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Dear reader,

We could, in fact, have known better: In 2012, the 
Federal Office of Civil Protection and Disaster Assis-
tance presented a risk analysis on pandemics of the 
coronavirus type to the Bundestag. One which – from 
today’s perspective – predicted later events. Although 
the course of events was described there in a much 
more drastic way, that is, as a “worst-case scenario”, 
being vigilant and taking precautionary measures 
would have been a wise move.

Epidemiologists worldwide were issuing 
warnings long before the coronavirus pandemic 
that is now endangering the whole of humanity and 
has caught us all off guard. And even in December 
2019, when the first news about a virus that mostly 
affects the respiratory system started trickling in 
from China, it all seemed a long way away and like 
something that did not concern us. Then came the 
first lockdown in March 2020, accompanied by social 
distancing, masks and hygiene concepts. Culture 
ground to a permanent halt and pubs closed indefi-
nitely, office work and school in front of the monitor 
at home became the norm, and we were obliged to 
cancel our business trips and holidays.

Looking back, we might rub our eyes in disbelief: 
The coronavirus has changed lots of things. Which 
of them will stay that way? What will require our 
attention in future? These are the questions we are 
addressing in this issue of Forschung Frankfurt, which 
is concerned not so much with incidence rates and 
R numbers, PCR tests, self-isolation and vaccination 
centres. The articles collated here are primarily 
intended to let us glance beyond the present from a 
social science and humanities perspective, especially 
by looking at past crises and pandemics.

In his article on the impact of the 2008/09 financial 
crisis, sociologist Markus Gangl reveals that politics 
was indeed quite capable of learning: Through joint 

action, it was possible to keep unemployment down 
during the coronavirus pandemic – although the eco-
nomic effects will be far more devastating than they 
were during the financial crisis.

An article by Iwo Amelung shows how the 
 Man chu rulers in 17th-century China were able to 
consolidate their power by getting the dreaded small-
pox under control. In the current pandemic too, China 
is acting consistently, as is only possible in authori-
tarian systems where civil liberties are obliged to take 
a back seat. The success in combatting the pandemic 
has boosted Beijing’s self-confidence enormously. In 
an interview, political scientist Heike Holbig explains 
how. But we are also taking a look closer to home: 
How will the pandemic affect learning in our schools?

How have the coronavirus restrictions affected 
the way we deal with death and mourning? And how 
can the health system be better prepared for future 
crises? When we decided back in the autumn of 
2020 to devote an issue of Forschung Frankfurt to the 
pandemic, we by all means had our reservations: 
Perhaps this would all be water under the bridge by 
the summer of 2021? In the meantime, the third wave 
of the coronavirus pandemic is behind us, and we 
are hoping that a fourth wave triggered by danger-
ous mutations is not just around the corner.

One way or another, the topic of pandemics will 
continue to occupy us for a long time to come – in 
particular because we want to be better equipped 
for the next one. Science can make an indispensable 
contribution in this context, as many encouraging 
examples of outstanding research work at Goethe 
University show.

We wish you insightful reading!

Anke Sauter and Markus Bernards
Forschung Frankfurt Editorial Team

MESSAGE FROM THE EDITORS
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Reasons of state in the pandemic

The coronavirus started off from China on its victory march around 
the world. After initial chaos, the autocratic regime quickly had  
the pandemic under control, and the aspiring superpower seems to 
be emerging from the crisis stronger than before. Which experiences 
can be transferred?

The images from China at the beginning 
of the crisis were alarming. The health 
system seemed to be collapsing. How 
could this news get out?

Heike Holbig: Yes, the images were alarm-
ing. Back then, such scenes still seemed 
a long way away for us. Unlike those 
from the European hotspots, however, 
such images from Wuhan only came in 
the first weeks of 2020, that is, before 
the country’s strict censorship took hold. 
Like terrorist attacks or natural disasters, 
epidemics are also a highly sensitive 
topic in China, and disseminating cor-
responding information is reserved for 
party-state media at the highest level. 
Local reports and ones by those directly 
affected are unwelcome because they 
are suspected of stoking rumours and 
triggering panic. Maintaining social sta-
bility is the top priority.

The images of the countermeasures were 
also dramatic: People were unable to 
return to their homes, others were not let 
out. There was a lot of criticism about 
these repressive measures in the country 
itself too. 

At least in the case of epidemics, which 
measures can be classified as “repressive” 
and which as “resolute” is rather a ques-
tion of perspective and previous experi-
ence. In democratic Taiwan too, quaran-
tined households were electronically 
“sealed” to prevent infected people from 
leaving their homes. Here, as in China 
and neighbouring countries, the SARS 

epidemic in 2002/2003 has left lasting 
memories and heightened acceptance 
towards infection control and preven-
tion measures. It was therefore not so 
much the strict measures that were crit-
icised, but rather the initial cover-up of 
the new disease and the delay in intro-
ducing infection control measures which 
went on for weeks. While Hong Kong, 
Taiwan and Singapore had already 
imposed restrictions on entering the 

country at the turn of the year, Main-
land China only began implementing 
consistent measures in the last week of 
January, after human-to- human trans-
mission had been officially confirmed 
there. These included cordoning off 
Wuhan and other cities in Hubei Prov-
ince with over a million inhabitants, 
strict curfews and rigorously monitored 
isolation and quarantine measures. 

Who held the reins?

The party-state leadership under Xi 
 Jinping set up a central leading group 
for the fight against the coronavirus epi-
demic as well as an inter-ministerial 
coordination mechanism to align meas-
ures undertaken by all the 32 ministries 
involved in the areas of infection con-
trol, prevention and production of pro-
tective equipment as well as mitigation 
of economic losses. Premier Li Keqiang 
was entrusted with heading the central 
leading group. His deputy, Sun Chun-
lan, was dispatched to Wuhan to coordi-
nate measures at local level. As long as 
the situation was not yet under control, 
government representatives were sent 

Chinese Perspectives 
Interview with political scientist Heike Holbig about  
China’s successful politics in relation to the pandemic

Applause for the head of state: 
Xi Jinping walks past rows  
of delegates at the Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative 
Conference. His crisis 
management was criticised  
at the beginning, but he is now 
styling himself as a valiant 
commander-in- chief in the 
fierce war against the virus.

“Xi Jinping only went into 
action on the frontline  

once things started turning 
for the better.”
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on ahead. The media only reported on 
party leader Xi Jinping going into action 
on the frontline once things started 
turning for the better.

The Chinese government declared a 
national crisis. Was that supposed to 
help contain the pandemic or domestic 
criticism?

Both. On the one hand, the purpose of 
declaring a national crisis was to mobilise 

extensive material and human resources 
as quickly as possible. We learned how 
two hospitals were built in Wuhan 
within just ten days. Equally remar-
kable, however, are the partnerships 
between 16 hotspot cities in Hubei 
Province and 16 other Chinese prov-
inces, which were organised centrally 
and obliged to send medical personnel, 
apparatus and protective equipment to 
the respective partner city. In this way, 
it was possible to compensate swiftly for 
bottlenecks in the health sector like 
were happening in Europe. On the 
other hand, the national crisis also 
served to contain criticism from at home 
and abroad, which reached a peak 
around the Chinese New Year. Online 

journalists, intellectuals in the public 
sphere, but also high-ranking party rep-
resentatives accused above all central 
government’s leaders and Xi Jinping 
personally of having deliberately cov-
ered up the outbreak of the epidemic, 
reacting far too late and thus of having 
run the risk of the virus propagating  
on an epidemic scale. When, at the 
beginning of February, the Wall Street 
Journal called China “the real sick  
man of Asia”, alluding to the social Dar-

winist vocabulary of the 19th century, 
that was the final straw: The article  
was indignantly dismissed, and three 
WSJ correspondents had their accredi-
tation revoked. This indignation and  
the orchestration by the media of the 
people’s wrath are also an integral part 
of the national crisis.

“The indignation, boosted 
by propaganda, at what is 

perceived as undue criticism 
from abroad by all means 

ensnares people.”

In the meantime, we no longer hear 
anything from domestic critics. 

The most vociferous critics were arrested, 
some sentenced to imprisonment or 
banned from publishing. Domestic crit-
ics are gagged – and this in social media 
too – with the intimation that they are 
playing into the hands of hostile forces 
from abroad and betraying national 
interests. As far as we can judge from 
here, the indignation, boosted by propa-
ganda, at what is perceived as undue 
criticism from the West by all means 
ensnares people. 

How did the state apparatus get the 
population behind it again?

Firstly, presumably through the effec-
tiveness of the measures. The number of 
infections in Wuhan and the surround-
ing cities was already under control by 
mid-March, and at the end of March it 
was possible to end the lockdown and 
the economy gained momentum again. 
Media coverage plays an important role 
in this, whether non-stop videos on 
state television showing how hospital 
construction in Wuhan is progressing or 
the styling of Xi Jinping as a valiant 
commander-in-chief in the fierce war 
against the virus. However, the best 
publicity for its own epidemic control 
were the pictures from Italy, Great Brit-
ain, Iran and other regions of the world 
where the virus claimed far more lives 
in a short space of time than it did in 
China. The news from the USA under 
President Trump, who first gambled 
away precious time and then failed 
entirely in the fight against infections, 
was grist to the Chinese party-state’s 
mill and restored its lost legitimacy. 
When it then transpired in the second 
half of 2020 that China would emerge 
from the pandemic as one of the few 
economies worldwide with economic 
growth of over two per cent, this is likely 
to have reconciled most people with 
their political leaders.

What do you think: Do people in China 
believe the government’s propaganda or 
are they primarily afraid of reprisals?

In general, it’s likely that most of the 
population is very well aware that they 
are dished up a streamlined “published 
opinion” in the state media that is prop-

Press unwelcome:  
On 3 February 2021, a WHO 
team arrives at the Wuhan 
Institute of Virology to 
investigate the origin of the 
coronavirus. A security guard 
denies journalists access.
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agandist and heavily edited. However, 
the search for alternatives is difficult 
because the Western media have lost 
credibility. Even before Trump, 
US-American, European and especially 
also German reporting on China was 
often perceived as one-sided. The West-
ern press finally gambled away its repu-
tation once fake news became the norm 
under Trump. During the pandemic, 
China’s state media systematically bor-
rowed from Western media debates: 
Foreign criticism of China was dismissed 
as “fake news”, international “conspir-
acy theories” were debunked with 
pro-government “fact checks”. Under 
such circumstances, harsh repressive 
measures to make the population 
behave in the desired way are not neces-
sarily needed – it’s enough just to dis-
credit alternative interpretations from at 
home and abroad.

“It’s enough to discredit 
alternative interpretations 

from at home and abroad.”

Officially, there were only 100,000 
infections in China overall, and at just 
around 5,000 the number of dead is 
comparatively low. How credible do you 
think these figures are?

There is no absolute certainty, but at 
any rate a lot of testing was done, and 
this made it possible to quickly contain 
smaller local outbreaks. The low num-
ber of cases, especially in terms of 
deaths, is likely to be reliable and at 
least follows the trend, also in view of 
the fact that other East and Southeast 
Asian countries, such as South Korea, 
Taiwan, Singapore or Japan, were also 
relatively successful in containing the 
pandemic.

What can we learn from China?

What we certainly CANNOT and do not 
want to learn is its authoritarian approach 
to dealing with criticism and informa-
tion or the state-integrated deployment 
of state-of-the-art surveillance technol-
ogy in private domains. In a positive 
sense, we could learn how to make suf-
ficient hospital and staff capacities avail-
able quickly or how to establish routines 

in testing and tracking infection tra-
jectories and digitalising healthcare in 
order to address the critical bottlenecks 
in contact tracing with which our public 
health departments are still struggling to 
this very day. However, these techniques 
have been used not only in China but 
also in other East Asian countries. The 
successful countries do not share the 
same authoritarian one- party system as 
China, but they do share a developmen-
tal state tradition. 

What do you mean?

Characteristic of this tradition are a long-  
term pursuit of nation-state develop-
ment goals under central control and 
close interrelationships between politi-
cal, bureaucratic and entrepreneurial 
forces that can also be activated at short 
notice. This allowed the production of 
masks and test kits to be ramped up very 
quickly during the pandemic, as demo-
cratic South Korea has taught us. South 
Korea has also set standards in the test-
ing and tracking of infected persons and 
some of these standards could also be 
compatible with the data protection 
expectations of European societies. And 
finally, we can learn that it’s important 
to learn long-term lessons from a pan-
demic. Because of their experience with 

SARS and MERS, these countries had a 
head start. We ought to have the same 
head start in the next pandemic.

 

“The successful countries  
do not share the same 

authoritarian one-party 
system as China, but they  
do share a developmental 

state tradition.”

The EU has recently decided on 
 sanctions against China because of  
the human rights situation there. Is it 
possible to make an impression on 
China’s leaders by banning them from 
travelling abroad and blocking their 
accounts?

Well, the sanctions have certainly made 
an impression on China’s leaders, other-
wise they wouldn’t have reacted so inci-
sively with countersanctions. But the 
question is whether the EU sanctions 
will have the intended effect. As far as 
human rights are concerned, for exam-
ple, Chinese officials are now mounting 
a full offensive: In a showdown with US 

Comprehensive preventive measures 
were also taken outside the hotspot 
cities in Hubei Province directly 
affected by the epidemic – like here 
in the megacity of Shanghai.
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Secretary of State Anthony Blinken in 
mid-March 2021, top diplomat Yang 
Jiechi accused the USA of neither rep-
resenting international public opinion 
nor being authorised to demand com-
pliance with universal values on behalf 
of the entire Western world. They 
should, continued Yang, rather take 
care of the human rights violations tak-
ing place at home that have come to 
light through the “Black Lives Matter” 
protests. These comments are not only 
of a tactical nature to show that China 
is no longer going to let itself be intimi-
dated by the West. They must also be 
understood as a strategic signal that 
China is no longer prepared to acknowl-
edge Western sovereignty in the inter-
pretation of universal values and global 
norms. We’re dealing with a counter-
part that sees itself not only on the road 
to success in terms of realpolitik but  
also as morally superior, if not even also 
superior as a civilisation. 

“A counterpart who also  
sees itself as morally superior,  

if not even also superior  
as a civilisation.”

China’s rulers are using the failure of  
the West to master the pandemic to 
present their own system as superior. 
How successful are they in this?

In the eyes of China, Western liberal 
democracies have failed miserably in 
fighting the pandemic. As a Chinese col-
league expressed it, the political elites 
there are “worried” about the proper 
functioning of Western states, which are 
less and less in a position to “deliver”, 
that is, provide essential public goods for 
the broad population. I can’t gauge how 
that resonates with the Chinese popula-

Built from scratch in ten days: 
The aerial photo from  
2 February 2020 shows 
Huoshenshan Hospital in 
Wuhan, which was built  
solely for the fight against  
the coronavirus.

Dr Anke Sauter, 52,  
 is a science editor at  

Goethe University.  

sauter@pvw.uni-frankfurt.de
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tion. In view of massive propaganda  
and censorship, critical voices are being 
heard less and less; trips to China are no 
longer possible due to the pandemic. I 
suspect that the feeling of moral superi-
ority really does ensnare the population, 
also because it promises to heal the old 
inferiority complex that has accompa-
nied and shaped the process of Chinese 
nation building since the mid-19th cen-
tury. The danger of this metamorphos-
ing into a nationalistic superiority com-
plex cannot be brushed aside.

“In a sense, the Chinese 
party-state is coming into its 

own during the crisis.”

In conclusion, can we say that China  
has emerged from the pandemic stronger 
than before and has improved its status 
in the world?

In its self-perception, China has gained 
considerably in status. Like the financial 
crisis, the current global coronavirus 
crisis has given China a boost at interna-
tional level – but the pandemic is not 
over yet. As we are painfully discover-
ing, our federal institutions and demo-
cratic processes with their inherent 
need for coordination are proving slug-
gish and partly counterproductive. In 
contrast, the Chinese party-state is com-
ing into its own during the crisis, as it 
were, by creating legitimacy for itself, at 
least at home, through a strict and com-
paratively effective pandemic response 
regulated from the top down. It remains 
to be seen how much recognition it will 
reap for this on the international stage 

at the end of the day. While some  
Asian neighbours and African and Latin 
American partners are paying tribute to 
China’s leaders for their resolute control 
of the pandemic, vaccine diplomacy and 
self-confident performance in the area 
of foreign policy, the country’s inter-
national status seeking is increasingly 
meeting with resistance in the West. 
The pandemic seems to have triggered  
a spiral of escalation from which the 
parties involved are finding it more and 
more difficult to extricate themselves  
and work together on mastering global 
challenges.

The interview was conducted  
by Anke Sauter.

Via video call, Xi Jinping, head 
of state and party leader,  
talks to patients being treated 
for COVID-19 at Huoshenshan 
Hospital. The pictures are 
intended to demonstrate that  
he cares about local concerns 
in the dramatic fight against  
the virus.

