Marxian story.   
 
On the other side of the spectrum, from the right, were the economists of the Chicago school, who wished to 
explain regulation as the result of utility maximizing individuals who worked to promote their self-interest in 
the political marketplace, just as they do in the economic marketplace.  And it got a lot of mileage out of the 
Mancur Olson point, that in politics, small, compact groups, like a business, an industry association, with 
very strong interests and low costs of organizing, could use the political process for the opposite of what the 
traditionalists thought utility regulation was doing, which was to protect themselves against competition and 
raise prices.  So it was simply a result not of any grand Marxian theory, but of profit maximizing individuals 
operating in the political marketplace.  And the third was economists of all persuasions who were actually 
studying regulatory agencies and what they did.  What they found was that they regulated a lot of markets 
that weren’t naturally competitive.  They weren’t monopolistic markets, but they limited entry and created 
monopolies, and they were actually leading to higher prices rather than lower prices.  So the old school was 
fading away.  It was a time of great ferment.   
 
If you read this article, it is a wonderful illustration.  He was a teacher, and it teaches you about this earlier 
literature, and it augments it with his own studies of issues as diverse as motor carrier regulation of prices 
and the FCC’s efforts to promote decency in public broadcasting.  It’s clear that he sees that there is some 
problem, even with these new schools of thinking, because as he was writing, the federal government was 
doing things that seemed to conflict sharply with both the Chicago economists and the Marxists.  It was 
creating agencies like the Environmental Protection Agency and the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Commission, that were imposing very heavy costs on narrow organized industries, putatively, at least, and in 
some cases pretty clearly, truly, for the benefit of large masses of unorganized people.  And you can see at 
the end that he hasn’t quite made up his mind, but we have all these views, and yet regulation seems to be 
growing in directions that are simply very different from what any of the literature says.   
 
His next contribution, he made up his mind.  This was his book, The Politics of Regulation, published eight 
years later, in 1980.  It consists mainly of case studies by students of his, and each essay reads a lot like 
James Q. Wilson.  I mean, they’d study at his feet, and they’d talk to him, and they were trying to please 
him, wonderful studies by people, friends of a lot of ours in this room, of state public utility commissions, 
the Office of Civil Rights, the Food and Drug Administration, the Federal Maritime Commission.  Anybody 
heard of that?  [LAUGHTER]  The Anti-Trust Division, and the new Environmental Protection Agencies.  
At the end, Jim contributes an essay of his own.  He argues that none of the theories that try to have a grand 
explanation of patterns of regulation is satisfactory.  He takes particular aim at the Chicago school 
economists.  It’s not just that in politics we don’t have the metric of money to measure what people are 
doing and to bargain, but that while in economics, we take people’s tastes and wants as given, politics is 
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aspirational.  A lot of what politics consists of is trying to persuade other people to have different tastes, 
different wants than they have.  It’s a persuasive activity, not simply self-interested.  And to the extent it is 
self-interested, it requires coalitions of people with conflicting interests in ways that markets do not.   
 
He also points out that the history of the last decade, he’s writing in 1980, completely contradicts the views 
of the Chicago school.  We have all of these new agencies that are providing broad benefits at the cost of 
narrow industries.  And in the cases where we’ve had regulation, like transportation, motor carrier 
regulation, they’re actually deregulating it.  Politicians, not just Ronald Reagan, but Jimmy Carter and Ted 
Kennedy, were abolishing the regulatory agencies that the people of Chicago had said are so locked in and 
easy to explain that they must go on forever.  In typical fashion, he takes the views that the theories that are 
out there, but he sort of takes them down several notches of abstraction to a practical level, and he uses the 
economist’s interests in the costs and the benefits of different regulatory programs, and he comes up with 
typologies.   
 
He loved typologies.  They were his way of not just insisting on, but illustrating the sort of variety that exists 
in politics that theoretically inclined people often want to wash over.  Well, you have costs and you have 
benefits.  There can be four categories, therefore.  So he had four typologies.  One was the traditional 
Chicago school approach, where the benefits of a program were highly concentrated, the airline industry or 
the railroads or sugar quotas.  You have got a narrow group of people that benefit, and millions and millions 
of other people that just pay a little bit more, and so they don’t pay any attention to it.  That he calls client 
politics.  That is the regulatory agency as a client.  They’re working for the client.  They’re protecting 
against competition.  They’re raising prices.   
 
But there are three other possibilities.  One is where the costs and benefits are both widely dispersed—anti-
trust policy, advertising regulation.  There is no one industry that pays for it.  You never know in advance 
where the policies are going to come to rest.  They are not things that people pay too much attention to, 
either on the cost or the benefit side.  You have what he called majoritarian politics.  There are also cases 
where the costs are narrow, and the benefits are narrow—labor union politics, the Federal Maritime 
Commission.  Nobody cares about it except the shippers and their customers.  You get very different 
patterns of politics than the Chicagoans were trying to decide.   
 
And finally, the newest form, where you have benefits that are widely dispersed, and the costs, which are 
concentrated.  There you have entrepreneurial politics that give rise to, for example, the EPA and the 
National Highway Traffic Safety Commission, where in distinction to all of the three other forms, politics is 
very driven by publicity, by media, by crisis mongering, to attempt to gather as many people from the broad 
majority into the support of the program.  And here, because of the changes in American politics that we’re 
making, access to politics, access to the bureaucracy, much easier, the costs of political organization were 
falling.  Here, again, he’s using Mancur Olson and George Stigler, but applying them more widely.  There is 
much more opportunity for entrepreneurial politics than we had ever seen before.   
 
