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The Limitations of the Expert.
By Harold J. Laski.

The day of the plain man has passed. | No criticism of
democracy is more fashionable in our time than that which lays
emphasis upon his incompetence. This is, we are told, a big
and complex world, about which we have to find our way at our
peril. | The plain man is too ignorant and too uninterested to be
able to judge the adequacy of the answers suggested to our
problems. As in medicine we go to a doctor, or in bridge-build-
ing to an engineer, so in matters of social policy we should go to
an expert in social questions.| He alone, we are fold with
increasing emphasis, can find his way about the labyrinthine intri-
cacies of modern life. / He alone knows how to find the facts
and determine what they mean. | The plain man is simply obsolete
in a world he has never been grained to understand. Either we
must trust the making of fundamental decisions to experts, or
there will be a breakdown in the machinery of government.

Now much of this sceptism is a natural and justifiable
reaction from the facile and romantic optimism of the nineteenth
century. Jefferson in America, Bentham in England did too
easily ‘assume not only an inherent rightness in the opinions of
the multitude but also an instinctive wisdom in its choices. The,
‘did tend to think that social problems could be easily understood
land that public interest in their solution would be widespread and

ionafe. From their phil y was born the d s infer-
ence that any man, without training in affairs, could hope usefully
to control their operation. They did not see that merely to
formulate rightly the nature of a social problem is far more
difficult than to formulate rightly a problem in physics or
chemistry. No one assumes that the plain man is entitled to an
opinion about the ether or vitamins or the historicity of the Dona-
tion of Constantine. Why should it be assumed that he has
competence about the es of taxation, or the validity of tariff-
schedules, or the principles of a penal code? Here, as in the
fields of pure and applied science, his well-being, it is argued,
depends essentially upon accepting the advice of the disinterested
expert. The more elbow-room the latter possesses, the more
likely we are to arrive at adequate decisions.

No one, 1 think, could seriously deny/fo-day that in fact
L’mne of our social problems are capable of Wise resolution without
formulation of its content by an expert mind. A Congressman at
Washington, a Member of Parliament at Westminster cannot
hope to understand the policy necessary to a proper understand-
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ing of Soviet Russia merely by the light of nature. The facts
must be gathered by men who have been trained to a special
knowledge of the new Russia, and the possible inferences from
those facts must be set out by them. The plain man cannot plan
a town, or devise a drainage system, or decide upon the wisdom
of compulsory vaccination without aid and knowledge at every
turn from men who have specialised in those themes. He will
ake grave mistakes about them, possibly even fatal mistakes. He
not know what to look for; he may easily miss the signifi-
cance of what he is told. That the contours of any subject must
be defined by the expert before the plain man can see its full
significance will, I believe, be obvious to anyone who has refizcted
upon the social process in the” modern wo
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But it is one thing to urge the need for expert consultation
at every stage in making policy; it is another thing, and a very
different thing, to insist that the expert’s judgment must be final.
nd the highly trained mind produce their
own limitations which, in the realm of statesmanship, are of
decisive importance. | Expertise, it may be argued, sacrifices the
insight of common sefise to intensity of experience. It breeds an
inability to accept mew views from the very depth of its pre-
occupation with its own conclusions. | It too often fails to see
round its subject. * It sees its results out of perspective by making
them the centre of relevance. to which all other results must be
related.| Too often, also, it lacks humility; and this breeds in its
possessors a failure in proportion which makes them fail to see
the obvious which is before their very noses. It has, also, a
certain caste-spirit about it, so that experts tend to neglect all
evidence which does not come from those who belong to their
own ranks. Above all, perhaps, and this most urgently where
human problems are concerned, the expert fails to see that every
judgment he makes not purely factual in nature brings with it a
scheme of values which has no special validity about it. He tends
to confuse the importance of his facts with the importance of
what he proposes to do about them.
ach one of these views needs illustration, if we are to see
the relation of expertise to statesmanship in proper perspective
The expert, | suggest, sacrifices the insight of common sense to
the intensity of his experience. No one can read the writings of
Mr. F. W. Taylor, the efficiency-engineer, without seeing that his
concentration upon the problem of reaching the maximum output
of pig-iron per man per day made him come to see the labourer
simply as a machine for the production of pig-iron. He forgot
the complexities of human nature, the fact that the subject of his
experiments had a will of his own whose consent was essential
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to effective success. Business men prophesied the rapid break-
down of the Russian experiment because it had eliminated that
profit-making motive which experience had taught them was at
the root of Western civilization.. But they failed to see that
Russia might call into play new motives and new. emotions not
less powerful, even if different in their operation, from the old.
The economic experts of the early nineteenth century were fairly
unanimous in insisting that the limitation of the hours of labour
must necessarily result in a decrease of prosperity. They lacked
the common sense to see that a prohibition upon one avenue of
profit would necessarily lead to so intense an exploration of others
as to provide a more thun adequate compensation for the effort
they deplored.

The expert, again, dislikes the appearance of novel views
Here, perhaps, the experience of science is most suggestive since
the possibility of proof in this realm avoids the chief difficulties
of human material. Everyone knows of the difficulties encountered
by Jenner in his effort to convince his medical contemporaries
of the importance of vaccination. The Royal Society refused to
print one of Joule’s most seminal papers. The opposition of men
e Sir Richard Owen and Adam Sedgwick to Darwin resembled
nothing so much as that of Rome to Galileo. Not even so great
a surgeon as Simpson could see merit in Lister’s discovery of
antiseptic treatment. The opposition to Pasteur among medical
men was so vehement that he declared regretfully that he did not
know he had so many enemies. Lacroix and Poisson reported to
the French Academy of Sciences that Galois’ work on the theory
of groups, which Cayley later put among the great mathematical
achievements of the nineteenth century, was quite unintelligible.
Everyone knows how biologists and physicists failed to perceive
for long years the significance of Gregor Mendel and Willard
Gibbs.

These are instances from realms where, in almost every case,
measurable proof of truth was immediately obtainable; and, in
each case, novelty of outlook was fatal fo a perception of its
importance. | In social matters, where the problem of measure-
ment is infinitely more difficult, the expert is entitled to far less
assurance. He can hardly claim that any of his fundamental
questions have been so formulated that he can be sure that the
answer is capable of a certainly right interpretation. | The student
of race, for instance, is wise only if he admits that his knowledge
of his subject is mainly a measure of his ignorance of its bound-
i The student of eugenics can do little more than insist that
certain hereditary traits, deaf-mutism, for example, or hzmophilia,
make breeding from the stocks tainted by them undesirable; he
cannot tell us what fitness means nor show us how to breed the
qualities upon which racial adequacy depends. It would be folly







