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Science and politics in the times of COVID-19

Claus Beisbart, University of Bern, Claus.Beisbart@philo.unibe.ch

Science is a key player in the human response to COV-
ID-19 and to the coronavirus. Although there are still many
unknowns and uncertainties, our knowledge about, and un-
derstanding of, the virus have significantly expanded due to
scientific research. Given the huge interest in the pandemic,
many scientific studies on the virus have immediately been
reported in the public media, and research related to COV-
ID-19 has been at the center of public attention.

How exactly can science help to fight the pandemic? One
crucial contribution is the development of a vaccine. But sci-
entific findings can also shape the response to the virus at
times in which vaccines are not yet broadly available. In par-
ticular, scientific findings can, and should, inform public pol-
icy making. How does the virus spread? More specifically,
how long are people with COVID-19 infectious? Which path-
way of infection is most prominent — via contact, droplets or
aerosols? Scientific research has made progress in answer-
ing these questions. Accordingly, politicians have referred to
scientific findings to make and to justify decisions. In many
countries, too, scientific committees have been formed to
provide policy advice from science .

But not everybody has been satisfied with the role that sci-
entists and their results have played in politics during times
of corona. One common complaint is that scientists, in par-
ticular virologists, have gained more political influence than
they deserve. For instance, in March 2020, R. K. Sprenger
complained in a Swiss newspaper that virologists reign,
while politics has resigned 2. A second complaint takes the
opposite direction. The main worry is that scientific findings
have unduly been neglected by politicians °.

Both complaints cannot have it right at the same time. So
what should we think about the interplay between science
and politics in times of COVID-19? Was science properly
taken into account? Was it able to play its proper part?

The answer depends on how exactly the interaction between
science and politics should be like. A lot of philosophers of
science agree that a simple model of rational agency im-
plies how science and politics should cooperate. The idea is
that political decisions are subject to the same requirements
of rationality as are human decisions to do this or that.

Rational action is goal-oriented behavior that is informed by
beliefs about relevant facts. If | aim to cure my headache
and hold a belief to the effect that taking ASA (vulgo aspi-
rin) cures my headache, then the rational way to act is to
take ASA — at least if there are no other reasons against

1 See htips.//ncs-tf.ch/d for the Swiss National COVID-19 Science Task
Force.

2 https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/coronavirus-virologen-regieren-die-
politik-hat-abgedankt-Id. 1549096

3 See https://www.nzz.ch/meinung/lehren-aus-corona-die-schweiz-
muss-nachbessern-fuer-die-krise-1d. 1555114#back-register for an
example.

doing this. To take ASA is a matter of a very basic demand
of rationality, viz. means-ends rationality. It obliges agents
to take those means they think to be most suited to realize
their aims.

Means-ends rationality assesses possible ways of acting
relative to the goals and beliefs of the agent. But shouldn’t
the goals and the beliefs be rational themselves?

Turn first to the rationality of goals. Some goals are rational
because their realization is a means for reaching another,
superordinate goal, or at least contributes to reaching that
goal. It is rational to set one goal for the sake of another. In
this way, the goal to cure my headache is rational in view of
the goal to be healthy or the goal to enjoy my life. But this
only pushes us back to another goal. As already Aristotle
noted in his Nicomachean ethics, the story cannot continue
indefinitely in this way. There must be ultimate goals that
are not justified or rationalized in terms of other goals. It’s
plausible to say that these goals ground in our values or in
the recognition of rights. So-called intrinsic values are the
sorts of things that are worth being promoted for their own
sake. Human well-being, aesthetic experience and knowl-
edge are often mentioned as examples of such values. And
the moral rights of other people, e.g. their right to hold their
own view, constrain what we can legitimately do. But what is
really intrinsically valuable, or which value should we adopt?
And which rights do our fellow humans possess? These are
central questions for ethics. Philosophers as different as Ar-
istotle (384 - 322 BC), Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804) and
John Stuart Mill (1806 - &
1873) have made lasting
contributions to this field.
Although there is a lot
of agreement on values
and rights — for instance
on the value of human
well-being — some ques-
tions from ethics haven'’t
been answered by a con-
sensus. For instance, it
has remained controver-
sial how exactly human
well-being should be un-
derstood or how different
types of considerations
— several intrinsic values
or various human rights
— should be weighed
against each other if
they are in conflict in a difficult choice. More specifically,
how much freedom may be sacrificed for the sake of public
health? Is it appropriate to require that people wear masks
in public buildings to contain the pandemic? Ethics hasn'’t
reached an unequivocal agreement on questions of this
kind for every type of situation (although some trade-offs
seem to be clear). In our culture, difficult questions about

"

Fig. 1: John Stuart Mill is a famous
ethicist and the author of ,Utilitari-
anism*, Source: htips://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:JohnStuart-

