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[aHHaa cTaTba npegnaraeT 0630p M pasmbliiie-
HUA Hag KHuuron lappu KonnumHsa u Pobepra
JIBaHca «Moyemy AEMOKPATUAM HYXKHA HayKa».
Ocobblit UHTepec aBTOPA BbI3bIBAET NPeA/IOKeH-
HbI UMK MHCTUTYT CoB (The Owls). KpacHoi Hu-
TbIO Yepe3 KHUTY MpPoXoAuT Tema NOoCT-npasapl,
KoTopyto KonnuHs u 3BaHC nbiTatotca npopabo-
TaTb. B AaHHOI cTaTbe KOHLENUMU NOCT-NpaBabl
nocesLLeH NepBblii pasgen. Bo sTopom pasaene
paccMaTpuBalOTCA «MNTULLbI HayKu» — cuctema
knaccudukaumm, paspabotaHHasa KonnmHsom u
3BaHCOM MO aHANOTUM C U3BECTHLIM BbICKa3blBa-
Huem Puyappa deliHmaHa o dunocodum Hayku.
ByAyT paccMOTpeHbl «y4YeHble-0p/bl», «ACTPebbl-
byHAaMeHTanuCTbI» U «dunocodbl-anonoreTbli-
CTEPBATHUKWY; Aanee BHUMaHWe ByaeT yaeneHo
«coBam HayKku». CobCTBEHHO, nocnegHUm mno-
cBAWEH TpeTuit pasaen. «CoBbl» NpeacTaBAAOT
cob0ol WHCTUTYT, NpeanoxeHHbli KonavHsom u
3BAHCOM: OH BK/IOYAET COLIMONIOrOB, a TaKKe
CTOPOHHWMKOB CTPOrOro aHa/JIMTUYECKOro Noaxoaa
K coumanbHomy aHanusy Hayku [Collins, Evans,
2017, p. 78]. Ponb «coB» COCTOUT B MaKCUManbHO
KayecTBEHHbIX KOHCYNbTALMAX NOJUTUKOB B 3MO-
Xy noct-npasabl. Mpu 3TOM Lenb AaHHOM CcTaTbk
3aK/to4yaeTca B 060CHOBAHUM TOTO, YTO UAEA UH-
ctutyta CoB He ABNAETCA A0CTAaTOYHbIM Mexa-
HM3MOM ANA  [OEATEeNbHOCTM B 3MOXY MOCT-
npasapl. Mocne onucaHUA KOHLENUUU «COB»
A NepexoKy B YeTBEPTOM pasgene K paccmoTpe-
HUIO Npobaembl UX HEWTPaANbHOCTU, MOCKO/bKY
KOHCEHCYC He rapaHTUpyeT YCTaHOB/IEHWE UCTU-
Hbl UK JoCTOBEpPHOCTU. B nAaTom paspene obcy-
*paetcAa npobnema «coB» U AEMOKpPaTUM, Mo-
CKONIbKY KOnnuH3 1 3BaHC He AatoT onpepene-
HWUI TUNY AEMOKPaTUK, B KOTOPOM «COBbI» ByayT
JeicTBoBaTh. B WwecTom passene oTmevaerca uc-
KNOYUTENbHOCTb, NpUcyllas UHCTUTYTYy Cos, no-
CKOJIbKY OHa OrpaHW4MBaeT Y/IEHCTBO B HEM MUC-
KAlouYUTeNbHO  ABYMA npodeccuamun  u, no-
BMAVMOMY, AeNaeT 3TOT WHCTUTYT 3/UTapHbIM.
HaKoHel, B 3aknlo4eHMM A 3a4al0Cb BOMPOCOM
0 TOM, KaKoe BCe 3TO MMeeT 3HayeHue AnA uc-
cnefoBaHUM B 06/1aCTM HAyKM U TEXHONOTUN.
Ha moti B3rnag, nHctutyT CoB BCe e HepocTaTo-
YeH B 3MOXY NOCT-NpaBapbl.
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This paper serves to review the book Why De-
mocracies Need Science, written by Harry Collins
and Robert Evans. Of particular interest to this
paper is the institution of The Owls, which Collins
and Evans propose in their text. A theme which is
present throughout the book, a theme which Col-
lins and Evans seek to work through is that of
post-truth; the first section of the paper will ad-
dress the concept of post-truth. Next, the birds
of science will be examined, in the second sec-
tion; this is a classification system Collins and Ev-
ans develop, from a borrowed analogy from Rich-
ard Feynman. After examining the eagle scien-
tists, the hawk scientific fundamentalists, and the
vulture philosopher-apologists, attention will be
paid to The Owls of science. The third section per-
tains to The Owls. The Owls are an institution
which Collins and Evans note and which includes
social scientists and those with a rigorous under-
standing of the social analysis of science [Collins,
Evans, 2017, p. 78]. The role of The Owls is
to serve to better advise politicians in a post-truth
era. The purpose of this paper is to argue that the
theorized institution of The Owls is an insufficient
mechanism to deal with a post-truth era. After in-
troducing The Owls, the fourth section of the pa-
per considers the neutrality of an Owl, as a con-
sensus does not guarantee truth or correctness.
The fifth section then examines The Owls and
democracy, as Collins and Evans do not specify
the type of democracy in which The Owls would
operate. The sixth section notes the exclusivity
present within the institution of The Owls, as it is
restricted to only two occupations, and is seem-
ingly elitist. Finally, | conclude by asking the ques-
tion — what does this mean for science and tech-
nology studies? As the institution of The Owls
seems like an insufficient one to deal with a post-
truth era.
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Harry Collins and Robert Evans wrote the book Why Democracies
Need Science. This paper will be focused on that particular work of Col-
lins and Evans. Of interest to this paper is the institution of The Owis,
which Collins and Evans propose in their text. This paper will first ad-
dress the concept of post-truth. Next, the birds of science will be exam-
ined. Third, the institution of The Owls will be explored. Fourth,
the neutrality of The Owls will come into question. Fifth, the democracy
Collins and Evans refer to will be examined, as will the role The Owls
will play within a democratic framework. Sixth, it will be noted that the
category of The Owls is an exclusive one, and this will be questioned.
In conclusion, a section is dedicated to the implications of the work by
Collins and Evans and what this will mean for science and technology
studies. The purpose of this paper is to argue that the theorized institu-
tion of The Owils is an insufficient mechanism to deal with a post-truth
era.