About Heike Holbig

Heike Holbig is professor of political science with 
a focus on Chinese and East Asian area studies at 
the Faculty of Social Sciences. She also teaches 
and is a researcher at the Interdisciplinary Centre 
for East Asian Studies. In the framework of her 
studies in sinology and economics, she spent two 
years in Beijing between 1989 and 1991 and has 
since travelled regularly to China for field research 
and conferences. While research visits on social 
science topics had been taking place under 
difficult political conditions for several years 

already, travel to the People’s Republic has not 
been possible at all since the outbreak of the 
pandemic and will remain so until further notice. 
Examining China’s political, economic and social 
developments in (post-)coronavirus times can 
therefore almost only take place from an external 
perspective. This makes a comparison with China’s 
East Asian neighbours and the experiences of 
other countries in dealing with the pandemic all 
the more important.
holbig@soz.uni-frankfurt.de
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Risks  
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On the nexus of biosafety, biosecurity  
and pandemic preparedness
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Reasons of state in the pandemic

Natural outbreak or laboratory accident? Even a good year after the 
COVID-19 pandemic began, this question about its origins has still not 
been clarified once and for all. An investigation by the World Health 
Organisation earlier this year did not resolve this question but rather 
raised new ones.

T he WHO investigation carried out in Janu-
ary 2021 was preceded by a long prepara-
tory process. In May 2020, the World 

Health Assembly (WHA) through WHA Reso-
lution 73.1 tasked the WHO (World Health 
Organization) to investigate the origin of the 
pandemic. In January 2021, after protracted 
preparations and negotiations on modalities and 
access, a team of international experts from var-
ious pertinent disciplines travelled to Wuhan in 
China, where the origins of the COVID-19 out-
break had been suspected. Together with Chi-
nese experts, the team investigated whether the 
pandemic could be traced back to a natural out-
break through direct transmission from bats,  
a natural outbreak via an – as yet – unknown 
intermediate animal host, contamination of fro-
zen food or a laboratory accident. The latter 
hypothesis is the most sensitive politically: the 
question whether the pandemic was caused by 
the accidental release of the SARS-CoV-2 patho-
gen from a Chinese research laboratory. China 
has vehemently rejected this allegation and has, 
in return, suggested that the virus could have 
originated outside China (e.g. Molter/DiResta, 
2020). While some scientists were convinced 
early on that this was a natural outbreak 
(Andersen et al., 2020), others had at least dis-
cussed the possibility of an accident and called 
for an international investigation (Lentzos, 
2020). The WHO team’s official report was pub-
lished at the end of March 2021, but it did not 
produce any conclusive results (Lentzos, 2021). 
Although a laboratory accident is described in 
the report as highly unlikely, at the press confer-
ence on the occasion of the report’s publication 
the WHO’s Director General stated that further 
investigations in this regard were still needed 
(WHO, 2021a, b). Thus the origin of the pan-
demic remains unknown. 

On the one hand, the political debate about 
a possible laboratory accident with SARS-CoV-2 
mirrors the global political situation and the 
rivalry between China as an emerging power 
and the USA as a superpower struggling for its 
supremacy. For example, former US President 
Trump repeatedly held China responsible for 
the outbreak in the early phase of the pan-
demic. The current US administration, together 
with 13 other countries, has criticised the fact 
that the WHO team did not have access to all 
available information in the course of the inves-
tigation, by implication accusing China of not 
having cooperated sufficiently (USA, 2021). 
Moreover, US President Biden recently instructed 
the US intelligence community to investigate 
the origin of the pandemic more closely; China 
meanwhile continues to criticise such state-
ments as being politically motivated (Hunnicutt 
and Bose, 2021)

Biosafety and biosecurity – concepts at the 
interface of security and health
On the other hand, the debate about the origin 
of the pandemic is part of the international and 
interdisciplinary discussions on biosafety and 
biosecurity in which the international security, 
global health and life sciences communities 
have engaged for several years. The term 
“biosafety” denotes measures to avert the acci-
dental release of pathogens from laboratories, 
and “biosecurity” means preventing unauthor-
ised access to such pathogens. Among many 
other issues, these discussions have addressed 
the question of how to handle research activi-
ties which pursue beneficial and legitimate 
goals but at the same time harbour a high 
potential for misuse or harm if the pathogens 
under study are deliberately or accidentally 
released. Ill
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Such research is referred to as “Dual Use 
Research of Concern” (DURC). In biology, 
DURC experiments often relate to the field of 
genetics and genetic engineering, especially in 
“gain-of-function” research. Here, pathogens 
are modified in such a way that either some of 
their properties are artificially altered (e.g. 
enhanced pathogenicity or person-to-person 
transmissibility) or new properties are added 
(e.g. resistance to drugs) (see Casadevall/Impe-
riale, 2014). Various synthetic biology experi-
ments have also been criticised as (too) danger-
ous, such as the reconstruction of the “Spanish 
Flu” virus that triggered a devastating pandemic 
in 1918–1920 or the synthesis of a virus that is 
related to the smallpox virus (Koblentz, 2020). 
DURC experiments are often conducted to bet-
ter understand the nature of dangerous patho-
gens and to be able to assess and reduce the risk 
of pandemic outbreaks more effectively. In the 
process, however, more dangerous pathogens 
can be created which, if deliberately or acciden-
tally released from the laboratory, could trigger 

precisely those hazards they were supposed to 
reduce. This risk renders such research a secu-
rity issue in the context of biosafety, biosecurity 
and biological risk reduction.

The spectrum of biological risks
Biological warfare, that is, the use of diseases or 
toxins as weapons, has been known for centu-
ries. For example, during the siege of the city of 
Kaffa on the Crimean Peninsula in the 14th cen-
tury, besieging troops are said to have catapulted 
the corpses of plague victims into the city. In the 
18th century, in the course of the colonisation 
of North America, British military personnel 
issued blankets and clothing contaminated with 
smallpox to Native Americans (Wheelis, 2001). 
The aversion against and prohibition of such 
warfare can be traced back just as long. The use 
of biological weapons is universally and globally 
outlawed today. For almost 50 years, the Bi o-
logical Weapons Convention (BWC) has more-
over prohibited the possession, production and 
 transfer of biological weapons for its current 

Where could the novel 
coronavirus have originated? 

The diagram shows the 
possible routes of introduction 

investigated by the WHO
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183 member states. A research project at the 
Peace Research Institute Frankfurt (PRIF) is 
examining the question of whether this prohibi-
tion can now also be considered a norm under 
customary international law.1

Non-compliance with the ban on bioweap-
ons has been rare (see Carus, 2017). However, 
due to changing political circumstances and 
technological developments, bioweapons could 
become an option in the future for countries 
that would not shy away from norm violations. 
To date, there are only isolated examples of 
attempted or actual terrorist attacks with path-
ogens or toxins. These include, for example, the 
“anthrax letters” in the USA in October 2001 or 
the foiled attempt in Cologne in 2018 to dis-
perse the plant toxin ricin via an explosion. 
Some transnational terrorist organisations are 
also said to be interested in biological weapons 

(Lentzos 2020). The technological hurdles for 
synthesising or modifying pathogens for terror-
ist use are very high. Access to such pathogens 
stemming from DURC experiments might pos-
sibly represent a desirable option for terrorists 
or criminals. Since such experiments are usu-
ally carried out under high safety and security 
precautions, illicitly acquiring such pathogens is 
difficult and accidental release improbable. 
Accidents with pathogens nevertheless have 
occurred repeatedly (Furmanski, 2014), and 
DURC experiments might be conducted even 
more frequently in future considering the cur-
rent pandemic experience. Effective and appro-
priate biosafety and biosecurity measures 
should therefore be discussed and introduced 
early on. 

The keywords “biosafety” and “biosecurity” 
encompass issues that were originally tackled in 
separate research areas. The containment and 
prevention of infectious diseases falls within the 
scope of global health promotion and research. 
Protection against the accidental release of dan-

1  https://www.hsfk.de/en/research/projects/projects/
the-prohibition-of-biological-weapons-a-norm-of-custo-
mary-international-law

Working under difficult 
conditions: the WHO’s 
scientific delegation outside 
the fish market in Wuhan.
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gerous pathogens moreover touches on ques-
tions related to occupational safety. Preventing 
unauthorised access and deliberate spread also 
calls for action in the areas of law enforcement, 
judiciary and security policy. Preventing the use 
of diseases as weapons ultimately requires 
 diplomatic, intelligence and defence efforts. 
Together, these topics span the entire spectrum 
of biological risks – from natural disease out-
breaks to laboratory accidents, criminal activi-
ties, bioterrorism and state-run bioweapons 
programmes.

In political practice, this is reflected, for 
example, in a shift in the discourse within the 
institutions for biological disarmament. As the 
author has explored in a project in the frame-

work of the “Normative Orders” cluster of excel-
lence in Frankfurt2, the key issues in the diplo-
matic efforts concerning biological arms control 
have continuously moved away from classical 
biological disarmament over the last 20 years: 
State-centred, binding transparency and verifi-
cation measures were largely sidelined, and 
countries have increasingly concentrated on 
national preparedness for and defence against 
biological risks across the entire spectrum 
instead. International cooperation in the peace-
ful use of the rapidly developing fields of biology 
and biotechnology, including to promote global 
health, is playing an increasingly important role. 
This brings us back full circle to the question of 
how to deal with DURC as an important and at 
present controversial aspect of biosafety and 
biosecurity.

Enhancing biosafety and biosecurity requires 
interdisciplinary research
On the basis of the information currently avail-
able, it is impossible to tell whether the COVID-
19 pandemic outbreak originated from a natural 
outbreak or a laboratory accident. To answer 
this question, further independent investiga-
tions would be necessary, which would have to 
be conducted without the limitations set by the 
WHO’s mandate and with extensive access 
rights. The results of such investigations could 
yield important insights, beyond the specific 
case in hand, into how the risk of a pandemic 
could be minimised in future and how risks  
in security-relevant research could be better 
assessed and reduced. 

Studying these topics and devising policy 
options require an interdisciplinary approach to 
the topics of biosafety and biosecurity from the 
perspectives of the natural, social and legal 

2  https://www.hsfk.de/en/research/projects/projects/
from-biological-disarmament-to-biosecurity-securitiza-
tion-or-humanization-of-biological-weapons-control-
after-september-11-2001
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IN A NUTSHELL

• Even after a WHO investigation, it 
remains unclear whether the COVID-19 
pandemic originated from a natural 
outbreak or a laboratory accident.

• Pandemic research often includes 
security-relevant experiments in which 
pathogens are synthesized or modified.

• Their unintentional release is one of the 
biological risks on a spectrum ranging 
from natural disease outbreaks to 
laboratory accidents, criminal or 
bioterrorist activities and state-run 
bioweapons programmes.

• The question of the origins of the 
COVID-19 pandemic must therefore 
also be seen in the context of the global 
debate on biosafety and biosecurity, 
that is, efforts to contain these risks.

• To improve international biosafety, 
interdisciplinary research from the 
perspectives of the natural, social and 
legal sciences is needed.

Delegates of the  
2019 BWC Meeting  
of States Parties  
in Geneva.
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sciences. To name just a few important topics: It 
could, for example, be explored whether glob-
ally harmonised standards and regulations could 
sustainably improve biosafety and biosecurity, 
that is, protection against all the biological risks 
outlined above, and how such standards and 
regulations could be agreed upon. This includes 
making laboratories safe and secure, as well as 
strengthening international bioweapons con-
trol. Criteria for a risk-benefit assessment in 
DURC experiments would also have to be 
defined on an interdisciplinary basis, carefully 

balancing the goals of minimising the potential 
risks of biological research and of avoiding 
undue restrictions on the freedom of science. 
The results from such research could also help 
prepare and support political decisions.

The current pandemic highlights areas in 
which further research would be necessary in 
order to be better prepared for similar events – 
not only in terms of health but also (bio)safety 
and (bio)security policy. Hopefully, the pan-
demic experience will provide the incentive to 
tackle this work. 
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1 Physicians in beak masks 
are characteristic of medieval 
plague control even today. In 
fact, they were rarely used – 
except in satirical poems and 
drawings.
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An outbreak of plague and its consequences – 
Altdorf 1606
In 1606, the small university town of Altdorf 
near Nuremberg (Fig. 1) was startled by disturb-
ing news: The plague had broken out in the 
neighbourhood and it was feared that it would 
soon reach Altdorf as well. People were aware 
that a possible plague outbreak posed a deadly 
threat. After a respite of many centuries, the 
plague had reappeared in Europe in 1347, and 
since then it had ravaged almost all regions of 
the continent. So it is not surprising that the stu-
dents of Altdorf hurriedly packed their things 
and left the city to wait in as isolated a place as 
possible for the outbreak to end . The students’ 
worries were justified: Only a few days later, the 
plague claimed its first victims in Altdorf, among 
them the famous professor of medicine Nikolaus 
Taurellus.

The prominent death seemed to confirm the 
students’ decision to flee the city. But the longer 
the lecture halls remained deserted, the more 
impatiently some professors pressed for a return 
to university life. The most prominent voice to 
emerge was a professor of law, the university’s 
vice-chancellor Konrad Rittershausen (Fig. 2). 
In a hastily printed appeal, he sharply attacked 
the students who had fled: By fleeing, they had 

become the easy prey of a rumour. Rumours, 
however, were much more infectious and harm-
ful than the plague. Against the advice of his 
medical colleagues, Rittershausen called on his 
students to return immediately to the class-
room.

The case of Altdorf exemplifies the often dif-
ficult relationship between medical and legal 
experts in questions of epidemic control, even 
today. It prompted the project that provides the 

In the late Middle Ages and early modern period, jurists played  
a growing role in combatting the plague: While medical experts 
argued about whether bodily fluids were to blame for the spread  
of the plague or contact with the sick, legally educated officials 
organised an unprecedented policy of state intervention for their 
rulers. This strategy was successful, but at times brutal.

Who will defeat the Black Death? 
The legal profession and the rise of public disease control  
in the early modern period

By David von Mayenburg

2 Stay away or attend in 
person? A question that 
already led to differences  
of opinion between students 
and professors in the 
Franconian university town  
of Altdorf back in 1606.
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3 a+b Rumours are more 
infectious than the plague:  

It was with these words  
that Konrad Rittershausen, 

jurist and vice-chancellor  
of the University of Altdorf, 

urged students to return.

basis for the following interim results, exploring 
the question of how legal experts in the Middle 
Ages and the early modern period reacted to the 
plague, how they interacted with other experts, 
and what significance legal expertise had for the 
rise of the modern health state.

The Black Death – the hour of the medical 
profession
To understand the medieval medical strategies 
for combatting the plague, one must be aware 
that the complex ways in which the disease was 
transmitted from rats to fleas to humans were 
unknown until the turn of the 20th century. 
The external symptoms of the disease were the 
only empirical evidence, along with the fact that 
it could spread very quickly within human com-
munities as well as from village to village, and 
town to town.

As early as 1348, the medical faculty of the 
University of Paris published a study on the 
plague, which was to become extremely influ-
ential as “The Report of the Paris Medical Fac-
ulty”. In the sense of the classical medicine of 
Galenos of Pergamon, the disease was seen as 
the result of decomposition processes of rotting 
matter. According to this conception, the sub-
stances released by these processes, so-called 
miasmas, led to disturbances in the balance of 
the bodily fluids. Appropriate precautions were 
derived from this: While the creation and spread 
of miasms was to be prevented by removing 
waste, keeping the air clean and fumigating 
houses with fragrant herbal vapours, the bodily 
fluids were to be strengthened by healthy 
behaviour in eating, drinking and sexuality.

This medical canon of plague control quickly 
spread throughout Europe in a plethora of 
plague tracts. Originally intended for communi-
cation within the medical profession, demand 

also came from wider sections of the population. 
This was because the preventive and curative 
recommendations of the doctors were primarily 
directed at the individual, who was partly 
responsible for any disease through his or her 
behaviour. This literature initially consolidated 
the role and reputation of doctors as plague 
experts. Especially in times of plague threat, 
more and more cities afforded themselves a city 
physicist. The professionalisation of the health 
service was thus not only part of a secular mod-
ernisation of public administration in the course 
of the pre-modern processes of state formation, 
but increasingly also a reaction to the sporadic 
plague epidemics.

Legal plague expertise?
What role did jurists play in this context? Their 
early involvement in public and ecclesiastical 
administration certainly gave them a certain 
starting advantage. As learned councillors, 
judges or notaries, they gained access to the 
levers of power. But were they also qualified to 
deal with epidemic-specific issues?

Undoubtedly, the plague epidemics gener-
ated legal questions from the 14th century 
onwards: Should the unwieldy formal require-
ments for drawing up wills be suspended in 
times of epidemic? Were women allowed to 
administer the sacraments when there was a 
shortage of priests? Were medical staff allowed 
to leave the hospital and flee during an outbreak 
of the plague? Legal opinions and administra-
tive records show that questions of this kind 
were relevant. The learned jurists, however, 
dealt with this kind of question only casually. It 
was not until 1523/24 that two legal treatises on 
plague appeared in quick succession, one by 
Gianfrancesco Ripa from Pavia and the other by 
the Bolognese jurist Girolamo Previdelli. If one 
looks through these very extensive writings, 
two aspects in particular stand out:

On the one hand, an attempt is made to 
comprehensively illuminate plague law. How-
ever, both writings concentrate on a few main 
points, in particular the effects of the plague on 
contract law, procedural law and above all testa-
mentary law. The broad field of public hygiene 
is addressed selectively, but clearly takes a back 
seat to civil law aspects.

