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“What is Needed is Hard Thinking” 

Five Challenges for the Social Sciences 

 

Larry Kramer 

 

 The announcement that I was leaving the Hewlett Foundation for LSE caught my friends 

and colleagues in the U.S. by surprise, and I got tons of questions. If I was president, what was this 

vice chancellor thing, was one I got a lot. My mom, meanwhile, couldnôt understand why I wasnôt 

chancellor and kept asking if I was being demoted. But the question I heard most was: why would 

you quit a job where you get to give away $600 million dollars every year to causes and 

organizations you care about? Writing in Inside Philanthropy, David Callahan asked, ñwith a gig 

that sweet, why would you possibly leave?ò 

 

 I want to begin with my answer to that question, which underlies what I want to talk about 

today respecting the present and future of LSE. As I have said to many of you, I missed being in an 

environment that was primarily about ideas. Ideas play a role in professional philanthropy, but are 
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each other. There are versions that are direct, versions that depend on representation through 

elections, and versions that rest on representatives chosen by indirect means other than elections. 

And on and on. 

 

 In actual practice, there are almost as many forms of democratic government as there are 

governments claiming to be democratic, with different structures, rules for elections, forms of 

political parties, levels of participation, and more. And, of course, none of these systems meets its 

stated aim, in that all reflect popular will imperfectly at best; all invariably exclude certain groups, 

as a practical matter and sometimes formally; and all tolerate degrees of inequality of political 

power that cannot be squared with theory.  

 

 So I think itôs more useful to start with a looser construct of ñpopular government.ò By 

which I mean a government that satisfies two minimal conditions:  

 

¶ First, as a normative matter, the government is established on principles (say, in a written or 

customary constitution) that formally commit it to govern by the will of the people, and, as 
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younger people. Moreover, by almost every empirical measure we have, democracy is in retreat 

globally. 

 

 The reason for this is not, I think, the kinds of shortfalls that are the focus of traditional 

scholarship in the field. Those concerns matter, as I just noted, and they call for research and 

reform, but efforts to improve along these lines are insufficient and, paradoxically, can make 

popular governments less robust and stable. The reason is that there is also a precondition for 

popular government in any form to exist and persistðnamely, that the people within a state or 

nation share a sense that they are part of the same political community, notwithstanding their 

differences and disagreements. If, instead, they see disagreements within their own communities as 

coming from enemies and antagonists, if they see outcomes they oppose as an effort to take ñtheirò 

country, deny their identity, or destroy their way of life, there is no possibility for any kind of shared 

government. The point is as old as the Bible. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all quote Jesus saying that 

ñevery kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and a house divided against itself 

falleth,ò language Abraham Lincoln quoted prophetically in 1858, two years before the American 

Civil War. 

 

 We have long taken this sense of shared political identity for granted. Yet we now see it 
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Democracy in the 1930s, and finally to neoliberalism in the 1960s-
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 With respect to sustainability, if we have learned anything in recent years, it’s that there are 

limits to how much nature can give to our efforts to create material wealth for ourselves. These 

limits have been reached or are nearing across a number of ecological systems: not just greenhouse 

gas emissions, but also biodiversity, fresh water, aerosol loading (that is, particulate air pollution), 

and others. Today, I want to focus on greenhouse gases and climate. 

 

 I began work 
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people working in finance and economics and political science and law, coupled with work in social 

and behavioral disciplines to make sure new policies and approaches gain traction and stick. 

 

 Third is the effort needed to make this a just transition, that is, to execute the first two 

efforts in ways that are fair to those who have borne—or will, if we are not careful, unfairly bear—

disproportionate costs. This includes both finding ways to compensate the peoples of the world 

who will suffer loss and damage from warming already locked in, and ensuring that the costs of the 

transition are not disproportionately imposed on those who have always borne them in the past. It 

also includes finding solutions for the people and communities whose lives have been built by and 

around the fossil fuel industrial complex: from workers in coal mines and oil fields and refineries, 

to those who build pipelines and drive trucks and work in gas stations, to whole regions whose 

financial health and local cultures have been built on fossil fuel production. 

 

 There is more, of course.  I have not touched on concerns for ecosystem conservation and 

preserving biodiversity, much less the overwhelming needs for adapting to the climate change that 

is happening and will happen even if we hit our mitigation target. But there is already work on all 

these issues happening across the School, and the new Global School of Sustainability is designed 

to provide a hub to support it so as to amplify what we can do. 