1. Post-Truth

The word, ‘post-truth’, was word of the year in 2016 according to
the Oxford Dictionary [Fuller, 2016, p. 1]. It has been written that,
“The combination of recent lows in campaign rhetoric and the rise
of fake news has led some to suggest that we are living in an age of
‘post-truth politics’ — a world in which truth is less important than pub-
lic attitudes and where everyone has their own (often incompatible)
‘facts’” [Rose, 2017, p. 556]. Thomas Kuhn, a central figure in science
and technology studies, is thought to have a post-truth account of sci-
ence. Steve Fuller writes, “What makes Kuhn’s account of science
‘post-truth’ is that truth is no longer the arbiter of legitimate power but
rather the mask of legitimacy that is worn by everyone in pursuit of
power” [Fuller, 2016, p. 1]. While some, such as Fuller, embrace the
post-truth era, others, such as Sergio Sismondo, only write of its possi-
bility. Sismondo writes, “The enormous attention to ‘fake news’,
with much effort to distinguish the real and the fake, shows that many
people are concerned that we may be entering a post-truth era”
[Sismondo, 2017, p. 4]. Where Sismondo discredits the role of science
and technology studies in ushering in a post-truth era of post-truth poli-
tics, Collins and Evans argue that scientific contribution be mobilized
[Collins, Evans, Weinel, 2017, p. 583]. Collins, Evans, and Martin
Weinel write, “there is nothing wrong with Sismondo urging STS [Sci-
ence and Technology Studies] scholars to engage in political work to
support democratic institutions but, unless our scientific contribution is
mobilized too, STS can be no more than one political actor among
many” [ibid.]. What Collins, Evans, and Weinel advocate for, is to uti-
lize scientific understanding in science and expertise, because they ar-
gue, “this is what allows us to make a distinctive intervention that is not
available to other political actors” [ibid.].
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2. The Birds of Science

Collins and Evans borrow an analogy from Richard Feynman,
“Feynman is said to have scornfully remarked that ‘philosophy
of science is about as useful to scientists as ornithology is to birds’”
[Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 76]. Utilizing Feynman’s analogy, Collins and
Evans classify the majority of scientists as eagles [ibid., p. 78]. Collins
and Evans write, “Eagles are efficient hunters who find it hard to look
in anything other than the forward direction” [ibid.]. Within the catego-
ry of eagles, scientific fundamentalists are classified as hawks [ibid.].
The hawks may utilize advertising and propaganda [ibid.]. Collins and
Evans do not speak kindly of the hawks, writing, “The hawks rip into
scientific heresies with the vigour of religious inquisitions, even em-
ploying magicians as rack-masters” [ibid., p. 79]. Most unkindly,
though, do Collins and Evans treat philosopher-apologists. Collins and
Evans insist that philosopher-apologists be called vultures [ibid.]. Col-
lins and Evans state that the philosopher-apologists “digest the carrion
left by the hawks, providing a pseudo-academic rationale for the alli-
ance, and too often betraying the very concept of philosophy by ignor-
ing doubts and subtleties” [ibid.].
After calling down scientists and philosophers, classifying them as ea-
gles, hawks, and vultures, Collins and Evans introduce an institution of
The Owls.

