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Experts — whatever their expertise — no longer enjoy the public’s uncritical admiration of trust. Increasingly,
their objectivity is questioned and there is a growing reluctance to accept that their often limited expertise
either gives them a monopoly of the truth or the right to a more powerful voice in public affairs than any other
member of the public. Some put this revolt down to a ‘new irrationalism’ in Western society. But are the
experts themselves really to blame? Often using irrelevant or inaccurate arguments, they have frequently
shown themselves to be ciphers of vested interests. Brian Martin discusses the record of Leslie Kemeny,
Australia’s most vociferous pro-nuclear ‘expert’ and asks: Why are the experts’ clothes so threadbare?

Since the late 1960s, public trust in scientific experts
has taken a severe battering in Western industrialised
countries. This has caused soul-searching in many
circles, not least within the scientific community itself,
where considerable demoralisation has set in. Gone are
the heady days of rapid exponential growth in funding
for science, during which the public prestige of the
profession was bolstered internally by the enthusiasm
of youthful would-be scientists. This period, particu-
larly the three decades since the beginning of World
War II, has been succeeded by almost stationary
funding, ‘the switch from science’ by students
(including the best ones), and by public scepticism and
even hostility. The scientists ask, what went wrong?

One answer has been given by those, such as
Passmore, Ashby, Burhop and Shils, who diagnose a
new irrationalism in Western society.! The ‘youth
culture’ and ‘counter-culture’ of the late 1960s rejected
many of the products of Western society and, such
commentators argue, in doing so it also incorrectly
rejected some of society’s premises, including
rationality. The evidence for this, it is claimed, lies not
only in an increase in interest in mysticism and
Eastern religious doctrines, but also in ‘unthinking’
opposition to develpments such as fluoridation,
artificial fertilisers and food additives, modern
medicine and the peaceful uses of nuclear technology.

This interpretation by the critics of ‘anti-science’ is
flattering to scientists and others supporting what is
conceived as technological ‘progress’, but on closer
inspection the culprit—‘anti-science’—is hard to
identify, much less convict. While it is true that some
people read astrology columns, visit naturopaths and
meditate, it has yet to be shown that any major change
to habits of this sort has occurred or, if it has, that this
change is linked to attitudes about orthodox science.
Even amongst those who seldom come in contact with
the ‘alternative culture’, and years after this culture
was the focus of media attention, trust in scientific
experts is as low as ever.

Secondly, the critics of anti-science have a hard time
identifying their opponents, aside from the often
criticised Theodore Roszak.2 A belief in the potency of

anti-science would be more persuasive if a few more
people could be identified who clearly subscribed to it.
Finally, the critics of anti-science completely overlook
the political critique of science, which is coherent,
organised and readily identifiable.? These points
suggest that the focus on ‘anti-science’ obscures rather
than clarifies the reasons for public distrust in scien-
tific experts.

Scientists or Publicists?

The interpretation outlined here is based more on the
rationality of the public and less on the rationality of
science and scientists. In the two decades after the end
of World War II, citizen protest movements in the
West were weak, in particular because of the Cold War,
which allowed dissidents of any kind to be labelled as
subversive, and because of continued economic
growth, which muted discontent. During this time the
scientific community became to a large extent incor-
porated into the government/industrial/military com-
plex.* Many scientific experts became almost by
definition defenders of their patrons in government or
industry. But for the most part, the scientists who
defended the established institutions did not need to
take their case to the public, since there was little
public opposition to the policies, practices and
products of these institutions.

This picture is a familiar one but, of course, it is not
complete. Opposition to official US nuclear weapons
policy developed among nuclear scientists in 1945 and
persisted, flaring especially during the debate over
atmospheric testing.’ Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring
sparked public concern over pesticides in the early
1960s, a concern which had been brewing within the
scientific community for a number of years.®

The late 1960s brought an upsurge of public discon-
tent over the direction of social development, following
the easing of the Cold War and the expansion of the
South-East Asian War. One feature of this re-
emergence of social protest was a questioning of tech-
nological developments such as pesticides and super-
sonic transports, and a questioning of institutions
such as education, medicine and the military.
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In response to public criticisms of established
policies and practices, a certain fraction of the
normally cloistered experts entered the public debates
over war planning, nuclear radiation, IQ and the like.
And when this happened, public trust in experts
plummetted because, I would argue, the public saw
that all too often the experts had no clothes.” The
experts in the public debate—or at least a sufficient
fraction of them—were seen to have irrelevant and
inaccurate arguments, to behave more like publicists
than ‘objective scientists’, to reflect the influence of
vested interests, and to be truly expert only in areas
irrelevant to the real issues—which in most cases were
social and political rather than technical. Indeed, far
from being irrational, the public correctly perceived
the failure of the experts to live up to the image they
had fostered. Also aiding this process was the emerg-
ence of ‘counter-experts’ who argued cases contrary to
those supporting the positions of the established
institutions, and who were seen to be at least as
credible as the experts.

