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he past months have been marked by a some-
times heated dispute about who should pre-

pare, make, and take responsibility for decisions in 
view of the uncertainty about the course and signifi-
cance of the Covid 19 pandemic. This has resulted in 
close and certainly necessary cooperation between 
science and politics, which will be remembered fi-
guratively in the regular press conferences held by 
the Robert Koch Institute in the presence of the Fe-
deral Minister of Health. What is problematic about 
this image is the relationship that exists between the 
President of the Robert Koch Institute, Professor Lo-
thar Wieler, and member of the executive, Minister 
Jens Spahn, who is actually the employer and supe-
rior of the head of this federal scientific authority. 
To deduce from this that science is in a position of 
dependency is not only wrong, but also contradicts 
our understanding of the freedom of science and re-
search, which is protected by the Basic Law.

With regard to the interplay between science and 
politics, others may recall that in various media ap-
pearances, scientists have made ultimate demands 
on politicians, postulating that - if these were not im-
plemented quickly - not only would political failure 
be the result, but many citizens would be in mortal 
danger. The public uproar has contributed to putting 
those with political responsibility on the defensive in 
these situations. Sometimes contradictory political 
action has been the result, at the cost of a loss of 
confidence among the general population.

Both pictures make it clear that in the months of the 
pandemic, the network of relationships between 
science, public opinion, and politics developed in 
a very heterogeneous and ambivalent way. At the 
beginning, the focus was very concentrated on and 
confident in initial scientific findings that support-
ed efforts to save the lives of seriously ill people in 
medical institutions. However, this positivistic basic 
attitude towards science has since then gradually 
eroded. The same applies to the trust in those with 
political responsibility and their ability to decide on 
a comprehensible and consistent course of action 
based on the respective state of scientific know-
ledge. The result was a dispute that, especially with 
regard to science, focused on the question of wheth-
er a primarily intellectual approach to the individual 
and societal problems of the pandemic, based on a 
great deal of detailed knowledge, might not lead to 
a better solution to the problem than the prescrip-
tions for action from specialists in the field of politics. 
Thus, the dispute between opponents and suppor-
ters of so-called coronavirus measures became a  

dispute about the status of science itself, about 
scientific communication, and the relationship bet-
ween politics and science.

In this context, Chancellor Angela Merkel allowed us 
a surprisingly personal insight into her inner com-
pass in December 2020 during the general debate 
on the 2021 budget in the German Bundestag. She 
explained her choice of subject: 

she had studied physics to gain orientation. In a coun-
try where reality was always dependent on its interpre-
tation by the powerful, the study of the laws of nature 
had represented a decisive inner and substantive posi-
tioning for her: the laws of gravity, the principles of the 
earth's gravitation, and the speed of light could not be 
reinterpreted.

Uncertainty and dwindling confidence

While a close link between scientific knowledge and 
political action could be deduced from this, many 
commentators, meanwhile, are taking politics to 
task: decisions have been made too late, scientific 
findings have not been interpreted correctly, impor-
tant time has been wasted. Under the headline "Mit 
dem Latein am Ende – Die Politik hat fertig" (At the 
end of the road - politics is finished), a commenta-
ry on Deutschlandfunk put it in a nutshell: multiple 
misjudgements, uncertain action, responsibility for 
public confusion, and other inadequacies in dealing 
with the pandemic have characterised recent poli-
tics. There were serious gaps between the commit-
ment to trust in science and the actions taken in the 
political lowlands, which ultimately allowed only 
one conclusion to be drawn: The recommendations 
of the National Academy of Sciences Leopoldina 
on the current infection situation and the resulting 
conclusions for actions in the public sphere were 
well-founded and based on clear scientific analyses. 
Politics had finished and it was time for virologists 
to take over the reins of government, at least for a 
certain period of time, so that stringency in actions 
and calm would return to the country.

In the given situation, such statements might meet 
with a certain level of public understanding. The 
so-called third wave of the pandemic was emerg-
ing with a large number of new infections, the risk 
of the virus spreading further within Germany was 
constantly increasing, and with it the concern grew 
that this could possibly lead to the need to priori-
tise treatment measures, especially in intensive care 
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Fig. 1: German Chancellor Angela Merkel in 
Dezember 2015 in Karlsruhe (Photo: Olaf Kosinsky 
/ Skillshare.eu / wikimedia commons).
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units. For the author of this article, however, this 
comment not only caused not only an amount of 
head-shaking, but also some inner resistance.

