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that rule: Kloppenberg and Taylor both acknowl-
edge states, economies, and material conditions, 
but these are made possible because of particular 
ideas, and it’s on those ideas that both men 
focus. Taylor’s account of “social imaginaries” 
is a bit better at explaining how those ideas 
relate to broader sociological explanations, but 
Kloppenberg is less interested in accomplishing 
that task. His book’s subtitle places “the struggle 
for self-rule” in the context of thought, after all.

Like many works of intellectual history, 
Kloppenberg’s is a story of transatlantic intel-
lectual pollination: the American Revolution 
over here, the French Revolution and Glorious 
Revolution over there. Yet these revolutions (as 
well as civil wars and plain old regular wars) are 
more important for the ideas that caused them 
and the ideas they inspired. One of the more 
impressive parts of the book is Kloppenberg’s 
parallel and intersecting treatments of the French 
and American revolutions—a task that, given the 
vast amount of data now available, other serious 
contemporary scholars are nervous about taking 
on. Even though everyone already knows how 
related the two revolutions were—how many 
people went back and forth across the ocean, 
how many ideas were shared—Kloppenberg 
shows in painstaking detail how these concurrent 
stories are as much about virtue as they are about 
political developments.

For all of the many ultimate differences 
between France and America, Kloppenberg 
argues, what really mattered was the American 
capacity for reciprocity, the ability of people with 
different ideas of the good life to live with one 
another—and maybe even to change one anoth-
er’s thinking about what was right and good. 
This particular social resource explains why the 
United States didn’t have Jacobins shortly after its 
revolution and France did. (Not that Americans 
have been innocent of such excesses: There’s a 
reason the book ends at the Civil War.)

As with wars, so with institutions: Kloppenberg 
pays some attention to how particular cultural 

and organizational forms make it easier to think 
democratically, but his evidence tends to consist of 
what particular thinkers say about such arrange-
ments and their own hopes (or concerns) about 
what these new ways have wrought. These argu-
ments are largely implicit in the body of the text, 
making the book a challenge for those seeking 
a clearer, more obvious chain of reasoning. Yet 
for those in search of an account of just about 
everyone who thought about democracy between 
Montaigne and Lincoln, it’s hard to imagine a 
more satisfying book.

On the last page of Toward Democracy, 
Kloppenberg acknowledges that “the obstacles 
to a culture of democracy are perennial, because 
self-interest never meshes smoothly with the ideal 
of reciprocity.” What we want might not fit with 
what our society needs. What we think is right 
might not actually be right. And even if it’s right, 
it might not be good. And so we come back to the 
marshmallow. It might be good for that child if she 
can put off eating a marshmallow. But is it actually 
good ? And how might that goodness be directed 
toward all of us? Even in his description of the 
thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment—those 
progenitors of common-sense philosophy, the 
invisible hand, and the separation of ought from 
is—Kloppenberg shows how social obligation was 
always part of the story. Or, as he writes, “A world 
dominated by the instrumental reasoning and 
the scramble for economic success by any means 
was not the world that eighteenth-century cham-
pions of popular government sought.” The beauty 
of democracy is the freedom and community it 
might provide. The tragedy is that we too often 
settle for our own individual marshmallows.

Jeffrey Guhin is an assistant professor of sociology at 
the University of California, Los Angeles. His first 
book, on Muslim and evangelical high schools in the 
New York City area, is forthcoming from Oxford 
University Press. 
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Americans don’t trust their institutions. According 
to a recent Gallup poll, only 32 percent of 
Americans expressed a “great deal” or “quite a 
lot” of confidence in fourteen key institutions. 
Americans doubt whether their basic institu-
tions––from organized religion and the news 
media to Congress and the medical system––are 
providing them with the knowledge and exper-
tise that sustain a democratic society. And levels 
of confidence are clearly on the decline: In 1993, 
when Gallup first conducted its survey, 38 percent 
of Americans expressed faith in their institutions.

But what does it mean to trust not just a 
particular person––a parent, a friend, a lover––
but an institution? When Gallup’s survey 

respondents claim to have confidence (or not) 
in science, medicine, politics, or media, what 
are they trusting these institutions provide? I’d 
say knowledge. In a world that has long been 
both burdened and liberated by more and 
more complex information, we rely on others 
to make sense of it all and help us navigate it. 
Enlightenment figures such as Immanuel Kant 
may have exhorted modern man “to dare” to 
think for himself, but a key feature of that 
enlightened thinking has been the recognition 
that each of us needs help. We need doctors 
to help heal us; we need scientists to help us 
understand the universe and better harness its 
power and beauty; we need politicians who 
lead us and tend to our common life together; 
and we need engineers who maintain our infra-
structure and imagine new ways of being in 
the world. We need people who know specific 
things and share that knowledge with the rest 
of us out of a commitment to a common good. 
We need experts. 

In The Death of Expertise: The Campaign 
against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters, 
Tom Nichols, a professor in the department 
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of national security at the Naval War College, 
describes expertise as the social division of 
intellectual labor. In an increasingly complex 
world, admitting the “limits of our knowledge 
and trusting in the expertise of others” serves 
not just our selves (I need a doctor to check 
out this mole) but also, and more importantly, 
our common life. Our democratic republic, he 
argues in this punchy and provocative book, 
relies on the fate of expertise.

