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Questions concerning the form, content and relative import of American political history have engaged and periodically redefined the disciplines of history and political science since their division in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Surprisingly, the substance and intensity of these engagements have not regularly reflected or extended into efforts to understand the concerns or responses of the other discipline.  The result is readily apparent today: American political historians and political scientists engaged in the historical study of American politics focus upon a common object of study, but they typically pursue their curiosities in independent discourses characterized by dissimilar empirical requirements, different conceptual devices, unshared analytical methods and unfamiliar epistemological concerns.

The gulf dividing students of American political history also extends to the ways in which each group perceives its past, present and future disciplinary positions.  American political historians, for example, readily acknowledge that for most of the twentieth century they served as the principal source and conduit of American political history—both at home and abroad.  Today, however, these same historians widely perceive their once prestigious field in the midst of a long, slow and apparently inexorable decline.  The temporal reference point compelling the present perception of decline is the late nineteenth century, a time not only when academic historians first distinguished themselves from amateur historians and political studies dominated the work of the new discipline, but a time also when history itself was understood and tirelessly described by Herbert Adams and other professional historians as “past politics” and politics as “present history.”
  By mid-century, few historians repeated the latter tautology in public and by the late 1960s only one-fifth of all historians identified their principal area of research as political history: a greatly diminished role, to be sure, but one that still constituted the largest field within the discipline.

Over the final three decades of the twentieth century, American political historians witnessed an additional and more precipitous relative decline as the discipline of history turned its energies and newest generations towards social history and postmodern literary critiques.  Indeed, by the mid-1980s William Leuchtenburg, president of the Organization of American Historians, contended that “the status of political historians” was similar to “that of a faith healer and a chiropractor” and Joel Silbey more recently has warned that political historians now face such “a barrage of criticism” and dismissal by their peers that “the subject itself is holding on by its fingertips.”
  The ironies and contradictions latent within these dismal assessments ought not to be missed: for the disciplinary decline of political history occurred as political historians repeatedly divided themselves over the relative merits of ‘traditional’ or ‘scientific’ approaches; as larger and more diverse popular audiences embraced works of American political history; and, most recently, as the other social sciences—including political science--regained consciousness of the temporal attributes embedded within their particular objects of study.
  

Like their cohorts in the discipline of history, historically minded political scientists also self-consciously ask what it is they have been and now are doing and which new paths from the past to the present their works are helping to construct.  Unlike the former, the latter group’s queries arise in the midst of a rapidly expanding interest in historical approaches within the discipline of political science.  Nowhere is this willingness to perceive and to study politics in and across time more prominently displayed than in the field of American politics where, since the 1980s, numerous works, journals, conferences and a new American Political Science Association section have appeared under or next to the general label of ‘American Political Development’ (or ‘APD’ as the field is colloquially referred to by its members). The unanticipated expansion of APD has had spillover effects upon the ways in which political science is taught in the United States, how American political scientists are trained and, most significantly, how many political scientists engage their particular areas of research—including practitioners of the previously ahistorical approaches associated with rational choice and quantitative analysis.
   

Ironically, the widespread acceptance of the reunion of politics and history within political science has prompted a series of critiques and challenges to the once small and marginalized field of APD.  One of the most significant challenges concerns the obvious disconnect between the original field’s developmental perspective and state-centered focus and the apparent fact today that most APD’ers—including many of its founding members--have long since abandoned the hope of unifying the study of American politics around the borrowed promise of modernization theory and the now tired slogan “to bring the state back in.”  Other noteworthy challenges reflect the field’s present deficiencies and future opportunities.  Four broad areas (and their exceptions) come immediately to mind.  The first area is the field’s general failure to look beneath and beyond national-level conditions and actors to construct or to test rival multi-level accounts of American political history.  The result is a top-heavy American political history detached from the verities of social conditions from below and from the complexities and influences of external and subnational centers of collective authority and governmental action.  A second area is the field’s tendency to ignore or to assume away political developments prior to the American Civil War—with the most acute lapses in the colonial and early national years.  This temporal truncation, although initially defensible, remains deeply problematic given the field’s most distinguishing claims that history and institutions matter. The third area is the field’s slowness to explore and to employ newer or more complex methodological approaches and theoretical frameworks.  The effect of this analytic and synthetic tentativeness not only divides many APD’ers from their colleagues in political science, it also limits the possible contents of their histories and passively permits political methodologists and political theorists to develop their products independent of the goal of illuminating political realities within their particular temporal and spatial contexts.  The fourth and final area, the one most noticeable to historians, is that historically minded political scientists rarely travel or extend the empirical domains that have been surveyed and explored by American political historians.  As a result, many historical accounts by political scientists still do not reflect the empirical depth required to complement or to challenge the accounts of political historians.

In addition to these challenges, recent critiques of the field of APD also point out that although it presently enjoys many organizational benefits, including many new recruits and a widely recognized moniker, those who gather no longer appear to sing (or to hum) the same tune.
  This combination of organizational expansion with internal differentiation is not as trivial or as beneficial as it may initially seem to some.  Indeed, the lack of a common direction or of generally accepted reference points positions the field of APD surprisingly close to its older siblings in political history: that is, with a limited vocabulary, little confidence, and apparently no interest in synthesizing its past and present works into broader and deeper visions of the American political experience in and through time. Regardless of how optimistic present conditions may appear, the field seems unaware and ill equipped to avoid the slide towards “many disconnected pasts” that overtook the discipline of history.