Needless to say, the attitude of ‘the public’ is more
complicated than this outline would suggest: my point
here is that much of the growing public distrust of
experts is well grounded. This is not to suggest that
experts have anything but the best of intentions (‘All
persons believe in their own virtue’—Parenti®). It is for
each person to decide whether to trust or distrust a
particular expert. Nor is my purpose to condemn
experts in general: rather it is to bring into discussion
some of the problems in trusting them blindly. The
experts are not hesitant to point out their own
strengths: it is up to others to point out their limit-
ations.?

An Expert in Action: the Case of Leslie G. Kemeny-

From about 1976 onwards, Mr Leslie G. Kemeny
has been one of the most active of the scientists and
engineers who have supported nuclear power in the
Australian public debate over uranium mining and
nuclear power. He has written numerous articles in
magazines and newspapers and letters to newspapers
and given numerous talks, all supporting the case for
nuclear power. By my assessment, Kemeny has been
one of the four most prolific public advocates of
nuclear power in Australia, the others being Sir Philip
Baxter, Sir Ernest Titterton and Mr John Grover.

During the time of his participation in the public
debate, Kemeny has been Lecturer and (since 1977)
Senior Lecturer in the School of Nuclear Engineering
at the University of New South Wales. His record of
experience is not unimpressive. He graduated in
mechanical and electrical engineering from the
University of Sydney; was a design engineer with the
Electricity Commission of New South Wales; won a
Metropolitan Vickers Overseas Exhibition in 1955;
was on the design team for the Berkeley nuclear power
station in the UK; held a Harwell research fellowship;
held a lectureship at the University of London; has
consulted on nuclear marine propulsion and nuclear de-
salination; has attended numerous international con-
ferences on nuclear topics as an Australian represent-
ative; and has travelled extensively in Europe, North
America, Japan, China and South-East Asia studying
resource and energy, as well as nuclear, develop-
ments.*

Because of his high activity in the public debate as a
self-declared pro-nuclear expert, and because of his
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ostensible qualifications to play this role, Kemeny’s
pro-nuclear writings* provide a suitable basis for
assessing whether his public activity as an expert is
likely to inspire public trust in pro-nuclear expertise.

The Range of Kemeny’'s Arguments

Most of Kemeny's writings are composed of one or
more of three components: a recitation of existing
nuclear developments; statements that the hazards of
nuclear power are very low; and criticisms of
opponents of nuclear power. But do his writings stand
up as a cogent argument? Does he answer the critic-
isms of the anti-nuclear movement? To answer those
questions, it is worth examining Kemeny’s treatment
of the major issues raised by the anti-nuclear move-
ment in Australia, and asking, in relation to each,
whether Kemeny treats the issue at all; and, if so,
whether he responds to the anti-nuclear case. Here is
my brief assessment.!!

1. Environmental Hazards arising from the Nuclear
Fuel Cycle.

“Kemeny devotes considerable space to presenting
the pro-nuclear case regarding hazards. Thus, he states
that the risks from nuclear power are less than the
accepted risks of daily life; that the nuclear fuel cycle is
200 times safer than coal; that radioactive waste
disposal is not a problem; and that no member of the
public has been hurt through the nuclear fuel cycle.
But Kemeny seldom replies to the counter-arguments.
For example, he has never** mentioned nor replied to an
Australian comparison which indicates that, within
large ranges of uncertainty, the risks to human life and
health from the generation of electricity from nuclear
and coal cycles are comparable.’? Nor, for example, has
he mentioned—when asserting that total radioactivity
is reduced by the nuclear fuel cycle!® that the
radioactive isotopes generated by the nuclear fuel
cycle are both more toxic and less well contained than
are the products of unmined uranium ores.

In addition, in making comparisons between nuclear
and other hazards, Kemeny uses several techniques
which tend to show nuclear power in a favourable
light*—never mentioning, for example, the unique
characteristics of nuclear hazards such as the
enormous scale of devastation possible from a military
attack on a nuclear power plant or reprocessing plant.

