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Dr. Martin Slann, Paige Magoto

Paige Magoto  00:00
Oral history interview with Marty slams on July 18 2024, do you consent to being recorded today?

Dr. Martin Slann  00:11
Yes. 

Paige Magoto  00:12
Okay. And then if you could just state your full name, date of birth and where you're located that today, that would be great.

Dr. Martin Slann  00:20
Martin Slann, date of birth is May 31, 1942. And I'm located in Boynton Beach, Florida. 

Paige Magoto  00:32
Gotcha. And so this project is going to be a part of the collection for celebrating the 50th anniversary of the political science department at the archives and special collections. And I am located at the SDI, Strom Thurmond Institute of Archives and Special Collections on Clemson University's campus. When and where were you born, Mr. Slam? Chicago, Illinois. And did you grow up in Chicago? And did that change at any point during your childhood?

Dr. Martin Slann  00:57
I grew up and stayed there until I was 17 years old.

Paige Magoto  01:02
What was your favorite academic subject growing up throughout school?

Dr. Martin Slann  01:09
Oh, I guess it was history.

Paige Magoto  01:13
And were there any impactful extracurriculars or classes that you remember from school that had an impact on your education later?

Dr. Martin Slann  01:21
Yes. I joined a rock club. Because I was interested in itt had nothing to do with my academic interests. But it was just fun.

Paige Magoto  01:33
And was there a specific time at school that you felt like college was the immediate right fit for you?

Dr. Martin Slann  01:40
Yes, yes. Probably... Probably by the time I was in high school. 

Paige Magoto  01:49
And, did you have like a dream career when you were younger before, during elementary or high school, that was just like an influence to what you wanted to do once you were grown up? Basically.

Dr. Martin Slann  02:02
I started out wanting to be a cowboy. But from there, I had more to just thinking how wonderful it would be to be to pursue an academic career. But I didn't even know it was an academic career. I thought, gee, if I could just get a job teaching and writing about what I really love. What could be better than that?

Paige Magoto  02:24
Do you recall your first introduction to being able to write about what you loved and like your introduction to politics and political science as a whole?

Dr. Martin Slann  02:34
Yeah, it was in my senior year in high school, actually, when I was involved in school newspaper, and I remember actually even campaigning briefly in the 1960s 1960 presidential election. And I remember talking to a group of people all of whom were two or three times older than I was about what they should, what they should consider when they vote and even who they should vote for.

Paige Magoto  03:09
Where did you attend all of your college, you know, your undergraduate and your graduate studies before you ended up teaching at Clemson.

Dr. Martin Slann  03:19
I had an undergraduate career at the University of Miami, which isn't in Miami, by the way, it's in Coral Gables, Florida, but that doesn't matter. And from there, I went to graduate school at the University of Connecticut, where I earned a master's degree. And then it was too cold up there. So I came back south and finished up my my studies at the University of Georgia where I received a PhD.

Paige Magoto  03:52
 Did you teach before teach anywhere else before you were ended up with your faculty position at Clemson University?

Dr. Martin Slann  04:01
No, I didn't. 

Paige Magoto  04:04
When you started, was the political science, Political Science Department technically formed at Clemson or were you before the change from sociology and political science?

Dr. Martin Slann  04:16
I was before the change. And when I arrived at Clemson, by the way, I got the job because somebody died suddenly. But when when I when I got to Clemson in 1968 everybody was a part of the social sciences department, which included history, political science, psychology, sociology. I think geography and philosophy. Anyway, it's a big group. And there were four political scientists. And I was I was number four.

Paige Magoto  04:53
What was your initial impression of the Political Science sector of the social sciences department once you got to Clemson

Dr. Martin Slann  05:02
It was, it was a good impression. Everyone was was pleasant, cordial, very welcoming. And I was the new kid on the block at the time. And we all have, sometimes we put on meet with colleagues and other disciplines, go out at breakfast, coffee, even lunch. And it was it was a good group. But in those days, you have to keep in mind, Clemson was a small campus compared to today, when I got there, there were only six and a half 1000 students, and only 400 of them were female, they had just gone co-ed. So it was it was a little different circumstances than what I was familiar with. 

Paige Magoto  05:45
Was there a specific reason that you felt drawn to the department in particular, especially at Clemson, I mean, I know you said there was a circumstance of there being a sudden death in the department. But was there any other reason that you felt like Clemson might be a good fit for you?

