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and minds of unreasonable believers as a kind of secular
fifth column.

Finally, Swaine contends that his arguments on behalf
of the “principles of conscience” are universal, and not
embedded solely in a Western religious worldview (p. 149).
Yet, not only are appeals to conscience Western, they are
most deeply Protestant—the very tradition from which
liberalism itself derived. In other words, it is contended
that liberalism is to shore itself up among religious believ-
ers by appeal to a liberal, and specifically individualistic,
understanding of religion. However, many traditions—
including Catholicism and Islam—do not give place of
priority to conscience and to individual discretion. If lib-
eralism truly hopes to appeal to religious believers who
remain skeptical of liberalism’s appeal, it cannot do so in
the idiom of academic liberalism, and certainly not one so
implicitly offensive to believers as that unwittingly adopted
by Swaine.
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This is a wonderful and important book. Philip Tetlock is
a political psychologist who has a knack for innovative
research projects (e.g., his earlier work on how people
cope with trade-offs in politics). In this book, he addresses
a question that would scare away more timid souls: How
well do experts predict political and economic events?

Most of Tetlock’s findings are based on questions posed
in 1988 and 1992, when he asked experts to make predic-
tions both within their fields of expertise and more gen-
erally. Experts were asked to predict whether the value of
selected variables would go down, remain the same, or
increase. They were asked to predict a wide range of pos-
sible developments: short-term and long-term electoral
success of political parties, levels of political freedom, polit-
ical stability, marginal tax rates, central bank interest rates,
central government expenditure, central government def-
icit, education spending, health care spending, defense
spending, use of military force, participation in inter-
national peacekeeping, and acquisition of nuclear weap-
ons. Tetlock also studied predictions about more specific
events such as transition from communism (including
the rate of privatization of state-owned industries, un-
employment rates in postcommunist countries); the (first)
Persian Gulf War (whether a war would break out, how
many causalities there would be); likely human-caused
disasters in the next five, ten, or twenty-five years (e.g.,
mass starvation, massacres, epidemics); predictions about
developments in the European Union; predictions about
the developments of the Internet and dot-com firms; and
global warming.
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Tetlock begins by examining what he calls the “radical
skeptic” view, which is championed both by those of us
who build on complexity theory to argue that complex
systems such as the political order or economy are in prin-
ciple unpredictable, and by those who appeal to psycho-
logical and epistemic considerations to hold that humans
are not up to such predictions. Tetlock is not himself a
radical skeptic: his aim is to find out how experts make
predictions so that they can do it better. That it cannot be
done at all, or not by humans, is a “challenge” that he
wishes to put aside, not a conclusion to be embraced. The
problem is that Tetlock finds it very difficult to reject the
radical skeptic’s hypothesis. Tetlock distinguishes two cri-
teria of a good prediction: discrimination (how precise the
prediction is) and calibration (how accurate the predic-
tion is). The good news for those who would reject the
skeptical hypothesis is that political and economic experts
do better on both measures than undergraduates at pre-
dicting future events in their field of expertise. Unfortu-
nately, that is about all the good news. Experts do not do
significantly better than what Tetlock calls “dilettantes™
People who regularly read The Economist or The New York
Times. On the discrimination measure—how precise the
predictions are—the experts and dilettantes would beat a
chimp who made predictions by throwing a dart ata board
in which the dart can land on “variable will go up,” “vari-
able will go down,” or “variable will stay the same.” Unfor-
tunately, the chimp beats the dilettantes and experts on
the accuracy score. Still, experts are better on the discrim-
ination dimension: They make more precise, if less accu-
rate, predictions than would the chimp. How good are
they? The better half of the expert group predicts a meager
18% of the variance, the less good group about 14%. An
average of about 16% of the variance is accounted for by
expert prediction. Even more embarrassing for the experts
is that almost any mathematical model, even very simple-
minded ones extrapolating the future on the basis of the
past, beat them on both dimensions. In every domain of
study, crude models beat experts. Based on these findings,
Tetlock is forced to concede the crux of the skeptical
hypothesis: Expert prediction and guesswork are essen-
tially the same.

As I said, Tetlock is not himself a skeptic. He hopes that
we can improve public policymaking, so he focuses on
differences within the expert group, looking at which sorts
of experts tend to do better. Remember, this is variance
within a group that tends to be pretty awful, but still,
there is variance. Tetlock advances two important find-
ings. First, Isaiah Berlin famously distinguished between
two sorts of intellectual styles: the hedgehog and the fox.
Hedgehogs see one thing: They are captivated by a single
theory, a single, clear view of the world. Foxes, as Berlin
conceived of them, see many truths: They are sensitive to
indications that they might be mistaken and are suspi-
cious that there is any one great truth. Tetlock shows that
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foxes are the better predictors: Within the expert group,
foxlike predictors clearly outperform hedgehogs. Second,
the other main predictor of expert accuracy that Tetlock
discovers is how famous an expert is and how often he is
consulted by the media. Unfortunately, the correlation is
negative: The more well-known an expert is, the worse
his predictions. The experts that more people listen to and
read are systematically the worst predictors.