In summary, Kemeny makes many statements
about what he considers to be the low level of hazard
from the nuclear fuel cycle, but seldom replies to
arguments raised by opponents of nuclear power about
what they regard as the major health hazards. For
those who follow the debate, Kemeny’s arguments
about risks are less than comprehensive.

2. Proliferation of nuclear weapons capabilities via

expansion of the nuclear power industry.
Proliferation is seen by many people as the central

hazard arising from the spread of nuclear technology.®

e Written views rather than speeches or radio interviews are
used here because of their accessibility and reliability as a
record of considered views.

** In this and later similar contexts, it is assumed that uni-
versals such as ‘never’, ‘not’ and ‘only’ are qualified by ‘to my
knowledge’. A full list of articles and letters by Kemeny con-
sulted for this analysis is available from the author, Depart-
ment of Mathematics, Faculty of Science, Australian
National University, Canberra ACT 2600, Australia.



Kemeny has not responded to these concerns in any
detail, but rather has made a number of bald assertions
in the few paragraphs he occasionally devotes to
proliferation. For example, he asserts that
‘Thermonuclear bombs can be built without the use of
commercial power reactors and that whether mankind
has 200 or 2000 nuclear power stations by the year
2000 will have little effect on the world’s nuclear
arsenals’.’6 No more detailed justification is given.
Elsewhere he claims: ‘A world short of energy would be
a far more dangerous (place) to live in than one in
which energy costs are stabilised and environmental
pollution minimised by the use of a very good, energy
dense fuel, uranium.’'” Hence, he argues, ‘The danger
to mankind from the world’s nuclear armouries will not
be increased but lessened by the spread of peaceful
nuclear technology.’”® Again, no further argument or
evidence is offered to support this contention. In
summary, Kemeny seldom mentions the proliferation
issue, makes exceptional claims with no supporting
arguments or evidence, and does not respond to anti-
nuclear arguments.

3. Political and social threats and restraints of a
nuclear society (terrorism, reduction in civil liberties,
centralised political and economic power).

The longest treatment by Kemeny of any of these
issues is two paragraphs® in which he says that ‘these
phenomena (the police state and international terror-
ism) already exist and have no real connection with any
future regulatory treaties or policies associated with
nuclear fuels’ and that a terrorist ‘could find easier
methods safer to him or her than by attempting to
steal a few kilograms of plutonium’. By providing no
further argument or evidence, it is clear that Kemeny
fails to come to grips with the issues or the anti-nuclear
arguments.

4. Economic and employment disadvantages of nuclear
power.

In a few articles,? Kemeny reproduces figures taken
from other sources showing the alleged lower economic
cost of nuclear power for producing electricity com-
pared to coal and oil. He has never mentioned, nor com-
mented upon, the numerous critical examinations of
the economics of nuclear power—those, for example,
by Bupp and Derian, Sweet and Jeffery.? On a couple
of occasions he has mentioned the number of Aus-
tralian jobs that might be generated by uranium
mining, but has never dealt with the argument that
investment in other industries could produce several
times as many jobs as investment in uranium mining.

5. Impact of uranium mining on Aboriginal culture.

This issue, a key one in the minds of many Aus-
tralian people, has not been mentioned by Kemeny in
his writings.

6. Inadequacy of nuclear power as a solution to energy
problems. '

The arguments against nuclear power—that it
currently provides only about 2 per cent of world
primary energy and so is not yet essential; that it
provides only base-load electricity and not low cost
liquid fuel (the shortage of which is the only real
energy ‘crisis’); and that massive nuclear power pro-
grammes to satisfy ever-growing energy use may be
unfeasible due to shortages of capital and the long
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Anti-uranium demonstration in Brisbane, 1977. There were 400
arrests. Kemeny is adamant that the anti-nuclear movement is
funded by powerful right-wing interests and should be
‘recognised for what it is — anti-working class activism aimed at
maintaining the last ‘status quo’ for a fortunate minority’. He gives
no evidence to back these claims. Ironically, in Europe and the
USA, the anti-nuclear movement is often branded as a tool of East
European interests.

times between planning and completing nuclear fac-
ilities—are not mentioned by Kemeny.

7. Advantages of a ‘soft energy path’ based around
conservation and renewable energy technologies.

This is the one area in which Kemeny appears to
address issues raised by opponents of nuclear power, in
an October 1981 article in Quadrant.2 Prior to this, the
few paragraphs he devoted to conservation and renew-
able energy technologies?® were simply dismissive:
‘Science is many decades away from being able to
harness an infinite, cheap, non-polluting supply of
energy from any of these sources (sun, wind and
tide)’. No substantiation was given for the statement.

