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			ABSTRACT    This paper focuses on the modern technocratic idea of independent science advising the independent public and consequential criticism of the hollowing-out of the public sphere by expertocracy. Going beyond this misleading diagnosis, I focus on current places where the public sphere is produced using social topology and the notion of a sociotechnical imaginary that is publicly performed. Through an exploratory probe into a current facet of the ambiguous relationship between the public and expertise, I analysed the contexts, paths, and practices of a normative and expert document published annually by a Czech NGO to bring to the fore the difference between expertise as navigation to public debate, expertise as creating one’s own public space, and expertise as a normative performance. All these forms of relationship between expertise and the public, in a way, transgress the modern sociotechnical imaginary of the direct effect of expert knowledge on public issues.
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			Introduction

			Norms, including the epistemic norms that underpin all public knowledge, are constituted at the global scale through practices that are rarely exposed to critical scrutiny from citizens or social scientists. (Jasanoff – The Practices of Objectivity)

			The modern technocratic idea of scientific governance of society has received new impetus in current times, specifically in the demand that public issues ought to be solved by expert means. Despite the scepticism in sociology about the happy relationship between the public and science (Turner 2015), a modern ideal of expert advice to public affairs has been revived in worldwide calls for evidence-based public decision making (Ansell and Geyer 2017).The sociological question is what the current shift and role of this modern technocratic idea are and what its effects on the public sphere are. In this paper, this broad question will be answered only partially by a probe into one public debate about the education system in which claims of expert knowledge demonstrated such a shift.

			We know that specifically in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) region the totalitarian legacies had a negative influence on trust in both the “public sphere” and “objective expertise”, unmasking both as illusions and suspecting misuse or dilettantism (Hirt 2012; Krastev 2017). Therefore, the relationship between science and the public is ambiguous and paradoxical in many dimensions in these countries. For example, despite this scepticism, people in post-communist countries in the CEE region have a much stronger preference for expert governance than people in Western European countries do (Bertsou and Pastorella 2017). And despite the criticism that expertocracy may be a danger to the public space (Bertsou and Caramani 2021; Turner 2015), many claims for “evidence-based” public decision making from all sides (the state and private and civil actors) gain more public space and are explicitly related to promises of modernisation, societal progress, and the public good. Evidence-based public decision making is deemed to be generic healing which should secure the deprived public space.

			However, the sociology of expertocracy did not cover this contradiction between public and social scientific discourses and provide one-sided diagnoses of hollowing out the public sphere in the studies of the technocratic and expertocratic danger to democracy, often drawing on the critique of neoliberalism (Turner 2015: 17–41). Turner sees that the diagnoses of the public as a victim of experts or (and) (neo-) liberal ideologies masquerading as expertise are misleading and, moreover, dependent on the utopian character of knowledge. Although I draw on Turner’s description, my findings depart from his liberal assertion that the public legitimises and can also delegitimise experts by its will. As I will show further, there is another utopian idea about the character of expertise – that it knows something. The probe will show that not always the factor is epistemic authority, but political legitimacy and visibility. Contrary to hollowing-out diagnoses, I will demonstrate a case of re-spatialisation of the public sphere when it is entered by expert advice, which also causes new exclusions. To do this, I will use social topology, which is a recent answer to the implicit ontological presupposition of space as fixed and inert to human action. Social topology views space as simultaneously being both produced by the actors and objects within it and productive of the actors and objects within it (Allen, 2016; Massey, 2005). This, in the case of the public, means sociological attention to its radical mobility (Sheller and Urry 2003), and in the case of expertise, sociological attention to the social positioning of experts as experts.

			As Holmwood and Balon have suggested, “neo-liberal public policy has the effect of hollowing out the public sphere. This takes place in two ways. The first is by the direct privatisation of public bodies, the second by recommending that charitable bodies and NGOs be involved in the provision of services” (Holmwood and Balon 2018: 310–11). The problem for the authors is also the collaboration of NGOs with for-profit organisations and the political project of co-production of research that ties civil society organisations to government, which brought about “politically-based evidence” rather than evidence-based politics. This all deforms the public sphere and constitutes the context for the rise of populism (ibid). Although the case in this paper also evolved in a kind of politically-based evidence, it is one side of the problem, and I wish to introduce another: it is important to think not only about the intentional hollowing-out of the public sphere but also about travelling, the transfiguration of the public sphere into another space-time, about topologies creating new relations between expertise and the public sphere.

			This paper will use the case of the publishing of the “Audit” (Audit of the educational system in the Czech Republic: risks and opportunities). It is a strategic and expert document aimed at influencing decision makers in education and created annually by a Czech NGO, EDUin, from 2014 onwards, and from 2020 presented in the Senate of the Czech Republic (the Senate). This NGO is the only one that provides such “audits” and presents them as different than a position paper by an interested NGO. There are several significant organisations that run the main educational debates, but the main organisers are NGOs. The oldest one is SKAV (Permanent Conference of Associations in Education), founded in 2003; a younger one is EDUin (founded in 2010), and they are interconnected both personally and through their infrastructure. Together, they organise what are termed round tables (RT) devoted to various educational issues, the Audits among them. The Audits are products of EDUin, although SKAV, through various common personae, cooperates as well. The document encompassed the whole schooling system, not only describing weaknesses and opportunities (SWOT analysis) but also recommending the next steps. In that sense, it is a kind of descriptive expertise used normatively for public issues that are actually identified by that very expertise. 