On the other hand, the texts as a whole 
appear rather conventional, even by the stand-
ards of the time. It is clear that lawyers always 
first define traditional law as the fixed point of 
their considerations. However, the opportunity 
to use the plague outbreaks as a starting point 
for a formative reform of the law, for its further 
development and adaptation to the needs of the 
time, is quite obviously missed. The authors 
almost fearfully insist on the rules of the tradi-
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tional legal system, preferring to play down the 
plague rather than use it as a reason for opening 
up the law or even for social reforms. Previdelli, 
for example, raises the question of whether, in 
addition to the citizens of the city, the scholars 
of the local university could also be obliged to 
stand guard at the city gate to prevent infected 
persons from entering – a question of solidarity 
in times of need. The author, however, takes the 
view that university privileges are more impor-
tant than needs during hardship. For one thing, 
the plague was ultimately not that bad, the nec-
essary guards would certainly be found. On the 
other hand, the differences between the estates 
had to be preserved even in times of need: 
Guard duty was dirty work (vile officium) and 
beneath the dignity of a scholar.

Despite, or perhaps because of this basic con-
servative tone, these two plague treatises were  
a great success, at least within the legal pro-
fession. It seems as if everything was laid down 
in them that seemed worth knowing for the 
jurists of the following centuries in matters of 
plague.

The hour of the jurists: shifts since the end of 
the 16th century
It was not until the end of the 16th century that 
the history of legal plague expertise gained a 
new dynamic – one which, however, was less 
attributable to the growing importance of the 
law than to specific weaknesses of medical 
plague control. Over time, various circum-
stances had contributed to its delegitimisation. 
Doctors were suspected of greed, and satirical 
poems and drawings (which, incidentally, also 
depicted the beak masks of the plague doctors, 
which were rarely actually used, Fig. 3) 
increased; however, comparable criticism was 
also levelled at the lawyers. More serious were 
the failures in combatting the plague. The 
miasma theory was widespread, according to 
which diseases such as the plague were trans-
mitted by an undefined type of matter that arose 
through rotting processes in air and water. It 
became clear, however, that the miasma theory, 
while coherent in itself, simply did not fit the 
empirically experienced consequences of the 
plague. Instead, it became increasingly clear that 
the plague was transmitted from person to per-
son – which confirmed the minority medical 
opinion of contagionism. This scholarly dispute 
was elementary for the practice of combating 
the plague: While the miasmatists advised clean-
ing the cities, cleansing plague-infested houses, 
banishing beggars and prostitutes, but also pigs 
and everything else “unclean” from the com-
munities, and purifying the air by fumigation, 
the measures of the contagionists were primar-
ily aimed at cutting off transmission routes, sep-

arating the sick from the healthy and isolating 
those suspected of having the plague. Corre-
sponding measures already existed in the 15th 
century in some North Italian municipalities. In 
practice, it is true that from the very beginning, 
people never adhered exclusively to any of these 
dogmas and took measures against contagion 
very early on. (The term quarantine was alleg-
edly coined in Ragusa as early as 1377.) How-
ever, many practitioners, especially jurists, had 

IN A NUTSHELL

•  The rivalry between the medical and 
legal profession regarding the correct 
approach in a pandemic is not new. A 
legal history project at Goethe University 
takes a closer look at the situation in 
the Middle Ages and early modern era.

•  In contrast to modern medicine, 
physicians at that time did not know 
what caused the plague. The disease 
was viewed as the result of a disruption 
in bodily fluids due to decomposition 
processes in the environment. The 
efforts to combat this included the fumi-
gation of homes and encouraging 
people to adopt healthy lifestyles.

•  As early as the 14th century, however, 
jurists were involved in matters of the 
plague, which is documented by 
writings on contractual, court and 
testamentary law. Initially, however, 
they did not take advantage of the 
opportunity to use the pandemic to 
further develop the law. 

•  In the 16th century, the jurists’ 
importance grew, due in particular to 
the failure of traditional medicine to 
cure the disease. On the basis of the 
theory of contagion, which was 
critically regarded in classical 
medicine, lawyers took the lead in an 
administration that did everything in its 
power to cut off transmission routes 
and isolate the sick.

•  From this time forward, combatting the 
plague was increasingly a question of 
organisation. The role of jurists gained 
significance, which is expressed 
particularly clearly in the guide on 
combatting the plague by Girolamo 
Gastaldi from 1684. Gastaldi considered 
the medical profession incompetent  
and relied on a consistent, sometimes 
ruthless, policy of isolation and 
quarantine.
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4 For jurist Gastaldi, the 
medical profession was 

incompetent as far as the 
plague was concerned: To 

prevent contagion, he called 
for a change of approach  

in the fight against the plague. 
He enjoyed the trust of Pope 

Alexander VII, who wanted to 
protect the “Holy City”.

less trouble embracing contagionist concepts 
than their colleagues in medical faculties.

Thus, the Bremen city physician, who had a 
legal education as well as a medical one, devel-
oped a systematic plan for the prevention and 
management of plague crises. His plague treatise, 
which was published in 1582 in Latin and one 
year later in German, represents the start of a 
paradigm change, also in Germany. From then 
on, it was less about instructing the individual  
to live a healthy and sinless life than about 
planned sovereign organisation. The measures 
proposed by Ewich are not that different from 
the strategies currently chosen to combat the 
coronavirus:

The inhabitants are to be ordered to observe 
the following rules, namely to avoid all public 
gatherings, such as weddings, theatre perfor-
mances, choirs, public baths, busy markets, 
elaborate funeral celebrations. Church gatherings, 
however, may take place if they are spread over 
different places and people do not dine and sit 

closely together. Busy schools should be moved to 
suitable places with ventilation. Less busy schools 
and primary schools are to be closed until the 
disease stops raging. (Translated from the German 

version of this article.)

Ewich became a city physician because of his 
medical expertise, but his legal education ena-
bled him to break though medical dogmas in 
favour of a planned organisation of the world. 
However, Ewich could do little with his classical 
jurisprudential knowledge here. Rather, behind 
his desire to control chaos through clever laws, 
one can discern a legal mind interested in legal 
policy and building on the human gift of order.

Jurists as plague experts – Girolamo Gastaldi’s 
plague manual from 1684
How much ground jurists had gained over phy-
sicians becomes even clearer in another plague 
control manual (tractatus de avertenda et profli-
ganda peste politico-legalis), a monumental  tract 
of over 900 pages published in Latin in Bologna 
in 1684. Its author, Girolamo Gastaldi (Fig. 4), 
had studied law in Pisa. Elected cardinal in 1643, 
Pope Alexander VII gave him an important job 
in the Sanità, the Papal health authority. This 
body had been convened again in 1656, when 
the plague was rolling towards the Holy City 
from Naples. Gastaldi and his colleagues at the 
Sanità devised an ingenious system to contain 
the threat of infection. The land and sea borders 
of the Papal States were sealed off. Goods and 
people were turned away at the borders, sup-
ported by a system of passes organised by papal 
notaries. Sanità officials combed the streets and 
investigated rumours of plague infections. Doctors 
examined the sick and divided them into catego-
ries. Those infected with the plague were sent  

5 The plague in Rome  
was fought by setting up  

special hospitals, cordons  
and strict controls.  

According to Gastaldi’s plans, 
even a half-finished prison  

(the Carceri Nuove) was  
to be used as a plague 

hospital. Its layout made  
it possible to separate the  

sick and the healthy.
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to a hospital on an island in the Tiber, those 
 suspected of being infected with the plague  
to another infirmary outside the city (Fig. 5). 
Those who were on the mend were taken to 
another hospital, where they remained interned 
until they recovered. The houses of plague 
patients were sealed and disinfected with smoke. 
All markets, schools and churches remained 
closed, all public gatherings were banned. As a 
deterrent, gallows were planted all over the city 
to hang quarantine breakers and other people 
who defied the strict laws.

Even if the effectiveness of these measures 
is still debated today, contemporaries at least 
perceived it that way, and Gastaldi’s manual 
became a great success. It was repeatedly 
emphasised that the severe plague wave of 
1656 and 1657 had caused significantly fewer 
deaths in the territory of the Papal States than 
in other areas of Italy.

Even the jurist Gastaldi, who by his own 
account had little medical knowledge, clearly 
preferred a contagionist line. He openly denied 
the medical profession any competence in the 

matter of the plague. They had neither preven-
tive nor curative successes to show. It was better 
to leave recovery to nature than to the art of 
healing. Gastaldi pleaded for a change of system: 
If flight and isolation of the individual were to 
be regarded as the most effective means, then an 
efficient epidemic policy had to aim at prevent-
ing infection. The plague was thus no longer a 
problem to be solved medically, but rather in 
terms of legal policy. Gastaldi presented his plan, 
which had proven itself in Rome, down to the 
smallest detail, including drawings for the archi-
tecture of the plague houses and lazarets. The 
numerous decrees and edicts of the Pope from 
the plague period serve as blueprints to spell out 
the sometimes drastic measures in legal terms. 
This master plan not only leaves theological and 
medical tradition behind, but canonical tradi-
tion as well. God no longer appears at the begin-
ning of the reflections as the controller of all 
events. And one also looks in vain in Gastaldi’s 
treatise for the common law with its countless 
citations and cross-references. It is a deeply 
political, in fact a science-political writing, in 
which the radiant figure of the Pope is no longer 
staged as God’s representative and ruler over the 
globe, but as a clever sovereign whose measures 
prevailed in competition with those of other ter-
ritories – perhaps with God’s help, but beyond 
doubt through the application of reason.

The fact that this strategy always carried 
with it the dark side of modernity should not be 
concealed. This is evident not only in the brute 
force with which Gastaldi’s measures were 
enforced, but also in the particularly high death 
toll in Rome’s Jewish ghetto, which was cut off 
from the outside world and left to its own 
devices, without regard to the spread of the dis-
ease. In the Papal States, too, humanity and 
mercy quickly found their limits where they 
stood in the way of efficient state action. 
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“Mongols  
who are not vaccinated  

are not permitted  
to enter the capital”
Successful smallpox prevention and inoculation  

  in China in the 17th and 18th centuries 
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In 1644, the Manchus began to conquer the 
whole of China. A momentous event: The 
Manchus, who had formed out of predomi-

nantly Tungusic ethnic groups, were to rule the 
Chinese Empire as the Qing Dynasty until the 
1911 Revolution, whereby in 1644 presumably 
less than two million Manchus faced a Chinese 
population of over 130 million. An equally 
major challenge for the Manchus as this enor-
mous discrepancy were the foreign pathogens 
for which their immune system was not pre-
pared. Such encounters have repeatedly led to 
catastrophes, as was the case, for example, with 
the Native Americans (McNeill, Diamond).

The Manchus’ susceptibility to the “civilised” 
diseases of the Chinese was comparable to that 
of the Native Americans. Yet how did they man-
age to escape a similar fate and maintain their 
role as leaders until the turn of the 20th cen-
tury? The question of how the Manchus in the 
late Chinese Empire dealt with smallpox – “the 
greatest killer” (Donald Hopkins) – deserves our 
attention, independently of the current pan-
demic too.

The Manchus’ fear of smallpox
Smallpox seems to have been endemic in China 
since the 4th century. Chinese society attempted 
to come to terms with its existence early on: It 
was regarded since the Song period as a period-
ically erupting, highly contagious and extremely 
dangerous childhood disease. For the Tungusic 
peoples living in the northeast, however, small-
pox was something referred to as a “virgin soil 
epidemic” (Crosby). The Manchus and their 
allies were aware early on of the danger of 
infection. Their leaders developed concepts to 
prevent contagion. They even forewent military 
action if there was any indication of smallpox 
cases among their opponents. For certain mili-
tary operations, only troops were deployed that 

were already immune. Nevertheless, there was 
a markedly large number of victims among the 
Manchurian population as well as among the 
ruling elite. A Korean visitor to the old Manchu 
capital Mukden (Shenyang) noted: “Smallpox is 
the great taboo in this state [...] it is considered 
a very serious crime if you are discovered to 
have smallpox and not to have reported it 
immediately, [...] those who conceal smallpox 
are sentenced to death.” 

Preventive measures
Awareness of their own susceptibility led the 
Manchu leaders to adopt comprehensive and 
systematic measures. At the beginning of the 
conquest, these were in the first instance quar-
antine and segregation. Quarantine here meant 
that the Emperor and other high dignitaries 

confined themselves to a protected location in 
the event of a smallpox outbreak. Access to 
these “smallpox shelters” (bidousuo) was only 
possible with special precautions. The Emperor’s 
ceremonial and administrative obligations were 
scaled back as far as possible. During the reign of 
the Shunzhi Emperor (1644–1661), at least nine 
smallpox outbreaks occurred in the capital Bei-

Over 100 years before Edward Jenner, people in China were  
already being inoculated quite successfully against smallpox.  
The purpose was not only health protection. Dealing with  
epidemics was a political process. 
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The Kangxi Emperor at the age 
of 45, painted in 1699. He was 
the fourth ruler of the Qing 
Dynasty and the second Qing 
emperor to rule China itself. 
Kangxi’s reign lasted 60 years, 
the longest of any Chinese 
emperor. Having contracted 
smallpox himself as a child, he 
later advocated the inoculation 
of children.

A statue in front of the  
Centre for Health and Disease 
Prevention in Luoyang  
(Henan Province) shows how 
variolation was done.
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jing; each time the Emperor withdrew to the 
bidousuo. The Kangxi Emperor (the Shunzhi 
Emperor’s son), who reigned from 1662 to 
1772, spent the first six years of his life in a 
bidousuo outside the Forbidden City. 

Segregation was also part of the safety con-
cept of the early Qing rulers. In 1645, for exam-
ple, all sick people and their families were 
obliged to leave the capital – something that led 
to great suffering. At their destinations at least 
40 li (20 km) outside the capital, people were 
unable to find accommodation. Many were so 
poor that they could not afford to move else-
where and in some cases were forced to leave 
their children behind or even sell them. To avoid 
deportation, some families abandoned their 
children at the first signs of smallpox. As unrest 
grew, measures were softened. 

The Manchus had already implemented sim-
ilarly strict and ruthless measures during small-
pox epidemics in their home territories. In the 
new capital Beijing, tensions between the local 
population and the Manchu banner armies 
grew. As a consequence, the Chinese population 
was resettled away from what was referred to as 
the “inner city” to the southern part, which also 
reduced the risk of infection. 

Even before conquering all China, the Man-
chus had already established their own adminis-
trative body for measures intended, in the nar-
rower sense, to prevent epidemics. Its members, 
as what were known as “smallpox investigation 
officers” (cha dou zhangjing), held responsibility 
and power after 1644 too. Despite all these pre-
cautions, the future Kangxi Emperor contracted 
the virus as a child, yet survived the disease 
largely unscathed. By contrast, his father, the 
Shunzhi Emperor, caught it and died of small-
pox at the age of 22. Seven-year-old Kangxi 
 succeeded him. Adam Schall von Bell, the 
Emperor’s Jesuit advisor, had recommended 
that only a child who had already survived 
smallpox should be made ruler. We know from 
written sources that Kangxi had smallpox scars, 
which are not, however, visible in portraits 
painted of him. 

Inoculation
During his 60-year reign, the Kangxi Emperor 
created the foundation for China’s incredible 
boom in the 18th century. In 1680, his son Yin-
reng fell ill with smallpox. He learnt from a 
low-ranking official called Fu Weige about the 
method of human-to-human transmission of 
smallpox pathogens with the intention of 
inducing a controlled infection to create immu-
nity, a method known as variolation, which in 
China today is referred to as rendou jiezhong fa 
(“inoculation method with human smallpox”, 
but frequently in early sources as dou zhong – 
“implanting smallpox”). Variolation had been 
known in China since the 1560s and was used 
above all in the south. The Emperor had his 
own children successfully inoculated with this 
method.

Science historian Joseph Needham, who is 
inclined towards the superlative, considers 
“variolation” to be the origin of immunology. 
Indeed, knowledge of the immunity created by 
overcoming a disease forms the basis for the 
assumption that an intentionally induced infec-
tion could serve the same purpose. However, 
variolation is far from being a precursor of mod-
ern immunology. Traditional Chinese physicians 
mostly assumed that smallpox developed out of 
a “foetal toxin” (taidu), meaning that the patho-
gens were in the body from birth. One popular, 
morality-steeped conjecture targeted excessive 

IN A NUTSHELL

•  When the Manchus started their 
conquest of China in 1644, they not only 
had to gain control over a population 
far superior to themselves in terms of 
numbers but also faced challenges as  
a result of smallpox, for which their 
immune system was not prepared. 

•  The Manchurian Qing Dynasty, which 
occupied the Chinese imperial throne 
until 1911, developed comprehensive 
measures to prevent the disease.  
In particular, the emperor and other 
dignitaries were strictly segregated. 
Sick people were obliged to leave the 
capital; the Chinese inhabitants were 
resettled elsewhere.