In his Quadrant article, ‘Alternative energy: the
myth and the reality’’ %, Kemeny states that the effec-
tiveness of solar technology is increasingly questioned;
that all solar technologies may be net consumers of
energy; that many solar demonstration plants have
been failures; and that solar energy ‘would represent
the greatest drain on the earth’s heavy metal and raw
materials of any technology yet devised by man’.2

Kemeny does not come to grips with any of the com-
prehensive scenarios for a ‘soft energy future’.® Nor
does he treat, in his October 1981 article, the role of
conservation, which he had dismissed in earlier
comments. Furthermore, the accuracy of several of his
claims about solar technology can be questioned. In
summary, in most of his writings Kemeny makes at
most a few unsubstantiated statements about conserv-
ation and renewable energy technologies, while in one
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article he appears to address a number of -claims about
‘alternative energy’.

How Relevant are Kemeny's Arguments?

Roughly one third of Kemeny’s writings are simply
glowing accounts of the extent of nuclear develop-
ments around the world. The clear implication of this
material is that investments in nuclear power demon-
strate its benefits and superiority: ‘The only alter-
native is nuclear power for at least the next 50 years.
And 39 countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain—
the 19 of which have it and another 20 which have
decided to use it—all agree’.?

That this does not constitute an argument for
nuclear power is clear: just because many countries
have nuclear power does not necessarily make it a good
thing, any more than the prevalence of smoking,
gambling or nuclear weapons justifies their existence.
In essence, Kemeny slurs together the concepts of
investment, necessary investment and beneficial
investment: ‘The facts of nuclear electricity generation
in overseas countries . . . provide a positive and stimu-
lating contrast to the negative statements so often
. heard. Australia’s trading partners have no alternative
but to move steadily ahead with their nuclear pro-
grammes’.?® For anyone who is able to distinguish
these concepts, Kemeny's portrayal of nuclear develop-
ments will read more like public relations than like
scientific argument. -

Kemeny’s glowing accounts of the development of
nuclear power around the world are also potentially
misleading. When he says (or implies) that ‘countries’
agree that nuclear power is the ‘only alternative’, he
glosses over the distinction between different parts of
society, in particular governments and citizens. While
it is true that many governments or their agencies
have supported nuclear power, it is equally true that
there has developed strong citizen-based opposition to
nuclear power in virtually every part of the world
where this opposition is allowed.?

And How Accurate?

Experts are expected to be accurate in their state-
ments, and to acknowledge and correct any inaccurate
statements. How do Kemeny’s statements stand up on
this basis?

First, the bulk of Kemeny’s writings for the public
debate are not technical material relevant to the
nuclear debate, but are accounts of growing nuclear
programmes, attacks on opponents of nuclear power,
and general pro-nuclear statements. Hence there are
relatively few technical statements to evaluate con-
cerning the issues central to the debate.

Second, Kemeny provides very few references in any
of his articles. It is often difficult to challenge data
presented from unknown sources. The very lack of
references will reduce the credibility of Kemeny’s
statements for some readers.

Third, Kemeny has made some mistakes which he
has been slow to acknowledge. Concerning the bomb
survivors in Hiroshima, he has stated: ‘Despite the
tragedy of 1946, international experts in radiation
biology and genetics have not found an incidence of
genetic malformation, cancer or leukemia amongst
these people above that of the national average’.®

The evidence is not sufficient to determine whether
or not radiation exposure from the 1945 nuclear
weapon explosion has increased the rate of genetic
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Leslie G. Kemeny. ‘“Kemeny's innaccuracy and his lack of

acknowledgement of errors are at variance with normal
expectations for an expert.”

defects, but the evidence is incontrovertible that
cancer and leukemia rates have increased substan-
tially, as pointed out by Diesendorf.3!

