
Harvard Commencement address—that 
academics are not impartial arbiters of pol-
icy, but rather boosters of the partisan left. 
SSN’s leaders admit that their membership 
likely skews progressive, but emphasize 
that the organization remains nonpartisan. 
(SSN’s membership does include scholars, 
like Georgetown University’s Matthew 
Kroenig—a hawkish national-security ex-
pert—whose work diverges from liberal 
orthodoxy.) “I really believe,” says desJar-
dins, “that if we have policies that are more 
based on facts, I’m going to be more happy 
with those policies...[Liberals and conser-
vatives] all have good things to bring, but 
I think all of them could benefit from hav-
ing better facts and reasoning behind their 
policies.” “We don’t inquire into people’s 
political commitments,” Skocpol main-
tains. “But we celebrate their commitments 
as citizens, whatever they choose to do.” 

That support means a great deal to many 
of the network’s scholars. “I was almost in 
tears when I talked to Theda about this,” 
recalls Shauna Shames ’01, Ph.D. ’14. “I’ve 
been caught between wanting to do good 
research and wanting the research to be 
relevant—and sometimes too much of the 
latter is seen as not enough of the former. 
To believe that they could be mutually re-
inforcing is revelatory.” Shames worked at 
an activist organization before beginning 
doctoral studies; she left, she says, because 
she wanted to know that what she was 
claiming was true. “The danger,” she re-
marks, “is you go into academics and you 
can find truth, but then most people can’t 
benefit from it.” SSN “is trying to combat 
that,” she concludes, “and I don’t think 
there is any higher calling as an academic.” 

SSN continues that work of joining in-
sight to action, even if the mindsets of 
politics and the academy sometimes con-
flict. At one point during the SSN retreat, 
a member asked, rhetorically, “What does 
success look like?” and then supplied a ten-
tative answer: “Basically plagiarism—hav-
ing a scholar’s ideas picked up and put into 
a piece of legislation without attribution.” 

Professors around the room chuckled. 
Jacobs’s eyes lit up. 

“That’s not plagiarism,” he called out, 
grinning. “That’s influence!” 

vmichael zuckerman

Michael Zuckerman ’10, a writer and a resident 
tutor in Lowell House, begins his studies at Har-
vard Law School this fall.

ment by “professionally managed advocacy 
groups” with large, centralized staffs and no 
chapters. SSN has three full-time staff mem-
bers and an annual budget below $1 million. 
Only two donors, Robert S. Bowditch Jr. 
’61, LL.M. ’68, G ’92, and David desJardins, 
have funded the group since its inception, 
though SSN is now enlisting several “SSN 
Supporters”—benefactors who will donate 
between $10,000 and $25,000—to match its 
growing membership (each chapter gets a 
small stipend from headquarters to fund 
events and outreach). Skocpol calls it “one 
of the best buys in all of public life.”

It’s also a prime example of a scholar 
joining theory to practice. In Diminished De-
mocracy’s conclusion, Skocpol argues that 
“new strategies for translocal association 
building must be devised”—and her col-
leagues are quick to praise her for devising 
one. Larry Jacobs, a professor at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s Humphrey School of 
Public Affairs and member of SSN’s steer-
ing committee, suggests that Skocpol “has 
had more impact on public policy than any 
other scholar over the last 40 years—and 
this may be her most important impact.” 

Despite its progress, SSN still faces ob-
stacles—including several trends Kristof 

identified—chief among them, according 
to several members, the “publish or per-
ish” culture of tenure committees, which 
are loath to credit “nonacademic” work. 
“Making your research accessible…has to 
be a hobby,” laments Cynthia Rogers, an 
associate professor at the University of 
Oklahoma and co-leader of SSN’s Okla-
homa chapter. “My colleagues will say, 
‘Great, thank you,’ in the halls [if I publish 
an op-ed], but when they’re assessing me, 
it’s, ‘What are your publications? What are 
your citations?’” 

Scholars must also work to whet the 
public’s appetite for their deliberately so-
ber offerings. Few see this obstacle as insu-
perable. “Most people—if you asked them, 
‘Would you rather eat healthy green veg-
etables or highly processed artificial foods 
with lots of chemicals in them?’—would 
pick the vegetables,” contends desJardins, 
a mathematician, software engineer, and 
member of the MIT Corporation. “But they 
don’t love vegetables so much that they’re 
going to eat them if the processed food 
tastes good and the vegetables taste bad.”

And there are charges—voiced recently 
by former New York mayor Michael R. 
Bloomberg, M.B.A. ’66, LL.D. ’14, in his 
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Math and science Merit
The five inaugural winners of the $3-mil-
lion Breakthrough Prize in Mathemat-
ics (funded by Russian Internet inves-
tor Yuri Milner and Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg ’06) include profes-
sor of mathematics Jacob Lurie, for work 
in derived algebraic geometry and other 
fields.…The Howard Hughes Medical In-
stitute has named 15 scientist-educators, 
including Smith professor of molecular 
genetics Andrew Murray (who also di-
rects the Faculty of Arts and Sciences’ 
center for systems biology) HHMI pro-
fessors. Each receives a $1-million, 5-year 

grant to integrate their 
research with under-
graduate student learn-
ing and engagement 
with science.…And the 
National Geographic 
Society’s new cohort of 
Emerging Explorers in-

cludes Harvard School of Public Health 
research associate Christopher Golden, 
an ecologist and epidemiologist, and 
Charles River professor of engineering 
and applied science Robert Wood, a 
microrobotics pioneer (see harvard-
mag.com/robot-14). Each was awarded 
$10,000.

development dean 
O’Neil A.S. Outar has 
been appointed senior 
associate dean and dire-
cor of development for 
the Faculty of Arts and 
Sciences. He succeeds 
Paul Keenan, who has 
left the University for 
personal reasons, but remains associated 
in an advisory capacity. Outar has previ-
ously worked in fundraising at MIT, the 
University of Alberta, and Tufts—his 
alma mater.
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