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Critical Elitism

Democracies have a problem with expertise. Expert knowledge both medi-
ates and facilitates public apprehension of problems, yet it also threatens to
exclude the public from consequential judgments and decisions located in
technical domains. This book asks: How can we have inclusion without
collapsing the very concept of expertise? How can public judgment be
engaged in expert practices in a way that does not reduce to populism?
Drawing on deliberative democratic theory and social studies of science,
‘Critical Elitism’ argues that expert authority depends ultimately on the
exercise of public judgment in a context in which there are live possibilities
for protest, opposition and scrutiny. This account points to new ways of
looking at the role of civil society, expert institutions, and democratic
innovations in the constitution of expert authority within democratic
systems. Using the example of climate science, ‘critical elitism” highlights
not only the risks but also the benefits of contesting expertise.

ALFRED MOORE is a research fellow at Cambridge University, at the
Centre for Research in Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences. He has
published in a wide range of journals, including Political Studies, Critical
Review, the Journal of Political Philosophy, Episteme, Economy and Soci-
ety, and Public Understanding of Science, among others.
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Introduction

A Cirisis of Expertise?

We seem to be experiencing a crisis of expert authority. A consensus of
scientists assures us that human activity is generating a global increase
in temperature. Patient, careful research by communities of people who
we might expect to know what they are talking about are telling us of
climate change associated with our current patterns of production and
consumption. Yet others are telling us this is a giant fraud, or at best a
well-intentioned delusion. The contestation of the science of climate
change speaks both to the projected consequences and to the material
implications of the changes that may be needed to mitigate the threat.
However, it symbolises a wider problem, to do with the capacity of
empowered and critical citizens to challenge and contest expert knowl-
edge. This can be a positive development. We might welcome the
decline of deference to experts and the rise of questioning of authorised
views of reality, and see value in a free and full contest among conflict-
ing viewpoints. Yet it is also deeply disquieting. We might lament the
apparent politicisation of expertise and the transformation of factual
truths into mere differences of opinion, and emphasise the importance
of deference to the well-grounded judgements of those who know what
they are talking about. Hannah Arendt, in her essay Truth and Politics,
captures something of this tension. ‘All truths’, she writes, ‘are opposed
to opinion in their mode of asserting validity” (Arendt, 2006: 235).
They are implicitly positioned ‘beyond agreement, dispute, opinion, or
consent’ (ibid.), and they thus seem to have ‘a despotic character’ (ibid.:
236). Yet at the same time, factual truths are incredibly fragile. While
our time tolerates, and even encourages, diversity in philosophical or
religious matters, ‘factual truth, if it happens to oppose a given group’s
profit or pleasure, is greeted today with greater hostility than ever
before’ (ibid.: 231). She was disturbed by the way that ‘unwelcome
factual truths are ... transformed into opinions’ (ibid.: 232). While she
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had in mind historical facts, her unease about the fate of factual truth in
the public realm resonates strongly with anxieties about scientific
expertise today. These two responses capture an important tension
within contemporary anxieties about the fate of expert authority in a
democratic society. We clearly need scientific and expert authority in
order to formulate considered collective judgements and carry out
collective decisions. Yet public questioning, criticism and rejection seem
to make such authority ever harder to sustain. In this book I will address
the problem that expert authority poses for democratic ideals and
practices, and the problem that democracy poses for the ideals and
practices of expertise in government.

In its general outline, this problem is by no means new. In the
nineteenth century, Alexis de Toqueville and John Stuart Mill grappled
with the problem, to put it grandly, of the fate of the ideals of the
Enlightenment in a modern, mass participation democracy. Enlighten-
ment for them meant the rejection of authority in matters of beliefs,
opinions and morals, and particularly the rejection of tradition and
religion as guides to belief and action, as captured in Immanuel Kant’s
famous motto: ‘Sapere Aude! Have the courage to use your own
understanding!” (Kant 1991: 54). This spirit imbued the work of the
early utilitarians, for whom reliance on authority amounted to ‘mental
slavery’. Tocqueville, however, noticed some difficulties for this view in
the context of a democratic society. He argued that under the social
condition of equality — which was more or less what he meant by
‘democratic society’ — people are not disposed to trust the authority
of any man. His Americans did not readily defer to men of learning or
to traditional religious authorities or political elites. Was this a case of
Enlightenment heroes throwing off the yoke of ‘mental slavery’,
rejecting dogmas and courageously using their own understanding?
Not at all! Intellectual authority, Tocqueville wrote, does not — and
cannot — disappear; it merely relocates. Tocqueville thus emphasised
the unavoidability of what John Hardwig (1985) has called ‘epistemic
dependence’. But he added a democratic twist. Under America’s condi-
tion of equality, Tocqueville argued, men look not to aristocracies or
elites for the sources of truth, but to ‘themselves or ... those who are
like themselves’ (de Tocqueville 1990: 9). That is, they switch the
source of their reliance to ‘public opinion’, a far more tyrannical
master, and thus the bonds of rank and privilege are broken only to
be replaced by ‘a new physiognomy of servitude’ (ibid.: 11).
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Mill voiced a similar concern in an early essay on “The Spirit of the
Age’. The authority of the man who knows what he is talking about, he
worried, is widely being rejected only to be replaced by ‘the authority
of the person next to him’ (Mill 1986 [1831]: 15). Mill thought that a
vulgar version of Enlightenment might ‘bid each man to look about for
himself, with or without the promise of spectacles to assist him’ (ibid.:
9). In this ‘age of transition’, as he put it, men certainly ‘reason more’
on the great questions of the human condition, but they ‘may not
reason better’ (ibid.: 7). There are particular inquiries which may be
undertaken into ‘physical, moral and social truths’ such that some can
become ‘masters of the philosophical grounds of those opinions of
which it is desirable that all should be firmly persuaded, but which
they alone can entirely and philosophically know’ (ibid.: 12). However:

The remainder of mankind must, and, except in periods of transition like the
present, always do, take the far greater part of their opinions on all extensive
subjects upon the authority of those who have studied them. (ibid.: 13).

Mill was primarily concerned here with moral knowledge.! But his
reformulation of Enlightenment for an age of mass democracy prefig-
ures a common idea today that deference to well-grounded claims to
expert authority is a precondition for the exercise of public reason
and political decision. And a common lament about contemporary
democracy turns on the ‘erosion’ of expert authority (Kitcher 2011:
15-40) and the decline of public deference to hard-won expertise. The
crisis of expertise, then, has to do with the apparent tension between
the inequalities in knowledge, experience and skill that characterise
expertise, and democratic ideals and practices of equality and
contestation.

This presents a problem for developed democracies because govern-
ance in complex, technologised societies often involves both the
authority of command and the authority of expertise. Complexity
and interdependence have led to more and more of the consequential
decisions of governments to be framed and constrained by claims to
expertise and often delegated to those with epistemic authority on the
questions at hand, leading one author to write of the ‘rise of the

' Though we should note that while he regards the subjects of morals, religion,
politics and social relations as ‘infinitely more complicated’ than the subjects of
‘natural philosophy’, he did not think they differed in kind (Mill 1977b
[1859]: 244).
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unelected’ (Vibert 2007).> Standard-setting committees, for instance,
make decisions with respect to, say, food safety, that carry the force of
law yet are grounded in their specific expertise. These decisions can be
highly consequential, and for this reason expert advisory committees
have been suggestively described as a ‘fifth branch’ of government
(Jasanoff 1990). Against the insistence that science and expertise
merely provide neutral knowledge for policy, it seems that expert
authority is often enmeshed with the practice of political authority,
and that political contestation extends to expertise and scientific claims
as readily as to the programmes and policies of political parties. It is in
this context that problems of politicised expertise take on their
salience.

The crisis of expertise that I refer to here is focused on expert
authority as it bears on or is implicated in political authority.> In short,
nobody worries about the authority of the physicists who tell us about
the Higgs boson, but we do worry about the authority of climate
experts and vaccine specialists. The complex of problems that have

% It is worth noting, however, that Frank Vibert’s argument addresses a different
problem to the one I address in this book. Vibert’s argument is that institutions of
unelected experts serve as information sources that are not tainted by the
machinery of government, which in turn shows up politicians as opportunistic
spinners. The public’s deference to experts, on his account, is what feeds their
cynicism with regard to elected politicians. My argument, by contrast, begins
from the observation of a widespread lack of public deference towards experts,
evidenced by political struggles over the science of climate change, vaccines,
GMOs and so on. The problem, on my account, is how to conceptualise and
construct expert authority in a context of widespread public capacities to
challenge and contest it. A further difference is that Vibert’s approach insists on a
sharp distinction between value judgements and the empirical component of
public policy, which frames expertise as standing outside politics. My aim, which
I develop in particular in Chapters 3 and 4, is to draw on social epistemology and
political theory to develop a democratic model of expert authority, in which
public judgement is partly constitutive of expert authority.

I share this focus with Turner (2003) and Brown (2009). Turner distinguishes five
types of expertise, and focuses on those that are drawn on within government and
public policy rather than on the expertise involved in what he calls ‘science
proper’. Brown gives special attention to the problem of expert advice in
government, and develops in his book an account of the democratisation of
expertise in terms of the multiplication of sites and modes of representation
within expert practices. Dahl (1985) frames the problem of expertise in terms of
the privileged position of policy elites, and Fischer (2000) talks about the problem
of the dominance of expert discourses. By contrast, Kitcher (2001; 2011), Fuller
(2000) and Greenberg (2001), for instance, are more concerned with the place of
science proper within democracy.