In his reply to Diesendorf, Kemeny does not correct
his mistake (aside from his use of the year 1946 instead
of 1945) but instead says:

‘Within the limits of uncertainty associated with
medical diagnostics nothing in this report (‘The
Delayed Effects of Radiation Exposure Among
Atomic Bomb Survivors, Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, 1945-1979’) and the many others deal-
ing with the issue (‘the radiobiology of high level
radiation’) which I have on file, changes the
veracity of the third paragraph of my (article)
which relates to the first and second generation
progeny of the Hiroshima survivors.’s

As noted above, Kemeny’s original error was about
cancer and leukemia rates, but he has responded as if
the only question concerned genetic effects. Further-
more, the third paragraph to which Kemeny refers is
completely irrelevant to the issue.*** In analysing
Kemeny’s response, Sibatani concludes: ‘In fact
Kemeny failed to contradict the charge made by
Diesendorf but successfully obscured the issue by his
rhetoric’.%

Similar cases can be found elsewhere in Kemeny’s
writings. Thus, Kemeny* referred to a talk by a solar
energy expert, Edward Lumsdaine of the University of
Tennessee, citing statements critical of solar energy
out of context and giving the impression that Lums-
daine opposed solar energy. Lumsdaine replied that he
took ‘strong exception to the impression that

*#* In fact, most of the highly visible advocates of nuclear power

in Australia fall into one of three categories: nuclear scien-
tists and engineers; people working for uranium mining com-
panies; and politicians (Martin 1980: 14-19).
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(Kemeny’s) comments create about my position and
the lecture’, which Lumsdaine said was ‘a call for
energy conservation and sensible use of energy
whether it is solar or from other sources’. Lumsdaine
also said that he was ‘saddened to see that people with
special causes attempt to capitalise on these
remarks’.® Yet Kemeny later continued to cite the
Lumsdaine statements in the same manner.%

In his article about ‘Alternative energy’, Kemeny
stated; ‘The cost is enormous and the quantity of
manufactured materials used may ensure that all
devices based on solar energy—water heaters, air con-
ditioners, power towers, windmills, photovoltaic units
and biomass fuels—will be net consumers of energy’.%
For this statement he provides no references or
calculations, and fails to cite the long-available and
overwhelming evidence that his statement is wrong for
most of the solar technologies he has listed. For
example, a large wind generator will generate the
energy required for its original construction in 6 to 12
months of operation® (NE 1977; ETSU 1977). When
challenged on this point,® Kemeny failed to provide
any substantiation of his original statement.

In these and other cases, Kemeny’s inaccuracy and
his lack of acknowledgement of errors are at variance
with normal expectations for an expert.

Attacks on Opponents

A large fraction of Kemeny’s writings on nuclear
power are taken up with attacks on the motivations
and credibility of opponents of nuclear power. A few
examples out of many should illustrate this point:

O ‘The anti-nuclear initiatives of pr:?'udiced pressure
oups, thriving on half-truths and innuendos, are
eing used to scare an ill-informed public’;*

0O *The clearly defined scientific issues are lost sight of,
or deliberately clouded over, by political activists,
pseudo-environmentalists and emotionally motivated
malcontents’;

O ‘The anti-nuclear movement must be recognised for
what it really is—anti-working class activism aimed at
maintaining the last ‘‘status quo” for a fortunate
minority;"®

0 ‘Mr. Robotham is clutching at straws with the usual
emotional approach of the anti-nuclear lobby’;#

0 ‘The dedicated anti-technology intellectual is contra-
dictory and parasitic’;®

0 ‘The anti-nuclear ‘‘silly season’’ is on again. Aus-
tralia swarms with imported, articulate but ignorant
opponents of uranium mining and peaceful nuclear
energy’.*

Kemeny makes little attempt to document such
statements; apparently disagreement with the pro-
nuclear stance is sufficient to warrant these sorts of
attacks. Contrary to Kemeny’s statements, an investi-
gation of the anti-nuclear movement will show the
presence of a wide range of people, including many
members of the working class and of the scientific
community.? Nor has Kemeny shown any evidence
that the anti-nuclear movement is, as he has claimed,
is, ‘supported by immense funds from affluent right-
wing interests’.4

While attacks on the motivations and personal credi-
bility of scientists are more common within the scien-
tific community than usually acknowledged, such
attacks are usually seen by scientists and public alike
as lapses from the scholarly behaviour that might be
expected of objective experts. The large amount of

space devoted by Kemeny to attacks on opponents; the
discrepancy between his assessments of opponents
and the assessments of these people by many who
personally know them; and the lack of backing for his
statements; cannot help but be seen as a strong
divergence from what is normally considered the
appropriate behaviour for an expert.

Vested Interest

It has been noted that public advocates of nuclear
power are especially likely to include those who have a
direct financial interest in nuclear power (such as
uranium mining company executives) and those in
careers which are likely to be benefited or justified by
the expansion of nuclear research.® Kemeny clearly
fits into the latter category.**** (Note that this says
nothing about the motivations of advocates of nuclear
power.)