3. The Owls

Utilizing the concepts of Feynman’s birds, Collins and Evans create
a category of Owls. The purpose of The Owls, for Collins and Evans,
is to better advise politicians in a post-truth era. Owls differ from the
birds previously mentioned, as they can turn their heads almost com-
pletely around. Collins and Evans write, “they [The Owls] can choose to
look in two different directions and find it easy to compartmentalize”
[Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 78]. An Owl, one with scientific integrity, who
is a social scientist, has two compartments: one for doing science and a
compartment for analysis [ibid., p. 77]. Owls are not only social scien-
tists though, for this category is open to those in the natural sciences
who have a rigorous understanding of the social analysis of science
[ibid., p. 78].

Owls may be thought of as distinct from other birds, for a tendency,
“of science’s eagles and hawks is that they tend to judge scientific value
by results” [ibid., p. 79]. The task of the owl is to engage in the current
atmosphere of expert knowledge, then to gather their findings, report on
any consensus which they grade a letter, and finally to deliver their in-
formation to the politicians [ibid., p. 86]. Collins and Evans write, “the
grade is as important as the substance of the consensus” [ibid., p. 95].
The politicians can then use the information, the graded consensus, or
choose to overrule it [ibid., p. 86]. “The Owls would, essentially, do the
job of the Chief Scientific Advisor, advising on the substance and de-
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gree of consensus about some technical issue” [ibid., p. 91].
The rationale of Collins and Evans for The Owls is that no matter what
the choice is decided by the politicians, the politicians’ choice would
have been informed by the best possible evidence available [ibid.,
p. 96]. Another role of The Owls serves the public. It is stated that
The Owls’ “reports and conclusions would need to be a matter of public
record” [ibid., p. 91]. It is an important task of The Owls to make public
aware of the fact that certain material in a dispute is unreliable [ibid.,
p. 86-87].

4. Considering the Neutrality of an Owl

In deciding on a consensus, The Owl is urged to do so disinterested-
ly [Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 85]. Collins and Evans write, “in an ideal
world, the scientists would not know which position on the matter they
themselves support” [ibid.]. Note the phrase, in an ideal world, Collins
and Evans are dealing in a realm of theory rather than reality. Chilling-
ly, Collins and Evans state that findings on consensus will have wider
legitimacy, “if it is seen to come from outside the technical community”
[ibid.]. The italicized ‘seen to come’ is frightening because it refers to
an appearance rather than an actuality; this passage came across as ma-
nipulative, as the public could be manipulated into thinking information
has come from outside the specified community, when in actuality it
may have come from within. Curiously, Collins and Evans seemingly
embrace deception, if this was what was intended by their use of italici-
zation.

The notion of consensus and the reliance Collins and Evans have on
consensus seem troubling. For a consensus does not guarantee truth
or correctness. Collins and Evans write, “It is not the job of The Owls to
say which of the arguing parities are right about science. The social
scientists do not have the qualifications” [Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 88].
It seems that Collins and Evans are aware that their notion of consensus
does not correspond with truth because they write, “The policymaker,
whose job has to be to make the best decision in the short term — even
if in the long term turns out not to be right — must start with consensus,
not the truth” [ibid.]. It seems that a consensus is only a measure
of popularity, so a consensus among experts would reap the popular
result, not always the right result. It seems that The Owls are straight
out of Plato’s Protagoras. The Owls are “like the dealers, wholesale or
retail, who sell the food of the body, for they praise indiscriminately all
their goods without knowing what is really beneficial or hurtful for
the body” [Plato, 1956, 313 d]. This may be stated, because The Owls
only gauge a consensus, rather than the truth. Furthermore, ancient phi-
losophers have warned of following a consensus. Heraclitus writes,
“For what intelligence or understanding have they? They believe in the
bards of the people and use the mass as teacher, not knowing that,
‘Many are bad, few are good’” (Cited in [Chitwood, 2004, p. 62]). For
a book advocating Why Democracies Need Science, it is curious why
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the authors package scientific findings into consensuses because con-
sensus does not mean truth, it only refers to a popular choice.