Mill jpg (public domain).


https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/coronavirus-virologen-regieren-die-politik-hat-abgedankt-ld.1549096
https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/coronavirus-virologen-regieren-die-politik-hat-abgedankt-ld.1549096
https://www.nzz.ch/meinung/lehren-aus-corona-die-schweiz-muss-nachbessern-fuer-die-krise-ld.1555114#back-register
https://www.nzz.ch/meinung/lehren-aus-corona-die-schweiz-muss-nachbessern-fuer-die-krise-ld.1555114#back-register

Communications de la SSP No. 63

trade-offs between values are thus left to public discourse
and democratic decision-making. It’s ultimately politics that
strikes a balance between competing considerations.

Turn second to rational beliefs. Obviously, beliefs are ration-
al to the extent to which they are supported by the pertinent
evidence. The more evidence speaks in favor of a belief, the
more likely is it true. And typically, only true beliefs help us to
realize our goals, while false beliefs lead us astray. Taking
ASA won't help if it’s not true that ASA cures a headache.
So we’d better orient ourselves after the available evidence.

This is the point where science comes in. One central aim
of scientific research is to obtain knowledge, which is infor-
mation well supported by evidence that has been accrued in
a systematic way. We’d rather draw on this knowledge if we
want to act successfully.

In the headache example, the relevant knowledge speci-
fies possible causes that bring about the intended effect.
But there are also slightly different ways in which scientific
knowledge can be important for our actions and decisions.
As philosopher Karl R. Popper (1902-1994) famously
stressed, science can inform us about unintended conse-
quences of our actions. In the current crisis, the side effects
of a vaccination or of a lockdown provide an excellent ex-
ample: For instance, how does a lockdown impact on the
training of school children or on people who suffer from a
depression? Scientific knowledge can also tell us that sev-
eral of our goals cannot be fulfilled at the same time.

Scientific progress notwithstanding, we often do not know
exactly what the consequences of certain actions or political
measures will be. If this wasn’t already obvious, the corona
crisis has made it plain: How effective are various types of
masks? Where exactly are the infections happening? These
are questions to which the answers aren’t fully known. But
even then, scientific findings can be important. Under so-
called decisions under risk, science gives us probabilities
for the outcomes that a choice may have. Thus, even if med-
icine cannot tell for sure what consequences smoking has
for a specific individual, it can make a probabilistic forecast
and specify how the probability of lung cancer increases for
smokers. Given this probability, we can at least estimate the
expected number of additional cases of lung cancer, and
this may be a sufficient basis for political decision making.

Sometimes, the situation is even worse than that since we
don’t even know the probabilities. Science can still be useful
by informing us about what may possibly happen if we do
this or that. For instance, climate scientists can warn us that,
if we continue emitting greenhouse gases as before, certain
tipping points may be reached, although no probabilities can
be put on such events. Rational decision-making takes such
possibilities into account, for instance by applying the pre-
cautionary principle — a principle that demands caution even
if a certain threat is highly uncertain *.

4 The various types of decisions are classified in decision theory; for an
introduction see Resnik, Michael, Choices, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis 1987. For information about precautionary approaches see:
Rechnitzer, Tanja, Precautionary Principles, The Internet Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/pre-caut/ (2020).
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Fig. 2. Predictions for some key variables from climate science
for various emission scenarios. The top panel, for instance, shows
the increase of temperature as function of time. Depending on
how many greenhouse gases are emitted in the scenarios called
RCP2.6 and RCP8.5, the increase in temperature is different. The
shaded areas visualize the uncertainties. Despite these uncerta-
inties, it is rational to take action if we want to avoid a significant
increase in temperature. Source: https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/
uploads/2018/02/FigSPM-07.jpg , IPCC, 2013: Climate Change
2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group
| to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change [T. F. Stocker, D. Qin, G.-K. Plattner, M. Tignor, S.
K. Allen, J. Boschung, A. Nauels, Y. Xia, V. Bex and P. M. Midgley
(eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom
and New York, NY, USA, Fig. FPM.7, p. 21.

This shows that scientific findings have a powerful role to
play in rational decision making — not just in decisions in
which we know for certain what our decisions will produce,
but also in decisions under risk or ignorance. Still, there is a
crucial limitation to the reach of science. Science can only
tell us what we should do if certain goals are assumed. Sci-
ence cannot make unconditional demands of the type: We
should lock down public life. Or we should lift the restric-
tions.