Experts can lose credibility if they appear to have
some financial or career stake in the issues on which
they pronounce, since they are in a situation of con-
flicting interests: to ‘objectivity’ and to a particular
stance on the issue.® Kemeny never hides his position
in nuclear engineering, so readers are never in doubt
about the possibility of a conflict of interest.

The Relevance of Expertise

Although experts often come forth or are brought
forth to support particular policies, practices or
positions, on many occasions their expertise is
irrelevant to the issue at hand. Kemeny’s technical
expertise—reflected in his training and technical
experience—is mainly in engineering, in nuclear
engineering in particular. The quality of this expertise
is not readily determined except by other experts in
the same discipline. But, in any case, it is not obvious
that expertise in nuclear engineering has great
relevance to the great bulk of issues raised by nuclear
power—issues which are social, political, economic and
ethical in nature. So while Kemeny has authored tech-
nical papers on ‘Stochastic identification and para-
meter estimation of nuclear power systems and nuclear
fuel channels’, it is unlikely that this gives him any
special insight into comparisons of risks, power supply
planning, the threat of nuclear proliferation or the psy-
chology of opponents of nuclear power.

However, Kemeny claims for himself expertise
broader than nuclear engineering, noting for example
that he ‘has had the opportunity to work with fossil,
hydrocarbon and liquid fuels, wind and solar energy’.%
There is little technical output to support his claim
about expertise in wind and solar energy, aside from an
article about an assistance project in Bangladesh. As
part of the project, ‘We built the first tube-well
pumping windmill in Bangladesh’! at the Agricultural
University of Bangladesh at Mymensingh. Prior to the
commencement of the project, the average annual wind
speed at the site was measured as 1.7 miles per hour.?
This wind speed is simply too low for effective use of a
windmill. Kemeny notes: ‘As one academic remarked,
perhaps a little wistfully, “‘our wind conditions aren’t

**x% The third paragraph of Kemeny (October 1980) reads as
follows: ‘The Australian visitor to an average Japanese
family, will soon elucidate from his host the atmosphere of
informed realism which prevails in most minds concerning all
aspects of nuclear energy. There would be a large measure of
agreement concerning the economic and environmental bene-
fits of nuclear energy.’
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ideal, but we have plenty of students who can blow at
the sails together’’ ’.5® It is also appropriate to note
that such a siting for a windmill is not a good rec-
ommendation for one’s expertise in wind power.

Objective? Trustworthy? And ‘Expert’?

In quite a number of ways, Kemeny in his public
advocacy of nuclear power does not fit the image of the
objective, trustworthy expert: he addresses only some
of the issues and seldom replies to anti-nuclear argu-
ments; he presents large amounts of irrelevant
material; he is subject to inaccuracy, and on occasion
fails to acknowledge his mistakes; he continually deni-
grates opponents; he speaks from a position represent-
ing a potential conflict of interest; and his expertise is
mostly irrelevant to the issues, or of doubtful quality.
Of course, not all members of the public who read
Kemeny’s writings will be aware of—or swayed by—
these factors, but their impact often can be felt in-
directly. For example, people familiar with the issues
will pass their assessment of Kemeny’s arguments and
accuracy on to others; and people with acquaintances
in the anti-nuclear movement can form their own
opinion about the motivations of opponents of nuclear
power. My judgement is that many people will decide,
correctly or incorrectly as the case may be, that they
have good reason not to-trust Kemeny as an expert on
the issues of nuclear power.

The Failure of the Experts

The argument here is that in many areas of science
which become the subject of public debate, many of the
experts who defend positions agreeable to powerful
organisations do not behave in the manner normally
expected of an objective scholar. The experts often
trade on their status rather than maintaining the
standards of behaviour normally expected of experts:
they do not respond to the arguments of opponents;
their points may be irrelevant or inaccurate; they
attack their opponents’ bona fides; they claim
objectivity but present value-laden arguments; and
their expertise is largely irrelevant to the broad issues
at stake.