•  The Chinese have known a kind of 
inoculation since the 16th century: The 
aim was to achieve immunity through 
deliberate infection with weakened 
smallpox pathogens, a method known 
as variolation. The Kangxi Emperor was 
the first Manchu to use this practice on 
his own children.

•  The treatment was successful – even if 
not comparable to today’s vaccinations 
in terms of its effectiveness. Through 
the members of the Royal Society of 
London and Lady Montagu, wife of the 
British Ambassador in Constantinople, 
variolation became known in Europe.

•  The successful and resolute handling 
of smallpox was an important pillar that 
enabled the Qing Dynasty to further 
expand its strong rule over China. 
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sexual desire at the time of conception as the 
cause, while another brought into play poison-
ing from meconium. “There are people who 
claim that if you give a child a particular medi-
cine, it will never in its whole life fall ill with 
smallpox. How could that be? Smallpox is at rest 
in the body from the beginning and does not 
move,” physicians argued. The counterargu-
ment given to these early anti-vaxxers: Yes, the 
pathogens are indeed located in the body, but 
certain circumstances are necessary in order to 
trigger an uncontrollable outbreak of the dis-
ease. Inoculation, they said, was about prompt-
ing existing pathogens to cause a controlled 
infection and thus creating lifelong protection 
against smallpox. 

In the Qing period, four methods can be dis-
tinguished:
1. Wet inoculation method: 
Wet cotton is impregnated with an extract of 
pulverised smallpox scabs and inserted for six 
hours in a nostril of the child to be inoculated.
2. Dry inoculation method:
Slowly dried smallpox scabs are ground to a 
fine powder and then inserted in the nose with 
the help of a silver tube 20 cm long; the right 
nostril for girls and the left one for boys.
3. Clothing method: 
The vaccinee is wrapped in the clothing of a 
person with smallpox.
4. Lymph method: 
Cotton is soaked in pus from smallpox blisters 
and inserted in the nostril.

The Imperially Commissioned Golden Mirror 
of the Orthodox Lineage of Medicine compiled in 
the middle of the 18th century considered the 
second inoculation method to be the most tried 
and tested. However, all the procedures were 
handed down orally and exclusively by experi-
enced physicians. The origin of this secret 
knowledge is not known. At the end of the 18th 
century, Jiao Xun, a renowned scholar, com-
mented as follows: “This technique is indeed 
extremely subtle. It equates with the idea con-
tained in the ‘Inner Canon of the Yellow 
Emperor’ that the holy being cures a disease 
before it breaks out. But ignorant people do not 
share this opinion and wait until the poison 
breaks out on its own, depending on the sea-
sons, [other] epidemics and the spirits. [...] 
Why do we not destroy it before it flourishes 
and chase it away to a place where it can be 
prevented?”

Only children were inoculated, the risk for 
adults was too high. The quality of the material 
used for inoculation was crucial: “Once you 
have collected the smallpox scabs, they should 
be carefully wrapped in paper and put in a 
small bottle. This should be closed tightly with 
a cork so that the qi does not escape. The bottle 

should not be exposed to sunlight nor heated 
up near a fire. It is best for a person to wear it 
on the body so that the scabs dry naturally.” A 
widely used method was to obtain vaccine from 
the scabs and blisters of successfully inoculated 
individuals. Here too, the vaccinator’s experi-
ence was of vital importance. Scabs from small-
pox on the head were of the best quality, those 
from the hands, feet or chest area should not  
be used.

In view of the existential threat, the whole 
topic was linked to religious notions from an 
early stage. The folkloric belief in the smallpox 
goddess Doushen niangniang spread as far as the 
Imperial Court. Sacrifices had to be made to the 
goddess both in the event of a smallpox infec-
tion as well as for inoculation. For inoculation, 
an auspicious day had to be chosen, paper 
money had to be sacrificed and the family had 
to avoid inauspicious words so as not to dis-
please the smallpox goddess.

Comparison of blisters after 
inoculation with human 
smallpox and cowpox on  
the 12th and 13th day after 
administration.
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How efficient and safe were the vaccines? 
Renowned physician Zhang Yan said in the 18th 
century: “I’ve travelled throughout the whole 
country and inoculated no less than 8,000 or 
9,000 people. All in all, it was no more than  
20 or 30 that I was unable to save,” and Zhu 
Chungu, who was in charge of administering 
vaccinations on behalf of the Qing Court, 
reported a death rate of less than one person per 
hundred people inoculated. Given the 30 per 
cent lethality of smallpox and the social impact 
of smallpox epidemics, these figures represented 
tremendous progress. However, inoculation 
could also trigger epidemics in the first place. 
There are reports, for example, of an attempt to 
inoculate a family’s children that led to the 
annihilation of the entire family. 

A smallpox department was added to the 
Imperial Academy of Medicine as early as the 
17th century, and it was staff from this depart-
ment who administered vaccinations to Man-
chus and Mongols – something especially close 
to the Emperor’s heart. In 1708, the Kangxi 
Emperor informed the Mongols in a certain 
region that vaccinators would go there and that 
the Mongols should have all children aged six 
and seven inoculated. “Those among the Mon-
gols who are not vaccinated are not permitted to 
enter the capital. If they are later infected during 
a natural smallpox epidemic, they must die 
without question.” 

Indeed, this imperial activism in relation to 
vaccinations contributed significantly to reduc-
ing infant mortality and thus, as historian Zhang 
Jiafeng assumes, also to consolidating Manchu-
rian rule. From the middle of the Kangxi reign 
onwards, there is no longer any evidence of the 
complex measures to prevent smallpox beyond 
inoculation that had still characterised the 
Shunzhi Emperor’s reign. Nonetheless, another 
Manchurian emperor, the Tongzhi Emperor, is 
said to have died of smallpox at the end of the 
19th century – although it could also have been 
syphilis. More difficult to determine is the inoc-
ulation status of the population as a whole. In 
the 18th century, presumably 80 to 90 per cent 
of the elite in the south of the Empire were 
inoculated. For ordinary people, having their 
children inoculated seems to have been too 
expensive. On the other hand, there are reports 
of philanthropic institutions that financed the 
inoculation of poorer classes, like in England.

Even today, it has not yet been conclusively 
decided whether variolation was indeed devel-
oped in China, as postulated by Needham and 
Chinese historians, or whether it in fact origi-
nated in India. Equally controversial is the ques-
tion of how the “Chinese” method influenced 
developments in other parts of the world. It is 
known that the variolation method rapidly 
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An officer of the Qing Army. 
Ink and paint on silk, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York.
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gained currency in Europe in the 18th century 
and that various ruling houses there ensured 
that their members were inoculated. This is 
often credited to Lady Montagu, wife of the 
British Ambassador in Constantinople. She had 
seen a local physician practising the method 
there and then had her own children vacci-
nated, which saw to the popularisation of the 
method in Europe from 1714 onwards. In  
fact, however, a letter from China describing  
the Chinese practice had already reached the 
Royal Society of London in 1700, and a lecture 
on the subject was given at the Society in the 
same year. 

How the method could have reached Turkey 
from China is also unclear. Perhaps from Russia: 
Shortly after the Treaty of Nerchinsk of 1689, 
which established the borders between the Qing 
Empire and Tsarist Russia, Russian students had 
travelled to Beijing to learn not only the lan-
guage but also the practice of smallpox inocula-
tion. Variolation quickly spread around the 
world and was also used in America from 1721 
onwards. In December 1721, a fierce debate 
erupted in New England between “anti-inocula-
tors” and “inoculators”. In the 1760s, the Catho-
lic Church in France spoke out explicitly against 
inoculation, partly because it saw it as playing 
with God’s will.

Nonetheless, variolation in Europe and 
America in some ways paved the way for the 
spectacular success of Jenner’s smallpox vacci-

nation. In China, however, there was still a pref-
erence for variolation in many places even in 
the 19th century – something now criticised as a 
dangerous “superstition” by Western observers 
endeavouring to propagate the smallpox vacci-
nation based on cowpox.

The history of smallpox inoculation in China 
is a fascinating example of the historical han-
dling of epidemics that shows: This is an emi-
nently political process. Given their great sus-
ceptibility, for the Manchus it was, of course, a 
matter of pure survival. But the methodical and 
resolute handling of the threat in the early 
phase of their rule also attested to the Manchus’ 
political capacity to act – which facilitated their 
rule over China and large areas of Inner and 
East Asia that lasted for over 260 years. 
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Life in the pandemic

The coronavirus pandemic has led to a massive drop in physical 
encounters and meetings. But what does it mean to meet our fellow 
human beings solely in Zoom conferences, with a mask and at a 
larger distance – or not to meet them at all? What consequences 
does this have for social interaction? And how is the cultural sector, 
for which the audience’s physical presence is still essential, dealing 
with this?

# Staythefuckhome was the name of a pop-
ular hashtag conceived at the beginning 
of the pandemic as a “self-isolation mani-

festo”. In the spring of 2020, staying at home 
had yet to be learned as a key measure for con-
taining the virus. Yet spending time in the pub-
lic space has by no means ceased entirely, 
although shops and precincts also had to close 
from a certain point onwards and strolling 
around them largely stopped. Under coronavirus 
conditions, probably more people overall are 
underway in parks and other green spaces than 
before. However, while at the beginning it was 
still quite common for people to meet up in 
larger groups at popular places such as Fried-
berger Platz in the Nordend suburb of Frank-
furt, as measures tightened these small oases 
also disappeared. People are obliged to keep 
their distance from each other outside too; 
there are signs everywhere with warnings and 
bans. What, then, does the public space still 
offer and – above all – to whom? 

Nowhere to chill out
For Antje Schlottmann, professor of human 
geography, the public space is a “space which is 
educational, but also appropriated in a wide 
variety of ways and in any case fought over”. 
However, the pandemic is not leading here to 
any general developments, she says, but to shifts 
that have to be considered in terms of space, 
time (of day) and social context: “There are too 
few park benches and playgrounds, also because 
these are now increasingly being used as gym 
equipment. On Frankfurt’s main shopping 
street, the Zeil, there is more space again for 
needs that go beyond consumption, for teenage 
skateboarders in particular.” Above all young 
people are suffering from the ban on being 
allowed to meet outside in groups. Adults tend 
to overlook their need to “hang out” on park 
benches and in similar places – perhaps because 
it is not of general social relevance? This is the 
conclusion at which two educational scientists, 
Professor Sabine Andresen and Johanna Wilmes, 

Behind a mask,  
at a distance or  
in digital space  
Where can people meet up in times of the pandemic  
and how can lively get-togethers take place?  

By Dirk Frank

LIFE 
IN THE PANDEMIC
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Life in the pandemic

“You can put it in a nutshell 
quite simply: Trivial commu-

nication is missing,”  
says microsociologist  

Tilman Allert – referring,  
for example, to chit-chat at  

the cheese counter.

have arrived, who have examined, together 
with colleagues from the University of 
Hildesheim, how young people are dealing with 
the coronavirus pandemic. One important 
result from the study “Youth and the Corona-
virus”: Above all, young people miss open 
spaces. “Chilling out is a way to escape from 
everyday life, reduce stress levels and exchange 
experiences with peers. In general, this first of 
all applies equally to most young people. How-
ever, during the lockdown it became a parti-
cular issue for those living in cramped condi-
tions because it’s hard to stay in a small flat  
the whole time together with your family,” says 
Johanna Wilmes.  

Masks trigger mistrust
The restrictions regarding meeting in groups 
and interacting with lots of people, whether 
friends, acquaintances or random people, might 
have consequences for the underlying mood in 
society. “You can put it in a nutshell quite sim-
ply: Trivial communication is missing,” says 
sociologist Professor Tilman Allert. “Gossip and 
chit-chat are what cements our social order 
together.” Because everyday conversation at the 
cheese counter, bus stop or on the park bench is 

missing or can only be conducted in “masked” 
form to a limited extent, people are increasingly 
focusing on politics and journalism. “This fuels 
the constant discussion about the crisis and the 
view that politics are failing miserably.” As a 
microsociologist, Allert is interested in everyday 
interpersonal situations, which have by no 
means disappeared even in times of the pan-
demic. He describes why, despite all efforts to 

shape the social situation in a binding way, it is, 
however, an unreasonable demand under coro-
navirus conditions: “The uncovered face is an 
entry into communication; it’s a first greeting, 
even before we start speaking. The mask, by 
contrast, is a disguise with which we give mis-
trust a stage.” When facial expressions are miss-
ing, the look in our counterpart’s eyes becomes 
ambivalent, says Allert. And he even goes one 
step further: The coronavirus pandemic creates 
a certain mistrust; the mask becomes a symbol 
that our counterpart in the supermarket or on 
the bus could be a superspreader. “I’m pretty 
sure that this mistrust will disappear again once 
the pandemic is over because in principle no 
society can function permanently with mistrust 
in communication.” Even if Allert would some-
times like his fellow human beings to display a 
little more humility towards what cannot be 
changed, he assumes that normality will return: 
He is looking forward to lively social inter-
action, to the “return of nonchalance in our 
communication.” 

The (in)ability to learn in Zoom conferences
The chit-chat at the cheese counter might be an 
unreasonable demand when “masked”. But 
how do things look in digital communication, 
which at least for many in the world of work 
and education has become the new normal? At 
least there, we can put our masks aside without 
having to forego communication with lots of 
other people. Christian Stegbauer, professor of 
sociology, has conducted a qualitative survey 
among his students on studying under corona-
virus conditions. “They’re having a hard time,” 
he says, summarising the overall result. The 
university has lost its significance as a social 
space. Stegbauer is part of the network research 
community, which looks less at the individual 
person and their behaviour and rather at the 
“sociality in the space between”. He considers 
the concept of “cognitive social structure” to be 
elementary in explaining the special social situ-
ation in a seminar held via Zoom. “The question 
is: What do I know about the relationships of 
the people surrounding me so that I can then 
establish my own position? In the seminar 
room, I can see who is sitting next to whom, 
who is whispering to whom now and again or 
who is leaving the room together. In a Zoom 
conference, by contrast, I see each person in a 
tile without being able to gauge the connections 
among them.” Stegbauer also sees this as a loss 
of social learning and orientation: “In a seminar 
with personal attendance, you can quickly ask 
your neighbour how to write an essay; in a 
video chat, that possibility is practically elimi-
nated because you don’t want to embarrass 
yourself by asking a ‘dumb’ question.”

Photo: Kzenon/shutterstock
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Chance encounters disappear
Casual friendships or acquaintances from uni-
versity therefore currently play almost no role at 
all in students’ social life, although these con-
tacts would be important, since through them 
new students, for example, can access aspects of 
studying previously unknown to them. In con-
trast to these “weak” relationships, as network 
research would say, relationships to family 
members and just a few close friends, where 
you are sure that the risk of contagion is mini-
mal, are the “strong” ones that currently domi-
nate. These are, however, less helpful – at least 
as far as accessing the information required by 
students is concerned. 

Research is equally focusing on what are 
referred to as “super-weak relationships”. This is 
what connections between people are called 
who did not know each other beforehand and 
meet rather by chance, for example at large fes-
tivals, but also at concerts and in clubs. Such 
encounters were no longer possible from the 
beginning of the pandemic onwards, and at 
present it is not foreseeable when there will be 
such mass encounters again. “Because such 
large events are real hotspots for spreading the 
virus: Different spheres mix, certain everyday 
norms are partially set aside, for example under 
the influence of alcohol,” says Stegbauer. That is 
why many a conservative observer is not at all 
in favour of such mass events, preferring instead 
to socialise in a small, manageable and “culti-
vated” setting. However, as Stegbauer points 

out: “Close contact with people you wouldn’t 
meet under other circumstances can be very 
enriching because here too you learn things that 
aren’t otherwise on your radar.”

Real and virtual audiences in the cultural sector
Sociologist Tilman Allert illustrates the loss of 
social interaction with a vivid image: “As a result 
of the coronavirus pandemic, we no longer have 
a stage at our disposal. Who wants to get dressed 
up?” But how do things look with the “real” 
stages? Theatre, opera, concerts, but also muse-
ums and cinemas thrive on an audience that 
experiences art together in close physical prox-
imity. The economic losses caused by the pan-
demic are in any case enormous: In Europe, a 
downturn of 31.2 per cent is expected for 2020, 
in the performing arts even 90 per cent (SZ, 
26.1.2021). Professor Nikolaus Müller-Schöll, 
theatre scholar at Goethe University, fears long-
term damage especially for freelance artists, 
whom the lockdown is hitting particularly hard. 
As a rule, even very successful independent the-
atre groups are unable to build up reserves, he 
says. Despite all the state support, the lockdown 
is tearing a big hole. But even publicly funded 
theatres are also likely to suffer long-term dam-
age, according to Müller-Schöll: “It will presum-
ably take a long time before normal operations 
are possible again. This also means that people 
who were accustomed to going to the theatre 
regularly might not come back at all. And the 
situation is particularly threatening for the new 

“Close contact with people 
you wouldn’t meet under  
other circumstances can  
be very enriching,”  
says network researcher  
Christian Stegbauer.
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generation because it’s foreseeable that after the 
lockdown first of all those performances stock-
piled during the pandemic will run, funding cuts 
will follow everywhere, and it will be much 
more difficult for new actors to get started.” In 
Müller-Schöll’s opinion, the artistic value of 
recordings available on the internet is still very 
limited: “What is not transposed into film or 
digital versions is the interaction between the 
actors and the audience.” But how might such a 
transposition look? “On Nachtkritik.de, record-
ings of Theatertreffen performances and selected 
classics were accompanied by a live chat, where 
people could discuss what they were watching. 
This fulfils, to some degree, the wish expressed 
by Brecht: That the audience in the theatre 
should be like that in the football stadium, 
where everyone is an expert – and everyone 
knows better than the man on the coach’s bench 
what ought to happen next.” In 2020, students 
of theatre, film and media studies created a dig-
ital festival where you were sent a box before-
hand containing all kinds of utensils, which 
then had to be opened and used in the course  
of the pre-produced “viewings”, from bars of 
chocolate to lipstick (https://www.vvipfestival.
com). Müller-Schöll draws a cautiously optimistic 
conclusion: “We find ourselves here at the tran-
sition to another, in many dimensions so far 
scarcely developed medium. And after the lock-
down new forms will evolve out of experiences 
gathered during this time which will certainly 
stay with us.”