Dr. Martin Slann  05:58
Yes, I wanted, I didn't want to be at a huge instance, where you just kind of get lost, and you're just just a number. I enjoy being on a campus where it was still possible in those days, at least, to get to know all of your colleagues get to know just about all of these in your classes, because the classes were relatively modest in size in those days. And you know, after a while, after learning my way around the around the campus and around the town of Clemson, which was quite small, also, in those days. It just was a very, very comfortable place to live and work. And I liked that. I didn't, I didn't miss a big city. I didn't miss a huge campus. I enjoyed a place where I wasn't a complete stranger to most everybody. There were actually I knew most people and they knew me. And I'm almost everything was in walking distance. I enjoyed that part, too.

Paige Magoto  07:03
What was your specialty? Like, eating wise? Like, what were you? Political Science wise? What was your specialty research?

Dr. Martin Slann  07:11
I had, I had done research for my doctoral dissertation in the Middle East. And so I was that's what I was mostly interested in. And that was, that wasn't enough, of course, the interest, very many students at the time, but I also had training in comparative politics, international relations, and political philosophy. So I got to teach courses in all of those areas. 

Paige Magoto  07:46
Was there a specific course that you can recall as being your favorite to teach?

Dr. Martin Slann  07:52
Yes. I'm not sure how you're gonna react to this. But I was really into violence and terrorism. And there was no shortage of it, and there still isn't. Students have had an interest in that, too. It was a rather macabre interest. But that it was, I taught a course in terrorism for many, many years. And it was very popular with students. It wasn't know how to do it course, it was simply a course about the theory and the of terrorism, kind of people get involved in it. And also what can be done about it.

Paige Magoto  08:34
And you mentioned earlier that you were there before the actual official creation of the Political Science Department on its own, can you kind of describe that transition if there was like a harsh transition if it was a little bit smoother?

Dr. Martin Slann  08:48
Sure. I arrived in 1968. The first the social sciences department split up into various into various smaller departments in 1972, and we became the department at that time of political science and sociology. We were we were put put together because there weren't that many faculty at that point in time. And it just seemed like a convenient way to way to do it. So we did recruit a department head. In those days that were called Heads today, they're called chairs, which is more appropriate. We recruited a department chair in 1972, as we were splitting up, and he turned out to be a political scientist. So he became the temperate Well, it was a temporary position for two years because he became the Chair of the Department of Political Science and sociology. And then in 1974, the sociologists split off and they became their own sovereign department, and the chair remained the The leader of the political science faculty.

Paige Magoto  10:03
And how long did you stay at Clemson teaching?

Dr. Martin Slann  10:08
I stayed a very long time. I arrived in 1968 and left 34 years later in 2002. 

Paige Magoto  10:17
And you were the editor of the Journal of Political Science, which I'm doing a think piece on for this oral history project. Can you just describe, you know, how it came to be that you became the editor? What that was like process wise?

Dr. Martin Slann  10:34
Yes, I'll try. The The Journal of Political Science was, it began, its genesis was basically the papers that were given annually, the presentations by political science across the state, at an annual conference, where maybe 50 or 60, political scientists would turn up. And this, this conference, wanted to keep the papers that were presented, just just to have a history. And so they were usually mimeograph or copied in some way. In those days, we have no, no copiers, obviously, or printers. But they were they were put together. And and retained in a in a binder, basically, and everybody in the conference got a copy. And if they gave a paper, they were very thrilled with it. And then it was decided to why not have a professional journal, or at least one that looks professional, like other journals in the in the political science discipline. And so we, we managed to get a printer, who I think was located then in Columbia, and started printing actual printed copies of what we call the Journal of Political Science.  And so we expanded the range by inviting contributions from other political scientists who were neither in South Carolina nor a member of the Political Science Association, South Carolina. And so we became slowly but surely a kind of National Journal. And it was housed at Clemson because Clemson was the institution that had the forward thinking to go out and get a published professional looking journal, and pay for it. It's what wasn't it wasn't done for free. And, but we had the we had the budget for it. And for the next 20 years, the journal remained under the auspices of of Clemson. And I think the I don't have the numbers, but I think the expanded expansion of the journal, the number of readers grew slowly over those two decades. 

Paige Magoto  13:10
So did you do any other careers other than teaching after Clemson? At all?