Fragmentation of the study of the American political past, of course, can have many immediate benefits, refreshing an exhausted discourse and field of inquiry with self-conscious critiques and free-running streams of new and often highly innovative work.  The longer-term costs of fragmentation, however, require more than a little effort to ignore: for study of parts of a political order without the aspiration for synthesis or the possibility of rival, competing syntheses may be pleasing in its accommodation of intellectual freedom and interpretative diversity but it misses or consciously disregards the presence and significance of collective authority as well as the real experiences and legacies of governmental action.  Acceptance of fragmentation as a scholarly norm, moreover, weakens the transgenerational nature of the modern enterprise of political history by encouraging discontinuous forms of research and the cowardly pretensions of semi-private or self-refereed scholarship.  The field’s response to this line of critique has yielded mixed results thus far, with most attention and discussion focused upon the anchoring prospects offered by a new Presidential synthesis and various neo-institutionalist theories.
  How long the present desire for unity will endure or how ultimately it can be satisfied without diminishing the field’s present energy or diversity remains to be seen. 

Without ignoring or casually bracketing these intradisciplinary trends and concerns, contributors to this roundtable also confront challenges of a different sort.  The first challenge asks us to consider the long-term consequences of the splintering of the study of American politics more than a century ago.  Although what might have been remains worthy of pondering, recognition of the different historical paths traveled by the two disciplines does not lead us towards regret or the wish for convergence.  Rather, we acknowledge and accept these historical consequences in order to consider the possibilities for and expected benefits of increased exchanges across the two disciplines as they presently exist. 

Obstacles to greater exchange, no doubt, are real and their weight need not be underestimated.  Given, however, the essential unity of the study of American politics and of American political history, we confront these obstacles with confidence that little can be gained from cultivating deeper disciplinary divisions or the incommensurability of the approaches or insights of political historians and political scientists.  Indeed, we expect individuals within both disciplines (and the numerous audiences of their works) will benefit the most when the dialogue between political historians and political scientists is public, broadly inclusive, and sufficiently honest to include discussion of all possible means for advancing, maintaining and disseminating our scholarly knowledge of American political history.  The additional challenge of initiating this discussion without simultaneously alienating those we seek to engage is aided by the sincerity of our commitment to invite and to include as many different voices as possible and by our frank admission that the expected initial benefits of exchange pair the present strengths and deficiencies of both disciplinary groups.  Political historians, that is, possess what most historically minded political scientists presently lack: namely, the professional training, incentives and hands-on expertise to engage the primary empirical sources upon which the historical works of both disciplines ultimately rest.
  Political scientists, by contrast, possess what American political historians presently lack: namely, an expanding corps of individuals interested in raising old and new questions of American political history and the theoretical and methodological expertise to construct intelligible, publicly relevant and often novel answers to these questions.      

In conclusion, participants in this roundtable discussion approach our topic with the admission that we are not positioned to predict or to declare the future of American political history; nor are we the first set of individuals to recognize the benefits and costs of the processes that produced the professionalization of the discipline of history in the late nineteenth century, the division of political science and history within American universities by the early twentieth century, or the subsequent specialization and segmentation that presently dominates both disciplines, their scholarly products and their audiences.  We also expect that we will not be the last to expect mutual gains from greater and more transparent exchanges across and between these disciplines and their various audiences.
  What this roundtable, however, promises to offer is a timely and public opportunity for all interested in American political history to consider these benefits, costs and expected gains as well as, most importantly, our common interest and shared responsibility for maintaining and extending our collective capacities to construct and to tell accurate, relevant and enduring representations of American politics in and over time.  As an initial and temporary frame for this public discussion, we invite participants—both on and off the roundtable—to engage, to clarify and to add to the following critical questions:           

1) What primary data or original sources of American political history remain to be collected, compiled and analyzed—regardless of their (often prohibitive) redemption costs? What are the conceptual and theoretical consequences of these enduring data deficits?  Who will collect these new data, how will they be compiled, and where will they be stored and made accessible to others? 

2) What new analytical methods have been or can be employed more fully to illuminate new or seemingly settled dimensions, eras or events of American political history?  Under what conditions will the application of each of these methods be most effective and most transparent—especially for non-technical scholarly and public audiences?     

3) What conceptual terms, analytical frameworks and theoretical syntheses within twentieth century accounts of American political history require critical revisiting?  Are the familiar ways in which we presently divide and aggregate time, space, society, political actions and the world still useful and accurate, or will our unqualified use of these devices promise to perpetuate a narrowness or latent biases within our works in the future?  Under what conditions, for example, does our common and seemingly necessary organization of American political history around the concept of the ‘nation-state’ diminish our capacity to identify and to represent indigenous, colonial, local, transnational, or imperial characteristics?                   

4) How and can the capacities of the Internet be employed to further both the scholarly and the public purposes compelling our accounts of American political history.  Like the organization of American universities, graduate programs and academic journals in the late nineteenth century, does the Internet offer a new institutional setting that will redefine who, how and what types of American political history will be produced in the twenty-first century?       

5) Are present resources and standards for graduate training in the disciplines of political science and history adequate for producing a critical pool of individuals with the competency to maintain and to extend present levels of scholarly and public knowledge of American political history?         

6) Finally, how can we simultaneously promote the integration of our specialized scholarly interests in small-scale episodes and phenomena with our need to be attentive to more general understandings of political and historical dynamics?  How can we better map the relationships between our knowledge of these particulars to larger-scale institutional, procedural and policy patterns and changes?  Can such maps be presented as narratives that are both publicly meaningful for our civic culture and academically sound and credible as educational and scholarly endeavors?  What are the costs of not providing popular access to complex, technical scholarly insights and of not constructing intelligible and usable representations of the past that inform a common sense of shared participation required for the political to be sustained in our time and in years to come? 
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