One of the topics explored by his colleague 
Vinzenz Hediger, professor of film studies at 
Goethe University, is the development of cin-
ema culture in the age of digitalisation. In Hedi-
ger’s view, the coronavirus pandemic could 
accelerate the success story of streaming ser-
vices. Netflix & Co are convenient alternatives 
because cinemas are closed – but also for want 
of other things to do in the evening. And they 
are already more popular among young people 

than regular TV. Is the coronavirus pandemic 
the nail in the coffin for cinema culture? “Cine-
mas will presumably prove to be more resilient 
than it would appear at the moment. You could 
write a whole history of cinema consisting 
solely of premature eulogies,” says Hediger, who 
nonetheless sees cinema culture in danger. That 
is why he would like to see a debate on more 
support for arthouse and rural cinemas mod-
elled on film funding in France. 

The author
Dr Dirk Frank
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of Goethe University.
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IN A NUTSHELL

• The pandemic has greatly changed the 
public space. To avoid infection, 
keeping a distance and wearing masks 
are the order of the day.  

• The loss of open spaces is especially 
hard to bear for young people: They 
lack important opportunities to escape 
from everyday life. This particularly 
affects young people from less affluent 
backgrounds.

• The mask also changes human 
coexistence: It conceals facial 
expressions, the look in our counter-
part’s eyes becomes ambivalent, 
mistrust sets in.

• With the shifting of learning situations 
into virtual space, communication 
among learners is curtailed, social 
learning and orientation are lost.

• “Super-weak relationships” – for 
example contacts between strangers  
at a festival – are also lost because  
this kind of event is no longer possible 
under pandemic conditions. The entire 
culture and entertainment industry 
hangs on this because shifting events 
to an online format is only possible to  
a very limited degree.

Photo: Werner Lerooy/shutterstock

“Chilling out is a way to 
escape from everyday life, 

reduce stress levels and 
exchange experiences with 

peers,” says educational 
scientist Johanna Wilmes.  

One place to chill out is  
at Brockhaus Fountain on  

the Zeil, Frankfurt’s main 
shopping street – a very 
popular spot before the 

pandemic, especially on hot 
summer days.

http://Nachtkritik.de
https://www.vvipfestival.com/
https://www.vvipfestival.com/
mailto:frank@pvw.uni-frankfurt.de
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Ms Andresen, you’re a child and youth 
researcher. I would, however, first of all 
like to discuss another age group with 
you – the “middle-aged”. How are above 
all mothers and fathers getting through 
the pandemic? 

In the spring of 2020, we conducted our 
first “KiCo” study (“Children, Parents 
and their Experiences during the Corona-
virus Pandemic”, see box) just as the 
lockdown was being very carefully eased. 

25,000 people, mostly middle- aged 
mothers and fathers, answered the 
online questionnaire within a very short 
time and set aside a lot of time to do so 
because, among others, they had to 
answer questions for each individual 
child. That alone was an impressive 
 signal: There is a tremendous need to be 
heard and seen, especially among adults 
with responsibility for children and 
 adolescents. Parents who have to organ-
ise and manage so many things at the 

moment are evidently asking them-
selves: Who is actually thinking about 
us? We must, however, restrict this 
statement and say that this large group 
is by no means representative of all par-
ents in Germany because we mainly 
reached well-educated working women 
and men.

What particularly concerns this age 
group at such a busy time in their lives?

There is no one answer to that question. 
At present, it seems to be the case that 
parents feel unsettled because they’re 
worried that they will hardly be pro-
tected against an infection if they aren’t 
vaccinated. After all, they weren’t in 
one of the priority groups initially. The 
surveys available, including inter-
national ones, also reveal that mothers 
with children of an age where they 
require a lot of time and attention, i.e. 
nursery school children, are particularly 
stressed if they have to manage their 
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The family system:  
little room for manoeuvre
Sabine Andresen on the particular burdens  
on families during the pandemic

Between work and getting 
supper: Working from home and 
home schooling have meant 
additional challenges for parents 
in everyday life.
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Life in the pandemic

jobs alongside caring for and raising chil-
dren during the pandemic. Those work-
ing from home are faced with the task of 
how to manage their work and have 
shifted their working hours to the early 
morning and late evening. Those who 
cannot work from home agonise over the 
question: How is my child doing in emer-
gency daycare? In the first lockdown, for 
example, no lunch was provided. In 
addition, it’s precisely people in such 
occupations who cannot work from 
home that often have a low income. 

But isn’t this group always particularly 
affected? Doesn’t the pandemic simply 
act like a magnifying glass here? 

We know from family research that the 
entire family system with the tasks that 
the family has – above all when young 
children are involved, and even more so 
when it comes to caring for older rela-
tives – has little room for manoeuvre. 
Various studies show this, such as those 
by family sociologist Karin Jurczyk of 
the German Youth Institute on the 
blurred boundaries between gainful 
employment and family work and the 
associated stresses and strains, and on 
feeling inadequate on all fronts. I can 
remember one mother saying in an 
interview: “When nothing fits together 
anymore.” Mothers and fathers report 
that they feel like they’re chasing their 
own tails trying to reconcile everything. 
They have to juggle a lot of balls in this 

phase of their lives and accomplish an 
enormous amount. But we need to look 
very closely at socially conditioned dif-
ferences. The stress of facilitating as 
many leisure activities as possible for 
your child alongside your job and help-
ing with their schooling tends rather to 
be a lifestyle and parenting style of the 
middle classes. Families in precarious 
socio-economic circumstances face com-
pletely different issues. In such cases, 
parents are busy explaining to their chil-
dren why they can’t have things and 
about going without as well as being 
confronted at school with expectations 
of “parental involvement”, meaning 
that they soon reach their limits there 
too as far as time and other issues are 
concerned. This means that this phase is 
characterised overall by a lot of real 
effort. Although we’ve been talking 
about shared responsibility for child-rais-
ing and caring for the elderly for at least 
20 years, this still depends very much on 
family commitment. I’m not so sure – 
coming back to the magnifying glass – 
whether the burdens on families during 
the pandemic have lastingly raised the 
awareness of those responsible for fam-
ily, labour and social policy. 

How does the particular and permanent 
stress during the pandemic impact on the 
family situation?

That depends on a family’s respective 
resources. How high is the income, how 

many mouths does it have to feed, what 
are working conditions like, are there 
any health issues. In everyday life, it 
quickly became clear that living condi-
tions are important: How much space is 
available for people to live together and 
get along? Everything that previously 
took place in different locations now 
comes together at home. Individual 
family members often have nowhere to 
withdraw to. For their well-being, ado-
lescents need a place where they can 
learn in peace, but also as a retreat, that 
is, their own private space. But mothers 
and fathers need this too. However, if 
living space is limited, they let their own 
needs come second. The neighbourhood 
and surroundings also play an important 
role: Is there a park, a garden? And a 
third factor is future prospects: Are there 
job worries? Is the family affected by 
short-time work, by unemployment? 
These are, of course, considerable stress 
factors. A study from the USA shows that 
job loss can be an indicator for the poten-
tial for violence in families to increase – 
both regarding violence towards the 
partner as well as towards children. And 
as yet we know far too little about this 
and are still far too insufficiently pre-
pared for it. It will be necessary to pro-
vide some good support here.

At the beginning, it was said that 
violence within the family had not 
increased during the pandemic.  
Do you have a different inside view?
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At the beginning, the number of reports 
even decreased, for example reports of 
child welfare being at risk. However, this 
was due to the fact that school teachers 
and nursery staff were not there to 
report cases. It is much harder for a 
child to call a helpline when everyone is  
at home. Nonetheless, it was important 
that helplines were opened for longer, 
for example “Nummer gegen Kummer”. 
In addition, a lot of children were not 
taken to the doctor over a long period of 
time, so that this group too was unable 
to help a child if violence was suspected. 
Data have recently been published 
which show that the “Gewalt gegen 
Frauen” helpline for women threatened 
by violence has seen a significant increase 
in counselling. There is clearly an urgent 
need for research on this. 

Some parents are aware of the danger 
that they might use violence. How could 
they be helped in good time before 
something happens?

The approach in Germany, which is also 
anchored in the Federal Child Protection 
Act, is to help parents and empower 
them to bring up their children without 
violence. It’s about offering support so 
that such situations do not arise in the 
first place. Child protection and empow-
ering parents to bring up their children 
without violence are reliant on local 
networks. Frankfurt has such a strong 
network. Child protection and protection 
against violence require a very good infra - 
structure during a pandemic too.

Are there also families that will emerge 
from the pandemic stronger than before?

In our KiCo survey in the first lockdown 
– we really need a new one now – there 
were two types that contrasted with 
each other. On the one hand, there were 
the mothers at the end of their tether, 
exhausted and in despair, with major 
worries and fears for the future, also 
concerning what their children will miss 
out on. And on the other hand, we had 
lots of parents who were happy that so 
many things were off the agenda; this 
constant stress of optimising all family 
members’ lives, for example through 
various leisure activities. But I would 
venture the hypothesis that this group 
has meanwhile shrunk considerably 
because it has all already been going on 

for so long and the psychosocial conse-
quences are now coming to the fore so 
much more clearly. The emotional 
strain, lack of exercise, children’s health 
problems. After all, mothers and fathers 
are the first to notice. In this respect, I 
think that has changed again a lot now. 

Would you agree with the Federal 
President when he said that the COVID 
generation will develop very special 
future skills?

Yes, I would. But we would have to ask 
the adolescents and young adults them-
selves what they’ve learned, what posi-
tive things they’ve extracted for them-
selves. Talking now about the crisis as an 
opportunity, also as a formative ele-
ment, is something I can understand as 
far as politics is concerned. The purpose 
of that is also to foster hope and draw 
attention to the fact that young people 
and students are not just learners at 

their place of education but also learn a 
lot in other places and in other circum-
stances – that is an important message. 
But this will presumably only be an 
opportunity if children and adolescents 

experience different types of support, 
creativity without cutting costs, and the 
well-being of the young generation is 
prioritised. Young people have shoul-
dered a lot, and they’ve done so with 
great readiness and solidarity. But exist-
ing studies show that they’re worried 
about their own and society’s future. I 
have the impression that they’ve so far 
not been given good answers to the 
questions related to this – which also 
include topics such as climate protection 
and social justice or democracy. 

We’ve talked a lot now about families.  
In your opinion, where else do we need 
to take a closer look?

An area that preoccupied me a lot espe-
cially around Christmas, when it became 
particularly apparent how suddenly 
everyone was reduced to relationships 
in the family nucleus, completely ignor-
ing the fact that many people do not 

want to celebrate Christmas with their 
family of origin for good reasons. The 
regulations regarding whom you were 
allowed to meet were based on a very 
traditional image of the family, which 
does not correlate at all with many  
 people’s lives. I ask myself why it is that 
friendships or an elective affinity are 
treated in a subordinate way. Family 
research should take a closer look at this.

The interview was conducted  
by Anke Sauter.
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Stress test: How are you supposed to   
concentrate on a phone call when family life  
is going on in the background? And especially 
younger children need encouragement and 
support when learning at home.



The heart   
       after COVID-19
                               Not all long-term damage disappears without treatment

              By Anne Hardy

National table tennis player 
Juliane Wolf has now  
also overcome long COVID.
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T op athlete Juliane Wolf, national table 
tennis player and fourth in the world 
rankings in para table tennis, was in fact 

very lucky. Although she contracted SARS-CoV-2 
in November 2020, she had hardly any symptoms 
– a mild course of the disease, as is frequently 
the case among young people. However, she 
remained very tired and developed a headache 
if she looked at a monitor for a long time. It was 
at University Hospital Frankfurt that she was 
diagnosed with something she had not expected: 
myocarditis. The 33-year-old was shocked. “At 
that time, I was just about to start my proper 
training again, but instead everything ground to 
a halt. That was particularly hard to get my head 
round in the run-up to Tokyo,” she explains. 
Wolf is not only an athlete but also works as a 
research associate at the Faculty of Educational 
Sciences. No drugs have yet been tested for this 
mild form of myocardial inflammation. Instead, 
she was urged to avoid stress.

Heart damage like in chronic diabetes
Julia Wolf’s medical examination was part of a 
study by Professor Eike Nagel, Dr Valentina 
Puntmann and their team at the Institute for 
Experimental and Translational Cardiovascular 
Imaging at University Hospital Frankfurt. In the 
framework of this study, the physicians are 
looking at the long-term effects of a COVID-19 
infection on the heart. 

In most COVID-19 patients, only severe 
courses of heart muscle inflammation, that is, 
myocarditis, have so far come to attention. “As 
far as mild cases are concerned, we’re seeing a 

grey zone that we think is underestimated, 
although we don’t yet have any exact figures 
based on epidemiological studies,” says Professor 
Nagel. His group specialises in detecting myocar-
ditis at an early stage. The researchers have 
developed their own magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI) methods that are more accurate and 
less error-prone than the standard programmes 
offered by the equipment manufacturers. To 
date, these methods are not used routinely.

Together with his colleague Dr Valentina 
Puntmann back in July 2020, Nagel was one of 
the first researchers worldwide to look at long-
term heart damage following a COVID-19 infec-
tion. The results of the study, which appeared in 
the scientific journal JAMA Cardiology, caused a 
sensation: In 78 per cent of the test persons, 
changes in the heart were detectable two 
months after the onset of the infection. 60 per 
cent suffered from inflammation of the heart 
muscle cells.

“This doesn’t mean that 78 per cent of the 
participants in the study will develop a heart 
problem as a result of COVID, since changes in 
the heart muscle were also seen in a control 
group without COVID that has the same risk 
factors, such as smoking,” Nagel stresses. What 
stands out, however, is that in the post-COVID 
group the changes are far greater. “More than 
half the patients show signs of damage that is 
more pronounced than in people with chronic 
diabetes or high blood pressure.”

Cardiac insufficiency will increase after COVID
The second important finding was that 22 per 
cent of the participants in the study displayed 
increased amounts of water in the heart muscle, 
which indicates slight to moderate inflamma-
tion. Seen from a purely statistical perspective, 
these patients have an increased risk of develop-
ing cardiac insufficiency or arrhythmias in the 
course of their life. That is why Nagel considers 
it important to recognise these early stages. With-
out declaring people sick because of it. “My aim is 
to keep people as healthy as possible,” he says.

What is thought-provoking is the fact that 
myocardial inflammation also occurred in people 

Even young and healthy individuals can 
still suffer myocardial inflammation weeks 
after recovering from a COVID-19 infection. 
Pioneering work in Frankfurt using high-
resolution magnetic resonance imaging 
has now corroborated this. Frankfurt 
scientists are currently heading research 
work into the reasons behind it as well as 
the therapies which could protect and heal 
the heart.
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who had only experienced a mild bout of COVID, 
like national table tennis player Juliane Wolf. 
Most of the test persons suffered from non-spe-
cific symptoms such as shortness of breath and 
fatigue.

Nagel advises caution: “People always say: 
You’ll be alright. With young people who are fit 
that’s indeed the case. But they still display 
measurable damage nonetheless. Perhaps their 
performance is only 98 per cent. Top athletes 
notice this quickly. But they’re trained to give it 
their best at all times and try to compensate for 
this through harder training. That’s not neces-
sarily the best thing to do if you still have some 
slight inflammation.”

Myocardial inflammation often goes undetected
When would Eike Nagel recommend an MRI 
scan? When a patient complains of palpitations, 
does not feel particularly fit and his or her tro-
ponin levels are slightly increased. Troponin-T is 
a protein that performs an important function in 
the contraction of the heart muscle cells. If these 
are damaged or die off, more troponin-T is 
released into the blood. “The level doesn’t have 
to be as high in early myocarditis as in a heart 
attack because in early myocarditis some of the 
cells are only damaged and the damaged cells 
release less troponin than the dying ones. On 
the basis of the data available so far, we can’t yet 
say what the threshold is.”