In this work, I want to say two other things about it.  You can see that the work that he’s doing is going to 
give form to his work on the bureaucracy, in the book Bureaucracy, eight years later, because unlike the 
other academics, the broad theorists of regulation, he and his students are actually going into the agencies 
and finding out what people are actually doing inside the Office of Civil Rights or the Federal Maritime 
Commission or the anti-trust division.  He’s looking at their actual work, and he finds many things that are 
important in explaining what they do.  For example, people tend to regard the regulatory agencies as 
imperious and powerful agencies that will never let you know quite what they’re going to do next.  On the 
inside of the agency, what is most important is, you’ve been given tasks by your political superiors on 
Capitol Hill that are essentially impossible.  At the EPA they are supposed to categorize and regulate tens of 
thousands of chemicals.  Well, it would take a couple of years to figure out what to do about a dozen of 
them.  They could never possibly get a hold over their workload.  And the key behavioral incentive is risk 
aversion.  If you are at a regulatory agency, an outbreak of cancer is a side effect of a drug that you have 
approved, or pesticides causing birth defects, you want above all to prevent that happening.   
 



The problem that people ascribe to regulation is more often the result of timidity, risk aversion, and 
protection of bureaucratic turf, than in imperiousness or anti-corporate attitudes on behalf of the agencies.  
He obviously thinks well of the Chicago school economists’ studies of the ineffectiveness or perversity of 
regulation.  He’s obviously been very dissatisfied at their attempt to explain patterns of regulation.  He 
thinks things are much more complex, and he is satisfied with a much lower level of theory that he believes 
is truer to the facts.  And what he finds is something surprising, that the amazing thing about the bureaucracy 
is how autonomous it is.  It is not so much controlled by the shippers or the Sierra Club.  They have an 
enormous amount of discretion in what they do.  Presidents often nominate heads of commissions with very, 
very little attention, if you compare the power of the agencies’ spending to the Treasury Department and so 
forth, they’re pretty much on their own.  And within that world, the role of ideas, such as what is good and 
bad in regulation, play an outsized role, sometimes for good, sometimes for bad.  And he says in conclusion, 
where he draws all of this together, in particular his criticism of the Chicago school that, “A preoccupation 
with the political role of material interests, while useful under many circumstances, can detract attention 
from the greater challenges to liberty and economic growth, raised by the ideas of those groups in our 
society, bureaucrats, professionals, academics, the media, whose political position depends on controlling 
resources other than wealth, and whose motives are more complex than wealth maximization.”   
 
A month after the book appeared, George Stigler, the leader of the Chicago school, wrote a fierce critical 
review of it in the Wall Street Journal.  He accused Wilson of losing faith with the true role of the academic, 
which is to confront reality with a theory that explains as much as you can.  And because he wants to see the 
bureaucracy as simply an agent of economic interest, it’s a black box.  We don’t really care what goes on 
inside.  We care about the battle in politics between consumer groups and producer groups, paying attention 
to what happens in the agencies is not important.  He concludes that any book that is satisfied to send people 
interviewing their way through the regulatory agencies is certain to be a waste of time.  [LAUGHTER]  Two 
years later George got the Nobel Prize in economics.  I read his section in the Nobel address on regulation, 
and it was as far as George could ever get to a concession statement.  In many areas where he had pushed 
economic theory to enormous heights of explanatory power, when he gets to the economics of regulation, he 
titles the section, “Acceptance by Necessity.”  And he says that the explanatory triumphs of the economic 
theory of regulation have not been overwhelming.   
 
Indeed, the theory itself is still relatively primitive.  The only reason it is still around is that it takes a theory 
to beat a theory, and nobody has come up with anything new or better.  But Jim, by relaxing the demands of 
theorizing to a lower level of abstraction, had in fact provided a very true account of what was going on in 
the politics of regulation.  I think that while the economic school has done great work and continues to do 
great work today, the typology that Jim came up with, you might call it varieties of regulatory behavior, in 
this one area, his typology has been tremendously influential.  It has left its impression on the work of 
everybody who has worked in the field since, and many people who practice in the regulatory agencies.   
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Thank you, Chris.  That was terrific.  [APPLAUSE]  You mentioned varieties of 
regulatory behavior, playing off Jim’s Varieties of Police Behavior.  Didn’t Ed Banfield have a different title 
for the book? 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  When Jim had finished his study of police behavior and he was looking at how the 
behavior of the people on the front lines, the police officers out on the street, were influenced by different 
forms of organizing the police department downtown, Ed Banfield’s recommendation was, The Bureaucrat 
on the Beat.  And Jim just hated it.  I mean, he was appalled.  First of all, he had spent a lot of time with 
patrolmen, and it actually was true that he was describing them as bureaucrats, but bureaucrat is a term of 
derision.  He couldn’t think of doing such a thing.  So it took an old title with a distinguished history in 
sociology and just called it, Varieties of Police Behavior. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Ed Banfield had been a journalist, I think, at one point.  He had a knack, actually, 
for good titles and headlines.  The Un-heavenly City being one such, and Jim was being a sober political 
scientists at that point.  Comments on Chris’s discussion? 
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SHEP MELNICK:  Just add one thing, which is, we talked earlier about the importance of culture. And I 
think it fits into exactly what Chris was describing about regulation, because when you go from interest 
groups and client held politics, up to majoritarian and entrepreneurial politics, which was the key shift in the 
1970’s, how do you explain this?  How do you explain the fact that interest group politics seems to have less 
hold?  And I think Jim’s argument was that there was an important change in our political culture that 
allowed these issues to come to the fore, lower the cost of political organizing.  He put this forth best in a 
very short article called, “American Politics Then and Now.”  He had this wonderful term called, lowering 
the legitimacy barrier.  And he said that basically, when government does more and more, it becomes easier 
and easier to say that the next thing is legitimate constitutionally and politically for the government to do.  
And while we saw in the 1970s a profound change in American political culture, the change, what we 
expected government to be about, that was why entrepreneurial politics became so powerful. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  In the old days, before these changes, it usually took a crisis of some kind.  The growth 
of the FDA was very much driven by a couple of major public health catastrophes.  But Jim points out that 
in 1970 air pollution and water pollution were not getting worse.  They were getting better.  Occupational 
health and safety, it wasn’t getting worse.  It was getting better.  There were no major catastrophes in 
highway safety.  The reason we got National Highway Safety regulation was not from an enormous growth 
in accidents, but because there was an advocate for highway traffic safety, Ralph Nader.  Then General 
Motors Company hired a private investigator to do background checks and follow him around and try to dig 
up some dirt, and that itself was exposed.  It was that scandal that made Nader.  So it was a matter of 
personality.  It was a matter of personal politics, rather than any crisis on the merits that brought this issue to 
national attention, and that got a lot of people interested in supporting this very sympathetic victim that 
General Motors had created, much to its later discomfort. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  We’re running a little behind, so Karlyn, maybe we’ll just segue into culture.  You 
can talk about culture and character, and we can all three discuss together. 
 