I have focused on some of Tetlock’s fascinating findings
(there are other intriguing analyses, such as his study of
counterfactual historical judgments). Tetlock also spends
a great deal of time exploring counterarguments by
hedgehogs that their cognitive style really does make for
better predictions, once we get clearer about what is a
“better” prediction. Throughout, Tetlock impresses the
reader with his intellectual honesty, never failing to do
justice to alternative hypotheses. I do not wish to suggest
there are no worries at all about the data or his analysis: It
can be very difficult to track down in the appendix how
many were asked which questions; looking for raw data
can be frustrating. These though would be mere quibbles.
This is a great book.
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The conceit framing Keith Topper’s fine and necessary
book is that the state of social science methods has grown
so disordered it has even come to public attention, first
when the journal Social Text unwittingly published Alan
Sokal’s parody of poststructuralist jargon and the now
defunct Lingua Franca exposed the hoax, and then when
the so-called Perestroika movement emerged to challenge
dominant approaches in political science. Because the first
instance attacked the perceived consequences of epistemic
relativism in the social sciences generally and the latter the
rigor mortis resulting from an allegedly hegemonic notion
of scientific rigor in its discipline in particular, Topper’s
conceit allows him to play the role of Odysseus steering
through the straits, lashed to his hermeneutic mast while
shunning the Manichean siren songs of scientific monism
to the one side and empty pluralism on the other, and
heading for more open, ecumenical waters. It also enables
him to claim that all this tacking to and fro has a public,
political import. Indeed, he asserts that his primary con-
cern in this book is “with a set of contemporary questions
about the ways in which particular methodological com-
mitments enable or constrain one’s capacity to identify
and act upon opaque power relations that sustain forms of
domination” (p. 12).

Topper is a good critical guide through the troubled
waters of methodological dispute. The basic outlines of
that dispute are well known. It has revolved for a long
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time around the question of the relationship of the social
to the natural sciences, generally involving arguments over
the nature of their respective objects of study and pitting
those who argue that one method of study fits all against
others who claim, on ontological and/or epistemological
grounds, that the social sciences require methods peculiar
to them. Topper does not waste much time on the back-
ground to all this and moves instead into an extremely
well-informed engagement with recent debates. His pur-
pose is to develop a form of hermeneutics that is both
pragmatic and antinaturalist without being antirealist.
Although fully half of the text is devoted to a thorough-
going critique of Richard Rorty’s pragmatism and anti-
foundationalism, which Topper finds both not pragmatic
enough and burdened with its own metaphysical baggage,
and another chapter explores Roy Bhaskar’s critical real-
ism, the main purpose of these chapters is to explicate and
defend the hermeneutics Topper associates primarily with
Hubert Dreyfus and Charles Taylor. Even though Topper
agrees with Rorty that “there is no language-independent,
pretheoretical access to either nature or social life,” he
rejects Rorty’s claim that there are therefore no important
differences between the natural and social sciences (p. 75).
Instead, Topper turns to the claim of Dreyfus and Taylor
that the social sciences display a doubly hermeneutic char-
acter. While both natural and social science entail “a shared
background of meanings and practices” that make inter-
pretation integral to their functioning, the social sciences
have as their objects self-interpreting subjects. Thus, social
science “requires both (1) a grasp of the background webs
of meaning and practices that are the precondition of all
science and all intelligibility, and (2) an understanding of
the background self-interpretations of the objects (per-
sons, groups, cultures, classes, and the like) being studied.
Moreover, this second feature places constraints on the
first, namely, that social scientific vocabularies must retain
some connection to the self-interpretations of the objects
being studied” (p. 76).

On his own terms, it is important for Topper to dem-
onstrate that this hermeneutical approach makes possible
the sort of exposure of power relations supporting domi-
nation that is his purpose. He rightfully criticizes Rorty
on just this point, arguing that Rorty’s strict separation of
incommensurable private and public spheres—represented
in his writings as the ironist’s realm of self-creation and
the liberal realm of justice, respectively—and failure to
provide sustained descriptions of the social practices that
underlie private projects “follows the time-honored liberal
practice of insisting solely on a division of these spheres,
while ignoring their historical and conceptual interrela-
tions” (p. 101). In contrast, among the examples consis-
tent with the hermeneutical principles Topper advocates,
the most significant are to be found in Pierre Bourdieu’s
several studies of social and political institutions. In his
chapter on Bourdieu, whom Topper sees as unfortunately
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