The reason is that science is value-free in the following
sense: Scientific findings do not imply unconditional value
judgments. They do not tell what we should do full stop or
how we should strike the balance between competing eth-
ical considerations, e.g. values or rights. This point was fa-
mously made by sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) and
is easily shown in two steps: First, scientific findings inform



us about how the world
truly is like. But second,
as philosopher David
Hume famously ob-
. served, how the world

truly is like doesn’t imply
how the world should
be like. It's a fact estab-
lished by science that
the climate warms up
and will continue to do
so if we don’t take ac-
tion, but whether climate
change is a bad thing or
not is another matter. It’s
another fact — this time
established by social sci-
ence — that many people
are concerned about cli-
mate change, but again
this doesn’t entail that
we should be concerned
about it.

Fig. 3 Sociologist Max Weber has
prominently argued that science
is value-free. Source: https://com-
mons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Max_

Weber,_1918.jpg (public domain).

The idea of value-free science is easily misunderstood. It
does not imply that science is completely independent of
values and that scientists are not subject to constraints that
derive from the rights of people. Some values are in fact
constitutive of science, for instance truth, transparency, and
publicity. And as all other human beings, scientists should
promote the agreed human values and respect human
rights. This may require them to devote their attention to
certain topics rather than others. In times of the pandemic,
more information about the disease and the virus is high-
ly valuable, so scientists who can contribute to related re-
search should do so.

It is no surprise then that philosophers of science have tried
to give a more nuanced picture about the interplay between
science and value 5. Some philosophers have even come to
reject the idea of value-free science. Their main worry is that
it is just impossible to keep science value-free. But what is
important for the purposes of this article is only that scientific
findings do not imply value judgments, and this is not too
controversial. Moreover, even those authors who claim that
scientific knowledge is more value-laden than we may think
typically stress that scientists should make transparent the
values on which their findings are based. But this is to admit
that scientific results hold only relative to certain values, and
that scientific facts do not tell us what we should do uncon-
ditionally.

This restriction may seem regrettable. The prospect of
knowing the right policies is tempting. But the restriction has
a healthy side too: Science-free value can appeal to people
with different values and political persuasions. It deserves
trust independent of where one stands in political or moral
controversies.

With this background in mind, we can get back to COVID-19.
Turn first to the question of whether the pertinent findings of
science were properly taken into account.

5 See e.g. Elliott, Kevin, A Tapestry of Values. An Introduction to Values
in Science, Oxford University Press, New York 2017.
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Certainly not everywhere. On Feb 28" — and thus at time
when a first genome analysis of the virus had been pub-
lished — the American president called the virus a “hoax” ©.
Other political leaders too have downplayed the threat the
virus poses, and continue to do so. And among the citizens,
deniers of Corona are still ubiquitous. Most often, strong in-
terests are behind their views: For instance, certain political
leaders want to avoid a lockdown because it is unpopular
and detrimental to the economy. They therefore make fac-
tual claims that contradict scientific findings, but that would
help to justify their opposition against certain restrictions
even to people for whom public health has a high priority. If
these political leaders believe what they say, they are sub-
ject to wishful thinking, a type of irrational believing: Beliefs
are not formed in view of the evidence, but rather following
certain interests. But maybe, the political leaders don’t even
believe what they say, in which case they’d deceive the pub-
lic even on their own view. All this is highly problematic, but
in such an obvious way that it doesn’t need any further dis-
cussion.

What’s more interesting is the question of whether scientif-
ic findings have been properly taken into account in coun-
tries like Switzerland, where deniers of Corona are not very
prominent, at least among leading politicians. There may still
be the worry that, verbal commitments to science notwith-
standing, scientific findings have been ignored or not been
applied in a consequent manner. Evidence for this worry
seems readily available: In Switzerland, the Science Task
Force was only formed fairly late (on March 31s, 2020) .
And members of the Task Force repeatedly complained that
politics was lacking behind the dynamics of the virus. For
instance, on Oct 23, 2020, the president of the Task Force,
Martin Ackermann, said that the measures taken at that time
were clearly insufficient . Many people shared this impres-
sion: Although the number of new infections was almost
constantly increasing since late June, restrictions were still
relaxed during the summer.

It may thus seem that the advice of science was unduly ne-
glected even in Switzerland. But things are not as easy as
that. The decision of whether certain measures are taken,
e.g. whether a lockdown is imposed on society, is a com-
plex one. There are strong reasons in favor of it — that it
helps to contain the pandemic — but there are also strong
reasons against it — that it restricts freedom, that it has bad
consequences for the education of children etc. Any proper
assessment of a lockdown has to strike a balance between
the ultimate values and the rights behind such reasons, i.e.,
public health, human freedom and so on. As has been ar-
gued before, striking this balance is not a matter of scientific
research. Political leaders may thus depart from a recom-
mendation of the Task Force if they come to a different con-
clusion on how the competing ethical considerations should
be balanced.