			The fact that a civil society organisation orients its activities towards publishing an annual document called an “audit” almost 20 years after criticism of an “audit society” (Power 1997) begs closer examination. The NGO domain is no longer automatically linked with positive progressivism (Lavalette and Ferguson 2007) and from-below spontaneous movements (Müller 2007; Slačálek and Svobodová 2017). While these Audits seem to be the classic examples of audit culture, they evade such a neoliberal match since they play out topologically different relations among known elements such as modern state policy subjects and modern governance institutions. These Audits are not formally binding – they have no formal auditing nature. However, the documents present themselves as feedback from civil society to the state, experts, and the wider public. Publicising these documents simultaneously plays out different relations among expertise and the public. They contain knowledge from various databases, OECD’s PISA testing, the Czech School Inspectorate (a national body formally responsible for the evaluation of schools’ performance), or newly collected data. This assemblage of knowledge is created by the NGO “analysts” and commented on by “experts” who are from various jurisdictions, often combining several of them: private, academic, non-governmental, or formerly governmental advisors. As the findings will demonstrate, no geography we know from administrative maps is useful for capturing the space of these new public actors as they position themselves as normative decision makers about education next to or instead of the state. The rise of such intermediary actors brokering evidence has already been described (Lubienski, Scott, and DeBray 2011), but here the argument is put further to not only a different “information landscape” (Lubienski 2019: 70) but different relations between the public and expertise and hence a different agential space. This case can thus serve as a probe into one modality of the change in the relationship between the public and experts.

			Studies from the field of the politics of expertise attuned to spatial issues (Jasanoff and Kim 2015) and social topology attuned to places of expertise and the public (Allen 2016; Massey 2005; Sheller and Urry 2003) provided me with the major conceptual toolbox for uncovering new relations and transfigurations of the public into new space-times where a modern individual gains a new position and is newly situated: a modern expert-self (trust partners) can operate as a public actor beyond modern institutions but simultaneously creates a public mass audience in the role either of spectators of public expert performances or of suspicious material to be controlled. 

			Where the public sphere is is, indeed, an empirical question. This paper first introduces social topology as a solution to the tension to which essentialist accounts of the public and the expertise evolved. Then the methodological section will describe the original data from the ethnography of public debates, semi-structured interviews, and the re-reading of data from previous research on strategic documents (Wirthová 2019, 2020). The empirical sections will proceed in the chronological manner of the Audits’ career. In each phase in which the nature of the relation between the public and expertise evolved, I will focus on the production of actors, knowledge, and the public to demonstrate what a re-spatialisation of the public sphere, actors, and expertise may look like. Therefore, the argument in the discussion section is not partial or unsuccessful fulfilment of the modern relationship between the public and science by seemingly evidence-based public claims, but a topological re-spatialisation of the public space, together with public actors and public issues, and with the public as an audience. To allude to the citation at the beginning, not only are the epistemic norms not exposed to critical scrutiny from citizens or social scientists, but these epistemic norms become less and less relevant in the production of expertise used for political purposes. The aim of the paper is to demonstrate that although it was understandable why politically-based evidence evolved in the context of the Czech distrust of state institutions and in the general weakening of the state, it does not solve the problem of legitimacy or evidence. The topology of the current “Audit” NGOs does not provide better knowledge or a better public. Despite the representatives using some kinds of moral and expert discursive and spatial repertoires, the consequence is the division of people into a material to be known (audited) and “knowledgeable” actors who judge, which pushes the public sphere elsewhere.

			Conceptualisation: Separateness of Territories and Spatial Turn

			When thinking about the public sphere and expertise we have, for almost 200 years, presupposed two different realms of human activity – community making and knowledge making, famously depicted by Arendt as vita activa and vita contemplativa (Arendt 1998). Although we see them as independent and distinct, we are used to thinking about a connection between them. Through specific modern imaginaries, which have survived all postmodern attacks, citizens require public decision making to be wise as much as science and hence require and invite independent knowledge to help the independent public. This was depicted by Bauman in his allusion of the “happy marriage of state and science” in an era which preceded the “individualised society” of the late 1980s (Bauman 2001: 127).

			Today it seems that this marriage is over. The attack by science and technology studies (STS) on this presupposed independence of the public and scientific realms is part of it. However, this paper does not wish to contribute to the rich literature on STS, but to offer a relational topological approach to the public sphere in order to gain a better understanding of the current shifts without the diagnosis of the hollowing out of the public sphere, which dominates current political studies, especially about the CEE context, as suggested in the introduction to the Special Issue. The relational topological approach I have adopted suggests that the change in the relationship between the public and expertise also means a change in both parties involved. From this there follows the shift in the sociological question from how the public sphere is distorted and hollowed out to the question of where it is now produced. 

			First, we need to deal with the tension that stems from the presupposed separateness and essentiality of the realms of public and knowledge, occasionally meeting each other but able to return to their previous solitudes (e.g., Collins 2015). This presupposition survived, surprisingly, all the post-foundational and anti-essential theoretical and political movements and is now reproduced on various levels of both scientific and public activities (e.g. in education; see Biesta 2007). This means two types of relationship between the public and expertise, presupposed as separate territories that compete in an exclusive way; they pose a danger to each other: a seemingly lost public sphere in favour of either scientification and technicalisation or the loss of expert knowledge in favour of the politicisation and ideologisation of knowledge. In all these types, both the public realm and expert realm are seen as losing their full territory – becoming lesser, narrower, ostracised, or colonised. These are all topographical notions of fixed territory (that is in danger), which presuppose that territory is in one place that is definable by universal metrics, while dynamism is something to be explained as a colonising expansion into a fixed space.