The initial response to criticisms is normally silence.
For example, the content of the most influential
critique, by R. and V. Routley, of Australian forestry
policy and practice®* has never been rebutted in any
depth. More common than reasoned argument are
attacks on those who raise the criticisms. Thus,
attempts were made to block publication of the
Routleys’ book.® In other cases attempts have been
made to block promotion, deny appointment or tenure,
and dismiss critics of corporations and governments
causing environmental impacts.*

Such a response is the opposite of what might be
expected from scientists concerned first and foremost
with the truth. Those who delve more deeply into the
issues often find that it is the critics who have more
faithfully adhered to conventional scholarly ideals.5
Another area where this pattern prevails is occu-
pational health and safety.®

The failure of experts to behave in the way that
might be expected of them is especially clear in areas in
which any dissent is automatically relegated as un-
scientific. One such area is fluoridation, in which lead-
ing scientists have suppressed debate on scientific as
well as ethical aspects, and demanded acquiescence to
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accepted medical-dental policy, not allowing any sort
of debate on the issue to be considered legitimate. The
established view has become so entrenched that any
scientist who disagrees is almost automatically
labelled a crank. Yet as Barnes® notes, those scientists
critical of fluoridation have not been shown to be
irrational—they merely deviate from the Establish-
ment position. Furthermore, there is growing scientific
evidence for the existence of adverse effects on a
minority of the population from fluoridation® and of
inadequate experimental design and statistical
analysis to establish the benefits claimed for the pro-
cedure.®!

A similar situation has prevailed regarding the ideas
of Immanuel Velikovsky, who claims that, on the basis
of historical evidence, major planetary catastrophes
occurred a few thousand years ago. When Velikovsky’s
ideas were first published in 1950, many scientists
launched a vicious attack on both Velikovsky and his
views, and among other things attempted to halt pub-
lication of Velikovsky's book. Many of Velikovsky’s
attackers did not condescend to read his work. The
opposition did not subside in the following decades.s?
Whatever the eventual evaluation of Velikovsky’s
ideas, the violation of scholarly norms has been so
blatant that many sociologists of science have been at

‘pains to explain away the scientific community’s be-

haviour.®® But contrary to the apologists, part of the
explanation seems to be that the interdisciplinarity
and popularity of Velikovsky’s ideas posed a threat to
the professional status of scientists—a status based on
specialisation and control over the opportunity to
propose and publicise theories.® In any case, the public
behaviour of opponents of Velikovsky has not been an
edifying example of experts in action.

The following example speaks for itself. In 1975,
Fred and Merrelyn Emery of the Centre for Continuing
Education, Australian National University, published
a book which, among other things, discussed the
neurological effects of television viewing.% In response
to a press article about the book in a university pub-
lication,% six professors and heads of departments
(zoology, physiology, pharmacology, psychology,
neurobiology, behavioural biology) wrote a letter®
which strongly criticised the book and abused the
authors. The six professors outlined what they con-
sidered to be ‘The current limits of scientifically
acceptable investigation of the nervous system’ and
after criticising the Emerys and their work concluded
that the article about the Emerys’ book ‘reflects upon
the standards of brain research done in this University
by those who are in it for the sake of finding out how a
nervous system really works rather than for the
support or refutation of a particular social issue’. It
would seem that the professors’ case rested primarily
on their collective prestige, since not only had they not
read the Emerys’ book, but their specific criticisms did
not stand up to scrutiny.®

As indicated earlier, a common pattern is nonres-
ponse by experts supporting the positions of powerful
bodies when the challenge is small. In several areas in
which a fundamental challenge has been made to the
rationale of a field of activity—such as transport
planning® or military research™—the very existence of
criticism is hardly acknowledged by the experts.

When public pressure is added to the criticisms,
response becomes more likely, as in the case of nuclear
power since the mid-1970s. But the response is usually



simply promotion of the standard viewpoint, with
attacks on vulnerable or symbolic opponents rather
than consideration of the most cogent criticisms. For
example, while critiques of medicine abound,” it is
hard to find a single satisfactory direct response to the
criticisms. But theré are plenty of attacks on
‘alternative medicine’. Similarly, a study of the US
Federal Drug Administration” found that while there
were areas (such as reducing food-borne disease and
ensuring proper packaging and labelling) in which
action would have greatly helped the consumer, these
were given cursory attention while much regulatory
effort was spent chasing ‘quacks’. With such
discrepancies between the model and reality of
behaviour of medical and health experts, it is no
wonder that many people decide, for better or worse,
that they can no longer fully trust their doctors.

The above examples are samples of a phenomena
common in many other areas, including women’s
health, IQ, politics, economics, town planning and
education. The burden of proof should fall on those
who say, contrary to the evidence indicated here, that
the experts involved in public debate have set a high
standard of scholarly behaviour when defending
positions helpful to powerful bodies.

Why Have the Experts Failed?