It is certainly true that since the outbreak of the 
pandemic, we of the mostly Western, industrialised 
countries have discussed the importance of science 
for the development and well-being of our societies 
with unusual vigour. The direct connection of scien-
tific findings with the protection of life and limb has 
led to an emotionalization of the debate, the passi-
onate and serious nature of which would seem, at 
first glance, positive for a scientist. This is because 

over the past decade, we have seen a clear distrust 
of scientific findings, especially when they collide 
with economic or political goals, for example in the 
case of climate change. The sharp attacks of former 
U.S. President Donald Trump, who portrayed scien-
tists as un-American and conspiratorial because they 
had confirmed that the cutting of CO2 greenhouse 
emissions was crucial in salvaging a liveable planet, 
will still resonate in many ears. In doing so, they had 
contradicted the Trump administration’s political 
and economic goals, and were attacked not just in 
terms of substance, but also personally, without ba-
sis in any other scientific work or findings. Some will 
also remember the March for Science, the worldwide 
demonstrations for the importance of scientific re-
search. These were the expression of an insecurity 
that also affected the organisational structures and 
internal constitution of science, and clearly showed 
the concern that we humans could say goodbye to 
what has distinguished us even before the birth of 
Kant's critical philosophy: the use of reason to shape 
our living worlds.

Effective to this day:
The Humboldtian ideal of education

This development is all the more irritating because 
advances in technology and the natural sciences, in 
the humanities, cultural studies, and social sciences 
have revolutionised our lives in the past 60 years as 
never before. Some people may still remember the 
end of the 1960s. At that time, two events that took 
place in distant places marked the beginning of a 
period of scientific positivism that was by no means 
restricted to venerable university halls, but found its 
way into the living rooms of millions of people via 
the then still rather blurred black-and-white images 

Fig. 2: Main building of the German Academy of 
Sciences Leopoldina – National Academy of Scien-
ces in Halle (Saale) (Photo: Gunther Tschuch PaulT 
/ wikimedia commons).

“The probability of error is a characteristic of science. 
We must integrate it into our relationship with government 
if reason is to remain the guiding principle for action.”

Fig. 3: March for Science in Berlin in April 2017 
(Photo: Heike Mewis / wikimedia commons).
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on the television set. These events were the moon 
landing including Neil Armstrong's small step that 
became a big one for mankind, and the first heart 
transplant a year earlier in South Africa. For the first 
time, both these events were based on scientific 
developments and thoroughly covered by the me-
dia and, and no one could really assess what they 
might have to do with oneself. Nevertheless, a feel- 
ing of motivation spread to the school classrooms. 
Something had been achieved here that would in 
principle have a positive influence on everyone.

Some might object that a lot of naivety and even 
more emotionality went into this perception. By 
definition, neither have a place in science. But be 
that as it may, it has not harmed the development 
of many generations of young people who have set 
out to pursue school and university degrees to work 
for the betterment of the world. There was a revival 
of public enthusiasm for science, of a type that Ale-
xander von Humboldt once knew how to generate. 
Essential principles of the educational ideal develo-
ped by his brother Wilhelm still form the foundation 
of our communal existence to this day. Demands for 
freedom, responsibility, and morality, based on the 
conviction of an unchanging reason, are the start-
ing point of scientific and university thinking. High 
school graduates like Angela Merkel have interna-
lised this and intuitively or consciously chosen their 
field of study in this tradition.

Science and research:
free, resilient, and neutral

In these decisions, it is important to understand the 
position science has not only in public perception 
but also with regard to the realisation of life plans. 
This is linked to the question of whether science and 
art form an unrestricted space that is resistant to ex-
ternal influence, or whether restrictions on thought 
and action through political reprisal should narrow 
this space.

Science and art, as the protected spheres as they are 
in Germany’s Basic Law today, have a central position 
in the organisation of the polity. This central position 
is based on the confidence that, in order to deter-
mine the truth, a serious effort in a methodical, sys-
tematic, and verifiable manner will produce findings 
that are useful and beneficial to all. This expectati-
on refers to the neutrality of science as set out and 
justified by Max Weber. He assumed that scientific 
knowledge is objective and thus value-free. Science 
therefore makes no judgements about the world 
as it should be, it merely describes the world as it 
is. Thus, the path to the acquisition of knowledge 
through science is built on the ground of freedom. 
This happens in unconditional trust in reason under 
the postulate of neutrality. Science is largely immu-
ne to personal interests and individual desires. This 
even applies when the original research question  

Fig. 5: Portrait of Alexander von Humboldt 
from 1806 by Friedrich Georg Weitsch (1758-1828) 
(Photo: Karin März / wikimedia commons).

Fig. 4: Statue of Immanuel Kant in Kalinin-
grad, after the original by Christian Daniel Rauch 
(1777-1857) that was lost in World War II (Photo: 
wikimedia commons).

Fig. 6: The first moon landing in December 1968: 
Buzz Aldrin exits the Apollo 11 lander (Photo: 
NASA / wikimedia commons).
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already has the potential utility of the results in mind, 
like, for example, in vaccine research or in identifying 
the epidemiological rules for structuring a pandemic 
response.

