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Abstract 
This article seeks to shed light on the critical role of  interdisciplinary qualities for the societal relevance of  Political 
Science. It traces the historical development of  Austrian Political Science embedded in the larger international context 
and by considering the cases of  the United States, France, Germany and Italy. It serves as a means to demonstrate the close 
linkage between interdisciplinarity in Political Science and its professional, political and civic relevance. By addressing the 
question of  Political Science’s societal relevance from a historical and cross-national perspective, it prepares the ground for 
consecutive studies that conduct in-debt comparative analysis
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Interdisziplinarität in der Politikwissenschaft als eine Quelle der Relevanz  

Zusammenfassung
Dieser Artikel versucht, die kritische Rolle von interdisziplinären Qualitäten für die gesellschaftliche Relevanz der Politik-
wissenschaft aufzuzeigen. Er verfolgt die historische Entwicklung der österreichischen Politikwissenschaft, eingebettet im 
größeren internationalen Kontext und unter Berücksichtigung der Fälle der Vereinigten Staaten, Frankreichs, Deutschlands 
und Italiens. Der Artikel dient dazu, die enge Verbindung zwischen Interdisziplinarität in der Politikwissenschaft und ih-
rer beruflichen, politischen und zivilgesellschaftlichen Relevanz aufzuzeigen. Die gewonnen Erkenntnisse legen nahe, dass 
Interdisziplinarität eine wichtige Quelle für die gesellschaftliche Relevanz der Disziplin ist und legt den Grundstein für Fol-
gestudien. 
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Society has problems, and the universities have their 
 disciplines.1

Peter Heintel, Professor at 
Alpen-Adria-University Klagenfurt

1. Introduction

This article investigates the relevance of  Political Science 
(PS) in Austria by looking at the historical trajectory of  
interdisciplinarity in Political Science. It addresses the 
question of  whether the interdisciplinarity of  Political 
Science and its societal relevance are linked. That is done 
through a historical case study on “Interdisciplinarity 
and Relevance of  Austrian Political Science 1763-1980” 
and by considering the cases of  discipline formation in 
the United States, Germany, Italy, and France. This arti-
cle shows that although structural and cognitive closure 
are intrinsic to the formation of  disciplinary bounda-
ries, the interdisciplinary qualities of  Political Science 
influence its professional, political and civic relevance. 
If  there is a lesson to be learned, it is that interdiscipli-
nary qualities are essential to creativity and innovation 
in a number of  fields, including: political research in 
terms of  problem and policy orientation, as well as for 
the education of  professionals in the political-adminis-
trative domain.

Unlike existing studies on the history of  Austrian 
PS (e.g. Pelinka 1996, Sickinger 2004, Ehs 2010, König/
Ehs 2012), the present study embeds the case of  Aus-
trian PS and its predecessors in a broader international 
context.2 Thereby we engage with the current debate 
on the societal relevance of  PS (Smith 2015, Donovan/
Larkin 2006; Wood, 2014; Cherney et al. 2013; Capano/
Verzichelli 2016) and the discipline’s engagement in in-
terdisciplinarity (Warleigh/Cini 2009, Ashworth 2009). 
The latter can be viewed as a response to multiple pres-
sures including the demand for problem-orientation 
in the allocation schemes for research funding and the 
prominence of  “new issues that cross established dis-
ciplinary boundaries” such as politics of  public health, 
climate change, cyber security, and so forth (Warleigh/
Cini 2009, 4).

This article brings the story back to the era of  Austri-
an state-building in the eighteenth-century, which helps 
identifying the drivers behind interdisciplinary tradi-
tions of  political science. Beside the political demand 
for a “science of  the state” that guides political reforms 
and economic policy, there was also a professional de-
mand for standardised higher education in the political-
administrative domain, as well as a civic demand for in-

1 See CERI (1982, 127) and also Arnold (2013, 1105).
2 A rare study of  Austrian Political Science that also engages with the 

discipline in another country has been conducted by Reinhard Hei-
nisch. See Reinhard Heinisch (2004).

formed public discourse on controversial issues.
In the early twentieth-century Austrian social sci-

ences flowered for a brief  period, following a larger 
trend that resulted in the consolidation of  PS as a dis-
cipline in countries like the United States, Italy, and 
France. Against this background it seems paradoxical 
that while Austrian (and “old Austrian”) émigrés suc-
ceeded in taking up prominent positions as social and 
political scientists in the United States in the 1940s and 
1950s, in Austria PS suffered from a general lack of  rel-
evance. It is useful to follow Senn and Eder’s (2018, 1–18) 
threefold definition of  relevance of  PS by distinguishing 
between civic, political and professional relevance. The 
lack of  professional and political relevance is reflected 
in the secondary status of  PS in the public and profes-
sional sectors vis-à-vis other disciplines (König/Ehs 
2012, 218-19). Unlike in other countries, the discipline 
of  legal science (law) has for long held a monopoly on 
“state affairs” and the training of  professionals for the 
political-administrative domain (Ehs 2010, 237). 

In his discussion of  the current state of  Austrian 
PS, König (2011, 83) argues that the discipline appears 
incapable to adapt its theoretical and methodologi-
cal instruments in order to deal with pertinent societal 
problems. He further observes a lack in communication 
and cooperation on the national and international level 
(ibid., 85).3 This deficiency within the discipline also 
hints at the lack of  inter-disciplinary qualities, which 
above all require shared epistemological foundations in 
order to engage in dialogue and collaboration. The lack 
in cooperation undermines the generation of  major new 
knowledge surplus, methodological innovation, the de-
velopment of  theories, and ultimately also the ability to 
inform political decision-making and the public on piv-
otal societal questions.

2. The study of politics as disciplinary and 
 interdisciplinary endeavour

Interdisciplinary qualities enable political scientists to 
borrow from different theoretical and methodological 
traditions and to engage in cooperation across sub-dis-
ciplinary and disciplinary boundaries in order to address 
societal problems. This “may generate not only new ways 
of understanding key problems, but also novel means of  
studying them”, which is particularly critical for issues 
that “have recently shown on the radar screens of political 
scholarship” (Warleigh/Cini 2009, 10). Examples are the 
study of environmental politics and climate change, mi-
gration and integration, electronic currencies, cyber secu-
rity and cyber warfare, quality of  democracy in a global 

3 This point is supported by a similar observation concerning the lack 
of  cooperation in Austrian sociology. See for a discussion Christian 
Fleck (2002).
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context (for example, see Campbell 2019), and so forth.
There is a broad consensus that the disciplinary 

framework of  PS is a requirement for the “the systemat-
ic, self-reflexive, and institutionalised” study of  politics 
(Senn/Eder 2018, 4). It is the disciplinary framework, 
comprising shared traditions, codes and practices, which 
enables division of  labour and “facilitates collaborative 
attacks on common problems” (Goodin 2013, 8). Cor-
responding to the nature of  the investigated problems, 
interdisciplinarity refers to the crossing of  disciplinary 
boundaries by drawing on the insights of  scholarship in 
other disciplines with a potential for reflexivity that “ap-
plies to methodology as well as to theory and the body of  
empirical literature” (Warleigh/Cini 2009, 10).