KARLYN BOWMAN:  Thank you, Bill.  Both Shep and Chris have been very eloquent in their remarks.  
But before I begin, I’d like to recommend to all of you, if you haven’t read them, Chris DeMuth’s essay in 
The Weekly Standard, a very personal and penetrating essay on James Q. Wilson, and also Shep Melnick’s 
piece in The Forum.  This is a very long essay in which he says he just scratches the surface of a very long 
and extraordinary career.  But it’s just a wonderful essay that summarizes the high points.   
 
When James Q. Wilson died, he was the longest serving individual associated with AEI.  He joined our 
academic advisory board in 1976.  I joined a few years later, and I was a very junior assistant at that point.  
And it took me several years to work up the courage to even say hello to James Q. Wilson, the great political 
scientist.  I had worked for Senator James Buckley from New York, and of course, Jim Wilson had brought 
his successor and opponent, Daniel Patrick Moynihan to Harvard and championed his candidacy for the 
Senate.  So it was with some trepidation that I approached him.  But I did, and we began a wonderful 
friendship that has been one of the great blessings of my time at AEI.   
 
One of my special pleasures was in sending him nuggets of survey data and he almost always responded by 
writing me back and saying, ‘Well, what more is known about this?  What other data do you have on that 
point?’  And then he would call on other occasions and say, ‘Well, what has AEI done on this particular 
point?  What’s Brookings done on this particular point or topic?’  And one of those data excursions led to 
our collaboration on an article for The Public Interest.  He had noticed, and so had I, that in the lead up to 
the Iraq War, that about 20 percent of the population opposed going to war under any circumstances.  It 
didn’t matter if UN was on board.  It didn’t matter if our allies were on board.  A fifth of the population just 
simply opposed going to war.  So we decided to see what we could learn about that and look back at 
experiences from past wars.  And we took the data all the way back to World War II, and the responses were 
remarkably consistent.   
 
I can’t tell you how many detours we took in writing that piece, going down one road or another, trying to 
find, as Jim always did, a captivating and especially interesting detail.  But I remember one observation from 
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those excursions that I shared with Jim that particularly interested him.  And at the time, I didn’t connect it 
to his thinking about character, but in retrospect it was the essence of his concern.  In looking at the Peace 
Party, the attitudes of demographic groups remained consistent over time.  Black and white men were 
equally likely, for example, to oppose going to war in Korea and Vietnam.  But in 2003, we saw a big 
change in the data.  Black men were much more likely to oppose going to war than white men.  I mentioned 
to Jim the DOD surveys on the propensity of high school students to serve in the military.  These surveys are 
proprietary, but someone who knew the data well told us that willingness to serve decreased significantly for 
black high school seniors after the film Boys in the Hood and Get On the Bus appeared.   
 
In the first, a black actor said, the government’s funneling drugs into the community and the Army is no 
place for a black man.  And in the second, the Spike Lee movie, Colin Powell is referred to as an Uncle 
Tom.  Black leadership opinion had moved left, of course, for a long time, and criticism of George Bush was 
very widespread in the African American community.  So those sentiments could have contributed to the 
changes in attitudes that we were seeing.  But the larger point that Jim appreciated here was that public 
forces, general opinion in the black community, neighborhood expectations, were shaping the attitudes of 
young black men about military service.  Character formation is not, as Jim said in one of his essays, a 
wholly private matter.  It is shaped by public forces.  And as Professor Melnick said in his essay, 
communities inevitably establish norms.  These norms can influence individual preferences, and these 
preferences affect behavior.   
 
James Q. Wilson tells us in his introduction to On Character, that in his words, he was a slow study.  He 
said that he didn’t realize that he was interested in the problem of character until the early 1980s, two 
decades after he started writing about crime.  He has shied away from the subject, he said, as he wrote in 
1975 in thinking about crime, because he thought it was futile to get into the area, because we didn’t know 
enough about root causes, and that the most likely candidates for such causes, human character and intimate 
social settings, in which it was formed, were probably beyond the reach of public policy.  Searching for root 
causes, he said, only kept us away from the few things that government could do reasonably well.  I think 
there were other reasons, though, that he was apprehensive.  Concern about character back then branded one 
as a conservative, and James Q. Wilson always resisted labels.  Also, he was always moderate and modest in 
his temperament.  And I think these qualities made him cautious about tackling a subject as big as character 
that could be beyond the reach of policy.   
 
Although the problem of character was not an explicit concern in his early writings, I think nonetheless, it 
was always there.  Reading between the lines, you can see the development of his concern about it in his 
earliest work.  The research that both Chris and Shep have referred to about his early career, sitting in police 
stations and squad cars with police officers, those street level bureaucrats, to see how they were doing their 
jobs was really about character.  Wilson and his students were watching it in action.  The same could be said 
of his early studies of blacks and city government.  You can also see, I think, his underlying concern in 
many of the public interest essays long before his 1985 essay, “The rediscovery of character: private virtue 
and public policy.”  In a 1980 essay summarizing what we knew about criminal rehabilitation that covered 
waves and waves and hundreds of academic studies, he was pessimistic, concluding that while some policy 
interventions were having some results in some areas, there were limits to what public policy interventions 
alone could do.  Those studying rehabilitation had to expand their focus to do more and different kinds of 
research. 
 