The MRI scan then makes it possible to 
identify areas where scar tissue has formed 
because heart muscle cells have died off (T1 
value). Unlike after a heart attack, the scarred 
(fibrotic) tissue is distributed diffusely in the 
heart muscle. In addition, the accumulation of 
fluid in the heart muscle (T2 value) can be seen, 
which indicates inflammation. In an acute case, 
such as that of athlete Juliane Wolf, the heart 
can recover again as soon as the water disap-
pears out of the tissue. Some cells, however, do 
not recover, as can be deduced from the T1 
value once the inflammation has gone. If it is 
still high, the damage is irreversible.

Studies in the planning for the treatment  
of long-term damage 
No drugs for this early form of myocarditis have 
yet been approved. That is why Nagel is plan-
ning a multicentre study with partners at the 
German Centre for Cardiovascular Research. If 
microinfarcts are presumed to be the cause, vaso-
dilative strategies might be the answer. Low-
dose ACE inhibitors (in higher doses they lower 
blood pressure) could be used to counter the 
formation of scar tissue. Researchers such as 
Professor Stefanie Dimmeler, director of the 
Institute of Cardiovascular Regeneration, are 
currently pinning a lot of hope on anti-inflam-
matory therapy, for instance with cortisone: 
“Cortisone attacks inflammation on a broad 

LONG-TERM HEART 
DAMAGE FROM COVID
In principle, three types of 
long-term damage can occur: 
As a result of the infection, 
plaque can break off and clog 
coronary vessels, causing  
a heart attack. There is also  
an increased risk of this with 
influenza. Or patients suffer 
microinfarcts, which in 
general cannot be detected 
with standard imaging 
methods because only small 
regions are affected. This 
seems to occur frequently  
in COVID-19 infections and 
makes the heart less resilient. 
The third possibility is diffuse 
myocarditis, which can be 
triggered by immune cells 
fighting the virus or from 
autoimmune reactions. This 
also causes heart muscle cells 
to die and tissue to scar.
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In order to penetrate heart 
cells, SARS-CoV-2 needs the 
ACE-2 receptor as well as the 
cellular molecule cathepsin.  
In the laboratory, cathepsin 
inhibitors were able to stop the 
virus from multiplying in heart 
muscle cells. 

scale and in so doing also protects the heart and 
the blood vessels,” she says.

The institute is also currently testing various 
cardiac drugs to see what protective effect they 
have on the heart. In addition, studies are being 
conducted on how to prevent thromboses in 
order, in turn, to prevent infarcts.

How does the virus enter the heart?
Biologist Professor Stefanie Dimmeler has been 
studying the effects of SARS-CoV-2 on the heart 
at cell and tissue level since the beginning of the 
pandemic. Back in February 2020, she was 
already working with Professor Sandra Ciesek, 
head of virology at University Hospital Frank-
furt, who had isolated the virus from people 
returning from Wuhan. First, Dimmeler infected 
heart muscle cells and endothelial cells, with 
which the walls of the blood vessel are lined, in 
cell cultures. The next step was to examine 
infected 3-D heart cultures. Such tissue-like cul-
tures beat or twitch in the test tube like little 
hearts. As Dimmeler observed: “The beat rate 
rises steeply when cultures are infected, indicat-
ing that the cells are under severe stress. They 
die off within three days.”

The next step was to examine tissue sections 
from human hearts obtained during organ 
transplantations. For this, Stefanie Dimmeler 
travelled during the first lockdown – with special 
permission from the Chancellor – to the Medical 

Centre of LMU Munich. There, she placed thin 
slices of heart tissue immediately after removal 
into the incubator she had brought with her and 
in which electrical impulses stimulated the tis-
sue slices to continue contracting. “It was very 
exciting,” she remembers, “because we didn’t 
know whether the heart tissue would survive 
transportation back to our lab undamaged.”

SARS-CoV-2

ACE2

Virus replication

Cathepsin inhibitor

Cathepsin

Heart muscle cell

HOW THE VIRUS ATTACKS HEART CELLS
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Diagram: Julian Wagner; adapted by Peter Kiefer

MRI images for research: 
Cardiologist Dr Valentina 
Puntmann looks after a  
study participant at the 
Institute for Experimental and  
Cardiovascular Imaging at 
University Hospital Frankfurt.
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One important finding from these experi-
ments: Heart muscle cells are infected via a 
slightly different route than lung cells. Heart 
muscle cells have only small amounts of the 
protease TMPRSS2, via which the coronavirus 
enters lung cells. Instead, the virus uses the 
protein cathepsin, which is found in large 
quantities in the heart. In the laboratory trials, 
cathepsin-inhibiting agents were able to stop 
the virus from replicating. These agents could 
be used in future in the acute stage of a COVID-
19 infection – to date no inhibitors have been 
approved.

Damaged hearts and blood vessels  
are more vulnerable
“With COVID-19 infections, we have the chick-
en-and-egg dilemma, meaning we don’t know 
whether the heart problems can be traced back 
directly to the attack by the virus or whether 
they’re the result of immune-related inflamma-
tory reactions that also damage the endothe-
lium,” explains Dimmeler. In a healthy person, 
the endothelium, which lines the walls of the 
blood vessels, prevents viruses from entering 
the heart muscle via the blood. The coronavirus 
is not able to overcome this vascular barrier 
either, as Dimmeler’s team was able to prove 
through experiments on five different types of 
endothelium: “Although the endothelial cells in 
the heart can absorb the virus, it doesn’t survive 
in them. This means that the endothelium is a 
protective shield for the heart.” However, people 
with vascular diseases or pre-damaged hearts 
are at risk, since in their case the virus can take 
a firm hold in the heart.

And why then can myocarditis occur as a 
long-term effect in people whose heart was pre-
viously healthy? Stefanie Dimmeler suspects that 
the endothelium is attacked by immune reactions 
and that this destroys its barrier function.

Dimmeler and her team also used cell cul-
tures to study the effect of remdesivir, the 
virostatic agent that has been the first approved 
treatment for COVID-19 in the United States 
since November 2020. They showed that rem-
desivir stops the virus from replicating in cells – 
irrespective of whether it is a lung or heart mus-
cle cell. However, clinical trials with the drug 
have so far not been particularly convincing. 
Dimmeler assumes that the virostatic agent is 
only effective if administered at an early stage of 
an infection. “Once the virus has attacked the 
organs, it’s probably too late,” she says.

What can be done in the acute phase?
Whether the heart is damaged during an acute 
COVID infection and administering a drug such 
as remdesivir or cathepsin inhibitors is promis-
ing could be decided with the help of high-reso-

lution MRI. However, it is not possible simply to 
wheel COVID patients from the hermetically 
sealed wing of an intensive care unit through 
the hospital to an MRI machine, especially if 
they are on a ventilator. This would require 
changing hospital infrastructure and making an 
MRI scanner available exclusively for COVID 
patients. “It takes two hours after the procedure 
before the machine is aerosol-free again,” 
explains Eike Nagel. This is extremely laborious 
both for routine hospital operations as well as 
for research.

National table tennis player Juliane Wolf’s 
heart has meanwhile recovered without ther-
apy. During a second MRI scan in mid-March, it 
looked healthy again. “I only started training 
again slowly after the long break nonetheless,” 
she says.   

The author
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IN A NUTSHELL

 • COVID infections have long-term 
effects on the heart, which could often 
lead to cardiac insufficiency later on.

• High-resolution MRI can be used to 
detect myocardial inflammation at an 
early stage.

• Pre-damaged hearts and blood vessels 
as well as autoimmune inflammatory 
reactions as a result of a COVID-19 
infection increase the risk of myocar-
dial inflammation.

• If cardiac function is impaired or 
pathological biomarkers such as 
troponin-T increase, extreme physical 
exertion should be avoided.

Further information

https://www.cardiac-imaging.
org/in-the-media
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The conspicuous absence  
of crowds
Escape or confrontation?   
How the pandemic has influenced the way we watch movies

By Isadora Campregher Paiva

W hen the COVID-19 outbreak first 
reached pandemic status, a curious 
phenomenon happened. Rather than 

searching for escapist entertainment to distract 
from the horrifying situation, many people 
sought films that dealt with the same problems 
we were going through in real life. Contagion 
(Soderbergh, 2011), a relatively realistic film 

about the global spread of a deadly virus, was 
the most popular representative of this genre. 
Though it was a moderate success when it came 
out, the film had mostly been forgotten by 2020, 
unavailable in most streaming platforms. But  
as the coronavirus started to spread, so did Con-
tagion’s popularity: the Google searches for the 
film exploded in March 2020, far surpassing the 
numbers for when it first came out.

This drive to watch a film that hit so close to 
home was certainly not the tendency for every-
one. When asked about the renewed popularity 
of Contagion, one of the film’s stars, Kate Win-
slet, said “I just felt so freaked out, why would 
anyone watch Contagion? It’s about a horrible 
pandemic in which many people die!” (Winslet, 

How is the cinema audience reacting to the 
ongoing infection risk? Do people seek to 
temporarily escape reality by immersing 
themselves in tales of fantasy and romance? 
Film scholar Isadora Campregher Paiva  
has made some suprising observations.
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The pink cloud: symbol of 
anti-feminism, the destruction 
of nature – or of the pandemic? 
With her work shot in 2019 and 
released in 2020, Brazilian 
director Iuli Gerbase has 
experienced how differently 
films are perceived depending 
on the temporal context. 

http://trigon-film.org
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2021). What explains this drive by some to see 
their ongoing trauma reflected on the screen? 
Several authors have posited that one purpose 
of fiction is to allow us a space to vicariously live 
through intense emotions and states without 
exposing ourselves to the complexities and risks 
of actually going through them (Kaes, 2009). 
This can be anything from the experience of 
danger to one’s life in a horror film to the thrill 
of new love in a romance. 

The comfort of narrative logic
But what is the point of practising what is 
already being experienced in the real world? 
Watching a pandemic film during a pandemic, 
particularly one as realistic as Contagion, bounds 
and orders the experience in a narrative frame 

that has a beginning, middle and – most impor-
tantly – an end. This was particularly important 
at the start of the pandemic, precisely the 
moment in which Contagion’s popularity 
exploded, since people wanted to feel emotion-
ally prepared for what was to come. This works 
as a form of emotional vaccination: By exposing 
ourselves to the thing we fear in a safe format, 
we prepare for the real version. There is a meas-
ure of escapism to a story about horrific events, 
since no matter how terrible, it still follows a 
narrative logic that is absent from real life, 
where disease is often random and devoid of 
meaning.

This obsession with pandemic narratives 
seems to have waned after the initial outbreak, 
giving way to a different type of relationship to 
films. As the months of confinement dragged 
on, the pandemic became such an all-encom-
passing part of our lives that, even if we tried, it 
was impossible to escape it. Watching characters 
engage in the kinds of behaviours we have been 
taught to avoid (coughing on their hands, 
gather ing in groups, sharing drinks, etc.) became 
anxiety-inducing for many. The corollary was 
also true: Scenes that used to be associated with 
dystopic narratives, such as empty cities or people 
wearing masks, suddenly seemed comforting. 
This uncanny inversion of our usual signifiers, 
making ostensibly peaceful scenes tense and 
vice versa, is recognisable to the viewer as a mis-
reading of a film’s intentions. Nevertheless, it is 
hard to ignore, leading to an inability to immerse 
oneself in the fictional world of the story.

New insight into old films 
But the projection of our everyday anxieties 
onto films unrelated to the pandemic need not 
be a demerit. In some cases, it can add a new 
layer of meaning and relatability that enriches 
the experience of watching a film. In the discus-
sions I have had in film studies classes in the last 
year, students routinely saw unnerving parallels 
to the pandemic in all types of films, no matter 
how old. When, for instance, the mayor of a 
seaside town refuses to hurt the local economy 
to save the lives of beachgoers in Jaws (Spiel-
berg, 1975), his behaviour was identified as eerily 
reminiscent of the response of several political 
figures during the coronavirus. While his refusal 
to follow the advice of specialists who warn of 
the imminent danger of a shark attack might 
have previously appeared cartoonishly mis-
guided, it now seemed perfectly believable – and 
all the more terrifying for it. The parallels seem 
so obvious that, had Jaws been released in 2021, 
it would likely have been interpreted as an alle-
gory for the coronavirus. 

A film that was released this year has proven 
an interesting test case for this. Iuli Gerbase’s 

IN A NUTSHELL

• Instead of avoiding the unpleasant 
reality of the pandemic by watching 
escapist films, many people  
watched ones about epidemics and 
catastrophes at the beginning of  
the coron avirus crisis – such as the 
2011 Hollywood film "Contagion",  
which was only mildly successful  
when first released.

• The reason for this behaviour could  
be that watching fictional stories 
serves as a kind of emotional vaccine, 
which prepares us for the real version. 
In addition, films follow a narrative 
logic that is comforting in contrast to 
real life.

• The pandemic permeates our thinking, 
so that all movies are seen through a 
new lens. While some normal social 
scenes might become hard to watch, 
dystopic scenes might suddenly seem 
comforting.

• The reinterpretation can go so far  
that some films might be said to have 
“predicted the coronavirus”. While this 
can enrich a viewing experience, it can 
also erase the original meanings 
embedded in the film, as in the case  
of “The Pink Cloud”.

• The aftermath of the Spanish flu  
might give us an idea of the cultural 
footprint COVID-19 will leave. Its  
traces will likely be found not only in 
direct or metaphoric references to  
the disease, but also in conspicuous 
absences.
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The Pink Cloud is a sci-fi drama in which a 
deadly cloud mysteriously appears around the 
world, forcing everyone into a lockdown that 
stretches on for years. The film focuses on a cou-
ple who had just had a one-night stand and find 
themselves compelled to foster a domestic rela-
tionship to cope with this strict confinement. 
Although it was written in 2017 and shot in 2019, 
the film’s premiere in 2021 has made it neces-
sary to add disclaimers both in the trailer and at 
the beginning of the film stating that “any 
resemblance to actual events is purely coinci-
dental”. Understandably, there 
is not a single review of the film 
that fails to mention the 
uncanny way it reflects our 
current situation. What is par-
ticularly fitting is that the film 
touches upon something that is 
rarely reflected in other stories 
about fictional disasters: the 
absolute boredom of it and 
humans’ ability to adapt to 
even the most bizarre circum-
stances. With none of the 
extreme cinematic violence of 
other allegories for real-life 
pandemics (such as modern 
zombie films in the style of 28 
Days Later or Train to Busan), 
The Pink Cloud hits particularly 
close to home. 

Meaning gained and  
meaning lost 
Both Contagion and The Pink 
Cloud have been said to have 
“predicted” the coronavirus 
pandemic, in a tone that borders 
on the mystical. What is left on 
the wayside by this language is 
the fact that these films – like all 
works of art – were extrapolating 
from issues that existed in the 
period in which they were made. While our expe-
rience of these films is in some ways enriched by 
our current situation, there is also a loss of the 
meaning that had been embedded in the work 
at the time it was made. In the case of Contagion, 
not only were previous epidemics such as SARS 
and H1N1 sources of inspiration, but the film 
was primarily based on the research of scientists 
who carefully delineated what could happen in 
a pandemic. The fact that the film’s virus first 
develops in China and is originally transmitted 
by a bat is not freakishly prophetic, but grounded 
in scientific know-ledge of risk areas available at 
the time the film was made.

Because of its release during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the media discourse surrounding The 

Pink Cloud has been even more mystical. In 
reviews, writer and director Iuli Gerbase is 
repeatedly called “a prophet” and “a clairvoyant”. 
On the review aggregator website Rotten Toma-
toes, the critics consensus reads “An eerily rele-
vant debut from writer-director Iuli Gerbase, The 
Pink Cloud reaches into the emotional fault lines 
of pandemic life and comes away with striking 
observations about human behavior.” (The Pink 
Cloud (2021), 2021, emphasis added). It is tell-
ing that the word used here is pandemic, rather 
than quarantine, which would be more accu-

rate. The toxic cloud in the film has little in 
common with the coronavirus, apart from the 
fact that it is a worldwide phenomenon which 
forces people to stay inside their homes. 

The Pink Cloud – pandemic wins out  
over feminism
Asked about the effects of this coincidental 
 synergy, Gerbase notes that she was immedi-
ately scared it would limit the possible readings 
of the film: 

“When I wrote the script, I had imagined 
many possible meanings for the pink cloud. For 
me, the most obvious and present one is the 
aspect of feminine repression and forced monog-
amy. [The protagonist] is forced into a model of 

Seems somehow familiar:  
The US film “Contagion”  
from 2011 seems to have 
predicted many aspects of  
the coronavirus pandemic,  
e.g. looted supermarket 
shelves. In 2020, the film, 
originally only moderately 
successful, experienced an 
impressive renaissance.
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womanhood that society expects her to follow 
and that’s also where the pink color of the cloud 
comes in. But there were lots of other possible 
interpretations, of it being some kind of punish-
ment or revolt from nature, or even that it could 
be a metaphor for urban violence and how we 
end up locked inside our homes. With the pan-
demic, the first thing I thought was ‘my God, 
people are going to see the movie and it will be 
‘The COVID Cloud’” (Gerbase, personal inter-
view, 9 March 2021). 