6 See e.g. https.//www.nbcnews.com/politics/donald-trump/trump-calls-
coronavirus-democrats-new-hoax-n1145721

7 See e.g. https://www.srf.ch/news/schweiz/task-force-zum-coronavirus-
bund-will-wissenschaft-besser-einbinden

8 https://www.srf.ch/news/schweiz/bund-und-kantone-vor-medien-
taskforce-chef-aktuelle-massnahmen-reichen-bei-weitem-nicht
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Daily new confirmed COVID-19 cases per million people

Shown is the rolling 7-day average. The number of confirmed cases is lower than the number of actual cases; the

main reason for that is limited testing.
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Fig. 4. The number of new infections per day per million people for a couple of coun-
tries. Viewgraphs of this type provide very salient information, but political decisions
cannot be based upon these numbers only. Figure produced via https://ourworldindata.

Dec 14, 2020

the answer is clearly yes. But the huge
temptation is to move beyond the realms
of scientific research and to make uncondi-
tional recommendations on what should be
done. On Dec. 8™, 2020, the German Leo-
poldina published a white paper that urges
for a thorough-going lockdown during the
Christmas holidays by saying that such a
lockdown was “unconditionally required for
scientific reasons” '°. Such a lockdown may
indeed be required, but whether it is so is
not just a matter of scientific findings — it
rather depends on a certain way to strike
a balance between competing ethical con-
siderations. Science can only find out that
certain measures are required in order to
achieve a certain goal or conditional on
certain weights of values. The Leopoldina
statement is problematic because it issues
an unconditional value judgment claiming
scientific authority, without making plain
how reasons against a lockdown were con-
sidered and weighed.
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That said, there is still a problem. If politicians do not follow
the recommendations of the task force, they should clearly
tell the public why they don’t do so and why they come to a
different conclusion on what should be done all things con-
sidered. And the reason why they come to a different con-
clusion shouldn’t be that they disagree with the factual basis
of the Task Force’s recommendation. The factual basis is a
matter of finding the truth, and science as represented in the
Task Force is in a much better position to do so than politics.
Rather, the reason must be in a different weighting of the
various ethical considerations involved. Sometimes, politi-
cians have in fact indicated that they put stronger emphasis
on the economy. For instance, in an interview published on
the same day when Martin Ackermann called the measures
insufficient, Federal Councillor Alain Berset said that a mid-
dle course between different demands was required °. Nev-
ertheless, the impression remains that politicians didn’t fully
justify how they have weighed the ethical considerations in
the view of the available knowledge and come to their con-
clusion. As in spring, it still seems top priority to avoid an
emergency situation in which the places in hospitals do not
suffice for those COVID-19 patients who are in dire need of
treatment. If this priority still holds, then it would have been
rational for politics to react more quickly, given the scientific
findings available in fall. From the perspective of rationality,
then, the politicians should either have reacted more quickly
or better explained how they prioritize the ethical considera-
tions pertinent to their decision. Given that a number of as-
pects are still uncertain, it is fairly easy to downplay certain
threats and to stress others. But a biased assessment of the
relevant evidence is precisely what politicians should avoid.

But what about scientists? Did they appropriately fulfill
their task in the interplay with politics? To a large extent,

9 https://www.srf.ch/news/schweiz/corona-pandemie-alain-berset-

There is another problem about the state-

ment by the Leopoldina. It’s mainly focused
on the number of infections. This is natural, since we have
accrued a lot of quantitative knowledge about new infec-
tions, and this knowledge is represented in viewgraphs that
everybody can understand. To many people, rising numbers
of infection look immediately alarming. But the number of
new infections per day is not the only relevant information to
look at, and virology is not the only scientific discipline that
is relevant. The consequences of a lockdown concern the
whole society, e.g. the economy or the education system,
in many ways. The problem is that these consequences
are more difficult to quantify and more uncertain. But these
consequences need to be taken into account too — in fact,
if our choices are affected by huge uncertainties, we need
to frame our decision as one under ignorance. There is a
danger then that the ever present numbers of infections
outshine other aspects that can’t be represented in terms
of numbers yet and are more uncertain. But rational deci-
sion-making has to take into account probabilities and pos-
sibilities too.

For the future the hope can only be that politicians take into
account the increasing amount of scientific knowledge avail-
able on COVID-19. Scientists in turn have the job to expand
our knowledge of the virus and to make it available for public
decision-making. But it’s not their job to tell us what society
should do in an unconditional way. Public trust in science
can only be upheld if scientists qua scientists confine them-
selves to those kinds of questions for which they are compe-
tent. And public trust in science is urgently needed if we are
to contain the pandemic in a successful way.

10 https://www.leopoldina.org/publikationen/detailansicht/publication/
coronavirus-pandemie-die-feiertage-und-den-jahreswechsel-fuer-einen-

ueber-selbstzweifel-und-die-macht-der-wissenschaft

harten-lockdown-nutzen-2020/
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