However he was also backing into serious discussions of character, because the country had come face to 
face with problems that weren’t responding especially well to incentives.  What was happening in his 
thinking about crime was certainly happening in other areas.  James Coleman’s essay in 1966, of course, told 
us that family background and community norms mattered more than class size or per person spending.  
Charles Murray’s examination of the growing problems related to welfare dependency, I think, reinforced 
our views on the limits of policy interventions without going back to basics.  Peter Berger and Richard John 
Neuhaus published their famous essay on the importance of mediating institutions in 1977.   
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But once James Q. overcame his apprehension, he took the same approach that he had to his earlier interests.  
He seemed to master everything that was known about character and biology, everything that known about 
character and family, about character and community.  He vacuumed up masses of statistical evidence, and 
then he found the most salient points from those academic studies.  He looked at the problems in a very 
different way from others, perhaps because he was so immersed in the data.  And he provided original 
insights.  As Rudy Giuliani wrote in an essay in City Journal titled, “What New York Owes James Q. 
Wilson,” the dominant liberal theories at the time said that crime would get better if the city provided more 
social services. However Giuliani writes that, “Wilson suggested that instead we turn our attention to 
providing a better and cleaner place to live, raising the expectations of the community by improving the 
quality of life—and crime would decline.”  Broken Windows, of course, changed modern policing, and as 
Giuliani said, the evidence is all around us.   
 
While Wilson was realistic about what government could do, he believed that government should focus 
intensely on things that it could do well.  In a typically concise and clear memo to a political campaign, he 
put it this way.  “Washington cannot produce fewer teenage unwed mothers, reduce juvenile crime, cut drug 
abuse or improve education.  These things must be done by intact families, decent neighborhoods and local 
government efforts.  The great needs of this country are cultural and spiritual.  Our great weakness, crime, 
drug abuse, out of wedlock birth, arrive out of weaknesses in our culture.  That culture must be rebuilt, not 
from the top down, but from the bottom up.  Washington can show the way, but it cannot do the work.”   
 
Here are some examples that he gave about how Washington could show the way.  He said that Washington 
could experiment more with public choice or parental choice programs and education, but then seriously 
evaluate those efforts using social science methods.  He said that the District of Columbia could fund 
additional programs to create violence free zones by enlisting gang members, by enlisting people in the 
communities to monitor their own neighborhoods.  He thought that we should work to form what he called 
second chance homes in which young mothers and their babies could get real adult care and acquire 
parenting skills, while being protected from their exploitive boyfriends.  He wanted to create demonstration 
programs that would make it easier, faster, and cheaper for families to adopt children. So he had many, many 
specific recommendations that related to the neighborhood and the community and things that government 
could do. I think that was vintage James Q. Wilson.  
 
I want to close with one poll that I came across this week that I certainly would have shared with James Q. 
Wilson.  This is from the massive Pew study that came out on Monday that highlighted the degree of 
political polarization in our society, greater than it’s ever been before.  But there was one question that no 
one has picked up on in the poll.  It asked people about certain duties that they had as citizens and 89 percent 
agreed that it was our duty to become involved in our community activities and volunteering to address local 
problems.  So perhaps there is a ray of sunshine coming to all of this, certainly from the views of the 
American people.  Thank you.  [APPLAUSE]  
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  It does seem to me that one paradox of Jim’s work is that when he wrote about very 
specific policy fields, he was very skeptical, often, of government being able to improve things much, which 
was cutting against the consensus.  And when we turn to issues of character, and even the book, The Moral 
Sense, I would say, he was less pessimistic than the typical people who write an awful lot about character, 
who I think are generally perhaps conservative, and there is an awful lot of lamenting about all the damage 
to democratic capitalism and modernity in general, is going to character and the insurmountable challenges 
that various aspects of modern life irresistibly pose to forming citizens of decent character.  So in both cases, 
it seems to me, cutting a little bit against the grain, which is probably why he never quite fit in either camp 
very easily, I suppose.  And The Moral Sense is not a pessimistic book, wouldn’t you say?  I mean, isn’t that 
striking? 
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  There is always a sense that incremental changes can make a big difference in those 
issues, where small incremental changes don’t make a huge difference in some of the problems that 
bureaucracies have.  They don’t get to the fundamental question.  I always think about the title of the last 
section of Bureaucracy, where he gets to policy proposals, that any self-respecting political scientist would 
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have called, “Policy Proposals” or “How to Solve the Problem.”  Jim wonderfully titled that chapter, “A Few 
Modest Suggestions That May Make a Small Difference.”  [LAUGHTER]  It’s just the right attitude, but it 
seems like in questions of character, a small difference can be a big difference in a way that it not always is 
in public policy. 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  Yes, I’d say he identified these huge problems, and he always looked for those small 
points of leverage, where he could get a relatively simple program that might have a substantial effect, but 
always recognizing that it’s really hard to scale these things up.  In some ways I think he brings us back to a 
couple of insights of Tocqueville.  One is that while individual liberty was absolutely crucial to Jim, he was 
also very worried about democratic individualism, because democratic individualism, he thought, as did 
Tocqueville, had a way of eating away at family connections and social capital.  So he was always thinking 
about, how can we tame some of the features of democratic individualism?  That was particularly true in his 
book on the marriage problem, where he says that the problem of the decline of marriage, which is the root 
of so many of the things we’ve been talking about, was not just a product of the 1960s.  That is just a 
convenient way of looking at it, but it was a part of the Enlightenment.  So we really need to do these things 
to strengthen our innate moral sense that in some ways was being inhibited by some of our beliefs.   
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  I want to say a word about Jim’s contrarian nature and about his modesty.  It’s true that 
he was a contrarian, but it was an aspect of his curiosity.  I headed up a group at Harvard of faculty people 
studying regulation in the mid ‘70s.  I can remember that it was a pretty conservative group, by Harvard’s 
standards, in the sense that we were pretty skeptical.  I mean, Professor Breyer of the law school was part of 
the group, but he was very critical of regulation.  We had this session where we were all talking about our 
work, and all of us were sort of appalled at what the regulatory agencies were doing, and very critical.  We 
all had these abolitionist or very aggressive reform proposals.  And Jim sat there, and he listened to the 
whole thing, and he had the first question.  He said, ‘Can you tell me some areas where the government 
should be regulating more?’  [LAUGHTER]  ‘Have you thought about that?’  ‘What are some areas that are 
under regulated?’  And he wasn’t just trying to dig us.  He wondered if we had thought capaciously enough 
about the issue.   
 