			At least since 2000, this thinking has been the subject of critical objections from topological thinking, broadly and loosely called the spatial turn (Brenner and Elden 2009), which turns the question upside down – rather, dynamism is something normal, while stability should be explained (Abbott 2016; Sheller and Urry 2006). Authors use a number of examples from the global flows of financial engineering (Allen 2016), highway construction (Harvey 2012), and education (Saari 2012). The social topological approach stresses two connected spatial phenomena as crucial in the production and reproduction of social life: the possibility of objects being the same while the relations among their components change and that the very relationships under continuous transformation compose the very space of which they are a part (Allen 2016). This understanding enables us to focus sociologically on the ways in which actors adjust the proximity and distance among themselves and audiences and thus shape themselves and “others” and hence the space for action. While topography points to the stabilised measurement of insides and outsides, distance and proximity, topology does not view these metrics as taken for granted but scrutinises how any axes come about through social relations. In that sense, both expertise and the public sphere are objects in mutation, not replication, as they repeat in the time and space that are produced. Sociology can thus focus on these changed relations. However, this paper also focuses on stability, which is the enduring relationship between expertise and the public sphere, albeit in different relations. Therefore, I follow the relational approach to the public sphere represented by Andrew Benjamin, the contemporary relational philosopher. For him, the public sphere is precisely the place where negotiation of the difference between what is public and what is private takes place (Benjamin 2015). This place of negotiation has no predetermined topography or formal jurisdiction; it can arise simply where the negotiation of the difference between the private and the public arises. Therefore, he dynamises the word “space” into the concept of “spacing” and shows that the creation of this space is not self-evident, that it is a certain performance. It is only as produced and acted that it can arise. In this, Benjamin goes even further than the argument about erosion and change in the already given public sphere (Sheller and Urry 2003). 

			However, such an approach needs to be operationalised. How can a sociologist recognise that such dynamic spacing of the public sphere is in play and what are the constitutive elements? To probe the current relationship between expertise and the public sphere, and the current practice of evidence-based public decision making, I need to combine topological thinking with concepts of performance and sociotechnical imaginaries. Sociotechnical imaginaries, as collectively held and performed visions, are an analytical tool to capture the relationship between the normativity of imagination and the materiality of agential networks (Jasanoff and Kim 2015: 19). It captures the presentation and modelling of the desired states of the future on the basis of scientific findings. Such models are attracting considerable reflection in critical policy studies as a kind of reiteration of the technocratic appeal of the modern age (Levinson, Sutton, and Winstead 2009; Popkewitz 2020). It enables us to approach the Audits as one possible materialisation of such imaginaries containing political, knowledge, and educational desires. But I am not focused only on the content of social, political, and expert imaginaries involved in these Audits, but also on the topological quality of its performance – on the properties of the public space that is played out by its publishing. As Allen adds, a performance of authority “is mutable and shifts in line with the ability of actors to make themselves more or less present in the here and now of spatial interaction” (Allen 2016: 29). The performance of some actors to make themselves more or less present in a public sphere through expertise is the site where what the current relationship between expertise and the public sphere may look like can be explored. The examination of the Czech case of the Audits publicised by an NGO performing various forms of the public will serve this purpose, albeit with a limited possibility of generalising the particular shape of such a relationship to the whole CEE region.

			Data and Method 

			This paper is an exploratory study of a current facet of the ambiguous relationship between the public and expertise. It can serve as a lead to thinking about the current role of modern technocratic ideas in CEE and Czechia in the case of education, which is a social institution on which many of the promises of solving various societal problems are currently imposed (Depaepe and Smeyers 2008). The findings in the following passages are based on a case study of career of “Audit vzdělávacího systému v ČR: rizika a příležitosti (Audit of the education system in the Czech Republic: risks and opportunities).

			 

			This case study examined the following data: 

			1)	a corpus of normative documents, press releases, and web invitations from its start in 2014 to the last Audit, Audit 2022; Audit 2023, publicised in February 2024, is not part of the analysis,

			2)	research observations of public events organised for launching Audits, such as personal observation at events or observation of recorded publicising of Audits, now mainly accessible on the EDUin YouTube channel, 

			3)	17 semi-structured in-depth interviews with actors presenting themselves publicly as experts on education: non-state (NGO), academia (ACAD), private (PRIV), and those holding several positions together (MIX) carried out during 2019-2020.

			 

			I approached this data as documents, as more than a text about some educational content (Prior 2008). As the Audits aim at knowing expertly what (not) to do with education in the future of society, they are both an artefact of a sociotechnical imaginary (in this case about education and society and about the role of experts and others) and a context of the production of the public sphere, since the documents’ normative content is publicised under sociologically interesting circumstances.

			In all of this data, I sought information about three possible contexts: open, closed, and refracted, which is a model suggested by the relational theoretical sociologist Iddo Tavory for analyses of qualitative interviews (Tavory 2020). For this paper, I also broaden it to other kinds of data (published documents and public debates). An open context can be interpreted as pertinent to 1) data and facts about situations in the past and present (the who, where, and when context), a closed context as pertinent to 2) situational information only about the event of interviewing or creating the document or happening of a debate context (various practices in situ & tempo), and a refracted context as pertinent to 3) a broader landscape of meaning, kinds of thinking, and imaginaries. In order to answer the question of where the public sphere may appear, I looked at the practices of securing positions to act in public in all of these contexts. I openly coded all the relevant segments presenting some relations between actors and space and subjects and objects using the MAXQDA program for qualitative analysis. I then focused on patterns in these relations, which led to the identification of phases in the public career of the Audits and the interpretation of the evolution of the public role of the Audits through publicising practices.