Max Weber also admonished science to remain poli-
tically neutral. How difficult political neutrality is, for 
example, for a scientific body advising government, 
was demonstrated in the last two decades by the 
establishment of the National and later the German 
Ethics Council. Heated by the discussion about the 
moral limits of scientific development, as exem-
plified by embryonic stem cell research, Chancellor 
Gerhard Schröder convened a committee in 2001 to 
highlight ethical developments in the life sciences 
and present them to wider society in a comprehen-
sible way. The media attention was reduced to the 
question of whether there were majorities and mi-
norities within the panel with regard to certain posi-
tions. It was a long and arduous process to make the 
public understand that science has to follow rules 
of neutrality and that a committee, even if it is ap-
pointed by the German Federal Government or the 
German Bundestag, cannot or should not take over 
its tasks.

In the dialogue between science and government, 
the task is to compile the scientific arguments for a 
specific question in their entirety and, if necessary, 
even in their contradictory nature, to explain them in 

a comprehensible way and to support government 
with possible conclusions, which can of course differ 
if the arguments are weighted differently. Political 
decisions, for their part, should then follow con- 
science, and not this knowledge exclusively. This is 
the basis for the acceptance of majority decisions.

Networking of science and society

In the dialogue between science and society, it is 
also essential to understand the basic features of 
scientific methodology, which is often oriented to-
wards experimentation and not infrequently pro-
duces results by falsifying approaches. Rarely and 
only in a few disciplines are there regularities of 
such unambiguity that they can be called laws of 
nature and prove themselves time and again as the 
basis of reliable predictions. Physics is one of these, 
and Angela Merkel spoke of it. The situation is diffe-
rent in economics and medicine, for example. Here, 
predictions are continuously corrected and further 
developed. Many people are familiar with the situ-
ation that clinical findings are ambiguous or that 
proposed therapies do not always lead to success. 
This is what distinguishes economics and medicine 
from physics.

In December 2020, we find ourselves once again in 
the same general debate conducted by the German 
Bundestag. The arguments presented there have not 
strengthened confidence in science in either direc-
tion. Biology and the medicine based on it are only 
rudimentarily comparable to physics in principle. 
That is why the study of human medicine could not 
have provided orientation for Angela Merkel, a high 
school graduate, as she had hoped physics would. 
And that is why recommendations from excellent 
scientists from various disciplines are not laws of 
nature on which political action can be calculated 
stringently and with great certainty in planning. 
It therefore becomes problematic when scientific 
committees recommend concrete action that requi-
res a genuine political justification. Accordingly, it is 
a fallacy to believe that a committee of experts can 
make better decisions than the elected and respon-
sible politicians. This form of understanding science 
endangers the progress that selective knowledge 
can contribute to supporting political decision-ma-
king. Above all, science and politics alike are caught 
in a dilemma of justification, which is accompanied 
by a loss of public trust. Medicine is not physics. A 
pandemic does not behave according to laws of na-
ture that we can grasp.

Fig. 7: Max Weber, photograph from 1918  
(Photo: wikimedia commons).
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The unanswered questions regarding the pheno-
menon that has been with us since the beginning 
of 2020 still loom large. Science can help to clarify 
these questions piece by piece and slowly genera-
te an overall picture with each answer, like a puzzle. 
In the meantime, the knowledge we have already 
gained helps us secure and maintain our lives with 
new rules that need to be defined. These rules are 
naturally changing constantly, because our gain in 
knowledge makes this possible. Only if the resulting 
uncertainty and the range of unanswered questions 
are not understood as a loss of authority but as a 
natural framework of human action, can their com-
munication help to calm the uncertainty of society 
as a whole. The probability of error is a characteristic 
of science. We must integrate it into our relationship 
with government if reason is to remain the guiding 
principle for action.

The Chancellor's contribution to the general debate 
of the Bundestag can and should therefore be under-
stood as a plea for the ethical and political neutrality 
of science. On the other hand, anyone who under-
stands this contribution as a rationale for the sub-
ordination of political options for action to rational 
findings, which are inevitably subject to a high de-
gree of volatility when the object of investigation –  
as in the case of the coronavirus pandemic – is en-
dowed with many unknowns, is encouraging misin-
terpretation that in the end damages both democra-
cy and science.

Conclusion

The lasting management of the pandemic depends 
on many factors, and outstanding multidisciplina-
ry scientific expertise is needed to answer current 
questions. It requires a differentiated perception 
of this expertise on the part of politicians, who can 
derive comprehensible and stringent recommenda-
tions for action from it. This will enable a solution to 
the overall problem in which each and every indivi-
dual assumes responsibility under the given frame-
work conditions. Only if it is possible to create a  
collective willingness to act – and this is also a task of  
the media, which accompany both science and  
politics – can overarching challenges be overcome.

Fig. 8: View inside the copula of the  
Reichstag building in Berlin  
(Photo: bluejayphoto / istockphoto.com).

This article is based 
on an article by the 
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