There is a technique in political rhetoric where the writer says, liberals say A.  Conservatives say B.  They’re 
both wrong.  The truth is C.  And when you hear that, you can be sure that C is just going to be a new 
variation on A.  [LAUGHTER]  It’s always the case.  Jim used that formulation, but C was actually 
something that was new and original.  It was a formulation that took account of the strongest claims of both 
the liberal and the conservative vision of the case at hand, but elevated the understanding of what was going 
on to a higher level.   
 
He was modest and incremental.  But I think we have to pay attention to the fact that he was intellectually a 
very ambitious man.  I mean, somebody who would have been led from being a political scientist, who is 
going to try to understand character formation and its relationship to policy.  That would have scared away 
almost anybody.  So when he was trying to transcend whatever the particular fray was against the 
bureaucracy, liberal or conservative views on the role of government, or the political positions of one 
candidate or another, it’s not because he didn’t think that those things were important.  He thought that his 
role as an intellectual was to analyze this at some new level and actually make a contribution.  And if it 
turned out the contribution was incremental, rather than some sweeping thesis, he could show how much 
harm had been done by sweeping theses in the past, as a predicate for having small suggestions for 
improvement that actually had some chance of improving the world.   
 
So I think that we should understand, he was a modest man.  He was a man of very democratic temperament.  
But he had a very large view of the potential role of intellect and reason in surmounting problems and 
pointing the way to something better.  And the fact that we’re all sitting in this room talking about his work, 
and that we’re confident that people are going to be doing the same thing 50 years from now, is an example 
that his ambition paid off.   
 



WILLIAM KRISTOL:  It does remind me a little of Tocqueville, who Jim wrote about some, including a 
very interesting essay in the New Claremont Review of Books, which I guess was a talk he gave that he never 
prepared for publication.  It was a pretty finished talk on Tocqueville and the Federalists, which is quite 
interesting and I think unconventional in his account of the relationship of the two, but his judgment of each 
of them.  Tocqueville himself came here to study prisons and did a little more than that in Democracy in 
America.  And even in Democracy in America, of course, you could assume, and many sociologists over the 
decades have assumed, well, he’s just sort of writing about these things he saw.  But when you step back 
from it, you see a much deeper understanding of the regime and the culture as a whole.  I think Jim would be 
embarrassed by the comparison to Tocqueville, but nonetheless, there is something of that in Jim’s work.  
He was, I suppose, a little more empirical than Tocqueville, and maybe Tocqueville would be a little bit 
more like Jim if he had has the advantages of modern social science and all the work in the American 
Political Science Review that he didn’t have the blessing of knowing about.  [LAUGHTER]  But 
Tocqueville also said, and this is Chris’s point, in the introduction to Democracy, that he didn’t try to see 
differently from either of the parties.  He’s talking about the party of progress, in a sense, and the party of 
religion, or let’s say the party of conservatism.  He didn’t try to see differently from them, but further than 
either.   
 
And I think that is very true of Jim.  I mean, he respected the participants in politics.  He didn’t try to simply, 
as many social scientists do, say, all that talk is just nonsense.  Here is the right model that will explain 
everything, and go to a level of theory that really is not, as Yuval suggested, I think paraphrasing Aristotle, 
and I’m not saying you were paraphrasing Aristotle, that you should study each thing at an appropriate level 
of theory.  And certainly that’s true of politics.  So he didn’t try to impose theoretical models, which some 
many political scientists and social scientists do today, on politics and then think he was explaining politics 
better.  But he did try to see further than the parties who were fighting.  I do think at best, therefore, like 
Tocqueville, educated the parties, and I think he had a real effect in that respect.   
 
I mentioned Wisconsin at the beginning and what happened there, but you know, the way in which that, 
well, that debate is just a big political brawl at one level, but there is a rather sophisticated debate beneath 
that about the large size of the public sector.  It’s not going away and no one particularly wants to abolish it.  
We have ways to, if we want people to have arrangements for their retirement, how do we structure that in a 
way that is sustainable?  How do we correct imbalances in the bargaining process that produce outcomes 
that aren’t sustainable or fair?  I mean, it is striking to me how much many of the current debates among 
conservative reformers, and to be fair, among some liberal reformers, too, are informed by a more 
sophisticated understanding of the paradoxes and tradeoffs and legitimate tensions amongst different good 
things one wants to accomplish, as opposed to a more simple kind of, we have the right intentions, and the 
other guys don’t.  I guess there is a lot of that, too, these days, on the other hand.  I think there is the other 
side as well.   
 
Why don’t we take about 15 minutes to have some comments and questions from the audience?    If you can 
keep your questions short, we’ll try to keep whatever we have to say up here short and have some back and 
forth.  So we have 20 or 25 minutes.  I think you have to give people the impression there’s less, and then 
they’re happy.  You know?  Give them hope that there’s light at the end of the tunnel.  [LAUGHTER]   
 
Q:  Hi, I’m Martin Wooster and I’ve worked for eight people in this room.   
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Is that good or bad?  Don’t tell us about that, really.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
MARTIN WOOSTER:  There is a word that hasn’t come up in this symposium, and that is California.  What 
influence do you think being from California had on Wilson’s thought and writing? 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  That’s a good question.  Jim wrote about that himself, and I think many of the 
tributes to him after he died focused on both his growing up there and his going back there, incredibly 
shockingly to everyone at Harvard, when he was at the prime of his career, to teach at some school nobody 
had ever heard of out in California, UCLA, and then Pepperdine.  And that was really a statement of its own, 



I would say, leaving a named chair at Harvard at the height of his career.  Thoughts on California?  Chris or 
Shep?  We have no Californians up here.   
 