			Audit as a Navigation of Public Debate

			Seventeen years after the publication of Audit Society (Power 1997), a Czech NGO, EDUin, published its first “Audit”. A 16-page PDF document was made public via EDUin website and accompanied by a press release, in which EDUin promised to publish Audits every year. This first Audit gained some media interest, but mainly through the network of the NGO’s collaborators. The document described the strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats (so-called SWOT analysis) of the Czech education system in order (this year) to navigate discussion and decisions in education. However, labelling some activities as “audits” is not a neutral practice. It has constructive consequences for the auditees (Power 2000), who are, in this case, all in the Czech schooling system. This would have decisive consequences for the construction of the public as the audience of the Audits.

			As is evident from the interviews, the Audits were a response to despair experienced in relation to the condition of the state’s rule over education. We must take into account two conditions. The first is the silence and chaos of Czech educational governance after 1989. E.g., there were four ministers in the year 2007, then each year one new minister,1 This paved the way for the entrance of educational NGOs through which managerial effectiveness and comparative data become a public good.

			Actually, I realised that if there is no demand for some kind of change in that society, then it is clear that the education policy and education as such cannot be the priority of those politicians and it will always be such a poor little thing. And when I talked about it with various people around me, we came to the simple conclusion that there is actually a lack of an organization that would mediate the topic. (int08-2019-MIX)

			The second is the specific nature of the Czech division between the political, public, and private realms. In the Czech context the political and the public do not map onto one another. The public is broader and involves more actors and issues that are deemed important for all. The political sphere is, contrary to some Western countries, delimited as a narrower sphere belonging to politicians (Dvořák and Wirthová 2023). Because of this it is reasonable that an NGO is criticising the state and politicians and is trying to influence them, but does not see itself as a political actor, which would be incomprehensible e.g. among German young people, where political engagement and public engagement map onto one another, since there what is public is political (Dvořák and Wirthová 2023). Depoliticisation has the opposite meaning in Czechia and Western countries. Therefore, the role of the Audits in producing a specific public sphere provides an important sociological probe of CEE.

			From this beginning EDUin framed the Audit as a knowledge artefact based on proven facts to inform others. As a secondary analysis of data (often quantitative, comparative, transnational, provided by OECD-PISA, World Bank), it aimed at showing what (not) to do in the future. The press release accompanying the presentation of the Audits reads thus:

			One of the noticeable weaknesses of the Czech education system is the inability to say something substantial that is based on the analysis and understanding of the problem.[…] The Audit of the Education System, with the first edition of which EDUin wants to start the tradition of its annual publication, aims to describe the education system through its most characteristic features, recapitulate important events from the last year, and provide an overview of the steps that are essential for the development of education in the Czech Republic. (EDUin o.p.s., 2014b)

			Its sociotechnical imaginary presents and models such a relation of expertise and the public as to secure an agential position as one among the actors of this future. As is evident from the interviews and the press releases, the organisation started from a general feeling that politicians were not paying enough attention to public issues and expert knowledge, especially in relation to education. In the same press release it is stated: 

			Opinions on what is happening in the field of education, what is important and what needs to be done, are often based on purely subjective assessments and randomly collected information. It is demonstrably harmful to Czech education. We would therefore like to provide navigation to similar considerations and decisions, independent of the interests of the key players. At the same time, we do not think that there are no other views on the matter; we expect and welcome discussion! (ibid)

			This illustrates which presuppositions about the relation of knowledge to the public the author considers it important to publicise: what ought to be done must not be planned through subjective evaluations and disparate information. Better knowledge is provided in the Audit, which is presupposed to be independent. It is the SWOT analysis that can guide navigation in discussion and decisions. Since this discourse and the fact that the Audit was made public on openly accessible website means that the public sphere and discussion are somewhere outside the NGO and their Audit is presupposed to be reaching towards it. The separateness of territories is maintained in this phase; the Audit reproduces a version of the modern idea of a neatly divided plan to govern the educational system scientifically. 

			Interestingly, in this first document, there is a stance against naturally partial key players – this would change soon in subsequent Audits – key players would become partners, not rivals. Also, the agential positions in this Audit acknowledge the separateness of experts and the public.

			Why and how the Audit was created: EDUin perceives, in the context of the debate on education and education policy, that there is a lack of a simple, clear document in the Czech Republic that would map and name the state of the system in the most important points, recapitulate the major events of the past year, and indicate what it would be good to deal with in practical politics and professional debate next year. Therefore, EDUin, together with a circle of collaborators, decided to develop such a document, present it to the expert and media public, and establish a tradition of its regular publication. (EDUin o.p.s. 2014a:1)

			In this very first year, we can see that the declared role of the authors of the Audit was not explicitly authoritative; instead, in a partner manner (circle of collaborators), they wished to introduce their document to the expert and “media” public. This aligns with the narratives from the interviews, in which the actors stated that their aim was predominantly to inform the public and make education a wider public issue than had been the case in previous post-socialist times. Their entrance with the Audit was to break the silence of responsible state bodies. In that, they did not take any critical stance on the idea of auditing; on the contrary, they see control mechanisms as being needed in the Czech education system. But despite its name, it is not the product of any formal body conducting audits legally. The title means evaluation and judgement that stems from a non-governmental organisation towards the system as such, which becomes an auditee – material to be improved in terms of quality. This evaluative character is also the case of the content of this document (SWOT analysis). 