The most common argument for interdisciplinarity 
in political research is the complexity of  multi-faceted 
real-world problems (Wagner et al. 2011, Gibbons 1994, 
Klein 1990). This engagement takes place on a con-
tinuum, ranging from multidisciplinary, to interdisci-
plinary, and transdisciplinary modes of  research (Van 
den Besselaar/Heimericks 2001, 2). Multidisciplinarity 
refers to scholarship that draws on different disciplines, 
which are “used in parallel rather than in conjunction” 
(Warleigh/Cini 2009, 9). Interdisciplinarity on the 
other hand refers to an “integrated study based on ex-
plicitly harnessed insights and methods from various 
disciplines, using agreed common terms and methods” 
(ibid.). Transdisciplinarity again emphasizes research 
cooperation between academic researchers and prac-
titioners, drawing on expertise from a wider range of  
organizations and integrating research from different 
disciplines with the knowledge of  stakeholders in soci-
ety (Wagner et al. 2011, 16).

The expectation to make research more relevant to 
society through increasing collaboration within and 
across disciplinary boundaries affects social science at 
large. A citation analysis of  a longitudinal sample of  
35,296 business and management scholars showed that 
scholars’ cognitive openness to other disciplines and 
their structural openness to broader collaborations in-
fluence their academic impact (Belkhoujaa/Yoon 2018). 
Whereas moderate levels of  cognitive openness and 
structural openness increased young scholars’ cita-
tions, a high level of  cognitive openness and a low level 
of  structural openness increased those of  senior schol-
ars (ibid). Within PS, a citation analysis on ten volumes 
of  Oxford Handbooks of Political Science shows that only 
seven authors are influential across all sub-disciplines, 
including comparative politics, political behaviour, law 
and politics, political economy, methodology, political 
theory, international relations and public policy, while 
185 authors impact on more than half  of  them (Goodin 
2013, 18). The scholars with the highest academic impact 
are those who are able to cross the borders of  sub-disci-
plines (ibid.).

3. Interdisciplinarity and Relevance of Austrian 
Political Science 1763-1980

Before looking comparatively at the pathways of  disci-
pline formation with the aim to shed light on the ques-
tion whether interdisciplinarity in PS and societal rel-
evance are closely linked, such an endeavour requires a 
clarification of  semantics. As a number of  scholars have 
argued previously, one can identify different currents of  
science of  the state (Staatswissenschaft), political econ-
omy (Nationalökonomie, Kameralistik), and adminis-
trative science (Verwaltungswissenschaft) as historical 
predecessors of  what has become consolidated in the 
twentieth century as PS (Wagner 1990, Heinisch 2004, 
Dvorak 2011, König/Ehs 2012). As each of  the considered 
countries developed its own distinct tradition of  PS, the 
comparative perspective enables us to identify variation 
in the interdisciplinary qualities of  PS as well as varia-
tion in societal relevance.

3.1 The interdisciplinary predecessors of political 
 science in the era of state-building

In the European context of  eighteenth-century military 
competition between states, the modernisation projects 
of  absolutist rulers increased the demand for applicable 
knowledge for state-reforms and governmental policies. 
Driven by the contemporary demands of  military-fiscal 
states in the making, the respective “science of  the state” 
has been exercised as a problem-oriented enterprise 
that comprised early forms of  what later became known 
as economics, PS and sociology (Wagner 1990, 471).

In Austria, the institutionalisation of PS goes back to 
1763, when Joseph von Sonnenfels was appointed to the 
newly established chair for “police and cameral science” 
(Polizey- and Kameralwissenschaften) at the philosophical fac-
ulty of the University of  Vienna (Ehs 2010, 226). Essential 
for the development of an interdisciplinary science of the 
state and politics - what became referred to as Staatswis-
senschaft - was that the modernising elites of  Enlightened 
Absolutism facilitated the connection between political 
theory and political practice (Dvorak 2011, 20). Sonnen-
fels’ concept of  “policing”, a fusion of “polis” (the state) and 
“polire” (to polish), refers to what can be called policy. This 
explains why the concept of  Polizey/policing was closely 
related to Cameralism, which represented the Austrian 
political economic model of  mercantilism. Its assumption 
was that “the social, economic and cultural conditions of  
the country’s population..., once ascertained and moni-
tored, could be purposefully improved and advanced 
through ‘police’ activity” (Poggi 1990, 50-51). In modern 
PS terms, this notion of “police activity” refers to what can 
be described as regulation and public policy, involving a 
variety of policy fields including fiscal system, migration, 
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health, education, security and so forth.
In 1784 the Chair of  Cameralism at the University 

of  Vienna was transferred to the faculty of  law. In con-
sequence, subjects and courses such as police science, 
trade science, agriculture, taxation and public statistics 
were incorporated into the juridical degree programme, 
which increased its interdisciplinary qualities (Ehs 
2010, 227). This highlights the second major function 
of  contemporary Staatswissenschaft, beside its primary 
function of  basic and applicable knowledge production 
for government: the production of  ideal-typical bureau-
crats. The higher education of  civil servants was ini-
tially aimed at instilling a progressive statist ethos into 
students, to turn them into the cadres of  the respective 
modernist political project.

At this point it is worth highlighting the impact of  
Sonnenfels’ interdisciplinary practice of  Staatswissen-
schaft on all three aspects of  relevance. A biographical 
summary of  Sonnenfels reads as follows: “The greatest 
authority in the field of  administrative science, he com-
bined an administrative career with rigorous academic, 
literary and journalistic activities” (quoted in Dvorak 
2011, 21). In terms of  political relevance, Sonnenfels 
played an important role in political decision-making 
and was directly involved in the drafting of  the Austrian 
civil code and policies reforming the police. Concern-
ing professional relevance, Sonnenfels shaped academic 
scholarship in the field of  political economy and public 
administration, as well as the curriculum of  the higher 
education of  civil servants. The textbook he produced 
was to be taught to all future bureaucrats educated at 
the university of  Vienna. Sonnenfels was also aware of  
the importance of  civic relevance. Sonnenfels’ practic-
es were characterised by a continual effort to combine 
theory development, political practice and policy ad-
vice, the education of  bureaucrats, and the creation of  
a politically informed public (Dvorak 2011, 21). The liter-
ary and journalistic activities of  Sonnenfels were in fact 
complementary to his academic research, teaching and 
policy-making, affecting public discourse on controver-
sial political issues.