SHEP MELNICK:  He wrote this article about Reagan Country very early on, which really showed an 
appreciation of Reagan’s support.  And I think his familiarity with Southern California was important.  
People who grew up in Cambridge or around Cambridge really just could not understand Reagan at all.  So I 
think that was an important part of it.   
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  I think it played a role in his sense that he understood America.  Not in an arrogant way.  
Not in an, I get it and you don’t.  But he came from California at a time when American culture was also 
coming from California, when middle class culture was coming out of California.  And he always seemed to 
have a sense that the people around him at the University of Chicago and then at Harvard, they were 
studying American life in a serious way, but they didn’t start out by understanding what it was.  He had a 
way of bringing that as a kind of starting point for political science that really informed his sense of what he 
was up to.  
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Yes, the “Reagan Country” article in Commentary, I think in ’67, just after Reagan 
was elected governor of California, was really fantastic, at a time when no one in the East had a clue as to 
what this was all about, or at best they thought it was just some insane thing out of California.  They were 
electing some former B actor to the governorship of California.  And he saw so much of what was to be 
crucial in American politics for the next 15 years and really beyond that in that piece. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  The article is great.  It’s very different from anything else.  There is no research in it.  
He’s not summarizing the literature.  It’s based on his biography, his boyhood, and childhood.  He 
understood that what people out East thought Reaganism consisted of was completely wrong.  Jim 
understood the sociological roots of it and where it was going.  He saw economic conservatism and social 
conservatism, even though those terms are not in the essay anywhere.  But he saw, I would say, the ethical 
grounds of Reaganism in a way that nobody else did.  If you read that article today, it’s astounding that in 
1967 somebody could lay out political developments that were going to transform American politics in the 
next 25 years.  And it’s set forth there with astounding clarity.  It’s hard to believe that it was written back 
then.  This was a result of his youth in Long Beach, and so it’s clear that in his understanding of American 
politics, and his particular interests, the influence of being a Southern Californian is profound. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  The essay is really worth reading.  And part of it is, it’s a very, if I can use this term, 
neoconservative understanding of Reagan, before the term existed, in the sense that no one on the East 
Coast, or no one on the Left, really understood Reagan.  However, even many of his conservative followers 
thought that this was going to be the victory of Goldwater and the beginning of the repeal of the New Deal 
and a kind of very tough libertarian individualism.  And Jim saw, and again, this is early 1967, that that was 
not what Reaganism either was going to be about politically or really was about.  It was kind of an attempt to 
curb big government, but it was also a defense of middle class values and an openness to a modified kind of 
welfare state that was friendly to the private sector, and friendly to middle class bourgeois family life, etc.  It 
really is a striking article, well worth reading. 
 
KARLYN BOWMAN:  I think it was either Atlantic or Harpers that asked him to go back to his high 
school, and he wrote an essay revisiting an earlier essay he wrote about growing up and what his high school 
classes were like.  And to me, that was just an extraordinary study in community and how neighborhoods 
and localities worked, and I think that animated a lot of his life’s academic work, but certainly the fact that 
he returned to those subjects later in life. 
 
Q:  I’m Bill Galston of the Brookings Institute.  First of all, thank you.  This has been one of the most 
instructive and refreshing panels I’ve listened to in a very long time.  But in reflecting on why it has been so 
refreshing, I’m led to challenge my sparring partner of 20 years, namely Bill Kristol.  
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  I knew it was a mistake to call on Bill.  [LAUGHTER] 
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BILL GALSTON:  Because I would like to suggest the following proposition.  You know, abstract theory is 
to political science as ideology is to politics.  That is, something that distorts more than it illuminates.  And I 
wish I could agree that I see an outbreak of empirical skeptical reform, either on the right or on the left right 
now.  I think the spirit of contemporary American politics is increasingly ideological, and therefore 
increasingly crude, increasingly given to broad generalizations that obscure what is really going on, what is 
really need or isn’t needed.  I think National Affairs is a very honorable exception to that.  I think the 
journal, Democracy, on whose editorial board I sit, is an equally honorable exception.  And I guess my 
question is this, is there anything that can be done over time to reinsert the kind of empirical skeptical 
analysis of and action in politics that Wilson represented, and that this panel has so lovingly described?  
Because that is not the American politics that I see today.  I see ideological polarization and crude 
formulations that do nothing to help us out of our problems. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Anyone want to defend ideological polarization or crude formulations?  I’ll define 
the crude formulations if you defend ideological polarization.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
YUVAL LEVIN:  I actually think that there is a kind of answer to this in a lot of Jim’s work that tries to 
connect the study of politics to the practice of policy, which I do think he took to be fairly different things. 
And he did make the argument explicitly that moving to policy is not a direct function of the empirical study 
of politics, that policy actually has to be guided by theory.  And I don’t think his understanding of theory 
would have been ideological, per se, but that the decision to say, this can be solved or addressed in this way, 
because we believe that this will work, is always theoretical.  It never flows directly from your empirical 
conclusions that come from a study of an agency or a problem or a portion of society.  Information does not 
lead directly to problem solving.  There is always a median step where you apply some assumptions you 
have about the kind of society we live in, the kind of thing a human being is, the kind of thing a culture is, so 
that there is a necessary place for theory, and that there is no avoiding a conflict of theories, because those 
assumptions are always going to draw on differences of opinion that are just inherent to American life about 
what it is that your society does and doesn’t do, and should and shouldn’t do.  So whatever we might say 
about the polarization that we see today compared to the past, I do think it’s not possible to have an 
empirical policy debate purely.  There is always going to be a place for a sense of what we believe about 
America to define what we think ought to be done to solve a particular problem. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL: The only thing I’m going to add is that there has been a lot of ideology and a lot of 
polarization perhaps in the past, and we look back maybe with too much nostalgia than at other times, and 
I’m not sure there is more today.  There may be more in the factual sense that the political parties are more 
distinct from each other than they once were, which is due to a bunch of causes, cultural, sociological, 
geographical, and others as well.  But I’m not sure the population is more polarized, or even necessarily the 
leaders are.   
 
