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Weber’s Critique of Advocacy in the Classroom:
Critical Thinking and Civic Education

Mark Weaver, College of Wooster

Weber on Advocacy

Max Weber’s “Science as a Voca-
tion” is a useful starting paint
for examtining some of the most im-
partant theoretical issues concerning
advocacy in the classroom. In this
1918 speech, Weber addresses the
problems and issues that will be con-
fronted by those who are called to
an academic profession, especially to
the study of politics. For Weber, the
issue of advocacy is one of the cen-
tral issues of the academic profes-
sion, and he states his awn position
clearly,

Tt is said, and [ agree, that politics
is out of place in the lecture-roomt.
It daes not helong there on the
part of the students. . . . Neither
does politics, however, belong in
the lecture room on the part of
the docents, and when the docent
is scientifically concerned with pol-
itics, it belangs there feast of all.

In Weber’s view, the goal of good
teaching in political science is to
help the student

to come to 4 position where the
student may find the point from
which, in terms of his ultimate
ideals, he can take a stand. But
the true teacher will heware of
imposing from the platform any
political position upon the student,
whether it i expressed or sug-
gested. “To let the facts speak for
themselves” is the maost unfair way
of putting aver a political pasition
to the student {1946, 145-44).

Weber presents four interrelated
arguments against advocacy in the
political science classroom. The first
argument is based upon his account
of the factfvalue distinction. The
task of the teacher is to present the
facts about political institutions and
hehaviors, nat to become a “dema-
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gogue” or “praphet”™ who prescribes
certain values that are to guide po-
litical action. Of course, there have
been numerous challenges to this
account of the separation of facts
and values, and many paolitical sci-
ence teachers today would argue
that it is virtually impossible to ex-
clude advocacy on the basis of a
fact/value dichotomy.

However, Weher offers three
other arguments against advocacy in
addition ta this argument concerning
the separation of facts and vaiues.
These additional arguments are use-
ful in clarifying what else is at stake
in contemporary debates ahout ad-
vocacy in the political science class-
room. Weber’s second argument
rests upon his recognition of the
unequal power relationship between
teacher and student. He begins with
an encouragement of advacacy in
the public sphere, which we might
canceptualize in terms of an individ-
uai advocating political views while
standing on a soapbox in the middle
of a pubiic park. In such a public
space, the intended audience is free
ta criticize, to talk back, or simply to
walk away. He then contrasts this
with classroom advocacy:

[n the lecture-room we stand op-
posite our audience, and it has ta
remain silent. T deem it irresponsi-
hle to exploit the circumstance
that for the sake of their career
[sic] the students have to attend a
teacher’s course while there is no-
hody present to oppose him with
criticism. The task of the teacher
is to serve the students with his
knowledge and scientific experi-
ence and not to imprint upon
them his personal political views
{146).

Of course. many political scientists
teach at institutions where the norm
is no longer a professor lecturing
from a podium to silent students.
However, teachers who place chairs
inta a circle and participate in dis-
cussians with students do not elimi-

PSOnline  www . apsanet.org

nate the power relations inherent in
the grading system and other struc-
tural features of contemporary aca-
demic institutions. It is, in part, this
asymmetry of power that makes ad-
vocacy in the classroom, as oppased
ta the public park, so problematic.
Third, Weber draws a distinction
between the role of the teacher and
the role of a political (ar moral)
leader. In other words, he points to
a distinction between the tasks of
teaching about politics and the tasks
of being a political leader. Only
those filling the latter role have the
obligation and authority to advocate
specific political actions, choices, or
ideologies. Political leadership is
approprately exercised in the public
sphere outside the classroom where
the leader draws followers by per-
suasion and example. In this public
space, leaders and prospective lead-
ers use advocacy to compete for fol-
lowers through elections and the
democratic process. Thus, it is, ac-
cording to Weber, the task of the
political leader, and not the palitical
science teacher, to advocate a moral
or political vision that is intended to
guide individual or collective action.
At the same time, Weber does
acknowiedge that the political sci-
ence teacher has 4 moral task dis-
tinct from that of the political
leader. This points to Weber’s
fourth argument, that the primary
task of the teacher is to prepare stu-
dents to make their own choices, not
to advocate what choices they
should make. In short, he asserts
that advocacy will inevitably shaort-
circuit the complex processes
through which students become
more independent and autonomous
political thinkers. According to
Weber, the teacher’s job is to help
students develop their own critical
perspectives and to confront stu-
dents with the difficult political
choices they must make. This task,
which is the central task of teaching
in Weber’s model, cannot be accom-
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plished if the teacher advacates the
particular moral ar political chotces
that students should make, or advo-
cates a particular moral or ideologi-
cal perspective that students are en-
couraged to adopt. In his words,
“The primary task of a useful
teacher is to teach his students ta
recognize ‘inconvenient’ facts—I
mean facts that are inconvenient for
their party opinions” (147). The ef-
fective political science teacher does
not advocate a particular position
that all students should adopt, but
rather develops independence and
autonomy by teaching students how
to engage in a longer term process
of confronting those “inconvenient
facts” that challenge their funda-
mental assumptions about them-
selves, the political world, and their
role in it.