3.2 Conservative opposition to the interdisciplinary 
tradition of Staatswissenschaft after 1790

The decades after 1790 saw the abandonment of  Son-
nenfels interdisciplinary tradition of  Staatswissen-
schaft and the formation of  “law” as a discipline separat-
ed from “politics”. In fact, the conservative governments 
after 1790 enforced the removal of  state theory and of  
concepts such as “the political” and “the state” from uni-
versity curricula. This was a critical break with the En-
lightenment tradition of  state-centred PS in Austria. 
Empirical political research and theory development 
were replaced by a conservative type of  administrative 

science education that was reduced to the legal tradition, 
complemented with religious and metaphysical subjects.

This shift elevated the status of  law as a discipline in 
the making and abolished the interdisciplinary tradi-
tion of  administrative and state science. The historical 
background was that after the French Revolution, po-
litical reformism became increasingly associated with 
radicalism and Jacobinism, which paved the way for a 
conservative regime response in Austria. Within Austri-
an universities, the government removed all references 
to the state and to normative political theory, with the 
goal to erase the “state myth” (Heindl 2013, 76). Emper-
or Francis fiercely opposed the recruitment of  what he 
called “patriots”, “friends of  literature”, “Projektmacher” 
and “critics” (ibid., 80). Instead of  facilitating a science 
of  politics that informed political action, the reformed 
education for the political-administrative class served 
the function to legitimise the political status quo. In this 
context, the government introduced a new regulation in 
1795, which made the graduation in legal studies a man-
datory requirement for bureaucrats (Stimmer 1997, 63). 
The result was that the law department and legal studies 
became the central instrument for the selection and re-
cruitment of  Austrian bureaucrats (ibid.).

The primary function of  Staatswissenschaft within 
the faculty of  law was accordingly redefined as to secure 
the production of  pious and loyal civil servants instead 
of  educating “scientists” and “intellectuals”. The curricu-
lum reform of  1793 removed all courses on political the-
ory, reducing the former Staatswissenschaft to political 
economy, with courses in economics, economic policy, 
finance and financial legislation (Ehs 2010, 227). In 1805, 
religion was officially added to the curriculum of  juridi-
cal studies. Its weight was further increased in 1824 with 
the introduction of  additional courses in moral philoso-
phy, science of  religion and metaphysics (Heindl 2013, 
143). The aim was to promote students� education as 
Catholic “moralists” and loyal administrators, instead 
of  enlightened “scientists”, who investigated politically 
relevant problems of  the state (ibid., 131).

A similar current of  interdisciplinary science of  state 
affairs in the Cameralist tradition developed in Germa-
ny and France. In contrast to Austria, the policy and state 
oriented Staatswissenschaft was maintained in many 
German universities within philosophical or staatswis-
senschaftliche faculties until the early twentieth century. 
In France, there were similar attempts to consolidate a 
current of  early PS in the interdisciplinary tradition of  
Staatswissenschaft, with an explicit focus on the educa-
tion of  bureaucrats and political elites. One prominent 
effort was the plan to establish an Ecoles speciale des science 
politiques in 1795 (Wagner 1990, 179). One argument was 
that the graduation from “moral and political sciences” 
would secure the education of  a Republican political 
elite (ibid.). This approach illustrated the French focus on 
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the political-administrative domain. In the period after 
1815, in the European context of  conservative restora-
tion after the Napoleonic Wars, these efforts were recur-
rently turned down due to the opposition of  the profes-
sionalised legal sciences (ibid., 180).

3.3 Interdisciplinarity and the consolidation of 
 political science traditions in the late 
 nineteenth and early twentieth century

This section discusses the consolidation of  PS as a disci-
pline, which gained much of  its utility for governments 
and political elites from interdisciplinary qualities. In 
countries like Italy, France and Germany the context of  
nation-building in the decades after 1870 sheds light on 
the political demands for a science of  politics that was 
capable to inform modernisation policies in various pol-
icy fields as well as to provide a recruitment pool for the 
expanding state bureaucracies and political parties. Vice 
versa, the absence of  the formation of  modern PS in Aus-
tria and the continual dominance of  legal studies implies 
a lack in regard to the professional, political and civic 
functions attributed to the discipline in other countries.

In the last quarter of  the nineteenth century, the ac-
celerating processes of  industrialisation, urbanisation, 
and democratisation triggered a variety of  new soci-
etal problems that were to be tackled by governments. 
Seeking ways to increase their legitimacy through state 
expansion and reformism, political elites in the United 
States, France, Italy and Germany supported the forma-
tion of  PS as a discipline, which built on the tradition of  
Cameralism and Staatswissenschaft (Wagner 1990, 162). 
In contrast, in Austria the traditional dominance of  the 
law departments in educating the state’s bureaucrats 
and political elites - what became referred to as the so-
called “Juristenmonopol” in the political-administrative 
sector - prevented the formation of  PS as a discipline.

It is worth pointing out that the institutional and 
professional consolidation of  political or administra-
tive sciences in the United States, France, Italy and Ger-
many were marked by an interdisciplinary approach to 
the study of  state affairs and politics. As a consequence, 
the formation of  PS as a discipline in the United States, 
France, Italy and Germany had inevitably affected 
the status of  legal studies and law departments. In the 
United States, academics, who had previously studied 
Staatswissenschaft in Germany, initiated the institution 
of  the first PS departments in the 1890s (Loewenberg 
2006, 597). The American Political Science Association 
was founded in 1903. With its problem-solving and poli-
cy orientation, US-American PS succeeded in maintain-
ing inter-disciplinary qualities, extending the function 
of  PS into the public and private sector. This redefined 
the function of  law departments as institutions that 
provide professional education for legal practitioners, 

undermining their function in the generation of  knowl-
edge for political and state affairs (Ehs 2010, 231). Simi-
larly, one reflection of  the dominant status of  PS was its 
incorporation of  International Relations as one of  its 
sub-disciplines during the 1950s (Ashworth 2009, 23). 

In France, the modernization project of  the Third 
Republic provided the conditions for the revival of  the 
tradition of  the sciences morales et politique, which was 
founded during enlightened absolutism and had been 
abandoned by the restorationist regime after 1815 (Wag-
ner 1990, 179). The successful professionalization of  
French PS is reflected in the foundation of  the Ecole li-
bre des sciences politique, the predecessor of  the Science Po, 
in 1871/72. Following the interdisciplinary tradition, 
its curriculum included courses in public administra-
tion, diplomacy, economics and finance. Its political-
administrative orientation shaped the image of  French 
PS as being application oriented. In Paris at the Institut 
d’Etudes Politiques, the country’s future public and pri-
vate-sector leaders are educated, “through a diversified 
curriculum, of  which political science is one component” 
(Montricher 1989, 148). Although until the mid-1970s, 
PS was dominated by a narrow definition of  politics 
and focused on “the study of  regimes and political par-
ties, public opinions, and electoral behaviour”, fields of  
political research diversified since the 1980s: “linguists 
and computer scientists are researching political dis-
course; philosophers, historians, and even economists 
are explaining the origins of  the modern State. Topics 
are multiplying, and scientists differ on how problems 
should be studied” (ibid.).