			However, this evaluative character has some consequences for possible members of the public sphere. Some become partners and some suspicious aspects of the failing education system, e.g. teachers. In the 2014 Audit one among three threats is: “Further degradation of teacher quality (thoughtless regulation instead of stimulation)”. In this, teachers become not partners but things to be optimised, to be acted on to be better. In terms of its content, the Audit is a part of audit culture, but it is not any formal audit organisation; it transgresses modern technocratic topography since the state body formally responsible for evaluation is the Czech School Inspectorate, a directly managed organisation under the Ministry of Education. Since EDUin aims to present its Audits to influence not only the public debate but the whole education system, it has some serious consequences. The Audits produce the effect of separate realms of objects to be increased in quality (teachers, the education system) and experts taking rational care of them. Moreover, taking the relational topology seriously, the authors of the Audit are not approached as something pre-established (ready-made civic actors waiting for their part) – they can be understood as being produced, together with their audience, by the process of making this document public. The actors of the Audits are confirmed before the public; they are the effects of such publicising. An example of such confirmation was present in the public discussion section below the 2014 press release, which is now unfortunately inaccessible. Here, the resistance to being in the realm of material to be audited mixed with the explanation and confirmation of EDUin’s right to create an Audit in terms of democracy and freedom of speech.

			Dear Eduin, I cannot without a doubt agree with the threat phrased as “Further degradation of teacher quality by thoughtless regulation of teaching instead of stimulation”. HOW and by WHAT do you measure that degradation of teacher quality? (Not the quality of education, its conditions and results – but the teachers themselves!!!) Come and tell the teachers in the assembly rooms to their faces: your quality has decreased. (6th comment of 32, downloaded 17.3.2020)

			In its first beginning [Audit], there was primarily an effort to at least get education into the media and public discourse. I think it’s going pretty well. The opinion on what we do and how we do it can, of course, be perceived differently. And we do not deprive anyone of the opportunity to join the discussion with a different point of view. (9th comment of 32, downloaded 17.3.2020)

			Here, as a product of the publicising of an Audit, the negotiation of the roles of actors appeared – those who confirmed the role of the Audit as an important knowledge artefact together with its authors, and those who resisted the division into the knowledgeable actors who judge and a material to be known (audited). In the following phases, the confirmation of the Auditors increased.

			Audit as Its Own Public Space

			In the year 2015, EDUin published a new Audit (25 pages) and applied a kind of external examination or peer review in which they asked for commentaries from various public actors in education and published their comments in the very same document. A press release, “Audit of the education system for the second time, with expert opposition”, introduced this important change:

			The Czech education system has its own specifics that determine its condition, problems, opportunities, and risks of further development. […] However, as these are often very complex topics, on which there are different opinions and for which different solutions are proposed, we approached experts dealing with education policy from different points of view and asked them for their comments and opposition. Their comments can be found in the footnotes to the individual points of the Audit, or at the end of each of the three chapters. (EDUin o.p.s. 2015:1)

			However, this differed in several features from both a standard scientific peer review and formal policy consultations. The choice of the commentators was made internally without public debate, not according to legitimised knowledge or formal responsibilities (all the relevant ministries and offices). It was a public document but not completely so. The names of the commentators were disclosed for the demonstration of authority through known expert names more than for proper scientific evaluation and reworking of the argument.

			The group of opponents is made up of academics, representatives of the political scene, mostly former and other politicians or high-ranking officials in the field of education management, and representatives of business, who we know are interested in the topic. So that the external examination as, let’s say, has multiple angles, it’s really an effort to validate it. Without that, it can be labelled as some sort of fable of a non-profit organisation that has no legitimacy. In this way, we are able to point out that there is agreement on some things, and there isn’t agreement on others (int11-2019-NGO)

			Performing this process and working with only selected partners make it hard to align the production of this Audit with scientific advice on public issues – as such, the Audit transgresses modern ideals of both science production and public sphere production. Topologically, the authors and authorities of the Audits reached some legitimatory sources from realms of which they did not want to be part. For example, in the 2018 and 2019 Audits, they explicitly distanced themselves from science.

			It is not a strictly scientific study, as the range of variables that must be taken into account complicates both the methodology and the use of resources. (EDUin o.p.s. 2019a:1, 2020:3) 

			But this non-science is based on measuring, setting goals, and control: 

			Recommendation: It is not enough to write good intentions on paper. It is necessary to make an evidence-based educational policy and to be able to measure whether the set goals are being achieved. (EDUin o.p.s. 2019b)

			Topologically, science as a form of knowing is distanced as the necessary condition for rational public debate. Expertise does not need to be a science but can have the same authority. In this phase, the expertise moved from the position of being merely a knowledge tool to being the essence of rationality as such. As is evident from the year 2017, the authors of the document wished to fill the loss of rationality concerning public affairs.

			Why audit the education system? Experts in the field of education agree that the education policy in the Czech Republic has been non-conceptual for a long time. Random and thoughtless interventions in the education system, the effects of which we are not able to predict or subsequently evaluate, increase the volatility and limit the possible potential of the education system. This is a serious problem in a period of expected rapid changes in technologies, which immediately cause economic and generally social metamorphic processes. (EDUin o.p.s. 2018a)

			The annual Audit of the educational system in the Czech Republic aims to provide such insight in a form that respects the evaluation of experts and is also comprehensible to the media and the general public. (ibid)

			These citations illustrate the general shift in position from the moderate introduction of a document to the public (the first Audit) to an authoritative (rational) expert agreement made “comprehensible to the media and the general public”. What is also interesting is the position of the media – being made the main audience before the “broad public” in the document. This shift in audience, orientation to the media, and visibility is a backdrop against which this paper understands the re-spatialisation of the public in the given case. 

			As is evident from the interviews, self-expertisation seemed to solve the problem of the destabilised position of NGOs in a society sceptical about any “public actors”. An Audit, as public feedback to state power, should provide an expert mirror. The authors viewed themselves as both civil society and experts filling in the hollowed-out public space that was abandoned during communism while aiming at the ideal of “partnership” between expertise and the public. But from the beginning, there has been tension about whether others are partners or (non-rational) enemies. The publishing of additional infographics and other simpler materials that accompanied the main analysis was illustrative of this ambiguous (dis-)respect for others. This also affected the performance of the public space. These “Infographics” and “Summary of the most important findings with a reduced contextual component” are designed to provide easy points to agree with the conclusions of the Audits. With the presupposition of less competent (or busier) readers and orientation to the media, there also come more self-aware plans for the role of such Audits – they are no longer about merely informing and developing debate, but about state planning and implementation.

