Book Review

Spirit Builders:

Charles Catto, Frontiers Foundation, and the
Struggle to End Indigenous Poverty

by James Bacque

This review of James Bacque s book Spirit Builders
was published by Publishers’ Weekly on July 3, 2017.

acque (Other Losses)
has produced a
fascinating biog-

raphy of his lifelong
friend Charles Catto, an
unheralded United Church
minister who created a
Canadian organization
[Frontiers Foundation]
that brought together vol-
unteers from around the
globe to build thousands of
homes, community centers,
schools, and other facilities
intended to improve life
for indigenous communi-
ties at home and abroad.
This generously illustrated
title is a loving tribute to
the oft-forgotten postwar
social engagement by
many men and women of

the cloth. It is also an angry indictment of the
stomach-turning mistreatment of indigenous
peoples, whose wounds from colonial abuse
and rural poverty Catto sought to address
in a respectful and just manner. Combining
fully rounded character studies of program
participants and beneficiaries with entertain-
ing anecdotes about battles with church and
government bureaucracies, Bacque writes with
a real flair and passion for his subject, though
he can veer into metaphorical overkill. At a
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time when non-indigenous
Canadians struggle to
build new and more just
relationships with First
Nations people, this title
is a valuable contribution
that celebrates a success
story whose template—
though created over half
a century ago—holds
valuable lessons for the
future.

Rocky Mountain Books
(www.rmbooks.com)

or Heritage Group
Distribution (Canada)
(www.hgdistribution.com)
Paperback $25.00 (CAD)
ISBN 978-1-77160-136-8
328 pages

James Bacque (left), Charles
Catto, Winnipeg, 2009 .




Book Review

The Death of
Expertise

The Campaign Against Established
Knowledge And Why It Matters

by Tom Nichols
Reviewed by Sophie Dulesh
2017, Oxford University Press

Hardcover $24.95 Published: 1 March 2017
272 Pages ISBN: 9780190469412

liever in everyone
when self-taught.

his new book, writ-
I ten by a professor
of National Security
Affairs at the US Naval
War College and an adjunct
professor at the Harvard
Extension School, is must
read. Tom Nichols, a self-
identified “public intel-
lectual,” is a professional
educator, an expert who is
profoundly and by no means
groundlessly concerned
with the deteriorating state
of American education for
areason: it creates a direct
and grave threat to the
state of the republic and
democracy.

Nichols says, “The US
is now a country obsessed
with the worship of its own
ignorance... we are proud

@ AGeniusIRL

@ DrMom_312

TOM N

P WebSurfBum
bk out this great cat video from

@ wikiScholar
Abook? | can find ali the info | need
online for free, thank you very much.

THE DEATH
OF EXPERTISE

Is that really how you spell expertice?

The Campaign Against
Established Knowledge
and Why it Matters

This title just sounds like yet
another elitist appeal to authority,

Secular humanists may
recall much other alarming
evidence of mounting North
American ignorance, from
the well-quoted Pat Duffy
Hutcheon about irresolvable
troubles with ignorant vot-
ers (think Trump) to Susan
Jacoby’s book, The Age of

® roarate] American Unreason.
ing o . .
Wbl roason to 9] Nichols explains why

this state of affairs is so dan-
gerous: ““...if citizens do not
bother to gain basic literacy
in the issues that affect their
lives, they abdicate control
over those issues whether
they like it or not. And when
voters lose control of these
important decisions, they risk
hijacking of their democracy
by ignorant demagogues, or
the more quiet and gradual
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And why do we care what this
s0 called “expert” has to say??7?

of not knowing things... It isn’t the same thing as
the traditional American distaste for intellectuals
and know-it-alls... People dismiss expertise... with
anger...” He quotes Isaac Asimov: “There is a cult
ofignorance in the US and always has been... nur-
tured by the false notion that democracy means that
‘my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge.’”
Nichols submits that “The result has...been the
growth of an irrational conviction among Americans
that everyone is as smart as everyone else.”

decay of their democratic institutions into au-
thoritarian technocracy... Reasoned skepticism is
essential not only to science but also to a healthy
democracy.”

Nichols clarifies why this is happening,
“Campuses in the US are increasingly surrender-
ing their intellectual authority not only to children,
but also to activists who are directly attacking
the traditions of free inquiry that scholarly com-
munities are supposed to defend... A study of two
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hundred colleges and universities up through
2009 found that A was the most commonly
given grade, an increase of nearly 30% since
1960 and over 10% just since 1988. Grades in
the A and B range together now account for
more than 80% of all grades in all subjects, a
trend that continued unabated. The problem is
endemic to American universities

and has recurred, in waves of

varying strength, since
the early 1960s... The
protective, swad-
dling environment

of the modern
university infan-

tilizes students and

thus dissolves their
ability to conduct a
logical and informed
argument. When feelings

matter more than rationality or

facts, education is a doomed enterprise. Emotion
is an unassailable defence against expertise, a
moat of anger and resentment in which reason
and knowledge quickly drown... Students are
learning that emotion and volume can always
defeat reason and substance...”

