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FREEDOM OF SKEPTICISM AND
THE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY OF

THE POWERFUL:

TRUMP’S REFUTATION OF EXPERTISE DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC

As of September, the United States has seen over 170,000
deaths due to the spread of the coronavirus (The COVID
Tracking Project, 2020). These figures have shocked
many into taking precautionary measures recommended
by health experts such as self-quarantine and wearing
face coverings in public in an effort to stop the spread of
the virus. However, there have also been a number of
skeptics who argue that the scale of the pandemic has
been exaggerated and the lockdown prolonged for too
long (Black, 2020). While these “COVID deniers” may be
written off as conspiracy theorists that no one will listen
to, in reality some of them are high-profile figures with
large platforms - including the President himself. Donald |
Trump has had a variety of responses to the COVID-19 Charles Deluvio / Unsplash / Modified
outbreak as it has progressed, such as referring to the

virus as a Democratic party hoax attempting to distract from the November election, accusing
hospitals of hoarding medical supplies, and suggesting Americans ingest disinfectant as a treatment
(Egan, 2020; Milman, 2020; BBC News, 2020).

Perhaps most concerning is Trump’s disregard for the advice of medical experts and scientists. For
example, “Trump and some of his aides have begun questioning whether deaths are being over-
counted” while Dr. Anthony Fauci, the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases as well as the chief medical advisor of the White House Coronavirus Task Force, indicated
that “the opposite could be true: that coronavirus deaths are being undercounted as people die at
home without going to hospital” (Liptak & Acosta, 2020). Fauci has also suffered “sustained criticism
from the President’s allies in conservative media for his willingness to directly refute Trump and
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counter his more optimistic rhetoric about the pandemic” (LeBlanc, 2020). This has resulted in a
number of Trump’s supporters taking to social media and calling to “#FireFauci;” though Trump has
not said the same directly, he did passively retweet one of these calls on Twitter (Duster, Acosta, &
Liptak, 2020). Similarly, federal immunologist Rick Bright recently filed a whistleblower complaint,
arguing that he was ousted from his position as director of the Biomedical Advanced Research and
Development Authority (BARDA) for political reasons after raising concerns about the development
of what he claimed a “questionable” coronavirus treatment endorsed by Trump. While the President
simply dismissed his case as that of a “disgruntled employee who's trying to help the Democrats win
an election,” Dr. Bright expressed “I am frustrated at a lack of leadership. I am frustrated at a lack of
urgency to get a head start on developing life-saving tools for Americans. I'm frustrated at our
inability to be heard as scientists” (Segers, 2020).

The President’s resistance to medical expertise presents us with an interesting ethical challenge to
consider: Does Trump, or any other political leader, have a social responsibility to affirm the opinions
of professionals and specialists? On the one hand, all U.S. citizens (regardless of occupation or
leadership status) have a right to their own beliefs and to free speech, including the right to question,
challenge, and criticize authority. In fact being skeptical, rather than just accepting information at
face-value, is generally considered an important aspect of critical thinking. Furthermore, some may
argue that despite their extensive education, experts are not infallible. In fact, there have been plenty
of times throughout history when professionals in a variety of fields have been wrong in making
predictions. For example, renowned economist Irving Fisher famously declared that “stocks have
reached what looks like a permanently high plateau” just three days before Great Depression stock
market crash and even various ship-building experts believed the Titanic to be ‘unsinkable’
(Bukszpan, 2011). Even in medicine, there have been times when experts have given unsafe advice.
In the 1960’s for instance, some OBGYNs began to recommend thalidomide to alleviate their pregnant
patient’s morning sickness, only to later discover that the drug caused severe birth defects (Fintel,
Samaras, & Carias, 2009). In this sense, skepticism appears to be a healthy reaction, since too much
uncritical trust in anyone might prove dangerous.