Collins and Evans write that The Owls, “would be a statutory com-
mittee appointed in a politically neutral way with full scrutiny of the
appointing procedure” [Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 91]. Yet they do not
outline just how The Owls would be appointed. It seems that The Owls
are ideally neutral, but in practice this would be hard to fathom. The
Owls would have a lot of responsibility, as they report to the politicians,
and with such power it is not unlikely that some will be corrupt and fall
guilty of accepting bribes from specific communities in order to influ-
ence politics. Also, it is unclear as to whether The Owls would occupy
their position for a term or for life, in reality this would have to be de-
termined and might also greatly influence the behavior of The Owls as
they may act differently considering how long they will occupy their
positions. Viewed from this location, it seems that The Owls could easi-
ly transform into forms of lobbyists, as Owls are designed to influence
voting, and this is done for compensation, assuming that The Owls are
paid for their work.

5. The Owls and Democracy

For Collins and Evans, science is a central feature of democracy
[Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 82]. It seems though, that Collins and Evans’
argument for why they specifically target a democratic model as being
the most suitable to choose, appears to stem from one sole source. This
sole source is Robert Merton. Merton wrote of norms of science and,
“thought that democracy best embodied scientific values so democratic
societies would best foster an efficacious science” [ibid., p. 46]. It will
be noted too that details are left out of the book Why Democracies Need
Science. In the book Why Democracies Need Science, no specified form
of democracy is mentioned: all that is included is theory from thinkers
John Dewey, Walter Lippmann, John Rawls, Jiirgen Habermas, Heather
Douglas, and Philip Kitcher. Collins and Evans embrace democracy
writing, “we have followed Durant in focusing on deliberative ap-
proaches to democracy, and like him, see our approach as being closest
to Rawls” [ibid., p. 131]. Rawls embraces the framework of a, “consti-
tutional democracy that gives priority to certain fundamental rights and
liberties, while expanding equal opportunities among all persons and
guaranteeing a minimum social income for all” [Freeman, 2007, p. x].
While Rawls advocates for a constitutional democracy, Collins and Ev-
ans seemingly remain silent on the topic within their book. It seems a
mistake Collins and Evans so strongly advocate for democracy yet do
not outline how that democracy would take form. Collins and Evans
may want to appeal to a specific formulation of democracy such as a
direct democracy or a constitutional democracy, for example, so that
readers may fully grasp the ideology of Collins and Evans.

Without appealing to a specific form of democracy Collins and Ev-
ans do avoid critique, as a specified form of democracy, which is cur-
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rently in practice, may be easy to criticize. A problem is that Collins and
Evans work, Why Democracies Need Science, remains theoretical rather
than practical. This may be viewed as a problem because Collins and
Evans advocate for practical solutions, but only in theory making it dif-
ficult to render their conception of The Owls ever existing, in reality, as
theorized.

The issue of advocating practical solutions in theory becomes clear
when Collins and Evans write of how politicians will interact with
The Owls. Collins and Evans boldly assert that with the introduction of
The Owls, politicians will not be able to be biased by their own political
preference, “they will no longer be able to pretend there is an economic
consensus when there is none” [Collins, Evans, 2017, p. 93]. This does
not appear to be the case though, because Collins and Evans also write
that, “Politicians must clearly and transparently accept any polices that
seem to arise from scientific consensus or, equally clearly and transpar-
ently, overturn them and make their own policies” [ibid.]. On the one
hand, we have Collins and Evans telling readers that The Owls will pre-
vent politicians from basing their decisions off political preferences
[ibid.]. Yet within the same page, the authors state that politicians do
not have to listen to The Owls; considering this, it seems questionable
that the introduction of The Owls will rid the politicians of their politi-
cal preferences [ibid.]. While Collins and Evans do seem to contradict
themselves, within a page, it will be noted that the transparency the
Owls provide on scientific consensus may hold the politicians more
accountable. Importantly, this may not create a complete atmosphere of
accountability within the sphere of politicians seeing as politicians may
overturn the work of The Owls and create their own policies.