In Germany, the problematic of  nation-building in 
the context of  achieved national unification stimulated a 
revival of  the Staatswissenschaft. Although the influen-
tial legal tradition of  constitutional law and idealist state 
theory rendered the disciplinary consolidation of  em-
pirical PS difficult, there developed a science of  the state 
that opened up cognitively and structurally. A prominent 
example represents Max Weber, who was appointed to 
the chair of  political economy (Nationalökonomie) at the 
University of  Freiburg in 1894. In 1902, he began writ-
ings on questions of  social science methodology (Kalberg 
2005, xvi). Although the dominance of  juridical-legal 
studies in German “administrative science” (Verwaltung-
swissenschaft) undermined the consolidation of  PS as a 
discipline, the notion of  “the political” remained a central 
component (Wagner 1990, 168-170). Only after WWII, 
(Western) German political and administrative science 
began to reduce the influence of  the legal tradition by 
drawing on the policy-orientation of  US-American PS. 
This development is illustrated by a special issue of  the 
Politische Vierteljahresschrift with the title “Gesellschaftli-
cher Wandel und politische Innovation” (PVS-Sonderheft 4, 
1972), which was published following the congress of  the 
German Association of  PS in Mannheim 1971.
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In Italy, the context of  national unification rendered 
the problem of  nation-building quite similar to Ger-
many. However, in contrast to Germany, there was no 
established legal tradition that dominated the domain 
of  “state affairs”, which provided space for the consoli-
dation of  an Italian PS that was characterised by a focus 
on empirical research, coherent research programs and 
elaborate concepts (Wagner 1990, 176). The major prob-
lems that were investigated concerned issues of  political 
rule (especially the relation between the elites and the 
masses), public institutions, the political system, po-
litical economy and national education. Similar to PS 
in the United States, Italian PS built on the tradition of  
Staatswissenschaft. It developed the capacity to produce 
a class of  bureaucrats and political elites, as well as to 
develop theoretically and methodologically coherent 
research programs that explored the impact of  public 
institutions on society. This was achieved by a consensus 
among scholars to distinguish between the “legal” state 
of  the country and “factual” reality (ibid., 179). The pro-
duced knowledge contributed to political innovation, es-
pecially in the field of  nation-building (ibid., 177).

In the late nineteenth-century, Austria saw the ex-
pansion of  public services and democratisation, in-
creasing the complexity of  governance and the demand 
for knowledge production and knowledge application. 
From a comparative perspective, the neglect of  the in-
terdisciplinary tradition of  Staatswissenschaft, as a 
source for the development of  an Austrian PS appears 
striking. Despite the flourishing of  economics, statis-
tics and ethnography, Staatswissenschaft remained re-
duced to an auxiliary science of  public law (Ehs 2010, 
227). In response to growing societal problems in the 
multi-national state, political elites turned to the dis-
cipline of  law. In the discourse of  the Austrian political 
elite and bureaucracy, all kinds of  problems of  society, 
state reform, parliamentarism and democracy were basi-
cally not perceived as “political” but defined as “legal” or 
“constitutional” questions, corresponding to the domi-
nant status of  the discipline of  law. The character of  the 
Austrian legal tradition reinforced established norms and 
undermined political innovation. What began in 1790 as a 
regime response to perceived revolutionary threats, tak-
ing the form of abolishing political theory and interdis-
ciplinary traditions of  the study of  politics, conditioned 
the ascendancy of  law as dominant discipline informing 
political decision-making and educating graduates to be 
employed in the political-administrative sector.

3.4 The regression from interdisciplinary applied re-
search to anti-empiricism in the First Republic

In 1919, in the new context of  the First Austrian Repub-
lic, Social Democrats began to intensify efforts to revive 
the interdisciplinary tradition of  Staatswissenschaft as 

an empirical social science (Ehs 2010, 228-29). These 
efforts were driven by the aim to break with the past 
and to create political and social innovation. After the 
collapse of  the coalition government in October 1920, 
the conservative-clerical Christian Social Party was in 
charge of  university reforms, which lasted until the end 
of  the First Republic. The new conservative government 
countered the previous progressive reform attempts and 
helped to establish conservative hegemony at Austrian 
universities. Conservatives warned of  the negative im-
pact of  “Jewified” universities and demanded their re-
Christianisation by bringing methaphysics back into 
science, countering the “nihilistic impulses of  individu-
alism, positivism, liberalism, and materialism” (Wasser-
man 2014, 38-39). 

Conservative opposition to modernist thought and 
empirical social science ranged from mobbing, the ex-
clusion of  scholars from universities, to police inter-
vention against scholarly associations such as the Ernst 
Mach Society. In 1934 Moritz Schlick, one of  its founders, 
defended the society against the government by argu-
ing that it was an unpolitical science association. In fact, 
the society’s activities were “committed to a scientific 
world-conception that militantly rejected metaphysics, 
religion, and nationalist pretensions” (Wasserman 2014, 
108) and were thus fundamentally opposed to the ideol-
ogy of  the ruling conservatives. The Leo-Gesellschaft, 
an academic society for Catholic scholars, was the major 
vehicle for the conservatives’ struggle against the mod-
ernist streams of  Marxism, Liberalism and Democracy 
(ibid., 4). As Austria’s largest academic organisation it 
distributed nine scholarly journals (ibid. 20). Its social-
scientific section became the defining sub-group that 
focussed on political, economic and social theory, and 
“boasted contributions from over a hundred Viennese 
professors” (ibid., 23-24).