 

 Thinking about a just energy transition leads naturally to the challenge of addressing 

invidious inequalities more broadly. Of course, that’s a topic that has been at the forefront of 

academic, social, and political discourse for a very long time, especially at LSE, where it has been 

core to the work of students and scholars from the very beginning.  

 

 The only point I would make here has to do with framing. Inequality is often talked about as 

if it were a single, indivisible problem, which of course it is not. It is many different problems, each 

requiring its own diagnosis and cure. Inequality is, in this sense, like cancer: not one disease, but 

many; related in a broad sense, but each needing its own specific treatment. It is, indeed, and in my 

view, more productive to think of inequality as an essential aspect of other problems: As we rebuild 

our political communities, how do we also ensure that those whose voices have been unheard or 
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illustration of the wider challenge
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advantage of its ability to find patterns in massive data sets and tease out possible causation in 

ways we cannot presently discern or even hypothesize. These and other possibilities will continue 

to unfold as AIs become better and more powerful, and innovative researchers think of new ways to 

use them. As part of that, there is need for research on how to design AIs for social science work: 

helping those who build and train them to do so with social science rather than natural science 

models and constructs. 

 

 Then, of course, there is research maximizing the use of AI for social benefit. For myself, I 

am most interested in the question of labor displacement. Historically, new technologies displaced 

forms of then-existing labor while creating new forms, a result today’s techno-optimists say should 

be the case with this new technology as well. And they could be right, but I’m not so sure. Unlike 

earlier technological breakthroughs, AIs will presumably be capable of learning to do any new jobs 

they create. And insofar as a machine will invariably be able to do these jobs faster and cheaper 

than humans, the risk of labor displacement is very real.  

 

 Certainly the risk seems high if we just leave the development of AI to our current market-

based approach, which incentivizes a short-term focus on increasing productivity and decreasing 

costs. We need new research to determine how we can implement and integrate rapidly developing 

forms of artificial intelligence in ways that enhance human capacities—that is, in ways that 

maximize the benefits of human/AI partnership. We then need to figure out how to create 

incentives to use these, rather than focusing on what is cheap or fast. 

 

 In any event, these are just a few of the countless challenges and opportunities being 

created by generative AI, which makes this critical terra nova for social science research of all 

kinds. 

 

 O the 

challenges I’ve described encompass a broad range of pressing issues with respect to which there is 

need for an equally broad range of social science research. Hence, the title for this talk, drawn from 

the entry I quoted in Beatrice Webb’s diary about the reason for founding LSE: “what is needed is 

hard thinking.” 

 

 I presented these challenges as if they are distinct when they are, of course, deeply 

interconnected: the challenge of popular government is driven by failures of political economy, and 

vice versa, as well as by consequences of festering inequalities and other social change; pressure 

across all is added by the escalating consequences of climate change; and so on. There are, 

moreover, different ways one might slice the problems. One colleague has argued that I am missing 

geopolitics; another that they don’t see some critical actors in my account (from subnational 

entities like cities to supranational ones like the UN); still another chided me for ignoring critical 

issues like the consequences of a predicted decline in global population. 

 

 For what it is worth, I see all these topics as comprised in the challenges I’ve described, 

though time makes it impossible to spell everything out, and I’ve already made this a much too long 

talk. The criticisms do, however, highlight something else I noted at the outset: These are my 

perspectives on the challenges of the day, which are hardly conclusive and may not even be right. 

My job, and my hope over the coming years, is to provide all of you the support, resources, and 

space to do your best work on these and whatever other challenges emerge. 

 

 The great strength of a university is its decentralization. I don’t mean administratively; I 

mean intellectually. Many or most of the best ideas and advances of the past several centuries have 
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come from people in universities, more than a few from this one. That has happened, I believe, 

because of the environment a great university fosters and protects: one in which a community of 

scholars, working in different disciplines, asking different questions, using different 

methodologies, reaching different conclusions, all have the freedom to explore widely and deeply 

and, most importantly, without fear; a community in which differences are not just tolerated but 

sought, so we can challenge ourselves and each other productively, without animosity, and on an 

assumption of good faith; and a community in which we remain constantly alive to the paradox I 

noted at the outset: that we pursue truth while never assuming we have it. It is from and through 

that ferment that we can come to a deeper understanding of the causes of things and will continue 

to 