Civic Education and Critical
Thinking as Alternative
Models of Advocacy

I believe that Weber’s critique of
advocacy in the classroom remains a
useful starting point for considering
the issue in relation to the contem-
porary political science classroom.
Yet, Weber does not specifically ad-
dress one of the central elements
that is common te recent treatments
of advocacy in political science.
While cautioning against advocacy,
Weber failed to specify what is, and
what should be, the relation between
political science and the polity or
between the study of politics and
democracy.! [ want to consider two
different models of political educa-
tion that are frequently advanced or
discussed in the pages of PS§ and
that do incorporate advocacy into
the classroom as a response to this
question of the discipline’s responsi-
bilities to the demaocratic polity.
Both these models, the critical
thinking model and the civic educa-
tion model, are responses to the rise
in apathy, the decline in paolitical
participation, and the decline in po-
litical literacy that are increasingly
evident among our students and
throughout U.S. society in general.?
Although both models do present
advocacy in the political science
classroom as a necessary resporise to
a perceived crisis in democratic cul-
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ture and citizenship, they are very

different when viewed through the
lenses of Weber's objections to ad-
vocacy.

The critical thinking model em-
phasizes and incorporates advocacy
into the political science classroom
because advocacy is an essential and
frequently misunderstood element of
democratic politics.® Put simply, this
critical thinking model holds that
students can be taught critical think-
ing skills in politics only by analyzing
and engaging in political arguments.
Indeed, some advocates of the criti-
cal thinking model define critical
thinking as the ability to identify,
evaluate, and articulate arguments
(see, for example, Atwater 1991,
209). Defenders of this model argue
that the teaching of critical thinking
skills must displace the teaching of
facts about politics if cur democratic
culture is to survive.

I contend that this critical think-
ing model incorporates advocacy in
a way that is consistent with Weber's
main arguments against advocacy in

to differentiate their teaching role of
promoting independence and auton-
omy from the leadership task of pra-
viding a moral, political, or ideolagi-
cal vision to guide student choice
and conduct.

In cantrast, the civic edcation
model presents the political science
classroom not only as a forum for
advocating competing political ideas
and ideologies to encourage students
to take their own stands, but also as
a proper avenue for the nurturing of
citizenship. Thus, critical discussion
is combined with activities that are
designed to socialize students into
the values, habits, and dispositions
that promote patriotism, community,
and good citizenship.® In order to
affect this transformation, civic edu-
cation typically includes forms of
political activity, service learning, or
mandatory community service that
reach beyond the classroom to inte-
grate theory and practice. In short,
this civic education model champi-
ans a type of pelitical science class-
room in which dispositions, atti-

According to Weber, the teacher’s job is to help
students develop their own critical perspectives
and to confront students with the difficult politi-
cal choices they must make. This task cannot be
accomplished if the teacher advocates the partic-
ular moral or political choices that students
should make, or advocates a particular moral or
ideological perspective that students are encour-

aged to adopt.

the classroom. According to this
model, the teacher presents the stu-
dents with several different argu-
ments or perspectives so that they
will be forced to confront “inconve-
nient facts” and to reflect on their
own assumptions, putting the stu-
dents in a better pasition to make
reflective choices among competing
political and moral perspectives.*
Moreover, in this critical thinking
model, teachers attempt to avoid
using their positions of power in the
classroom to advocate particular po-
litical ideclogies, actions, or cheices
ta their students. Thus, they attempt

tudes, and behaviors are altered so
that students will embrace a specific
model of democratic politics as-
sumed to sustain democratic culture
and institutions.

I think that Weber’s abjections to
advocacy in the classroom raise
some important questions regarding
the commitment to advocacy en-
tailed by the civic education model.
With regard to the issue of power in
the classroom, Weber’s insights de-
mand that we ask if it is dangerous
to consider the college political sci-
ence classroom to be primarily an
extension of the same education and
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soctalization process, promoting par-
ticular habits, dispositions, and atti-
tudes toward the state, that begins
in kindergarten. Concerning the dis-
tinction between the tasks of politi-
cal science teaching and political
leadership, Weber’s position re-
quires that we ask whether the pro-
maotion of volunteerism {or other
attitudes or behaviors perceived ta
be good for a demaocratic polity) is
better left to former, current, and
wouid-be presidents than made the
central mission of the political sci-
ence teacher. Finally, Weber’s em-
phasis on student independence and
autonomy force the question: Is
there not a fundamental tension, if
not an outright contradiction, be-
tween the attempt to socialize stu-
dents into a particular mold of citi-
zenship and the attempt to develop

Notes

1. Two thoughtful examinations of the rela-
tions amang palitical science and demoeratic
nstitutions and culture are Riccl's The Trag-
edy of Political Science (1984) and Ceaser’s
Liberal Democracy and Political Science
(19905.

2. Bennett (1997} examuned both the fac-
tors that contribute to this declining interest
1 politics as well as what we, as political sci-
entists, might be able to do about it.

3. Ilustratians of different versions of the
critical thinking model that [ am summarizing
here in very simple terms are contained in
Atwater (1991), Cohen (1993), and Luger and
Scheuerman (1993).

4. As the proponents of the critical thinking
model emphasize, the use of advacacy in
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