Although conservative hegemony prevented the in-
stitutionalisation of  modern Social and PS in Austrian 
universities, the revived interdisciplinary tradition of  
Staatswissenschaft left its imprint in Austrian social sci-
ence outside of  the universities. It initiated the heydays 
of  Austrian social science marked by methodological in-
novation and problem-oriented empirical social and PS 
(Ehs 2010, 229). Innovative research programmes were 
developed for instance by the Austro-Marxists and rep-
resentatives of  Nationalökonomie. As the former were 
associated with socialism, and the latter with liberal-
ism, both became the target of  the conservative-clerical 
government, which gradually removed social-science 
subjects and restored the conservative character of  legal 
science. Although it was still possible to pursue graduate 
studies in Staatswissenschaft, a reform in 1926 reduced 
it again to an auxiliary science of  legal studies, resulting 
in a sharp decline of  graduates due to its lack of  profes-
sional relevance (ibid., 229-30). 
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Beside the removal of  social-science subjects, the 
Austrian government also promoted a metaphysical and 
anti-empiricist type of  political and sociological studies. 
The most prominent figure was Othmar Spann, who was 
appointed professor of  political economy and sociology 
(Nationalökonomie und Gesellschaftslehre) in the Law 
Faculty of  the University of  Vienna in 1919. His textbook 
Gesellschaftslehre (1923) became essential for the educa-
tion of  a new conservative generation of  graduates. De-
spite its dominant position in Austria, the Spann Circle 
became internationally isolated, dismissing contempo-
rary scientific debates in German sociology as “scien-
tistic” and arguing for the necessity of  an anti-Enlight-
enment “sociology of  the spirit” (Wasserman 2014, 88). 
Nevertheless, Spann succeeded in placing his students 
in university positions and several full professorships 
in Vienna and Graz. His growing institutional influence 
was a symptom of  “the conservatism of  the university 
system and the constant interference of  the state in sci-
entific matters” (ibid., 71). Although Moritz Schlick’s cir-
cle enjoyed international success, Schlick failed to place 
a single student in a professorship in Austria.

Many of  the liberal, socialist, and Jewish scholars 
that were forced to leave Austrian universities met in 
private associations, forming interdisciplinary clus-
ters that gave rise to innovative research. Associated 
with the clusters of  so-called Austro-Marxism and the 
Vienna Circle were prominent scholars like Otto Bauer, 
Paul Lazarsfeld, Karl Menger, Oskar Morgenstern, Jo-
seph Schumpeter and Karl Popper. The features that 
were common to both clusters – which enabled coop-
eration and innovation – were a coherent theoretical 
school, empirical methodology, accessible language, and 
interdisciplinarity (Mueller 1996, 16-17). These qualities 
contributed to the applicability of  produced knowledge, 
reflected in Austro-Marxism’s contribution to “applied 
social research” (Wagner 1990, 312-20), the Vienna Cir-
cle’s contribution to the development of  modern Game 
Theory (Leonhard 1998), and the pioneering work of  
Lazarsfeld in the field of  electoral research and political 
sociology (Jeřábek 2001). In the United States, Lazarsfeld 
continued the tradition of  “applied social research” and 
created the “Bureau of  Applied Social Research at Co-
lumbia University (Barton 2001).

Somewhat paradoxically, the growing distance of  
leading Austrian social scientists to the conservative 
structures of  the universities resulted in growing space 
for interdisciplinary cooperation. Lacking the financial 
resources of  university departments, many scholars 
turned to the Social Democratic municipal government 
of  Vienna or the labour movement for funding. These 
conditions enabled a problem-oriented engagement 
with subjects, which in turn drove methodological, 
theoretical and political innovation (Mueller 1996). One 
example that illustrates its impact on political, profes-

sional and civic relevance is the work of  Otto Neurath, 
who belonged to the so-called Austro-Marxists. The fig-
ure below shows an illustration that was produced for 
the Social and Economic Museum of  Vienna on the basis 
of  Otto Neurath’s statistical survey of  social inequality 
and infant mortality. “By demonstrating clearly to the 
Viennese working class that infant mortality rates were 
falling in the poor ghettos, but not as quickly as in the 
wealthy enclaves . . . the museum’s pictorial statistics 
were both a constituent element of  Neurath’s empirical 
sociology and an endorsement of  a particular politics” 
(Leonard 1998, 10).

This example, which is selected from a number of  similar 
cases, demonstrates how the interdisciplinary cluster of  
Austro-Marxism stimulated relevance on the academic 
level, the political level, and the civic level. The figure 
above is based on rigorous problem-oriented statisti-
cal research, which is situated within an established re-
search program. The analysed data is translated into pic-
tures that deliver an explanatory message to the broader 
public. Finally, it is part of  a larger normative political 
project, trying to inform the public in a way that broad-
ens the support base of  the Social Democratic Party.4

The rise of  Anti-Semitism, Austro-Fascism (1933/34) 
and Nazism (1938) led to the emigration of  Austria’s lead-
ing social scientists, many leaving to the United States. 
In contrast to their marginalisation in Austria, the aca-
demic institutions abroad turned out to be receptive of  
interdisciplinary political research. Examples were the 
University of  Chicago, Princeton, Harvard, Berkeley, 
Cornell, the Institute for Social Research at Columbia 
and the New School for Social Research. Beside the fact 

4 While in the second Austrian Republic this tradition has largely va-
nished, it is widely practiced in countries like the United States and 
the United Kingdom. Beside academic institutions or ministries, it 
is often think tanks that use this method in order to influence public 
discourse.

Figure 1: Illustrations of Neurath’s research findings to 
inform the public (Source: Leonard 1998, 12)
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that in these institutions “comparative approaches to 
political research were endemic”, many of  these scholars 
engaged in wartime political analysis for the US govern-
ment, “which placed them into an interdisciplinary en-
terprise” (Loewenberg 2006, 599).

3.5 The institutionalisation of Austrian political
 science in the Second Republic

After WWII, especially in the context of  European recon-
struction and the Cold War, the political relevance of  US-
American PS increased, particularly in problem-oriented 
research concerning issues like democratisation, nation-
building and economic development. In the 1950s and 
1960s, US-American PS consolidated its “scientific iden-
tity” with seminal works of  David Easton, Robert Dahl, 
Talcott Parsons and Karl Deutsch (Gunnell 2006, 144). 
The intellectual connections to continental Europe are 
worth noting, and illustrate the relevance and impact of  
interdisciplinary research programs that had been de-
veloped in the interwar period.5 It was Talcott Parsons, 
who had first translated Max Weber into English in 1949, 
contributing to the formation of  a political research pro-
gram on modernisation.6 Karl Deutsch came from a fam-
ily that was firmly socialised within the (old) Austrian 
Social Democratic Party. In his work as political scientist, 
he built on the lineage of  the Austro-Marxists, especially 
Otto Bauer. He also contributed to institutional innova-
tion by setting up the Yale Political Data Program.

The evolution of  US-American PS was marked by the 
accommodation of  competing schools and the absorp-
tion of  new developments in other disciplines. Promi-
nent examples are the responses to “the complaint of  
the Caucus for a New Political Science against behavio-
ralism in the 1960s and 1970s” and to “the Perestroika 
movement against rational choice in the 2000s” (Goo-
din 2013, 9). The result was internal diversification of  the 
discipline and the foundation of  two new journals by the 
American Political Science Association (PS and Perspec-
tives on Politics). Recent innovative research in American 
PS comes from collaboration among multidisciplinary 
or interdisciplinary research teams and “from hybrid 
‘border-crossing’ scholars” who move between disci-
plines (ibid., 12).