However I would just say this, today, taking what just happened in Wisconsin as an example, which I 
watched fairly closely.  I think if Scott Walker had not been able to claim, I’ll just leave aside the merits of 
it, had not been able to claim with some basis, though, that, ‘Hey, we’ve tried these reforms.  They’ve been 
going for a year and in the real world the Milwaukee Public School District has more money to spend on 
teachers because they’ve been able to save money on pensions, and other school districts do too, and etc.’  
That was a very powerful argument that helped him get 53 or 54 percent of the vote in Wisconsin.  John 
Kasich, who put through rather similar changes in Ohio, and they went to the ballot before the changes could 
be evaluated, and got clobbered, and there were some other differences, too, obviously.  And I’m not saying 
this was a huge referendum on the empirical data of each side, but there is a sense in which results matter.  
That’s a very Wilsonian thing, I think.  You know, the stimulus was based on a certain kind of understanding 
of economic theory, obviously.  And if we were growing 5-6 percent a year, there would be a big crisis on 
the right in rethinking conservative economics, because results do matter.  So I think in that respect, there is 
still a pretty reality grounded politics here in this country.  And incidentally on issues where the president 
has had more success, I mean, maybe some foreign policy issues and the like, the criticism has receded 
because, if you’re killing a ton of al Qaida guys, and we haven’t been attacked, thank God, and things don’t 
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look too terrible, perhaps, around the world, it’s hard just to sustain a very ideological critique.  So I don’t 
know, I think the spirit of Wilson is a little stronger, perhaps, than Bill does, but we can continue that debate 
another time. 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  What’s clear, though, is that Jim was deeply concerned by this polarization that Bill 
Gallston has described.  The Tanner Lectures he gave at Harvard a few years ago are an example of that.  
And I think one of the things that was really important is that he hated populism, because he really thought 
that there had to be enough insulation in politics to allow the people who are most knowledgeable to discuss 
matters with each other, and I think he saw that as evaporating, particular in foreign policy.  And that’s 
where he viewed polarization as most detrimental. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  But which has receded, though.  Polarization in foreign policy in the last two or 
three years.  I mean, the height of that was really ’07 or ’08, or ’03 to ’08, let’s just say.  But that’s one of 
the striking things that no one talks about in all this alleged world of polarization, where we have the fewest 
party divisive votes on foreign or defense policy in the last two Congresses in modern history.  Obama lost 
to the Democrats on Afghanistan, and otherwise there’s been very little of this sort of ’03 to ’08 type debates 
on foreign policy.  So on that issue, oddly enough, the system seems to have come together a little bit, even 
as we’ve had pretty bitter debates on domestic policy.   
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  This will sound a little self-congratulatory, but let me refer to think tanks and the 
Bradley Foundation.  Jim, he was involved in some political campaigns.  I think he was involved in the 
Humphrey campaign in ’68 early in life.  Later on, he spent more and more of his professional life in the 
world of the think tanks.  And while, as his email to Yuval makes clear, he appreciated the virtues of 
specialization, which the universities had increasingly become organized around, and he saw that that was 
very valuable, I think he was particularly alert to the importance of these sanctuaries.  The scholars at think 
tanks are consumers of the specialized work that is going on in the universities, and try to do what Jim did, 
which was to extract from all of that learning something that was practical, useful, and applicable to the 
debates of the day.  He was very unhappy with the increasingly ideological nature of our politics, and he saw 
that think tanks, three of us, Karlyn and Yuval and I, are from think tanks, and I think that he saw them, as 
does Bill Gallston, as increasingly important as politics become more partisan, to have these sanctuaries 
where people are paying attention to the immediate term, but paying close attention to the short term. 
However, as far as their own work is concerned, thinking about the medium term. 
 
Q:  I’m Jim Wilburn. I’m the dean of the School of Public Policy at Pepperdine and wrote a check for Jim 
the last 15 years.   
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  And he thanks you for it.  [LAUGHTER] 
 
JAMES WILBURN:  By the way, thank you very much, those of you who knew Jim’s work much earlier 
and much more fully than we did at Pepperdine.  The question was raised about California.  I was not going 
to say anything, but because of that, I just thought you might be interested in, I read Jim as a graduate 
student at UCLA.  Clay La Force was on my dissertation committee there.  And when I quoted John 
Kenneth Galbraith, he introduced me to a different way of thinking.  [LAUGHTER]  So I started reading 
James Q. Wilson while he was still at Harvard.   
 
I didn’t really meet him until I was raising money for Pepperdine, and we had something called Pepperdine 
Associates, a $1,000 a year gift, and if you’re an associate and you live kind of in the shadow of Pepperdine, 
you can use our swimming pool and our track, and you can see where I’m going here.  I was looking over 
that list of donors and wondering if it could be ratcheted up to a larger gift.  And I come across James Q. 
Wilson.  I’d asked around and none of our fundraisers knew who he was.  So I called him and we had 
breakfast, and that is really how I met him.   
 
Later when I was dean of the business school, the president said he wanted to start a school of public policy.  
I tried to talk him out of it.  I said that we didn’t need that at Pepperdine and he not only went ahead, but he 



convinced me to be the inaugural dean.  The only reason that I agreed was that I went and had breakfast with 
Jim.  I had already spent some time with him, discovering he was a neighbor.  And I said that if I did this 
then I wanted him to design the curriculum.  James said that he had spent 20 years trying to reform the 
curriculum at Harvard and didn’t succeed there, but if he liked the idea of starting with a clean slate.  He said 
changing a curriculum is kind of like trying to move a cemetery.  [LAUGHTER]   So we really designed the 
program with his imprimatur. 
 