			After several years of gradually shaping and updating the Audit, we have managed to create really robust analytical material that describes the education system in important detail and offers evaluations and solutions. We firmly believe that it will be used in the planning and implementation of education policy in the Czech Republic and will draw attention to really serious topics, some of which require immediate action. (EDUin o.p.s, 2018b)

			It faces us with an important question of the role of knowledge in public debates, in this case education. The willingness to publicise simplified knowledge slogans, the stress on the media, and the greater stress on the NGO’s expert authority all suggest a rather weaker role of the epistemic quality of expert knowledge and a stronger role of expertise’s persuasive quality aiming at direct influence. 

			It also points to a rather different form of expert control of a public issue (in this case education) than is imagined by technocracy or expertocracy, in which the epistemic quality of expertise is decisive – the scientific, objective quality itself should govern what to do; modern sociotechnical imaginaries count on knowledge as a power by its epistemic quality. However, as Nico Stehr argued, knowledge has no direct relation to power. It is the action – the work which is done with this knowledge – that determines which power relations evolve (Stehr and Adolf 2018). On the basis of the case study, I would push this interpretation further. For Stehr et al., despite the decisive role of work with knowledge, experts are still ones who have some better knowledge than others (objective, indisputable, etc.). However, in my case, it is not the quality of knowledge but the refracted quality which sticks to the bearer of such knowledge, which gives the authority and the power to influence public debates. The expert has authority because he/she delivers “expert” knowledge – self-labelling performed in front of the public is the practice that sets the relationship between expertise and the public sphere. In such a relationship, it is not presupposed that “key players” invited to pay attention to the Audits will read long analyses of audits; they watch infographics telling them the story of who is an expert, who fails (the state, politicians, teachers, etc.), and who is important (key players). In the given political and social circumstances under which the NGO had to act this public performance transgresses the modern technocratic visions of influential knowledge. In that sense, expertise as a pure epistemic quality is made too distant to influence immediately the public sphere. On the contrary, expertise as label practice mediated through simpler message containers (infographics) is pushed to the fore in order to be visible to the public. The idea of independent science advising the independent public sphere is not maintained in this phase. Expertise is made felt present only through normative and political claims of those who need to stabilise their public position.

			Media coverage also increased in this period; in addition to the EDUin website itself, Audits were introduced, described, or advertised in internet educational portals or on the websites of educational journals, such as pedagogicke.info, ceskaskola.cz, ucitelske-listy.cz (teachers’ letters), and rizeniskoly.cz (school management), but also in media with broad coverage such as Hospodářské noviny (a financial newspaper) and ČT24 (Czech public television). 

			Despite its explicit stress on rationality, it is not rationality that is contained in the many analyses in the Audits, but rationality as refracted through the authors – experts – their meaning is now “those who create and bring rational knowledge”; and as we will see in the next phase, such rationality can also refract through those who follow these Audits. This shift to direct influence instead of energy-consuming and not-so-influential “contributing to public debate” will be even more visible in the next phase, in which the Audits went to be publicised in the Senate.

			Audits as Normative Events

			The 2019 Audit is important for several points: for the next change in the materiality of the Audit itself, the message it brought, and the structure of ownership of the NGO that published it, which made EDUin more of a professional advocacy group than, as previously, a bottom-up volunteer group.

			The format of the Audits remained more or less the same across the years 2015-2018; it was a PDF document accompanied by other PDF infographics and summaries. But in 2019, it moved to hypertext, which it is not possible to read linearly; one must “wander” according to a given structure of references. There was also a change in the ownership structure of the NGO that publishes the Audits. In December 2019, EDUin signed an agreement on cooperation and financial support for the next five years from 2020 with Livesport, which is a Czech technology company that develops websites and applications with fast sports news. In January 2020, Livesport became a general partner of EDUin and takes one-third of the positions on the administrative and supervisory boards. At the same time, this company alternates in the position of the founders of EDUin (EDUin o.p.s. 2019c). According to simple word content analysis, it is apparent that this document deals the most of all the Audits with the terms “public”, “expert”, and “independence”. Without overinterpreting, it partly covers the restructuring of the power structure inside EDUin. The press release stated that “We are an organisation independent of the state and we need strong donors to finance our programmes and projects” (EDUin o.p.s. 2019d).

			This first hypertexted document claims to bring “more rationality”2 based on available evidence to the discussion about education policy. Its ambition was to “bring more important actors to the conclusions” of this document, such as “political representatives, legal decision-makers, business actors, academics and experts, to school directors and teachers” (EDUin o.p.s. 2020). This means rather a passive role for the public audience – the conclusions are already prepared and even “more important actors” are not partners in formulating them, while they can demonstrate rational action simply by following these conclusions. Nevertheless, the document explicitly stated that it is not a rigorous scientific study (also in the previous Audit). Despite this, the authors still called their analyses involved in the document expertise. In order to “raise the objectivity” of its document, the NGO addressed many “experts and insiders in the field of education” – “independent opponents”, whose comments the authors tried to incorporate into the document. (EDUin o.p.s. 2020). 