In Austria, the foundation of  the Second Republic in 
1945 created an opportunity to re-connect to the older 

5 One lineage that strongly influenced US-American political science 
in the 1950s was a version of  positivism, which had been developed 
by the “Vienna Circle”, in the tradition of  Ernst Mach (1838-1916): 
“Mach had championed an Enlightenment vision of  a unified inter-
disciplinary science, purified of  metaphysics and in the service of  
humanistic and democratising reform” (Gunnell 2006, 142).

6 Within this research program, other political scientists contribut-
ed to the consolidation of  sub-disciplines. Gabriel Almond, for in-
stance, contributed to the field of  comparative politics by providing 
codifications of  knowledge on institutions like political parties, ed-
ucation and political culture (Almond 1990, 223).

interdisciplinary tradition of  Staatswissenschaft, as 
well as to the lineages developed by émigré political sci-
entists in the United States. However, it turned out that 
Austrian political elites, organised in the ruling centre-
left and centre-right parties, had no interest in the re-
turn of  émigré scholars, nor in the establishment of  an 
Austrian PS. The conservative minister of  education, 
Heinrich Drimmel, who was in charge of  Austrian uni-
versities, had studied law and was a student of  Othmar 
Spann. In the interwar period, Spann was the leading 
conservative political philosopher, who popularised an-
ti-empiricism and Romanticism through his university 
lectures and publications. This illustrates the continual 
hegemony of  law and conservative-religious ideology, 
which were viewed by Drimmel (and other conserva-
tives) as the source of  legitimacy for the new republic 
(König/Ehs 2012, 215).

The most important attempt to establish a modern 
PS in Austria came from émigrés in the United States. In 
1963 Paul Lazarsfeld and Oskar Morgenstern, who had 
secured substantial funding from the Ford Foundation, 
eventually succeeded in founding the Institute for Ad-
vanced Studies (IHS, Institut für Höhere Studien) in Vienna. 
Morgenstern had studied economics in Vienna, where 
he succeeded Friedrich Hayek as director of  the Öster-
reichische Institut für Konjunkturforschung, one of  the few 
remaining interdisciplinary research institutions. In 
1938, Morgenstern had emigrated to the United States, 
where he became professor at Princeton University 
and received fame for his work on game theory (Leon-
hard 1998). Similarly, Paul Lazarsfeld, who drew on the 
lineage of  Austro-Marxism, was a major innovator in 
the United States. With his pioneering work in applied 
social and political research, he shaped the study of  
public opinion, market research and electoral research. 
Through his research projects in the 1940s he was not 
only able to advance social-science methodology, but 
also to recruit a number of  European intellectuals and to 
raise socially critical issues about mass society (Barton 
2001, 251). 

Established as an interdisciplinary research institu-
tion, the IHS in Vienna included PS, sociology and po-
litical economy. Drawing on his experience in the United 
States, where he had created the Bureau of  Applied So-
cial Research at Columbia University, Lazarsfeld knew 
about the importance of  interdisciplinarity and cooper-
ation. His own background is indicative: After his educa-
tion as a mathematician at the University of  Vienna, he 
worked at the Research Center for Economic Psychology 
(Wirtschaftspsychlogische Forschungsstelle), which had 
received funding from the Austrian labour movement to 
conduct a major study of  unemployed workers. At Co-
lumbia, he was appointed professor in the department 
of  sociology (Barton 2001, 246-249). The structure and 
work culture in the Bureau of  Applied Social research re-
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flected Lazarsfeld’s interdisciplinary approach to social 
and political research. It was characterised by structural 
and cognitive openness, evident in extensive discussions 
on cooperation and methodological innovation. In 2001, 
Columbia University’s Provost Jonathan Cole, a former 
researcher in Lazarsfeld’s Bureau of  Applied Social Re-
search, highlighted one of  the major components of  the 
Bureau’s successful facilitation of  collaboration among 
scholars from different disciplines (quoted in Barton 
2001, 266): 

“When the Bureau was at its peak, people would of-
ten spend 14 to 15 hours a day there, of  which three 
of  four hours were devoted to deep conversation with 
colleagues about the direction of  the research.”

Based upon a consensus of  the subject to be investigated 
and shared epistemology, collaboration among schol-
ars from multiple disciplines can stimulate creativity in 
problem-solving and dynamism in the development of  
theories and methods. As noted in the conceptual section 
of  this paper, the question of  doing multidisciplinary or 
interdisciplinary research is a question of  degree. To be 
sure, although a dynamic model of  interdisciplinary re-
search has the potential to drive innovation, in practice 
it faces several obstacles, especially as it requires shared 
epistemology, ontology and the availability of  sufficient 
time.

It is worth pointing out that the IHS in Vienna was 
founded in opposition to the “conservative” universities, 
to bring the US-American social science tradition, which 
was marked by interdisciplinary qualities, to Austria. In 
his “Report on Austria”, which Lazarsfeld drafted for the 
Ford Foundation, he states that the conservative minis-
ter of  education Drimmel “thinks we do not appreciate 
the spiritual values of  the Austrian tradition (and) he 
felt that Americans are much more likely to help Ger-
mans because they too are materialistic” (quoted in Fleck 
2000, 135). Drimmel’s critique of  “Western” materialism 
was also evident in his speech “Nobody lives by bread 
alone...”, which he held at an international congress in 
1961. There he criticised the politics in the “so-called 
free, but in reality almost completely state-owned soci-
ety in the ‘free West’” (quoted in König 2018, 188). This 
demonstrates the continued influence of  Spann’s meta-
physics, which undermined the revival of  the interdisci-
plinary social-science tradition of  the interwar period. 
Drimmel sought to contain “modernity of  thought in 
all its varieties, in order to retain and replenish the pool 
of  conservatively minded professors” (König 2018, 182). 
Those conservative and radical right circles that had 
previously established conservative hegemony in the 
First Republic, regained their dominant position after 
1945, shaping the future generations of  Austrian aca-
demics and bureaucrats (ibid.).

The mission of  the IHS can be described as a two-fold 
bridge function. As an institute of  post-graduate stud-
ies, it educated the first generation of  Austrian political 
scientists by connecting them to the US-American tra-
dition, which was to be transplanted into the Austrian 
university system. At the same time, it was set up as an 
institution that promoted an interdisciplinary research 
programme, which shared in fact some of  its roots with 
the Austrian social science tradition of  the interwar pe-
riod. Against this background, one can interpret it as a 
project of  re-transplantation. Prominent examples of  
US-American professors teaching at the IHS, beside La-
zarsfeld and Morgenstern, were the political scientists 
Karl Deutsch and Peter Katzenstein, who represent an 
intellectual lineage that can be traced back to Interwar 
Austria (Katzenstein 2014).

