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Scientists are, by any understanding of the
term, experts. But what exactly is an expert,
and on what grounds is the nonexpert going to
decide whom to trust? Leave it to philosophers
to ask such uncomfortable questions, and the

volume edited by Selinger and Crease is an
excellent starting point for this discussion.
Although the book covers much more than
science, with chapters ranging from moral
expertise to distance learning, scientists and
science itself feature prominently, and the
community of scientists ought to pay atten-
tion to some of the issues raised. We live in a
society where science plays an ever-increasing
role both in our personal lives and in ques-
tions of global survival. Yet, scientific exper-
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tise is being questioned as never before, with
creationists demanding equal time in public
schools, global warming deniers creating the
appearance of a scientific controversy where
there is little, and postmodernists claiming,
as Michel Foucault put it, that there are “no
truly universal truths,” even in science.

As the editors of this volume write,
“[d]emocracy depends . . . on educated
decision making in the myriad judgments
that have to be made in the day-to-day op-
erations of government” (p 3), but ironi-
cally enough the “ability to doubt particu-
lar expert claims necessitates appealing to
an alternative base of knowledge” (p 2),
which means that the intelligent critic of
expertise, at least to some extent, has to be
an expert.

As Alvin Goldman notes in the opening
chapter of the collection, the problem is not
exactly a new one. In Plato’s dialogue, Char-
mides, Socrates poses the question of how one
should go about distinguishing a real doctor
from a quack, an issue still very much alive
today, especially with the NIH subsidizing a
program on so-called “alternative” medicine,
where quackery is being funded by taxpayer’s
money. Things are not that much better
across the pond, either, with an increas-
ing number of British universities offering
courses and degrees in homeopathy and sim-
ilarly assorted nonsense.

Goldman goes on to examine five criteria
by which nonexperts could assess the reliabil-
ity of a purported expert: the quality of their
arguments; the degree of agreement from
additional putative experts; appraisal by
“meta-experts” of the expert’s credentials; ev-
idence of the expert’s biases; and the ex-
pert’s past track record. This is very sensible,
but not quite the straightforward solution to
the problem that it may appear to be at first
glance. For example, creationist Duane Gish
is highly rhetorically skilled (first criterion),
can martial the agreement of a (admittedly
small) number of other “experts” on creation
science (second criterion), and has been
awarded a legitimate PhD (in biochemistry,
not evolutionary biology) by the University of
California at Berkeley (third criterion). By
contrast, an atmospheric scientist who speaks
up about the dangers of global warming can

VoLuME 83

be faulted with, say, a liberal bias (fourth
criterion), and may have a record of wrong
predictions about environmental issues (Paul
Ehrlich of Stanford University immediately
comes to mind). That is, of course, why it is
so easy to manipulate the general public, and
also why it is so crucial that scientists get
involved in force in public debates.

Stephen Turner (Chapter 4) discusses the
type of issues that make a lot of scientists very
nervous, such as the merits of a view of the
relationship between science and state as
analogous to that established by the U.S.
Constitution between religion and state, as
advocated for example by Michael Polanyi in
the 1940s. The idea that the state has no
interest in either furthering or impeding the
progress of science may sound superficially
fair and attractive, until one realizes the po-
tentially catastrophic consequences for a
country that left scientific research and tech-
nological development entirely in the hands
of private donors, essentially a return to
Renaissance-style patronage.

Turner’s central point of analysis is the
contention, again inspired by that overrated
philosopher, Foucault, that a culture of ex-
pertise is fundamentally contradictory to the
ideals of democracy. Fortunately, Turner
seems to see through the logical fallacy that
underlies a number of “science studies” pro-
grams in universities across the country:
while it is certainly true (and important to
appreciate) that no activity—not even sci-
ence—is immune from personal and ideolog-
ical biases, it does not follow that experts’
opinions are therefore to be discarded as
pernicious or on a par with unaided public
opinion. In other words, it is a good thing to
warn the public about the fact that scientists
are not to be considered straightforward pur-
veyors of knowledge, but to go as far as com-
pletely discarding scientific findings and
opinions would be a classic case of throwing
the baby out with the bath water.

Héléne Mialet’s essay (Chapter 8) will
probably make most scientists even more un-
comfortable (which is by no means a bad
thing), since she takes a field anthropolo-
gist’s approach to the study of “genius,” by
actually spending months in the laboratory of
William Montel, an expert in applied ther-
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modynamics, and by closely investigating the
modus operandi of cosmologist Stephen
Hawking (she never could get direct access to
the man himself). Mialet’s main point is
that—not surprisingly—scientists, even ge-
niuses, do not work alone. Rather, they are at
the center of a complex network that involves
students, colleagues, and sophisticated ex-
perimental and analytical machinery. How-
ever, when these scientists are talked about in
the media, the complex background vanishes
from the public view, and the mythical figure
of the lone genius emerges, perhaps most
powerfully in the case of Hawking, consider-
ing his physical disability. Indeed, as Mialet’s
analysis reveals, it may be the scientist himself
who more or less consciously cultivates the
myth—for example, in the case of Hawking’s
oft-made remark that he was born “exactly
three hundred years to the day after the
death of Galileo,” an amusing coincidence,
but what of it?