On the other hand, others insist that this is a case where the experts are clearly right and, rather than
being merely skeptical, Trump is in denial. Beyond this stance, unlike the recommendation of
thalidomide, the coronavirus precautionary advice causes no harm in the case that experts are
mistaken. Even if COVID-19 isn’t as serious as experts claim, the argument goes, wearing masks and
staying home cannot hurt anyone - isn’t it better to be safe than sorry? Regardless of Trump’s
personal beliefs and the legal right to express his doubts, perhaps the larger issue at hand is if doing
so is ethical. “COVID acceptors” believe that the powerful have a social responsibility to tread
cautiously and defend the recommendation of medical specialists due to the large influence they have
over their followers. Unlike ordinary skeptics of COVID who have no platform, the example set by the
President matters for those watching his actions and words. A recent study found that republicans
“are more likely to view the President’s response to the pandemic more favorably. Holding the view

FREEDOM OF SKEPTICISM AND THE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY OF THE POWERFUL 2



Media > The University of Texas at Austin
Ethics > Center for Media Engagement
Initiative > Moody College of Communication

that the virus is not a threat or severe may lead more republicans to engage in unsafe behavior such
as congregating in larger groups of people and taking fewer health precautions” (Johnson, Pollock, &
Rauhaus, 2020, p. 260). Thus, political leaders must consider the weight of their words and actions
as they have a direct impact on those who look up to them. Indeed, it was this exact reasoning that
actress Holly Marie Combs held Trump directly responsible for the death of her grandfather,
tweeting:

Donald J. Trump & @realDonaldTrump - Apr 25, 2020 L 4 In her tweet, the Charmed star SuggeStS

I never said the pandemic was a Hoax! Who would say such a thing? | that had the President confirmed the
said that the Do Nothing Democrats, together with their Mainstream

Media partners, are the Hoax. They have been called out & .
embarrassed on this, even admitting they were wrong, but continue to advocated for preventative measures as

seriousness of the disease and

spread the liel outlined by health experts, her Trump-
*‘ Holly Marie Combs & supporting grandfather would have
@H_Combs taken his advice and might still be alive.

My grandfather died today. He voted for you. He believed you when
you said this virus was no worse than the flu. He believed every lie Though Combs’ loss and the many
you muttered and sputtered. He died today from Covid-19 one day
after his 66th wedding anniversary. You're a disgrace to the human
race.

others like it are tragic, it is difficult to
place ultimate responsibility for one’s
own health on anyone but that

O 12.1K 2:44 AM - Apr 27, 2020 ON I . .
individual. Like the age-old question

parents ask of their children: If your friend jumped off of a cliff, does that mean you would do it too?
In other words, just because we admire someone, doesn’t mean we have to follow their lead. Just as
some citizens choose to follow the advice of experts, others may choose otherwise and that is exactly
what Comb’s grandfather did - the President did not force him out of his home-based quarantine.

While experts may be “powerful” in the sense that they are recognized authorities of knowledge and
their recommendations are taken seriously by their followers, they do not have platforms nearly as
large as the President of the United States nor any material power to require, enforce, and aid citizens
in isolation efforts - only political authorities have such power. As the COVID-19 pandemic continues,
we must consider what obligation political leaders have toward professionals and how much
skepticism they should display in attempting to disrupt accepted authorities and narratives.
Skepticism of received views, or of views that have traditionally been in the mainstream or held by
those in power, has often been seen as a hallmark of critical and independent thinking. But here,
Trump’s skepticism might please his supporters while plunging them into great risk: since seniors
are not only the most likely to be harmed by COVID-19 but also more likely to vote republican,
Trump’s massive influence over this particularly vulnerable population could risk thousands of lives
(Johnson, Pollock, & Rauhaus, 2020). Should powerful individuals like Trump err on the side of
following the experts of the day or in evincing a certain amount of skepticism about traditional
knowledge sources?
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Discussion Questions:

1. What are the central values at stake in this case?
2. What distinguishes healthy skepticism from harmful habits of denial?

Do you agree or disagree that politicians have a social responsibility to uphold the professional
opinions of experts? Why or why not?

4. Does anyone with power and a large platform (e.g. celebrities or Instagram influencers) share
this responsibility? Why or why not?

5. How does the setting of a global pandemic impact your evaluation of Trump’s actions? For
example, do you think the powerful should always affirm expertise, regardless of their own
beliefs, or do you think such a responsibility is only required in times of crisis?

6. How can ordinary citizens strike a balance between trusting expertise and uncritically
accepting anything from educated, yet imperfect, people?

7. If Trump acted against his own skeptical beliefs and advocated for following medical officials’
advice, would he be lying or acting dishonestly? Why or why not would such a circumstance be
considered deceptive or inauthentic?
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