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Science in the age of populism 

Science is changing in the age of populism, which is boom-
ing in politics and society. Populism draws on untruth and 
lies; it is based on alternative facts and fake news. A mem-
ber of parliament for the AfD, a right-wing extremist party 
in Germany, expressed this in almost aphoristic terms, stat-
ing “It’s not just about pure statistics, but about how citizens 
perceive it”, after he was caught lying blatantly.1 Arendt2 
writes that lying is one of the fundamental conditions of 
totalitarianism, declaring: “The essential negative quality of 
the totalitarian elite is never to accept the world as it is, as 
given, and never even to compare lies with reality.”

Article 5 of the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of 
Germany states that “Science, research and teaching shall 
be free”. In this regard, the President of the German Re-
search Foundation, Prof Dr Peter Strohschneider,3 makes 
a clear and unambiguous statement on how he assesses 
the way this legal text is being handled today: “Madness 
and lies, vulgar cynicism, naked power calculations and ir-
responsible simplification are once again proving their his-
torical power – also with regard to the freedom of science.” 
The fact that this restriction of independent science is not 
only occurring in Germany but also in Turkey, the USA, 
Hungary and, unfortunately, many other countries is 
shown not only by media reports but also by our personal 
conversations with colleagues from various countries 
around the world.

Science, research and teaching must remain free, for 
only in freedom does science have no alternative to de-

scribing complex realities and thus obtaining methodo
logically reliable knowledge. Its results are open to criticism 
and must remain falsifiable. Only in this manner does em-
pirical evidence not become absolute certainty, but rather 
retains room for discussion, interpretation and develop-
ment. In this way, trust in science can be maintained in so-
ciety; it disappears when unfulfilled promises, including 
those made by providers in the medical industry, are prop-
agated. Scientific work requires a clash of theories and the 
resulting interpretation of data. Science needs criticism and 
“thrives from openness to new insights”.4 The “current” 
state of science cannot and must not remain at its present 
level. A constant review of established truth must be con-
ducted; a conclusion that is arrived at empirically must be 
capable of failing in the face of experience and remain fal-
sifiable.5 Scientific reflection requires the acknowledge-
ment of those who are recognised and must be critically 
questioned at all times to generate possible new interpre-
tations and insights. Scientists should maintain dialogue 
continuously, exchange ideas, represent their views and 
revise them if necessary. My suggestion for this is a supple-
ment to our conferences, the aim of which would be “no 
knowledge without recognition”,6 with fewer monologues 
and more sharing of knowledge by those who are recog-
nised, open and critical discussion of the presented topics, 
more panel discussions and more intellectual exchange. I 
also propose the creation of a discussion platform in the 
Journal of Aligner Orthodontics, whether in print or online.
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I would like to end with another quote from Prof Peter 
Strohschneider:3 “I firmly believe that, especially in times of 
populist anti-intellectualism and autocratic hostility to sci-
ence, the sciences can only do justice to the connection 
between freedom and responsibility with careful self-re-
straint and self-distance – or, if they like, with honesty and 
modesty. This attitude is essential in science, as it is in an 
open, pluralistic society and in a constitutional democracy.”
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