6. The Exclusivity of the Category of Owls

In referring to The Owls, Collins and Evans specify social scientists
and natural scientists as being potential candidates [Collins, Evans,
2017, p. 77-78]. It is worrisome why Collins and Evans seemingly re-
stricted this category, of The Owls, to only two different types of occu-
pations. The elitism, which is seemingly pervasive throughout the work,
as Collins and Evans consistently refer to experts, whom they seem to
hold in high regard, is reminiscent of Plato’s Republic. This may be
stated because in the Republic there is a strict division of labor which
may be viewed as similar to the way Collins and Evans distinguish lay-
people from experts. Collins and Evans write, “all the ‘right” people will
have a say in the technical debate, and those who have no relevant spe-
cialist expertise will contribute as citizens participating in existing dem-
ocratic institutions” [ibid., p. 14]. The concept of the ‘right’ people,
as Collins and Evans write, seems not well fleshed out, because what is
extremely surprising is that philosophy is seemingly nowhere to be
found in the account of The Owls. Recall that Collins and Evans classi-
fy philosopher-apologists as vultures, which seems quite homogenizing;
for, according to Plato, true philosophy involves being, “guided by
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the truth and [to] always pursue it in every way” [Plato, 1992, Book VI
489 d]. It seems Collins and Evans may have overlooked the field of
philosophy when creating the institution of The Owils, but this is just
one field which may have been left out of their definition; there may be
more fields which should be included in the pool of potential Owils too.
For it seems that a focus on truth would be more of a solution to a post-
truth era, rather than Collins and Evans’ advocated measures of consen-
sus and expertise. Therefore, it seems strange for Collins and Evans to
homogenize philosopher-apologists, and to leave them out of the cate-
gory of The Owls because according to Plato, philosophers are guided
by and seek out the truth.

7. Conclusion — What Does This Mean for Science
and Technology Studies?

Whether or not one believes that the post-truth era is present, loom-
ing, or non-existent, the scientific community has been addressing post-
truth. Collins and Evans introduce an institution, which they call
The Owls, who will grade consensuses among experts and pass the con-
sensuses along to the politicians, while making their findings public.
I have argued that The Owls are not as neutral as they seem. The Owls
findings are supposed to look like they have come from outside of the
community of experts, which is seemingly incredibly deceptive. Fur-
thermore, a consensus does not ensure truth. It seems, too, that in prac-
tice The Owls might transform into a sort of lobby like group. | have
noted that Collins and Evans do not specify which type of democracy
they advocate for, which is troubling as it seems that they want their
theory to be practically applied. In addition, it is thought by Collins and
Evans that the institution of The Owls will prevent politicians from be-
ing biased due to political preferences; yet they state that politicians
may overrule decisions made by The Owls, which seemingly overturns
the previously asserted negation of political bias. Finally, it has been
mentioned that the category of The Owils is an exclusive one, one which
has no mention of the role of philosophy. From this it may be concluded
that the institution of The Owls is an insufficient one to deal with a post-
truth era. The institution of The Owils is a noble one, but one in which
amendments have to be made in theory if it is wished to be carried out
in practice. Within the field of science and technology studies, the topic
of post-truth is an issue and it seems Collins and Evans present
The Owls as a seeming solution to the post-truth climate; while their
account of the institution of The Owls might seem problematic, this is
not to say that it cannot be amended.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

130



The Digital Scholar: Philosopher’s Lab, 2020, vol. 3, no. 1.

References

Chitwood, 2004 — Chitwood, A. Death by Philosophy: The Biographical
Tradition in the Life and Death of the Archaic Philosophers Empedocles,
Heraclitus, and Democritus. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press,
2004.

Collins, Evans, 2017 — Collins, H., Evans, R. Why Democracies Need
Science. Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2017.

Collins, Evans, Weinel, 2017 — Collins, H., Evans, R., Weinel, M.
“STS as science or politics?”. Social studies of science, 2017, vol. 47, no. 4,
pp. 580-586.

Freeman, 2007 — Freeman, S. Rawls. New York, NY: Routledge, 2007

Fuller, 2016, web — Fuller, S. “Science has always been a bit 'post-truth"™,
The Guardian, December 15, 2016. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/science/political-science/2016/dec/15/science-
has-always-been-a-bit-post-truth (accessed 01/20)

Plato, 1956 — Plato. Protagoras / trans. by M. Ostwald; ed. by G. Vlastos.
Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1956.

Plato, 1992 — Plato. Republic / transl. by G.M.A. Grube, C.D.C. Reeve.
Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co., 1992.

Rose, 2017 — Rose, J. “Brexit, Trump, and post-truth politics”, Public
Integrity, 2017, vol. 19, no. 6, pp. 555-558.

Sismondo, 2017 — Sismondo, S. “Post-truth?” Social Studies of Science,
2017, vol. 47, no. 1, pp. 3-6.

Hocmynuna 6 peoaxyuro 18.01.2020

131