Dr. Martin Slann  13:16
Yes. I, as I told you, I was I left in 2002. And that was for a position an academic administrative position at Penn State. I was they have they have literally dozens of satellite campuses, it's a huge system. And one of the campuses really needed was advertising for a Director of Academic Affairs, very small campus, about 40 faculty, 800 students, something like that. And so I applied and somehow got the position. And it was a little. I love Clemson and I loved my time there. And it was it's a one, it was a wonderful experience. It was a little difficult for me to leave. The first six months after I left, I wonder to myself, I've made a horrible mistake. But, but I gradually adjusted and I think it was time to move on. I've made all the kinds of contributions I could make to Clemson. And I just wanted to try some something else before I hung up my spurs. And so Penn State provided the opportunity and I accepted it.

Paige Magoto  14:33
Do you think that your time at Clemson affected your position at Penn State at all how you operated?

Dr. Martin Slann  14:41
I think so I think so. I learned I became the became the Chair of the Political Science Department in 1995 and stayed there until I left seven years later. And when you get into academic admin illustrations. Some people say it's like crossing to the dark side. But when you get when you get into that kind of role, you learn, you learn a lot about budgeting, you learn a lot about recruiting great faculty, I tell my colleagues and when ever we had a vacant position, because somebody moved down and retired, that what we have to do is recruit people who are better than we are. And that kind of irritated some people. But But, and I took that philosophy with me when I moved to Penn State and move from Penn State elsewhere. You always try to improve, you always try and get the best possible faculty, for the students, because that's what makes that's that's frankly, that's what made Clemson, a top public institution is that we were we all more or less agreed only subconsciously, to get people who are really, really good. And and it's, it wasn't wasn't difficult to do that Clemson is a very attractive place. And when people would, who would come to Clemson, I noticed this because I was there such such a long time. People came there tended to stay there. They really liked the place. The climate, culture, the the proximity to places like Greenville, and Atlanta. And then and then we'll end the students who kept improving each year, they just get smarter and smarter and seem. So it's a very ideal place to start a career and even to fit and finish up a career. And seeing how the department, you know, changed for that 30 years that you were there. 

Paige Magoto  16:47
Was there any like specific time that you felt it was heading in like its best direction, and that there was a lot of growth to be happening within the department?

Dr. Martin Slann  17:00
Oh, yes. We became we, when I when I was chair, I remember we had something like something over 300 majors. And that number had grown a lot. And it was in I'm sure it's it's still growing. Because we became the pre law major. And that's not unusual that happens is that happens all over the place that you political science seems to be the natural choice for students who want to go on to law school. And we sent we sent some really outstanding students to outstanding law school. And in fact, yesterday, I spoke to a former student of mine, who's a grandmother kind of embarrassing, and you have former students or grandparents. But anyway,she went to Harvard Law School. She was a fantastic student, fantastic undergraduate student straight A's. And a young woman from Pendleton. She grew up there and she went to Pendleton High School. And anyway, she came to Clemson. And she was a fantastic student. She became my my advisee that she even needed an advisor, but you saw the growth in both the quantity and the quality of students. And that that was just just remarkable. You saw you know, Clemson was not any longer Clemson Agricultural College, it became a full fledge University. And there was a saying in those days that Clemson is the University of South Carolina. And I completely agree with him.

Paige Magoto  18:50
Have you returned to campus at all since... since you left in 2002?

Dr. Martin Slann  18:58
A few times I should have mentioned earlier I actually have one of my children still lives in Clemson. And I thought he'd he'd be the first to leave or but turns out he's dealing with his state. And he is Clemson graduate. His home is just about across the street from the football coach's home. He's done very well from so. And so I go up there in fact, I'll probably be going up there sometime in the fall. And I get to stay in his starter palace. It's a it's a very nice it's not as close to campus as I was because I used to walk the campus that's that's how close we were. But we so I yeah Still a long winded way of explaining to you that yes, I do get on campus. And I can see the growth and it's just been phenomenal. 

Paige Magoto  20:09
What do you think that Clemson or the political science study as a whole has in store kind of for its future or any aspect? You may feel it's leading towards research wise or anything like that?

Dr. Martin Slann  20:25
It's a great question. I wish I had a I wish I had an answer for you. I, I, I think the kind of faculty that Clemson has attracted in political science or for that matter in any area, but the one I'm familiar with is obviously political science. Those are people who could be at Ivy League schools. They're just they're just the the cream of the crop. And their research areas of some of them didn't even exist when I was working his because the discipline itself has changed. There's there's a lot more of behavioral studies in political science. There's there's a great deal more of political economy and political science. There's a lot of political statistics now. That's almost in every political science department of any size in the country. So yeah, the discipline is changing. And I think the Department at Clemson is keeping up with it very, very nicely from everything I've heard.
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