While the major object here has been to point out
some of the ways in which experts who enter public
debates on the side of powerful interests differ from
the standard public image of experts, it may be useful
to outline some possible reasons for this. Since the in-
corporation of the scientific community into the
government/industry/military complex, the large
majority of scientists are beholden, directly or
indirectly, to government, industry or military
interests. Indeed, the scientific community adheres to
scientific paradigms which selectively serve the
interest of its patrons—not least by focusing on
narrow technical problems without examining what
the research is used for, but also by promoting the
belief that scientific knowledge is separate from its
applications. So while the scientific community’s belief
system stresses freedom and professional autonomy,
in reality it is largely a servant of power.™

When the orthodox view on an issue such as nuclear
power, fluoridation or cosmology begins to be ques-
tioned by significant numbers of members of the pub-
lic, this poses a threat to politically powerful scientists
in two possible ways. First, government or industry
interests, to which portions of the scientific
community are committed and by which they are sup-
ported, may be at stake—as in the case with nuclear
power, supersonic transports, pesticides or military
research. The government and industry interests,
thus, have a strong incentive to promote public trust
in and acquiescence to their subservient experts,’ and
to encourage their experts to help attain this objective.
Second, the internal power hierarchy of the scientific
community may be under threat, especially if critics
are in subordinate positions or from competing
disciplines.

In this situation, a number of self-appointed—or
sometimes hired—scientific supporters of the orthodox
position may join the public debate. Their role in
practice is to reinstate the status quo: public accept-
ance of the policies and practices which serve govern-

ment and industry, and trust in the experts who speak
on behalf of these interests. That role—and this is the
key point—is largely incompatible with fulfillment of
the normal public expectations for an expert. By
actively joining the public debate, the experts have
already strayed from their usual role. By being com-
mitted to a particular viewpoint; by conceiving this
viewpoint as the sole truth and not responding to
criticisms; and by using castigation of opponents as a
justification for their commitments; the experts
drastically diverge from the image of the ‘objective’,
knowledgeable scholar.

Looking at the situation another way, an expert who
behaved like experts might be expected to behave—
who treated criticisms and contrary viewpoints openly
and fairly, acknowledging that alternative viewpoints
might be valid; who highlighted agreements and differ-
ences of fact and values; and who encouraged members
of the public to pass judgement on at least the values
involved in the issues—would be a poor servant of
elites in government, industry and the scientific com-
munity itself. After all, it is quite possible as a result of
full and open debate on the issues that the public
perception of the public interest might diverge from
the interests of the elites.

As noted above, the experts who join the public
debate to defend positions beneficial to government
and industry certainly do not conceive their roles in
these terms. It seems clear that they sincerely believe
in the causes they support, that they see the debate as
one between those who know (the experts) and those
who don’t know, and that to them the opposing argu-
ments are so weak or unscientific that little response to
them is required. And when fundamental conceptual
differences or value judgements underlie the dispute,
the experts are unlikely to be able to fully comprehend
the contrary view.

A Sad Reflection on the Scientific Community

The experts who join public debates are not always
powerful or prestigious scientists, though this often is
the case. Does their failure to live up to the image of
the expert say anything about elite scientists gener-
ally, or about the vast majority of scientists who do
not participate?

That non-participation is itself a highly significant—
but seldom remarked on—feature of public debates in-
volving scientists: it constitutes the almost complete
failure of public peer review. Within the normal
functioning of the social system of science, evaluation
of one’s works by scientific peers is a highly regarded
method by which assessments are made of the
adequacy and value of scientific work—in addition to
being the basis of the process used to decide on
appointments, promotions, research grants and pub-
lication of research articles.”™

There are various inadequacies and abuses in the
peer review system,” but these are nothing compared
with its virtual absence from public disputes involving
scientists.” It might be expected that scientists who,
in public disputes over issues, are not accurate; do not
respond to counterarguments; attack the motivations
of opponents; and do not demonstrate the appropriate
expertise; would be publicly called to task by other
scientists. But in practice, scientists who publicly
defend positions supportive of the interests of govern-
ment, industry or scientific elites are almost never
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publicly criticised for irrelevance, inaccuracy or vin-
dictiveness except by known and active critics of those
positions. For example, it would be hard to cite a single
instance in which a scientist, not identifiably an
opponent of nuclear power, has openly criticised
factually incorrect or inconsistent statements by the
leading advocates of nuclear power in Australia.

The reasons for the failure of public peer review can
readily be traced back to the links between govern-
ment, industry and the scientific community and to

the power structure of the scientific community itself.
For the present argument, it is only necessary to note
that the failure of public peer review is one more good
reason why members of the public cannot reasonably
be asked to put their trust in the experts.
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