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“Scholars cannot simply sit back and wait for
their  results  to  sprinkle  down  on  policymakers
like rain from the clouds,” writes Michael C. Desch
in Cult of the Irrelevant: The Waning Influence of
Social  Science  on  National  Security  (p.  41).  In‐
stead, Desch contends, it is past time for scholars
of national security to actively pursue the disci‐
pline’s  “moral  obligation to answer its  enduring
relevance question” (p. 255). Desch does not only
argue that social scientists ought to connect with
policymakers  through  their  research,  but  more
crucially, that they are currently failing to do this,
spiraling into a  cult  of  the irrelevant.  Desch ar‐
gues that the professionalization of social science
—its attempt to mirror the natural sciences as a
field driven by dispassionate and replicable quan‐
titative analysis—has led to its demise, measured
by policy relevance in the realm of national secu‐
rity.  Through an  extensive  intellectual  history
from World War I to the contemporary post-9/11
state of strategic studies, Desch shows that social
scientists—most frequently economists and politi‐
cal scientists—have enjoyed moments of influence
in policymaking, particularly during times of war,
but said influence was usually short-lived and is
frequently overstated. Desch contends that, just as
it does today, rigor has often trumped relevance
throughout the century-old history of internation‐
al  relations,  widening  the  rift  between the  aca‐

demics in their ivory tower and the policymakers
in the Beltway. 

Cult of the Irrelevant sends a clear message to
social scientists at various levels—individual secu‐
rity  studies  academics,  journal  editors,  depart‐
ment chairs, and promotion/tenure committees—
that it is the onus of academics in each of these
positions to produce and incentivize applied poli‐
cy-relevant  research that  is  driven by problems
that policymakers themselves face, rather than by
a  desire  to  employ  highly  technical  “scientific”
methods.  The book falls  within the larger  disci‐
pline-wide  effort  of  international  relations  to
“bridge the gap” between the academy and policy,
which  has  included  creating  new  platforms  for
scholars  to  disseminate  their  policy-relevant  re‐
search, establishing networks between academics
and  the  relevant  policymakers,  and  providing
scholars with the rhetorical tools to address not
only  their  peers,  but  also  policymakers  and the
broader public.[1] 

Desch offers a number of  recommendations
to scholars to this end, which include: write suc‐
cinctly and without jargon, employ problem- and
not method-driven research agendas, strike a bal‐
ance between good theory and oversimplification,
specify the concrete policy implications of the re‐
search, consider the politics involved in the poli‐
cymaking  process,  and  offer  a  positive  policy



agenda, rather than only criticize an existing poli‐
cy. These recommendations are carefully validat‐
ed  by  the  intellectual  history  Desch  provides,
showing how the discipline’s failures and success‐
es to meet these criteria have resulted in the wax‐
ing and waning of its policy influence. These his‐
torically well-supported recommendations are ul‐
timately the strength of Cult of the Irrelevant, de‐
spite the limitations detailed below. 

Desch’s  central  argument  is  that  the profes‐
sionalization of security studies has hampered its
usefulness in influencing national security policy.
Desch argues, “the tragedy of the professionaliza‐
tion of social science is that it is both the engine of
scientific progress but also contains the seeds of
its  own  irrelevance”  (p.  12).  Specifically,  Desch
criticizes the “increasing tendency of many social
scientists  to  embrace  methods  and  models  for
their own sake rather than because they can help
us answer substantively important questions” (p.
241). Desch argues that social science’s relevance
in national security policy declined in the 1950s
and 60s when it chose basic research, designed to
increase  knowledge,  over  applied  research,  de‐
signed to solve a specific problem, and became in‐
creasingly scientific in an effort to become more
rigorous and objective (p. 66). Specifically, Desch
argues, in the second half of the twentieth centu‐
ry, when policymakers needed area specialists for
historical,  cultural,  and linguistic  expertise,  uni‐
versities instead succumbed to the “dominance of
‘scientific impulses’” (p. 211). Through this history,
Desch tells the stories of influential social scien‐
tists like Henry Kissinger, Thomas Schelling, and
Walt Rostow, showing how they uniquely navigat‐
ed the academy-policy relationship by focusing on
the  same  issues  that  faced  policymakers  and
avoiding highly abstruse mathematical methods,
enabling them to develop theory with direct poli‐
cy applications. 