And more: “The Internet creates a false
sense that the opinions of many people are tanta-
mount to a fact... When a group of experimental
psychologists at Yale investigated how people
use the Internet, they found that “...people who
search for information on the Web emerge from
the process with an inflated sense of how much
they know — even regarding topics that are unre-
lated to the ones they googled.” And what about
the quality of their research? As a 2013 article
in the MIT Technology Review noted, the size
of the volunteer force that built Wikipedia and
“must defend it against vandalism, hoaxes, and
manipulation [has] shrunk by more than a third
since 2007 and is still shrinking.” Nichols quotes
an article in The Federalist: “In 2015, Public
Policy Polling, a liberal polling group, asked both
Republicans and Democrats whether they would
support bombing the country Agrabah. Nearly a
third of Republican respondents said they would
support such action... Agrabah doesn’t exist. It’s
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“Thereisa
cult of ignorance in the
U.S and always has been...
nurtured by the false notion
that democracy means that ‘my
ignorance is just as good as
your knowledge.”

a fictional country in the 1992 animated Disney
film Aladdin... 43% of Republicans and 55% of
Democrats had an actual, defined view on bombing
a place in a cartoon.” (Nick Saffran, “Wipe that
grin off your smug faces, progressive pollsters.”
TheFederalist.com, December 29, 2015.)
Nichols analyses further: “One reason claims
of expertise grate on people in a de-
mocracy is that specialization is
necessarily exclusive... The
relationship between
experts and citizens is
not ‘democratic.” All
people are not, and
cannever be, equal-
ly talented or intel-
ligent. Democratic
societies, however,
are always tempted to this
resentful insistence on equality,
which becomes oppressive ignorance if
given its head. And this, sadly, is the state of modern
America. Citizens no longer understand democracy
to mean a condition of political equality, in which
one person gets one vote, and every individual is
no more or less equal in the eyes of the law. Rather,
Americans now think of democracy as a state of
actual equality, in which every opinion is as good
as any other on almost any subject under the sun.
Feelings are more important than facts.”

And Nichols concludes, “To ignore expert
advice is simply not a realistic option, not only due
to the complexity of policymaking, but because to
do so is to absolve citizens of their responsibili-
ties to learn about issues that matter directly to
their own well-being... Politicians will never stop
relying on experts; they will, however, move to
relying on experts who will tell them — and the
angry laypeople... — whatever it is they want to
hear. This is the worst of all words, in which both
democracy and expertise are corrupted because
neither democratic leaders nor their expert advisers
want to tangle with an ignorant electorate. At this
point, expertise no longer serves the public inter-
est, but the interest of whatever political clique is
taking the temperature of the public at any given
moment. We are already perilously close to this
outcome in modern America.”



Books Available for Revie

One of the most rewarding functions of the book review team is to facilitate innovative thoughts that engage
our readers. Your book reviews and suggestions for books to review make a valuable contribution to Humanist
Perspectives. Can you help by reading a free book and composing a review of 500-1,000 words?

Forward your book request or suggestions for review to BookReviews@HumanistPerspectives.org

LIFE 3.0:
|_ ‘ I—_ E Being Human in the Age Of
Artificial Intelligence
by Max Tegmark
Knopf, August 29, 2017
! 384 pages
BEING HUMAN IN THE AGE OF ISBN-10: 1101946598
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE ISBN-13: 978-1101946596
MAX TEGMARK ow can we grow our prosperity through automation

without leaving people lacking income or purpose?

What career advice should we give today’s kids?
How can we make future Al systems more robust, so that
they do what we want without crashing, malfunctioning
or getting hacked? Should we fear an arms race in lethal
autonomous weapons? Will machines eventually outsmart
us at all tasks, replacing humans on the job market and
perhaps altogether? Will Al help life flourish like never
before or give us more power than we can handle?

What sort of future do you want? This book empowers
you to join what may be the most important conversation of our time. It doesn’t shy away from the
full range of viewpoints or from the most controversial issues—from superintelligence to meaning,
consciousness and the ultimate physical limits on life in the cosmos.

Youn DonaTioNs Keep Us Goine

MosT OF THE WORK for Humanist Perspectives is done by volunteers. Subscriptions and counter sales cover only
half of our publishing costs. We rely on donations and interest income from investments to pay the other half.
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: Founded in1967 by Lloyd Brereton, Humanist Perspectives (formerly Humanist in Canada) has four is- :
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Can you help us with a donation? Canadian Humanist Publications (CHP) has charitable status and issues tax
creditable receipts for donations. To subscribe or make a donation, use the form on the other side of this page.

Bequests and memorial gifts have been the main source of our investments. May we suggest that you seri-
ously consider CHP in your will; we’ll gladly provide advice and assistance on request.

Humanist Perspectives, Issue 202, Autumn 2017 39



Books Available for Revie

IREIE

RUNAWAY
SPECIES

HOW HUMAN CREATIVITY
REMAKES THE WORLD

ANTHONY BRANDT
& DAVID EAGLEMAN

THE INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR
OF THE BRAIN, INCOGNITO AND SUM

THE RUNAWAY SPECIES:
How Human Creativity
Remakes the World

Anthony Brandt and David Eagleman
Catapult, October 1, 2017

251 pages

ISBN: 978-1-936787-52-4

he Runaway Species is a deep-dive into the

I creative mind, a celebration of the human spirit,

and a vision of how we can improve our future

by understanding and embracing our ability to innovate.

Anthony Brandt and David Eagleman seek to answer

the question: what lies at the heart of humanity’s abil-
ity—and drive—to create?

Our ability to remake our world is unique among
all living things. But where does our creativity come
from, how does it work, and how can we harness it to
improve our lives, schools, businesses, and institutions?

Brandt and Eagleman examine hundreds of examples

of human creativity through dramatic storytelling and stunning images in this beautiful, full-color
volume. By drawing out what creative acts have in common and viewing them through the lens of
cutting-edge neuroscience, they uncover the essential elements of this critical human ability, and
encourage a more creative future for all of us.
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