Indeed, only a handful of reviews note the 
allegorical reading of the cloud as an embodi-
ment of traditional femininity, which would 
likely have been the dominant one had the film 
been released a year earlier. The female protag-
onist of The Pink Cloud, initially a fiercely inde-
pendent woman resistant to having kids, is com-
pelled by circumstance into a monogamous 
heterosexual relationship and motherhood. 
Through the use of filters, the deceptively beau-
tiful light of the cloud permeates every shot, 
bathing the film in rose-tinted irony. 

Gerbase also sees a silver lining in the timing 
of the film’s release, pointing out that people 
relate to the characters on a much more visceral 
level than she could have expected. The extra 

attention that the coincidence brought has also 
likely helped the film to be accepted into the 
prestigious Sundance Film Festival, where it 
premiered. Still, Gerbase notes that The Pink 
Cloud’s topical nature can make distributors 
cautious to buy the film at this stage, afraid that, 
after a year of seclusion, people are looking for 
more escapist fare.

Spanish flu as blueprint 
Distributors have good reasons to be wary, as it 
is hard to predict what audiences will be drawn 
to in the future. The experience of the 1918 –1919 
influenza pandemic might give us an idea of the 
effects COVID-19 will have on the types of films  
that are made. Dubbed “the forgotten pan-
demic” by historian Albert Crosby (2003), the 
so-called “Spanish flu” left an allegedly scant 
cultural footprint in the art and entertainment 
of the decades that followed it. Recent scholarly 
works have revised this narrative, however, 
pointing out that the effects of this deadly pan-
demic are to be found in a wide variety of cul-
tural works, though typically in oblique or met-
aphorical form (Outka, 2020). Once one knows 
what to look for, the footprints of the pandemic 
can be seen in many forms, from the influenza- 

Old films seen in a new light: 
Mayor Vaughn (left, Murray 

Hamilton) in “Jaws” refuses to 
restrict tourism to protect 

bathers. From today’s 
perspective, misguided but  

not unrealistic behaviour.
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weakened heart of Mrs Dalloway in Virginia 
Woolf’s eponymous novella (1925) to the plague 
spread by the vampire in the German film Nos-
feratu (Murnau, 1922). The cultural legacy of 
COVID-19 will likely be similarly layered, to be 
found not only in direct or even metaphoric ref-
erences to the disease, but also in the conspicu-
ous absence of crowd scenes and shared straws. 
The one thing we can all be certain of is that the 
meaning we ascribe to films is affected by the 
circumstances in which we watch them and will 
therefore change over time. It will be up to 
future film scholars and historians to parse out 
– and routinely re-assess – the pandemic’s long-
term cinematic effects. 
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Athens was a magnificent city in 500 BC. 
The Athenians had defeated the mighty 
Persian Empire, not without the help of 

their allies, but in a leading position. Athens 
was emerging as the dominant power in the 
Aegean, continuing to stand up to Persia and 
bringing formerly allied Greek cities under its 
control. It flexed its naval power with a strong 
and capable fleet, ensuring dominance of the 
seas. Culturally, Athens experienced a splen-
dour during classical antiquity that shines to 
the present day. The tragedies of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles and Euripides and the comedies of 
Aristophanes are still performed today; Herodo-
tus recited the first work of history there and 
magnificent buildings and works of art were 
created, for example on the Acropolis. Atheni-
ans had been seized by a sudden awareness of 
their skills (Könnensbewusstsein: Meier, 1980). 
Their contemporaries were fascinated and fear-
ful of the city’s gathering momentum. But the 
Spartans, who were known for their military 
discipline and mocked for their cultural back-
wardness, remained fierce rivals. In 431 BC, 
war broke out between the two powers. Many 
other Greek cities joined the war, as did armies 
from Macedonia and Persia. The war ended 
with the fall of Athens in 404 BC. 

An account of war and plague
Today, we speak of the Peloponnesian War. The 
fact that we consider various phases of war and 
peace during this period as part of a single his-
torical narrative can be traced to the historian 
Thucydides, whose work was named after  
this war.1 The renowned Frankfurt ancient 
 historian Hermann Strasburger called him the 
founder of political history because unlike Her-
odotus he wrote mainly about politics and war, 
and rarely about anything else (1954, 395-428). 
However, Thucydides also gives a detailed 
account of a plague that tormented the city of 
Athens in 430 BC. 

It began to spread in the port of Piraeus and 
then throughout the city, which was over-
crowded because of the war. Men, women and 
children were taken unexpectedly and severely 
ill. Symptoms travelled from the head down-
wards; foul breath, coughing and sneezing were 
a sign of infection and the disease caused vomit-
ing, rashes, ulcers, fever and an unquenchable 
thirst. Most of the infected died by the seventh 
or ninth day. Unlucky victims experienced pro-
longed agony; some lost parts of their limbs, 
genitalia, eyesight, or memory. Thucydides, 
himself a survivor, describes the course of the 
disease in the language of medicine of the time. 
It is estimated that a quarter of the population 
died, later sources state that Pericles, the politi-
cal leader of Athens, perished among them. 

Many modern physicians have attempted to 
determine the disease which caused the plague 
of Athens. References have been made to measles, 
Ebola, the Marburg virus or Borrelia. Perhaps 
research will gain clarity if bones from victims of 
the epidemic with sufficiently well-preserved 
DNA to determine the disease can be found. 
Investigations that are still currently disputed 
point to typhoid fever.

During the outbreak of the Peloponnesian 
war, a mysterious plague raged through 
the proud city of Athens, weakening its 
position against the Spartans. Although it 
is not clear today which pathogen caused 
the epidemic, the Athenian historian 
Thucydides wrote a vivid account of its 
effects on society, describing uncertainty, 
lawlessness and a tendency towards 
excess.

Plague 
      and excess
A deadly plague in ancient Athens left its mark  
on Europe’s cultural memory  

By Hartmut Leppin

1  The following quotes in italics 
are adapted from the translation 
by C.F. Smith, Cambridge/Mass. 
1919.
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Splendour and catastrophe
Beyond documenting the terrible consequences 
of the plague, Thucydides delivers a parable of 
the transience of a political order and the limits 
of human agency. He artfully prepares the scene 
of the catastrophe by evoking the splendour of 
Athens: Pericles delivers a speech to the Athe-
nian casualties of the first year of the war in 431, 
in which he celebrates not only the fallen but 
also the city itself (2:35-46). Such elements of 
ancient historiography did not follow a protocol 
of the original speech and were often embel-
lished by the historian. Thucydides chose his 
words consciously. Pericles illuminates the 
democracy that lets every citizen participate, the 
open climate of the city, its cultural flourishing. 
Athens is presented as an example for the whole 
of Greece. He inculcates how Athens’ soft power 

far surpasses that of Sparta. The speech was a 
eulogy but one that invoked strength. How 
could anyone want to harm such a magnificent 
city? To this day, this speech is quoted to evoke 
the glory of classical Athens. 

But Thucydides was more subtle. For the 
next year of the war began with a Spartan inva-
sion of Attica, the countryside around Athens. 
This invasion was predictable, as the Athenians 
relied on the superiority of their fleet for invad-
ing Spartan territory, and accepted the fact that 
their enemies could reach the walls of the city, 
which protected its inhabitants. And before the 
Spartans had been many days in Attica the 
plague began for the first time to show itself among 
the Athenians (2.47.3). Doctors failed in their 

attempts to heal; curing the plague was beyond 
human skill. So the Athenians turned to the 
gods, prayed in the temples and sought divina-
tions, but all this proved fruitless. Their skills 
remained ineffective and their power to act sci-
entifically or religiously dwindled away.

Gruesome chronicle of a pandemic
Thucydides describes the Athenians as gripped 
by powerlessness. Indeed the character of the dis-
ease proved such that it baffles description, the vio-
lence of the attack being in each case too great for 
human nature to endure (2.50.1). Even animals 
avoided the corpses lying in the open or became 
infected if they ate from them. The disease 
inflicted the weak as well as the strong. People 
who were cared for died just as those who were 
left to rot in the streets. Those who showed 

character and cared for others fell victims them-
selves; not even relatives could care for each 
other. Thucydides penned a gruesome chronicle 
of the plague: Dying people crawled to the foun-
tains to cool off, corpses covered the streets, 
some stacked on top of each other. Even the 
sanctuaries were full of the dead. Burials, the 
highest duty of relatives in the ancient world, 
no longer took place in a regular manner; 
corpses were even thrown among strangers on 
funeral pyres. 

Social order had disintegrated completely 
and thrown the city into a complete state of 
anomie. For where men hitherto practised conceal-
ment,  that  they were not acting purely after  their 
pleasure, they now showed a more careless daring. 

1 Pericles as orator before  
the Athenian People’s 
Assembly. He was regarded  
as a politician who was able  
to steer the Athenians’ 
emotions and thus pursue  
a consistent policy. He  
is shown here on a former  
Greek banknote.
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2 The oldest surviving 
manuscript of Thucydides’ 
historical work, now in the 
collection of the Biblioteca 

Medicea Laurenziana in 
Florence.

3 Greek historian Thucydides 
(454 – approx. 399 BC) 

described the effects of the 
plague on state and society  

in a fanciful account.

They saw how sudden was the change of fortune in 
the case both of those who were prosperous and 
suddenly died, and of those who before had noth-
ing but in a moment were in possession of the prop-
erty of the others. And so they resolved to get out of 
life the pleasures which could be had speedily and 
would satisfy their lusts, regarding their bodies and 
their wealth alike as transitory. And no one was 
eager to practise self-denial in prospect of what was 
esteemed honour.... No fear of gods or law of men 
restrained (2.53.1-4). Surrounded by death, the 
only thing that mattered was to derive some 
pleasure from life; those who committed crimes 
no longer expected to face punishment. When 
people claimed that an oracle saying had pre-
dicted that war with the Dorians (which 
included the Spartans) would result in plague, 
Thucydides comments soberly: The saying 
would have been interpreted similarly if a fam-
ine had struck rather than a plague. Faced with 
the virulence of the disease, living excessively 
and imagining that they had seen things coming 
was all that the people described in Thucydides’ 
work had left. 

Disintegration of political order
It is questionable how far the elaborate account 
of Thucydides can be trusted (Schmitz, 2005 
and Pfeifer, 2020), as it is likely to have been 

IN A NUTSHELL

• After its victory over the Persians,  
the city state of Athens emerged as  
the dominant power in the Aegean.  
The only remaining rival was Sparta.

• After the outbreak of the Peloponne-
sian War, Athens was stricken by a 
plague. Historian Thucydides describes 
in detail its impacts on society and 
 the state.

• In a speech, he has Pericles evoke  
the splendour of Athens, the benefits  
of democracy and the city’s cultural 
flourishing – a stark contrast to the 
plague that was to befall the city in  
the war. 

• In Thucydides’ account, the cruelty  
of the pandemic made no distinction 
between rich and poor. Faced with  
the danger of death, unbridled excess 
erupted.

• Thucydides’ description of the plague 
entered the Euro-Mediterranean 
memory and was handed down in 
literary writings – from Lucretius to 
Albert Camus.
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dramatised. In any case, the Athenians did not 
slacken in their war efforts and performed new 
rituals to ward off disease. For decades to come, 
the city held out against Sparta, winning bril-
liant victories although they ultimately lost the 
war. Thucydides intended to show how human 
order, which seemed so firmly established, dis-
integrated during the crisis. He initially focuses 
on the consequences of the plague, but they are 
not the only cause of the disintegration of order. 
Those who survived the plague gained immu-
nity and felt a lightness in their future expec-
tations, as if no disease could harm them any-

more (2:51:6). In this regard, the self-confidence 
of the Athenian population did not shatter that 
quickly.

What actions can be taken during a pan-
demic? This question has been on the minds of 
many in recent months, and probably no one 
has been spared the feeling of powerlessness. The 
same question worried the Athenians, who knew 
nothing about microbes as pathogens and cer-
tainly nothing about vaccinations, who had no 
masks, who at best had an inkling of hygiene rules 
but who found it difficult to reconcile behavioural 
changes with their values and way of life. If 
humans failed to provide a remedy, ancient people 
turned to the gods, who were seen as the cause 
of the plague, but they did not help either. 
 People were only concerned with survival and 
excess was a way of relieving pressure.

Their memory was preserved in Thucydides’ 
account. His work set a tradition for Euro-Med-
iterranean literature, which has repeatedly dealt 
with the phenomenon of plague and its effect 
on human behaviour: Lucretius or Virgil in the 
Latin world, Boccaccio at the beginning of the 
Italian Renaissance, Albert Camus or José Sara-
mago in the modern era are only mentioned as 
famous examples. Plagues even greater than the 
Plague of Athens have been among the recur-
ring experiences of humanity, including perhaps 
the first pandemic in the 7th century that 
reduced the population in many regions of Eurasia 
dramatically, and the great plague in the 14th 
century. In modern western societies, on the 
other hand, experiences of epidemics had been 
all but forgotten until they surfaced again 
abruptly in 2020. In the Anthropocene, the 
awareness of our skills (Könnensbewusstsein) 
goes so far that in some cases people still expect 
an epidemic can be conquered completely. “The 
government” is supposed to work with science 
to fix it, even if politicians sometimes simulate 
rather than possess the ability to act. In return, 
they demand a lot of self-control from the pop-
ulation, which seems to have been successful 
despite all the fuss. Even coronavirus parties, 
which people like to complain about, are far 
from the excesses that Thucydides describes. 

Literature

Meier, Christian: Die 
Entstehung des Politischen bei 
den Griechen, Frankfurt 1980.

Pfeiffer, Anja: Der Umgang mit 
dem Unbekannten – Wahrneh-
mung, Deutung und Bewälti-
gung der ‘Attischen Pest’ im 
klassischen Athen, https://
grk1919.hypotheses.org/987 

Schmitz, Winfried: Göttliche 
Strafe oder medizinisches 
Geschehen – Deutungen und 
Diagnosen der ‘Pest’ in Athen 
(430–426 v. Chr.), in: Meier, 
Mischa (ed.): Pest. Die 
Geschichte eines Mensch-
heitstraumas. Klett-Cotta, 
Stuttgart 2005, 44-65. 

Strasburger, Hermann: Die 
Entdeckung der politischen 
Geschichte durch Thukydides, 
in: Saeculum 5 (1954), 395-428.

Will, Wolfgang: Herodot und 
Thukydides. Die Geburt der 
Geschichte, Munich 2015.

The author

Professor Hartmut Leppin, born in 1963, teaches 
ancient history at the Faculty of Philosophy  
of Goethe University. He specializes in Greek 
historiography and ancient Christian history.  
He is currently teaching a seminar on plagues  
in classical antiquity.  
In 2015, he received the Leibniz Prize of the 
German Research Foundation and during 2019 
he was awarded the Erwin Stein Prize and 
became Member of the Institute for Advanced 
Study at Princeton. Hartmut Leppin is co-editor 
of the journal “Historische Zeitschrift”. His 
publications include: “Thukydides und die 
Verfassung der Polis. Ein Beitrag zur politischen 
Ideengeschichte des 5. Jahrhunderts v. Chr.” 
(Klio-Beihefte NF 1), Berlin 1999, and “Die frühen 
Christen. Von den Anfängen bis Konstantin”,  
3rd ed., Munich 2021. His book “Paradoxien  
der Parrhesie” is forthcoming. 

h.leppin@em.uni-frankfurt.de

https://grk1919.hypotheses.org/987
https://grk1919.hypotheses.org/987
mailto:h.leppin@em.uni-frankfurt.de


Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
 F

el
ix

 K
os

ok
, s

tu
di

o0
69

, F
ra

nk
fu

rt

CORONAVIRUS 
     AS 
  MAGNIFIER



Forschung Frankfurt  |  1.2021    51

Coronavirus as magnifier

It is no secret that 
democracy is not in the 
best shape, whether as 

a political form of gov-
ernment or as a social 
way of life. Particularly in 
Germany, acceptance of 
democratic processes and 
relationships depends on 
their output – i.e. “what 
comes out at the end”, 
as a former German 
Chancellor used to say 
in a memorably down-
to-earth style. And it is 
precisely this output 
that shows signs of 
weakness. “Politics,” as 
people like to say, do not 
deliver, and have not for quite some time  
now. A socio-political system, however, that 
lives off its formal and material ability to per-
form, but which cannot reliably deliver the 
desired results, has a problem – possibly even  
an existential one.

The so-called “coronavirus crisis” – only the 
latest in a series of shocks to democracy over the 
past years – has mercilessly demonstrated the 
performance limits of democratic capitalism in 
its post-industrial guise. And even if Germany’s 
nimbus as the world champion in thoroughness, 
which it has diligently nurtured itself, has 
already been thoroughly shattered – when it 
comes to delegitimising democracy, the country 
is proving to be extremely effective. 