			To fully understand this facet of expertise meeting the public, we need to take into consideration the way this Audit was publicised and its very specific circumstances (COVID). It was the first case of presentation of this document not before the general public but in the Senate. In this event, not only was there a “publication” of the document in play, but also a shift from an educational audience to a decision maker audience, and the shift in the form of the public sphere. A wider context must be noted. Since the beginning of the pandemic, speed and physical distance had been required from all responsible actors in Czech education when creating normative plans for what to do in an exceptional state of affairs. This same pressure also pushed NGOs in education; they emphasised more online channels, which also entailed some narrowing– i.e. less publicly chosen panellists in “public” debates or an audience whose participation was narrowed down to writing questions using the chat functions of the media that were used. It seemed logical that publicising the Audit went online – but there was something more involved. These technologised practices go against our traditional view of what the public sphere is. Although it seems to be more public (as a part of technological optimism because “everyone can see it”), the actual publicness of the public is brought into question for several reasons: evading the formal public structures (the public space), the non-public choice of panellists, and the privately-based technological materiality (social media). 

			Let us have a closer look at this shift in the materiality and publicness. The first pandemic Audit (2020) was presented in February 2021 in the Senate’s empty auditorium with only the senator hosting the NGO, a representative from the Ministry of Education, a moderator from the NGO, one presenter from the NGO, and there were two other presenters from the NGO online (EDUin o.p.s., 2021). The presentation was broadcast via Facebook and YouTube. The general audience was allowed to pose some questions in the chat rooms of these social media. Various layers of publicity, materiality, and virtuality make up this performance. This performance situated various elements in a complex way that escapes neat theories of the public sphere – just where the public sphere is makes this performance hard to answer. 

			First, it was a normative event documenting claims of what should and should not be done. Second, since it was broadcast on social media (FB), anyone could see it – the audience was public and general. However, the event inside was just a presentation between the NGO’s representative and a decision maker; the space inside was devoid of a public audience. Nevertheless, the space outside was indefinable (no one could determine who would watch in a given time) but not empty. However, since the communication between the presenters and the audience was distanced, they were only a spectator audience, viewers, although public. They could pose a question in the chat but they were not a partner in the dialogue between those two on the stage. 

			One of these chat questions was symptomatic: “Who ordered this Audit?” (YouTube chat 5th comment, accessed 10.11.2023, now unfortunately erased). Who ordered this audit is truly a question – nobody. EDUin did not create it to order but for its own purposes or for the good of education. Authority as a formal notion of who orders is distorted in this performance. The authority here is not of who orders, but who has the right to sit next to the senator and let others watch him say what should be done. Such a performance of authority may bear ambiguous meanings. The explicit message provided by EDUin is different from the meaning for the senator and for the audience mediated narrowly through private social media. Some of them could challenge such authority in terms of formal rules of particular administrative settings. The title “audit” does not confuse only social scientists, but also people used to legal language. But these different meanings are not any clashes between pre-established registers of power (here are senators and their interests, here are experts and their interests, here is a civic organisation and its interests) simply because these roles are actually mixed; in this performative act, the turfs of responsibilities, administrative roles, and fixed territories of influence are problematised: the senator invites an expert who is actually not a scientist to present the Audit which is actually not an audit to an audience which is not actually in discussion. An NGO expert arrogates some of the senator’s authority to himself when using his institutional space, and the senator arrogates the proclaimed rationality to himself by sharing the space with an expert. Audit is the name of the evaluation – the audience is to watch a judgement which was not actually ordered by anybody. The separateness of territories is not maintained in this phase again. From a topological point of view, iterations of such public events as publicising these Audits are acts of mutation, not of replication, although they repeat in time and space.

			Third, another feature of the publicness of this performance is the non-public nature of the technological carrier of this normative documentation. But, as in the case of expertise, digital technologies do not have the power to influence the public sphere without human action that works with or through them. What is interesting here is that in the next Audits (for the years 2021 and 2022), this format of publicising the Audit remained almost the same, even though COVID had ended. It was an event in the Senate, with more audience attendance, broadcast by Facebook providing moderated chatting facilities.

			In these Senate performances, the NGO, even more, directed its communication to policymakers from state structures. The performance of publicising an Audit is delivering a message as the text itself, though in a different manner. This public performance is a practice to fix the meaning of who is an expert, what it means to be an audience, and what planning for education is; simply put, it sets the meaning of the relationship between (a kind of) expertise and a (kind of) public sphere. Setting these meanings has much more to do with the legitimacy of speaking publicly than with expert knowledge as an epistemic quality of knowing something. This means that the case is not that the public is abandoned, left empty, but it is located somewhere else – where the negotiation of the difference between what is public and what is private takes place – on the margins of these performances – when someone contests the meaning and the roles of auditors (judges) and auditees (material to be acted on) performed on the stage.

			Production of Actors, Knowledge (Expertise), and of the Public Sphere

			This section will provide a more synthetic interpretation of the effects on the public sphere. Since it is based on a limited case study, it acknowledges that in other spheres than education it may be otherwise. The roles of the Audits in all their contexts are threefold. They are a position artefact; the authority of an NGO is signalled by a normative document, “our expert document”. Secondly, they are a key node of interaction, an infrastructuring and stabilising connectivity among important actors (the variety of external commentators, panellists, other networked partners), ideas, and values. Thirdly, they are sociotechnical imaginaries desired to be followed (it is rational to follow an Audit’s conclusions, since non-partisan experts worked on them). They translate its politics of influence into morals of rationality by delimiting reasonable and valuable things to strive for and, in that, delimiting the role of a reasonable public audience.