It is important to clarify the scope of Desch’s
definition of relevance, as it provides the grounds
on which it  can be legitimately critiqued; Desch

focuses  on  academic  research,  putting  aside
teaching courses and graduate student mentoring,
two seemingly important sources of influence that
academics have on potential future policymakers.
When asked a question related to this critique in a
debate  with  George  Washington  University  pro‐
fessor  and  editor  of  the  Washington  Post  blog
Monkey Cage Henry Farrell, Desch remarked that
one of his prior surveys of policymakers conclud‐
ed that  they  only  obtained about  30  percent  of
their  important  day-to-day  knowledge  from for‐
mal  academic  training.[2]  Desch  also  seems  to
limit his focus to civilian policymakers in the Belt‐
way, most notably excluding military officials who
also craft national security policy that may value
the work of strategic studies scholars. For exam‐
ple, recent programs like the Chief of Staff of the
Air  Force  Captains  Prestigious  PhD  Program
demonstrate a desire of other branches of the mil‐
itary to bridge the gap between the military and
the academy.[3] 

Desch will inevitably be criticized by quanti‐
tative security studies scholars who interpret the
linkage between the methodological professional‐
ization of the discipline and its increasing irrele‐
vance as an attack on quantitative methods. How‐
ever, the issue for Desch seems not to be directly
with quantitative methods,  but  instead with the
relationship  between theory  and method,  as  he
argues that “political science is most useful to pol‐
icymakers when it takes a problem-, rather than
method-driven, approach to setting the scholarly
agenda for academic security specialists” (p. 207).
While Desch’s argument that social scientists’ ir‐
relevance  is  a  function of  their  use  of  methods
and models for their own sake seems logical, it is
empirically  untestable.  It  seems  plausible  that
such a problem exists, given that the academy in‐
centivizes peer-reviewed publications in top jour‐
nals, and these top journals appear to often favor
cutting-edge  methodology,  but  there  is  no  real
way to distinguish between quantitative research
that is problem-driven and quantitative research
that  is  method-driven  and  uses  these  complex
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tools for their own sake. It is therefore difficult to
reconcile Desch’s argument that there are inher‐
ent tensions between rigor and relevance (p. 77)
with his qualification that formal/quantitative re‐
search is not by definition irrelevant (p. 240). The
line  between  problem-  and  method-driven  re‐
search is much fuzzier in practice than in theory. 

Additionally, the causal mechanism that links
rigor to irrelevance is at times unclear. Drawing
on a survey of national security policymakers, De‐
sch observes that “policymakers continue to pre‐
fer qualitative models of political behavior, which
seem more intuitive,  more adaptable,  and more
compatible with the intelligence community’s tra‐
ditional strength in area studies” (p. 229). Desch
also  notes,  “even  when  the  results  of  these  ap‐
proaches  are  relevant  to  policy  questions,  they
are  often  not  accessible  to  policymakers  or  the
broader public” (p. 4). From these statements, it is
unclear whether policymakers’ alleged discomfort
with quantitative social science research is a re‐
sult of the methodology itself or, rather, inaccessi‐
ble presentation of the methodology. That is, high‐
lighting complex statistical models is likely a sug‐
gestion that a scholar is targeting their research
toward their peers, whereas a quantitative schol‐
ar seeking policy relevance is tasked with articu‐
lating their methods and outputs in a more clear
and concise  fashion.  If  the  irrelevance  problem
can  be  significantly  mitigated  through  simply
moving the complex equations and technical lan‐
guage to the appendix or supplementary materi‐
als,  this  suggests  that  the  problem  is  hardly  a
methodological one but instead an issue of acces‐
sible writing. 

One  can  reasonably  take  a  more  optimistic
view than Desch and argue that  he understates
the influence of the academy on national security
policymaking.  Desch  can  be  criticized  for  the
scope of the argument, which discounts the roles
academics play beyond their own research, name‐
ly mentoring graduate students and teaching, in‐
fluencing the worldview and problem-solving of

students who may conceivably influence policy in
the future. Additionally, Desch has been criticized
by  scholars  like  Henry  Farrell  for  downplaying
the success of blogs like Monkey Cage, Foreign Af‐
fairs,  Foreign  Policy,  and  War  on  the  Rocks,  to
name a few, in connecting social scientists to poli‐
cymaking by requiring brief and jargon-free poli‐
cy-relevant arguments.[4] Nonetheless, Cult of the
Irrelevant  should  improve  the  national  security
scholarship in its ability to make clear and concise
policy recommendations, as well as spearhead a
future  research  program  examining  how  social
scientists can best capture the attention of those
crafting policy. Scholars who seek to have policy
relevance  should  heed  Desch’s  advice  and  not
merely  assume  that  their  research  will  get  the
governmental attention it deserves, but should in‐
stead write with the policymakers’ needs in mind,
explaining why their policy prescriptions are not
only optimal but also politically viable. 
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