Mialet’s work is refreshing and at times
even amusing, as when we learn that Hawk-
ing’s first wife thinks her main task was to
remind the scientist that he is not God. At
other times, however, it is somewhat irritat-
ing, as when she asks: “does . . . this identity
constructed with this succession of dis-
courses, representations and presentations,
really have anything in common with ‘the
real, unique Mr Hawking,” the flesh-and-
blood person?” (p 269). The answer is that of
course it does, unless one thinks of Hawking
as a disembodied entity bent on fooling the
rest of humanity through a very elaborate
scam. This, incidentally, reveals the limits of
the anthropological approach, as useful and
insightful as it often is. Stephen Hawking may
be universally considered a genius, but he is
certainly not representative of scientists in
general, largely because of his special physi-
cal condition. How much can we learn, one
could reasonably ask, from a close analysis of
his life that will turn out to be actually appli-
cable to the general workings of science? And
if the answer is “not much,” then is not the
anthropologist herself falling for the myth
she set out to debunk?

Don Ihde’s essay (Chapter 15) is another
mix of good points and questionable claims.
His aim is to rescue science studies from the
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bad reputation they have developed (not just
among scientists, but among philosophers as
well), by making an analogy with literary crit-
icism. The idea is that a literary critic does
not hate literature, but can nonetheless be
very critical of both specific literary pieces
and of aspects of the entire field as well.
Indeed, literary criticism certainly plays a pos-
itive role in the development and apprecia-
tion of literature itself. The problem is that,
by contrast, science studies practitioners do
frequently come across as having a funda-
mentally negative attitude toward science,
and often, as blissfully ignorant of its con-
tents (try being a literary critic without hav-
ing a deep knowledge of, say, Shakespeare,
or the American novel). Thde is, of course,
correct when he seems to endorse the funda-
mental insight of deconstructionism, that sci-
ence itself is a human enterprise where sub-
jectivity and social influences play a much
larger role than scientists are generally will-
ing to acknowledge. In this sense, we do need
science criticism (and, contrary to Ihde’s
claim, this is in fact regularly done within the
broad field of philosophy of science). How-
ever, when he says that the Enlightenment
“cast religion as ‘superstition’ and science as
‘rationality’” and that this led to “the Mod-
ernist substitution of what I am calling tech-
noscience for religion” (p 396), Ihde comes
across as living in a parallel universe with
little contact with our own. First of all, reli-
gion is superstition. It may be useful, or well
intentioned, but the fact remains that reli-
gious storytelling is essentially based on my-
thology. Second, perhaps individual scientists
may worship at the altar of rationality (Rich-
ard Dawkins, a self-professed “son of the En-
lightenment,” comes to mind), but even a
cursory look at the day’s news shows that our
society at large is very far from falling prey to
the dangers of hyperrationality.

Although scientists and philosophers can
find both sources of insight and of aggrava-
tion in most chapters in this book—which is
a good reason to read it—I experienced only
exasperation at the reading of Chapter 13, by
Paul Feyerabend. He died in 1994, and wrote
the chapter included in this book in 1974,
but it is still a great puzzle to me why he is so
venerated in certain philosophical circles.
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His writings are openly self-contradictory,
and were written by someone who decried
academic elitism at the same time that he
held a plush job at the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley, one of the most elite institu-
tions in the world. In typical Feyerabend fash-
ion, at the beginning of the chapter he says
that he accepted the invitation to write the
original lecture on which the essay is based
“because it paid for my flight to Europe” (p
358). He goes on to accuse science of inhibit-
ing freedom of thought and of being a “mon-
ster” that must be eradicated. He claims—ap-
parently talking with expertise—that “there are
phenomena such as telepathy and telekinesis”
(p 364), and that the Church saves souls while
science does the opposite (which of course
begs the question of how does he know all of
this, considering his skepticism of the very con-
cept of expertise).

Feyerabend also calls for a formal separa-
tion of state and science, because “the com-
petence, the complications and the successes
of science are vastly exaggerated” (p 365)
and goes on to write “[t]hree cheers to the
fundamentalists in California who succeeded
in having a dogmatic formulation of the the-
ory of evolution removed from the textbooks
and an account of Genesis included” (p 365;
fortunately, and I assume to Feyerabend’s
great disappointment, that decision was over-
turned by the Courts). For an alleged educa-
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tor paid by a prestigious public university,
Feyerabend talked of education not as an
imperfect enterprise in need of much im-
provement, but as a “myth,” and looked for-
ward to a society in which the role of scien-
tists “will be more balanced by magicians, or
priests, or astrologers” (p 367). It does not
seem to occur to him that we have already
experimented with such a society, it was dur-
ing the Middle Ages, and it was not a pretty
sight to behold.

Feyerabend notwithstanding, Selinger and
Crease’s collection of essays should be on the
shelves of all philosophers interested in sci-
ence, and even more of all scientists inter-
ested in how their discipline is perceived by
the general public. And perhaps the latter is
the most important knot to be addressed in
the future: Why is it, exactly, that so few sci-
entists pay any attention to fundamental dis-
cussions regarding their discipline? Do we
not realize that disengagement from public
discourse is the surest way to actualize Fey-
erabend’s nightmarish vision of a “free” soci-
ety where scientists, astrologers, and priests
compete on equal footing for the patronage
of the rich? The choice of whether to engage
is ours, and being aware of the challenges
(constructive and not) to the role of scien-
tific experts ought to be familiar territory for
every scientist.