Despite grave problems during its first years (Fleck 
2000), the IHS’ mission of  (re-)transplantation was 
eventually accomplished on the institutional level, 
when the first graduates, it had (co-)produced, became 
appointed to the newly founded PS chairs and depart-
ments in Vienna (1971), Salzburg (1971/75) and Innsbruck 
(1975) (Sickinger 2004, 47-54). Although the modernisa-
tion project of  the so-called “Kreisky era” in the 1970s 
had created favourable conditions for the establishment 
of  Austrian PS at universities (Welan 1980), its “belated 
institutionalisation” (Pelinka 1996, 1), and the remain-
ing conservative ethos within the Austrian bureaucracy, 
led to a number of  structural deficiencies. One was the 
remaining lack of  cooperation between academic dis-
ciplines, as well as between PS and the administrative-
political domain (König and Ehs 2012, 218-19).

Austrian PS appeared to lack interdisciplinary quali-
ties, which undermined its capability in problem-orient-
ed research and innovation, undermining its political, 
professional and civic relevance. It turned out that even 
the IHS itself  failed to maintain its inter-disciplinary 
character, contrary to the initial plans of  Lazarsfeld 
and the Ford Foundation. The IHS became increasingly 
dominated by applied economic research, statistics and 
modelling, reducing political economy to economics and 
narrowing the scope of  PS (Kramer 2002, 124). This trig-
gered a separation process between policy-oriented ap-
plied PS at the IHS and the mainstream of  Austrian PS 
as it was taught at the University of  Vienna (ibid.). While 
the latter rejected a focus on policy-orientation and the 
political-administrative domain, in recent years this 
gap was to some extent filled by the still existing Depart-
ment of  Staatswissenschaft (Government), which had 
been transferred from the faculty of  law to the faculty 
of  social science.
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4. Barriers to problem orientation and interdisci-
plinarity in Austrian Political Science after 1945

In post-WWII Austria the following three factors, which 
undermined the formation of  an innovative PS and pre-
vented the reconnection to the older interdisciplinary 
tradition, can be identified.

The first factor was the political system. The condi-
tions created by Austria’s political system, which was 
characterised by neo-corporatism and party patronage, 
fostered a conservative and short-term approach in poli-
tics. This had negative consequences in terms of  neglect-
ed university reforms, a general distaste for meritocratic 
principles and competition, as well as a lack of  demand 
for policy-oriented research and innovation. Nowotny 
(1983, 189) describes the effects as follows: “Present poli-
cy-research often lacks past and future orientations. It is 
fitted into an existing and well-functioning institutional 
framework, in which the future has been subsumed un-
der the present.” Even during the supposedly highly suc-
cessful Social Democratic reform era of  the 1970s, the 
development of  the IHS as innovative social science in-
stitution suffered from the continual influence of  party 
interests and the lack of  an autonomous social science 
field (Fleck 2017). 

The second factor was the conservative structure of  
Austrian universities and higher education, which re-
sulted in “autochthonous provincialisation” (Fleck 1996, 
67). Resistance to change prevented structural and cog-
nitive openness. Two remnants from the First Republic, 
which undermined the (re-)connection to émigrés and 
the international level after 1945, were the restored in-
stitutional dominance of  conservative academics (König 
2018) and anti-Semitism (Ash 2013, 117-18). Austria’s 
in-ward looking academic culture resulted in a general 
loss of  innovation and a lack of  internationalisation in 
the social sciences, despite several attempts by émigrés 
to collect funding and to start initiatives from abroad 
(Fleck 1996, 68).

On the level of  departmental structures, a negative 
factor has been the steep hierarchy, which traditionally 
did not allow junior scholars to engage with professors 
as “peers” (Fleck 2011, 20). In the United States, flat hi-
erarchies, diversity in faculty and interdisciplinarity of  
academic units and research programmes enhanced co-
operation among peers, with positive consequences for 
the research form of  “projects” (ibid., 23). New faculty 
members were not recruited by full professors but were 
selected by the departmental head, based on the criteria 
of  diversity. A wider range of  orientations had the ad-
vantage to increase appeals to the interest of  students 
and to cooperate in research (ibid., 25).

The lack of  interdisciplinarity on the institutional 
level in Austrian universities sheds light on why Otto 
Bauer’s (1907) work on nationalism remained largely ne-

glected in Austria, in contrast to the United States. Karl 
Deutsch became a prominent PS professor at Harvard 
University, teaching a variety of  problem-oriented sub-
jects within the field of  “international relations”. It was 
Benedict Anderson’s notion of  print capitalism in his 
seminal work Imagined Communities, which was deeply 
indebted to Otto Bauer’s explanation of  nationalism 
(Katzenstein 2014, 298). Ben Anderson’s position in Cor-
nell’s “International Studies”, created the conditions to 
engage with the question of  nationalism. While his mon-
ograph became one of  the most quoted social science 
books in history, Otto Bauer’s study (1907) was translated 
into English only in the year 2000 (Bauer 2000).

The third major factor was the ideological legacy of  
conservative hegemony in the First Republic. An impor-
tant barrier to cognitive openness was the perceived di-
chotomy between a “Western” materialist US-American 
PS, and the supposedly autochthonous Austrian tra-
dition of  dealing with political and state affairs either 
through legal studies or through metaphysical philoso-
phy in the tradition of  Spann. This dichotomy presented 
legal studies as necessary for the education of  bureau-
crats, while reducing political studies to philosophy.

This paper has deconstructed this narrative and 
identified common historical sources and intellectual 
lineages of  inter-disciplinary scholarly traditions of  po-
litical studies that had the potential to re-connect Aus-
trian and US-American PS. In his presidential speech 
at the American Political Science Association, Karl 
Deutsch, who was intellectually influenced by Austro-
Marxists like Otto Bauer (Katzenstein 2014, 298), argued 
that policy-oriented PS must not be reduced to a tool of  
governments (Deutsch 1971, 26):

“[T]he recent work of  American political scientists 
has been somewhat one-sided. A fair amount of  se-
rious work has been done to provide policy advice 
for governments or their agencies, but much less has 
been done to provide specific policy information and 
proposals for  non-governmental reform groups, 
civic organizations, labor unions, and the general 
public.”

In fact, this perspective draws on the older traditions 
of  Staatswissenschaft and Austro-Marxism, which sug-
gest that political theory and political action are ideally 
connected. However, the perception of  a dichotomy be-
tween empirical and normative interpretations of  PS 
remains influential. It does not only result in the rejec-
tion of  policy orientation, but further undermines the 
important aspect of professionalization in regard to es-
tablishing Austrian PS graduates as a recruitment pool 
for the political-administrative domain.
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5. Are there any lessons to be learned?