			1) In the above-described case, the role of expertise in the public has the relational dynamics of expertising, especially an “expert self”, and de-expertising of other actors, hence of others’ actions and knowledge. The consequence is that knowledge was not conveyed through knowledge itself but through the self-creating of a knowledgeable actor. Using expertise became legitimising action, not “evidence-based” epistemic action. It became less a case of knowing how to do things, and more of a position maker, how to be an agent bringing a change to a public issue. This relationship was maintained further by a kind of elevation by expertise, which pushes the position of the bearer of an Audit above the mere public (equal among others). The Audits’ relation to reality goes beyond its cognitive role because it plays the role of a legitimation artefact. Expertise became a valuable object which was used for political purposes. The displacement of the epistemological quality of the expertise from its public use is the recontextualisation of the modern imaginary in new functions. In that, Nico Stehr is right; knowledge is not powerful in itself but in its use (Stehr and Adolf 2018:25). However, the findings show that knowledge is not used as a knowing tool but as a “relevant actor” tool, which delimits the roles of others: the specific content of quantitative large-scale comparative data, in its use, brings quantified relations to others – quantitative comparison of others – enclosing them into a mass of numbers against ME, who has the reason and will to take care of THEM. In that sense, knowledge has power – it divides between knowledgeable, unquantifiable experts as unique personalities and others as countable matter.

			2) The attitudes of distrust towards the state inherited from the communist era from the side of civil society applied at the beginning of the given NGO, and also in the challenging context of the pandemic and its aftermath. Nevertheless, the use of normative documents as devices for legitimising their own “expert” position, as well as to identify “true educational problem”, the NGO actors went beyond this distrust. They put the emphasis on direct communication with policymakers, which I have described as an emerging new legitimation infrastructure in Czech education and as the misunderstanding caused when critiques of both neoliberalism or state-driven transnationalism are applied (Wirthová 2022). Contrary to Holmwood and Balon’s findings (2018), the shift in the role of NGOs was not caused by the desire to be accepted by the neoliberal government but by a desire to be accepted as a relevant partner in the face of people’s distrust of all public institutions – state or non-state. Therefore, Czech NGOs in education needed both to be “against” the government to capitalise on the distrust of it and to be a “partner” of it. 

			The public audience was not something ready-made, which is or is not invited to debate, but which is created by that debate – it was a situational and processual matter. Given the probe, the public sphere is divided into those who are experts and those who are the subject of their actions. Material or the system, acted on in order for its quality to be improved, ceased to be a partner and thus the public in the sense of equals who can oppose claims. They became spectators of the public performances. The public audience of the Audits has changed its place and space (re-spatialised) because the public use of expertise through such documents and its presentations and performances was also re-spatialised. This is not to claim that the Czech educational situation faces NGO-isation, a thesis which has already been revised (Jacobsson and Saxonberg 2013). The case is not that an NGO is more interested in fundraising than mobilising society – but that through the contexts of their publicising, the Audits as specific documents created a different type of agential and ideational space with regard to education.

			3) The probe has shown that the modern technocratic idea of a marriage of expertise and the public sphere can survive in the legitimation practice of non-state actors, whose positions are fragile from an administrative point of view. They secure their positions through expertise performed before the public, a topological practice through which both the nature of expertise and the form of the public sphere mutate. The public is changing because the space-time of public debates is changing. Although the modern connection of the public and expert knowledge is still living in the sociotechnical imaginary, it has consequences that go beyond modern stabilities. One of the consequences is the rising separation of the experts’ topological space-time (cross-jurisdictional space for action) and topographic space-time (measurable, systemic) for those who are the objects of their auditing. Expert actors can break free from the modern space and structure their relationships without traditional modern dependencies and responsibilities. Since the material (auditees) cannot be a partner to experts, it becomes the audience in the sense of spectators. The public sphere can then arise situationally and relationally on the margins of public performance where such separateness is contested, in the places of the contestation and deliberation of the legitimacy of actors and their knowledge – often on the margins of performances, sometimes as a non-intentional consequence. Looking back on the analysis, the public sphere is a situation that must be performed, but not all performances of publicness are public in effect.

			Conclusion

			This paper presented the relationship between expertise and the public sphere as a social topological research question demonstrated by exploratory study of contemporary reform endeavours in education, namely the expert and public documents of an NGO: Audit of the educational system in the Czech Republic: risks and opportunities. The paper identified forms of the relationship between expertise and the public that transgressed the modern sociotechnical imaginary of the direct effect of expert knowledge on public issues. I stressed the mediatory role of the self-labelling of actors as experts (expertising) that set the expert individual as independent of the state and science and made the epistemic character of expertise less important than that of legitimation. It also put others in the position of material to be improved. In doing this, relationally, through its performative character, it also established different public spheres. I argue that an important way to examine the contemporary public sphere is not to see it as emptied, but as relocated. Such a division between material and individual to handle this material is modern in principle, but in this case, it is not made by science nor by the state but by “public” actors who developed a different, not-so-modern topography, rather a topology, with different coordinates and tools of influence shifting the meaning and the place of the public sphere and hence not hollowing it out but displacing and shifting it. On the one hand, the public sphere shifted to being a mere audience of the Audits, and on the other, the public sphere was happening on the margins of publicity, on the sites where the division was deliberated and sometimes resisted or criticised. This latter meaning and place of the public sphere were situational, and in Benjamin’s terms, it was spacing, where the actors resisted the object-subject divide and claimed a common partner relationship. Not taking into account this possibility of relocation could cause the social sciences to look for things where they are not and in a form they have lost. It is important to think not only about the intentional emptying of the public sphere but also about travelling and transforming the public sphere into another space-time, creating new infrastructures that can (while retaining some modern elements for some) be un-public for others.
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					1	The longest-serving minister was Robert Plaga (13. 12. 2017 – 17. 12. 2021), appointed by ANO, a populist party of which the figurehead is the billionaire businessman Andrej Babiš.

					2	More rationality is already claimed in the 2018 Audit.
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