I can’t begin to contribute what those of you who worked to closely with him could, except to say that he 
spoke at a lot of our classes.  We used him as a pinch hitter, since almost anything that we were teaching he 
had done a book or some writing about it.  And so he spent a lot of time with our students and our faculty.  
We’ve got a couple of young faculty for whom he had a tremendous influence that you may hear about in 
years to come.  When I asked him to teach a class, he said, “Jim, I’ll do anything else you want me to do, but 
you don’t pay enough for me to grade papers.”  And so he and his wife, Roberta, hiked the same trail that 
my wife and I have as a favorite trail, and they became close friends.  But he had huge influence over us at 
Pepperdine.  He was leaning on an open door at Pepperdine.  We were ready for James Q. Wilson, and he 
had a huge impact on the direction of the school.  So for whatever it’s worth. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Well, thank you.  I know Jim loved his early years in California and also his later 
years at both UCLA and Pepperdine.  He really loved his house in Malibu, which I think we visited once or 
twice, and I could see why he did.  And I remember asking him at some point, half-jokingly, in maybe the 
late ‘90s, something about, ‘Gee, you’re having a great time out there at Pepperdine and living in Malibu, 
but do you miss Harvard?’  And he looked at me just contemptuously, like it was the stupidest question he 
had ever heard.  [LAUGHTER]    
 
Q:  Again, thank you for a very stimulating conversation and discussion.  I’m Bob Schadler.  I had the 
opportunity of a one on one tutorial with Ed Banfield for the year he was at Penn.  And you’ve talked a lot 
about his influence on Wilson and how close they were.  Could you point to any daylights or differences 
between the two of them?  You think of them almost as morphing into a single person in some ways, or at 
least I did somewhat.  But you knew Wilson better, all of you.  And I’d be curious if there is any daylight 
between the two of them intellectually or otherwise.  Not personally, but intellectually. 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  One difference was that Jim wasn’t quite the skeptic that Ed Banfield was.  Also, he was 
interested more in finding these points of leverage where you could have an effect on public policy.  He 
really was an important advisor to police chiefs, presidents, because he could be counted on, I think, to give 
some practical advice and not simply be a naysayer.  And I think that Ed Banfield was just amazing at 
tearing down various proposals and theories.  He could do so in a withering way.  I think Jim, then, wanted 
to go a step beyond that. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Yes, Ed was maybe more radical.  I mean, certainly by temperament, radical in the 
intellectual sense, in a way, than Jim.  I don’t know how much of that was temperament and how much of 
that was based on deeply considered philosophical differences.  Ed, after The Un-heavenly City, as I recall, 
in mid ‘70s wrote an article, which I think even became a short book, in which he said that you could make 
almost perfect copies of every great painting these days that hung at museums.  It was ridiculous to just have 
one original painting that everyone had to fly thousands of miles to go see, when you could have in every 
city really indistinguishable, even to the most expert eyes, and certainly indistinguishable to all of us, copies 
of the Mona Lisa everywhere, and it would be great for public appreciation of art.  And it’s just the precious 
elitism of the art world that prevents this perfectly sensible thing from happening.  I’d say that was more in 
the spirit of Ed Banfield.  Jim Wilson may have thought that, but I don’t think he would have written it.  
[LAUGHTER]  Final words up here?  What have we not covered that -- 
 
KARYLN BOWMAN:  There is a lot we probably haven’t covered.  His career was so extraordinary that 
we’ve just, as you said in your essay, scratched the surface. 
 



SHEP MELNICK:  I’ll just say one thing, which is, he was a terrific writer.  And I think that’s important, 
because he was writing not to political scientists and academics, but he wrote some of his best work for a 
general, well-educated audience.  And if I could say one thing I wish academics would do more of, it would 
be to have that type of audience and to write in a way that is accessible to them.  
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Yes, the good news is The Public Interest articles, the Commentary articles, the 
collection of articles from AEI, all that is available online, which is a very good, you can get more than an 
introduction to Jim’s work.  One thing I thought of listening to Chris read a little bit from the regulation 
book and the mentions of Ed Banfield’s and Jim Wilson’s old books from the ‘60s, I wonder how many of 
them are actually in print.  And it wouldn’t be a crazy project for a think tank or a foundation or a university 
press to reprint some of those books.  As you suggested, reading The Amateur Democrat and Ed Banfield’s 
books as well, there would be an awful lot of interest there that probably isn’t very easily accessible.   
 
Now, the story about curriculum, when Shep and I were grad students, Jim took the lead in revising the 
introductory American Government course in the government department.  It was really an excellent course.  
There was a little political theory, and the founding, certainly, and Tocqueville, but then real studies of real 
historical époques and real policy issues in American politics.  It was around the same time he was writing 
his textbook, so he was thinking about how could you in one term try to give people a sense of the 
complexity and the theory and practice and history, current issues in American politics.  That course is, I 
think, unfortunately not any longer taught the way it was when Jim taught it, and simply reproducing and 
updating that syllabus would be a service to people who wanted to study American politics, it seems to me.  
I was a teaching assistant in that course, which was intimidating, having Jim Wilson as the main professor.  
But we did our best.  Chris, I’m sorry, you were going to say? 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  There is a website of Ed Banfield’s work.  It has a bibliography.  It has criticisms of his 
work, and it has the full text of almost everything that he ever wrote.  I believe -- 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Illegally, probably. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  Well, some of it is.   
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Banfield also was radical in that way.  He rose above mere law abidingness when 
necessary.   
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  There is not even a complete bibliography of Jim’s writings yet, but Rand in Santa 
Monica is beginning to do this.  They’re putting together a library of all of his work.  I very much hope that 
this will become an online resource that will have all of his writings, many of them in full text, going beyond 
what The Public Interest and Commentary have done.  So I think that we’ll see that pretty soon.  In the 
meantime, Yuval’s journal, National Affairs, has an excellent piece by Pietro Nivola, one of Jim’s students, 
that will appear in your next issue. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  And this piece by Shep is really wonderful and quite capacious.  Is it online? 
 
SHEP MELNICK:  Yes. 
 
CHRIS DEMUTH:  It’s a new journal.  It’s the American Political Science Association Forum, and it’s 
called, “Political Science as a Vocation: An Appreciation of the Life and the Work of James Q. Wilson,” and 
it’s a tremendous piece of work that Shep’s done over the last two months. 
 
WILLIAM KRISTOL:  Thank you all for coming, and thanks to our panel.  [APPLAUSE] 

http://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/page/james-q-wilson-1931-2012
http://www.commentarymagazine.com/james-wilson-archive/
http://www.aei.org/search/James+Q.+Wilson
http://edwardcbanfield.wordpress.com/
http://www.hudson.org/files/pdf_upload/Shep%20Melnick%20article.pdf