The findings of  this paper support the argument that in-
terdisciplinarity plays a critical role in the political, pro-
fessional and civic relevance of  PS. In those cases where 
PS has been institutionalised by drawing on the inter-
disciplinary tradition of  science of  the state, which had 
been particularly the case in the United States, France 
and Germany, this directly affected its political and pro-
fessional relevance. In these countries, PS graduates 
became a major pool for the recruitment of  bureaucrats 
and policy experts. Indirectly, this also affected its civic 
relevance, dependent on other factors such as the politi-
cal ideological background of  scholars and their willing-
ness to engage in popular discourse. 

Although interdisciplinary qualities enhance the ca-
pacity of  PS to also increase its civic relevance, it does 
not necessarily result in a greater number of  political 
scientists that fulfil the function of  public intellectuals. 
As Karl Deutsch noted in his 1971 lecture at the Ameri-
can Political Science Association, the production of  pol-
icy-oriented research does not necessarily result in the 
engagement with socially critical issues and in the col-
laboration with civil society actors. Examples that show 
how interdisciplinarity feeds into civic relevance are the 
examples of  the Austrian interwar period and the Ital-
ian case. The Austro-Marxist tradition informed a num-
ber of  innovative political and social scientists, many of  
whom like Otto Bauer or Otto Neurath influenced public 
discourse, policies, as well as academic scholarship. A 
similar focus on their function as public intellectuals can 
be identified in the Italian case, where there was a broad 
consensus among political scientists to get involved in 
the political project of  Italian nation-building as shap-
ers of  public discourse and politics.

The case of  the IHS in Vienna serves as an example 
on the national level. Founded by Lazarsfeld, Morgen-
stern, and the Ford Foundation as an interdisciplinary 
institution of  social and political research, it did not 
fully develop its interdisciplinary qualities, reducing the 
degree of  interaction between subject matter, innova-
tion in methodology, and theory. The growing lack of  in-
terdisciplinarity and cooperation resulted in a reduction 
of  political, civic and professional relevance. When de-
clining relevance of  social sciences was identified at Co-
lumbia University, an attempt was launched in 2001 to 
revive the interdisciplinary tradition of  Lazarsfeld’s Bu-
reau of  Applied Social Research by creating a new Insti-
tute for Social and Economic Research and Policy, with 
a set of  subject-oriented centres and interdisciplinary 
faculty teams: “Centers for Urban Research and Policy, 
Historical Social Science, Economic and Political Analy-
sis, Decision Sciences, Study of  Wealth and Inequality, 
Organizations and Digital Ecologies, and Science, Tech-

nology and Environmental Policy” (Barton 2001, 266).7

That the relevance of PS is linked to interdisciplinary 
qualities appears particularly evident in the case of Amer-
ican PS. For instance, when after WWII economists turned 
to the study of politics this left a deep imprint on the disci-
pline of PS. In 1969, the prominent political scientist Sey-
mour Martin Lipset noted that much scholarship under 
the label of  “political science” is in fact “the application of  
economic theory to politics” (Lipset 1969, xv). In 1970 Al-
bert O. Hirschman (1970, 19-20) warned as an economist 
[sic!] that economists intruded the domain of PS: 

“[R]eciprocity has been lacking in recent interdisci-
plinary work as economists have claimed that con-
cepts developed for the purpose of  analysing phe-
nomena of  scarcity and resource allocation can be 
successfully used for explaining political phenome-
na as diverse as power, democracy, and nationalism. 
They have thus succeeded in occupying large por-
tions of  the neighboring  discipline while po-
litical scientists - whose inferiority complex vis-à-vis 
the tool-rich economist is equalled only by that of  
the economist vis-à-vis the physicist - have shown 
themselves quite eager to be colonized and have of-
ten actively joined the invaders.”

It turned out that these developments have not been a 
one-way street in favour of  the discipline of  economics. 
As a growing number of  political scientists adopted the 
methodological concepts from economics, they contrib-
uted to theoretical and methodological innovation in 
PS. Hirschman himself, who had begun his career as an 
economist, became eventually recognised as a promi-
nent political sociologist (Goodin 2013, 33).

The example of  International Relations (IR) after 1980 
shows that with its growing strength in terms of  identity, 
this sub-discipline acquired self-consciousness to draw 
on new methodological and theoretical developments 
in other disciplines. Ashworth (2009, 23) for instance 
highlights that although IR remained a central part of  
the PS curriculum, its interdisciplinary qualities after 
1980 enabled it to go beyond the traditional paradigms. It 
began to draw on new theoretical developments in other 
social science disciplines including neo-Marxism, femi-
nism, postmodernism and constructivism. Similarly, the 
evolving set of  methodologies used in IR has diversified 
and “the list of  scholars doing IR now include historians, 
geographers, anthropologists and sociologists” (ibid.).

In conclusion, it seems appropriate to ask whether 
its extensive focus on the enforcement of  disciplinary 
boundaries – a “closure” that was initially deemed nec-
essary to enhance its legitimacy – continues to under-

7 For further information about this interdisciplinary research insti-
tute see the following website: http://iserp.columbia.edu (accessed 
20.01.2018).
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mine the capability of  Austrian PS to develop interdis-
ciplinary qualities. Instead of  opening up its discipli-
nary boundaries to tackle contemporary problems of  
“the state”, “constitutionalism” and “democracy” from 
an empirical PS perspective, so-called “critical political 
science” has tended to focus on a normative perspective, 
yielding application and policy-oriented aspects to the 
discipline of  law (Van Ooyen 2006, 7). The discipline 
of  law, which in Austria is clearly demarcated from the 
social sciences, leaves substantial space for Austrian 
PS to address problems and applications in the field of  
public administration, regulation, citizenship, and so 
forth. A similar example represents the field of  political 
economy. While basic and policy-oriented research was 
largely yielded to the discipline of  economics, Austrian 
PS tended to focus predominantly on normative debates. 

Institutional innovations such as the noted exam-
ple of  research clusters at Columbia University are also 
gaining ground in Austria. Examples are the institution 
of  Gender Studies, Area Studies, and several interdisci-
plinary research platforms. The interdisciplinary field 
of  Gender Studies has been particularly in the focus of  
political scientists at the University of  Vienna and the 
University of  Innsbruck (Sauer 2016). Through their in-
stitutionalisation in centres, Area Studies have the po-
tential to support the development of  innovative politi-
cal research, diversifying PS as a discipline (Rodriguez 
2016). One example is the Centre of  South East European 
Studies at the University of  Graz. Unlike centres, inter-
disciplinary research platforms are often temporary and 
linked to particular project funding, stimulating multi-
disciplinarity. An example is the platform “Religion and 
Transformation in Contemporary Society” at the Uni-
versity of  Vienna, which includes scholars from PS, law, 
theology, cultural studies and education.
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