In addition to describing the social function 
of expertise in a democratic republic, Nichols 
highlights the mutual relationship between a 
public and its experts. Publics do not simply 
rely on experts to fix problems. They trust 
experts to provide technical solutions that will  
benefit the larger public good. We expect our 
engineers to design roads that will serve entire 
communities, not just certain enclaved inter-
ests. We expect our public universities to create 
knowledge that will benefit cities, states, and 
nations, not just the individual student. Our 
experts are, after all, part of these publics. If, 
as Gallup’s survey suggests, the relationship of 
trust between experts and their publics erodes, 
then the democratic promise of expertise will 
erode with it. Experts will no longer serve a 
common good but a constrained good, defined 
by partisan, financial, or other particularistic 
interests. 

If modern, democratic publics owe their 
experts trust, experts owe their publics humility. 
The social division of intellectual labor restrains 
the claims and authority of experts and nonex-
perts alike. Experts operate within special-
ized domains of knowledge that are policed, 
through practices such as professional standards 
or licensing requirements, by fellow experts 
working within those prescribed domains. To be 
an exemplary expert is, in part, to recognize the 
limitations of one’s knowledge and capacities. 
Doctors, scientists, and engineers are citizens as 
well as experts, and as citizens they owe their 
fellow citizens a respectful epistemic modesty, an 

acknowledgment that other kinds and sources 
of knowledge have merit and deserve a hearing. 

A lack of such modesty among experts 
may partly explain why many Americans no 
longer trust their institutions. Last year,  physi-
cist Neil deGrasse Tyson, a vocal and well-
intentioned defender of scientific authority, 
sent out a provocative tweet: “Earth needs a 
virtual country: #Rationalia, with a one-line 
Constitution: All policy shall be based on the 
weight of evidence.” Tyson’s tweet and those 
that followed suggested that science ought to 
advise us not only on scientific matters but 
also on life more broadly. Rationalia would be 
a world governed by scientists in which science 
dictates how to live. Even if we put aside the 
tangled question of a monolithic science (it 
isn’t), the history of scientific practice is not 
on Tyson’s side. The history of science is full of 
glorious insights and useful advances, but it is 
also full of egregious boundary crossings and 
morally corrupt practices. Consider the very 
history of modern eugenics, not simply in the 
case of Nazi Germany but in that of twentieth-
century Virginia, where more than 7,300 citi-
zens deemed “mentally ill” were sterilized in 
the name of racial purity and science. Scientific 
expertise, while invaluable in so many areas and 
ways, cannot arrogate all knowledge, all claims 
to truth, to itself, particularly as such claims 
bear upon decisions about our lives together 
and the pursuit of a common good. 

In 1917, the German sociologist Max Weber 
warned a lecture hall full of students in Munich 
not to demand more from science (Wissenschaft) 
than it could offer. Science, by which he meant 
any form of specialized knowledge, could not 
determine what is worth knowing and what 
is not. It couldn’t provide meaning. Since the 
1920s, critics have lambasted Weber’s lecture as a 
statement of moral resignation and indifference 
to values. But it was nothing of the sort. Weber’s 
lecture was a clarion call for epistemic humility 
in a postwar, anxious age that wanted absolute 

clarity and simple solutions. Expert, special-
ized knowledge, he told the students, could not 
tell them how to live. It could only help them 
think through, with care and commitment, the 
problems of the day. For questions of ultimate 
meaning and value, they would have to turn to 
their churches, their families, and their commu-
nities outside the university. 

We would do well to return, on the centen-
nial anniversary of that lecture, to Weber’s wise 
counsel and adapt it to our fragile democratic 
age. Democracy needs experts but it also needs 
its experts to be citizens, respectful not only 
of the common good but also of the varieties 
of knowledge that contribute, in a democratic 
society, to the debate over how that good is to 
be created and sustained. 

Chad Wellmon is an associate professor of German 
studies at the University of Virginia and a fellow 
at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture. 
He is the author of Organizing Enlightenment: 
Information Overload and the Invention of the 
Modern Research University and coeditor of The 
Rise of the Research University: A Sourcebook.
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Laura Kipnis, a professor of film at Northwestern 
University, has made her career out of turning 
situations on their heads and seeing what comes 
of them. We often call such writers “contrar-
ian,” but for Kipnis the task is more serious. Her 
instinct is to follow the pointing finger of blame 
back to its source rather than turning to study its 
object. When we want to cast blame, what is it 
we’re hiding?

When there’s a moral high ground to be 
staked or woundedness to be claimed, Kipnis 
regards the claims of the righteous with suspi-
cion. In Against Love (2003), her funny, prickly 
attack on the couple, she defended infidelity as a 
protest, however feeble or ridiculous, against the 
“security-state model of long-term coupledom.” 
If her work is usually suspicious of victims and 
saints, it also avoids creating new classes of 
heroes. Instead, there are those who are dishonest, 
and those who—usually through sexual misbe-
havior—can’t really help but be honest. Her 
humanizing approach toward a range of pathetic 
characters, from Anthony Weiner to Larry Flynt, 
is refreshing, witty, and often incisive, if not 
entirely convincing.

Unwanted Advances: Sexual Paranoia Comes to 
Campus should fit neatly into the rest of her work. 
In some ways, in fact, it’s a reprise of subjects 
she covered in an earlier book, The Female Thing 
(2006): power, sexual agency, and female vulner-
ability. This time around, she approaches her 
subject by examining a sexual harassment case at 
her own university. In this case, Peter Ludlow, a 
professor of philosophy, was charged with sexual 
misconduct by both an undergraduate and a 
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