This is quite obvious at the formal level of 
political procedures: The steering ability or 
rather inability of the German multi-level sys-
tem of political decision-making is remarkable. 
The supposedly collective crisis management  
of the federal and state governments is an 
impressive indictment of the much-praised fed-
eralism – because it is not a collective system at 
all. Federalism has gone from being the consti-
tutionally intended protective wall against hier-
archical, authoritarian “rule from above” to an 
institutional guarantor of organised irrespon-
sibility. This is not only due to the “joint-deci-
sion trap” well known to political scientists, i.e. 
the fact that the founding fathers wanted the 
executive powers at the various territorial levels 
to keep each other in check and ultimately let 
the smaller unit regulate what it can regulate 
most appropriately. What the designers of post-

war federalism had not 
reckoned with, how-
ever, was the executive 
particularism that has by 
now taken on almost 
identitarian features, 
even in the case of polit-
ical artefacts such as 
(please forgive me!) 
“Rhineland-Palatinate” 
or “Saxony-Anhalt”. And 
they probably reckoned 
even less with the 
largely unrestrained 
competition for prestige 
that is not only driven 
by political structures 
but also by the 
unleashed personality 

structures of politicians posing as state princes 
who command the immediate closure of DIY 
stores (flower shops, nail salons, etc.) in the tru-
est sense of a fool’s decree, only to declare their 
reopening the very next day. And all the while, 
the parliaments remain silent.

The fact that the German federal-state sys-
tem can be, and in fact is, a toxic concoction in 
times of the pandemic makes it seem inappro-
priate to adopt an ironic tone here. If we under-
stand democracy not only as a system of politi-
cally mediated norm-setting but also as a 
political structure that enables the general and 
equal participation of citizens in society’s func-
tional and benefit systems, it becomes all the 
clearer what is wrong with actually existing 
democracy. Because in this regard its output is 
nothing short of scandalous. COVID-19 also 
makes this more obvious than ever: The proba-
bility of infection, the risk of severe disease, the 
economic impact of the pandemic and of the 
political measures meant to contain it are all 
profoundly socially structured in our demo-
cratic society.

In other words: They are distributed un -
equally. One year of “coronavirus crisis” brings 
the iron laws of the democratic-capitalist  welfare 
state, particularly in its German version, into 
consciousness: Those who are poor live shorter 
lives, have a demonstrably lower “healthy life 
expectancy”, fewer educational opportunities 
and a high risk of “bequeathing” their social 
position to the next family generation, which, 
for its part, is not just economically disadvan-
taged from birth, but socially and in fact vitally 

Lockdown  
of  

democracy 
The pandemic  

further afflicts an already  

weakened patient  

By Stephan Lessenich

What is the pandemic doing  
to our society? How is the 
coronavirus affecting 
democracy? Affecting the 
relationship between the 
generations and degradation 
of the environment? The 
articles in this chapter get  
to the bottom of these and 
other questions.



Can democracy still be saved? 
For that to happen, the lock- 
down on democratic practices 
and utopian ideas would have 
to be lifted as soon as possible, 
says Stephan Lessenich.
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deprived as well. However, this is not merely  
a socio-statistical fact that could possibly be 
blamed, as behavioural economics is eager to do, 
on those affected. No: It is a systemic problem of 
the systematically unequal guarantee of life 
chances (in the literal sense) and thus truly a 
political-democratic scandal.

Faced with the social constellation of an out-
put crisis in democratic welfare capitalism, it is 
not only confused minds or fascist manipulators 
but possibly also segments of the “middle 
classes” so often invoked as an anchor of social 
stability who are turning their backs on “poli-
tics” – which ultimately means nothing else 
than that they are turning their backs on the 
democratic idea of a self-governing society. The 
intentionally or unintentionally anti-democratic 
practices that are rampant in this process of 
turning away from politics range from apathy 
and distancing to aggression and destructive 
impulses. While some think that those in power 
have nothing more to say to them and do not 
want to hear anything from them, others are in 
a position to simply carry on with their individ-
ual, family or milieu-exclusive thing. For some, 
this might mean protesting at demonstrations 
against the coronavirus, for others flying abroad 
at the first opportunity, for others yet home- 
schooling their already privileged offspring, and 
finally there are those who just keep trying to 
make ends meet. And they are all united in their 
inner farewell to democracy as both a political 
system and a form of social life.

What could be done to counter this? Ven-
ture more output? The traditional means of 
material and economic stabilisation from the 
supposedly “golden age” of democracy back in 
the 1970s (or was it the 1960s?) will not be 
available in the future, or at least only at the 
price of devastating socio-ecological effects here 
and – for the time being – especially elsewhere. 
If the traditional ideology of “a lot helps a lot” of 
democratic output is out of the question today, 
then what is needed from now on is not more 
but a different output: a truly fundamental 
reform of political institutions on the formal 
side, a massive redistribution of socioeconomic 
resources in favour of the classes with few 
opportunities on the material side.

Above all, however, what is needed, and 
what is in fact a structural prerequisite for a dif-
ferent output of democracy, is firstly more and 
secondly a changed democratic input. This is by 
no means just a matter of increasing the voter 
turnout of the “lower classes,” i.e. about shak-
ing, or even better breaking, the electoral and 
thus also discursive dominance of the (upper) 
middle classes – although this is also important. 
But it is also about other forms of political par-
ticipation and co-determination, about demo-

cratising democracy. The idea of institutionalis-
ing a “consultative body” as a fourth or fifth 
power (depending on how it is counted) points 
in this direction, as does the idea of social trans-
formation councils that think globally and act 
locally and that, for example, address the ques-
tion of how the risk of a permanent pandemic 
state can be reduced by radically changing our 
ways of interacting with nature. 

Whatever name you may want to give to the 
new organisational forms of a democratised 
democracy, the political search for them sends a 
message to society that things cannot go on as 
they are now. To borrow from Erich Kästner 
(1932), there is no way this can keep going if it 
keeps going like this. Ending the curfew for 
democratic practices and utopian ideas: This is 
the most urgent political issue in the times of the 
pandemic. 
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Coveted youth:   
Feudal lord Don Rodrigo has 

cast a lustful eye on young 
Lucia, forcing her to flee with 

her groom, Renzo. This picture 
portrays a scene from 

Manzoni’s novel “I Promessi 
Sposi”, which also describes 

in detail the events surrounding 
the plague in Milan in 1630.

A lessandro Manzoni’s famous 1827 novel 
“I Promessi Sposi” (English: “The 
Betrothed”) describes the events sur-

rounding the Milan plague around 1630 in an 
evocative and emotional narrative. The work, 
which is considered the first example of the 
modern Italian novel, also impressively describes 

in socio-psychological terms that which Umberto 
Eco was later to call “mass delusion” (1989: 932), 
referring to how populations deal with existen-
tial threats. Manzoni’s narrator reports on the 
beginning of the epidemic: “Anyone who men-
tioned the danger of the pestilence, whether in the 
streets, in shops or in private houses – anyone who 
even mentioned the word ‘plague’ – was greeted with 
incredulous mockery or angry contempt.” (569). As 
vividly as a film, the horrors of the plague 
unfold, aggravated by trivialisation and denial; 
the search for scapegoats and acts of violence 
that are not far removed from our present 
 situation: “The main odium fell on two doctors… 
The situation of those two men… was certainly 
strange and worthy of record, as they saw a terrible 
catastrophe coming nearer and nearer and  
did everything they could to avert it; and at   
the same time encountered obstacles where they 
looked for help, became the butt of popular indig-
nation and were regarded as enemies of their coun-
try.” (572) This behaviour is eerily familiar to 
how people have behaved during the corona-
virus pandemic, ranging from prudent concern 

The illusion  
of endless  
awakening  

Socio-psychological aspects  
of crisis management or  

lessons that could be learned  
from the pandemic

By Vera King

During the coronavirus pandemic, the 
illusion of “endless awakening” and  
perpetual optimisation has gradually 
become   undeniable. But there is still a lack 
of sustainable change, also in view of the 
ecological crisis. Without significant 
rethinking, it is likely that these threats  
will also be suppressed by the same  
mechanisms that have occurred through-
out history in times of crisis. The grave 
consequences of trivialisation and denial 
have also been expressed in literature 
dealing with the Black Death. 
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to failing to grasp reality and facing down pro-
fessionals who bring bad news with hostile 
indignation. 

Manzoni’s narrator reflects ironically on the 
different phases and variations of avoiding real-
ity: “In the beginning, there had been no plague, 
no pestilence, none at all, not on any account. The 
very words had been forbidden. … Then it was ‘not 
a real pestilence’ – that is to say, it was a pestilence, 
but only in a certain sense; … Last of all, it became 
a pestilence without any doubt or argument – but 
now a new idea was attached to it, the idea of poi-
soning and witchcraft, and this corrupted and con-
fused the sense conveyed by the dreaded word, 
which could now no longer be suppressed.” (582). 
Avoiding reality is a method of self-assurance 
and maintaining a sense of security as an indi-
vidual, even if it is only the belief that one sim-
ply cannot be mistaken, even at the cost of 
increasing the risk that is associated with being 
wrong. 

In the current pandemic, there have been 
many examples of how frustration and helpless-
ness caused by an invisible virus that is a poten-
tial threat to everyone and restricts our daily 
lives can spill over into anger against people we 
believe are responsible. Although few still 

believe in witchcraft today, conspiracy theories 
and paranoid-aggressive phantasms are still 
present in our society. Fingers are often pointed 
at the very people who are expected to rectify 
the situation but who can hardly be expected to 
console extreme degrees of fear and uncertainty, 
regardless of how honourable their intentions 
are. Nobody can foresee the course of the pan-
demic and this places society under a great 
 burden, a discomforting position which often 
provokes negative interpretations of state inter-
ventions as acts of tyranny. When grave mis-
takes are made publicly and political control 
appears to fail repeatedly, it only intensifies mis-
givings and mistrust. Mistakes that are made in 
response to existential threats can have fatal 
consequences, but denying that the threat exists 
at all can be just as deadly. 

Endless optimisation as a strategy for coping 
with morality 
Social-psychological mechanisms for dealing 
with epidemics have been documented through-
out history and in literature, but the current sit-
uation demands a new rule book. The coron-
avirus has not only fundamentally changed 
society and amplified many of the threats, fears 
and alternative ways of thinking that exist 
today, it has also challenged our contemporary 
patterns of coping with mortality. How we now 
perceive our own mortality has not only become 
more imposing as sickness and death are more 
present than before the pandemic, the threat of 
mortality is gnawing away at us because existing 
cultural patterns and strategies for coping with it 
are no longer working. 

In contemporary cultures, we attempt to 
mask the fact that our lives will eventually come 
to an end on many levels by attempting to con-
trol time as a resource, gaining in efficiency and 
trying to pack as much into our lives as humanly 
possible. To “get more out of the world” as Blu-
menberg (2001:73) puts it, our lives must be 
dominated by the principles of speed and per-
formance in many aspects (King, Gerisch, Rosa, 
2021). Speed and performance appear to be  
the inescapable conditions of adding value in 
contemporary society, enabling a manic way of 
experiencing the world in which we perceive 
boundaries, including restrictions of the self  
and our bodies as temporary limits that can  
be overcome, forcing our mortality further into 
the background. We can package these patterns 
into the metaphor of “perpetual optimisation”, 
accentuating the paradoxical unity of perpetual 
new beginnings and the never-ending not yet 
(King 2020). 

How we deal with mortality, age and our 
limitations affects our relationships with follow-
ing generations. Consequently, when older 

IN A NUTSHELL

• Alessandro Manzoni described triviali- 
sation, denial and the aggressive search 
for scapegoats during the Black Death 
in 1630 in his famous novel "I Promessi 
Sposi" (English: "The Betrothed”).

• Similar psychosocial strategies and 
patterns of behaviour have arisen 
during the coronavirus pandemic, 
including aggressive accusations 
against the people responsible for 
fighting the pandemic.

• The current pandemic is challenging 
how mortality has been dealt with 
throughout late modernity and in 
contemporary society. Defence 
mechanisms no longer function when 
death is lurking behind every corner.

• Endless awakening and perpetual 
optimisation in contemporary society 
masks the conflict between generations 
and shows little consideration towards 
conserving limited resources. This 
scenario has begun to fracture during 
the coronavirus pandemic and presents 
an opportunity for rethinking our 
approach to the environmental crisis 
which poses a greater existential threat.
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Manzoni describes the 
experience of Milan physician 
Ludovico Settala during the 
plague as follows: “One day, 
when he went out in his sedan 
chair to visit his patients, a 
crowd began to gather round 
him, shouting that he was the 
ringleader of those who wanted 
there to be a plague at all costs 
and that he was the one 
terrifying the whole city (…) – 
and all just to improve business 
for the doctors. The crowd quickly 
grew larger and angrier (….). 
This was his reward for having 
judged things correctly, spoken 
the truth…” That almost sounds 
like the description of the lateral 
thinking movement of our times.

 people create generational tension, it reflects a 
form of coping with mortality. This is evident 
from the following example. The essential con-
flict between generations demonstrated when 
older people treat younger people with con-
tempt for bringing new ideas into the world is 
also an attempt to defend themselves against 
their own limitations, as younger generations 
will eventually survive them. This tension 
between generations can be expressed in a 
rejection of youth and the new, which includes 
the pain and anger experienced by older people 
in view of their own limitations. 

However, this context is changing in our 
contemporary society. If perpetual optimisation 
has become a goal for everyone and no longer 
just the young, a defence strategy targeting 
young people is hardly appropriate. Instead, we 
can identify a functional pattern of idealising 
rather than rejecting the new. Older people are 

now staking their claim to perpetual optimisa-
tion, innovation and new beginnings in an effort 
to stay young. This development is supported 
from both sides due to social and economic pres-
sure on the one hand and masking mortality on 
the other, explaining its effectiveness. It is diffi-
cult to escape the pressure to conform, and 
denying individual limitations is also attractive, 
propelling youthfulness into a quality that per-
manently mobile, flexible, innovative older 
 people are also claiming for themselves. Tension 
between generations in contemporary society is 
therefore more commonly manifested in the 
concealment of boundaries and generational 
differences rather than an explicit conflict 
between generations. 

Denial or generative responsibility 
What is often harmlessly dismissed as an “ideal 
of youthfulness” also has more sinister implica-
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tions. If we disregard the implicit age racism that 
the cultural pattern of perpetual optimisation 
exhibits by shrouding limitations, including the 
impermanence of life itself, we can also observe 
a latent aggressive lack of consideration towards 
our descendants through the radical orientation 
of our society with regard to the present. We 
might choose to put it this way: Right now we 
are using the world’s resources without showing 
any concern for future generations. As a conse-
quence, means of production dominate that are 
focused on short-term increases rather than sus-
tainability, instead of making the transition to a 
generative way of thinking (Latour, 2000) that 
will protect the environment for coming gener-
ations, long beyond the lifespan of an older 
 generation. Although the destructive and illu-
sionary dimension of perpetual optimisation 
and endless awakening is palpable, it has 
become a tenacious and hegemonic cultural pat-
tern, not only because of its economic potential, 
but also due to the perceived benefit of ignoring 
mortality. 

But this pattern has also changed, at least 
gradually, during the coronavirus pandemic, as 
we are confronted with more prominent images 
of death and mortality. Living under the pres-
sure of perpetual optimisation, progress, perfor-
mance and constant mobility have been inter-
rupted in many areas of our lives during 
lockdown. Differences in age and between gen-
erations have also become more evident than 
ever. Younger people are less at risk than those 
who are older, despite how young older people 
might appear to be. At the same time, older 
 people are now demanding the same considera-
tion from younger people that they have failed 
to show themselves towards future generations, 
in a broader rather than an individual sense, 
insofar as an environmental crisis can be seen as 
being caused by the ignorance of an older gen-
eration towards future generations. 

Thus the illusion of “endless awakening” and 
perpetual optimisation as a cultural pattern of 
processing and defending against transience has 
developed cracks during the coronavirus pan-
demic: in normative, psychosocial and practical 
terms. Meanwhile, the environmental crisis fac-
ing our planet remains a smoking gun, although 
the pandemic has proven a significant distrac-
tion. Attempts to combat this crisis, insofar as 
that is even possible, could benefit from recur-
rent evidence which suggests restricting perpet-
ual optimisation is achievable and more sustain-
able for the benefit of future generations. Unless 
there is a significant change in thinking, the 
existential threats of environmental degradation 
and climate change will continue to be trivial-
ised by similar mechanisms of distorting reality 
as described by Manzoni 200 years ago. The 

only difference being that the threats posed by 
environmental and climate change are far more 
insidious and have even graver global conse-
quences than the Black Death. Echoing his 
description of plague denial, Manzoni might 
have written today: “At the start, the environ-
mental crisis didn’t exist, just saying the word was 
frowned upon; then there was climate change but 
only natural climate change; finally, total environ-
mental destruction without a shadow of a doubt. 
But soon our attention turned to other ideas, such 
as the scapegoats of the crisis, who were then either 
branded or sacrificed.” For a fighting chance of a 
better future, we need to adopt a position of 
generative responsibility.  
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A fall at home, a broken bone with a fore-
seeably protracted healing process – these 
were the start of a tale of woe that ended 

with death. Because of the risk of infection, the 
patient, we can call her Ms M., was not allowed 
any visitors for weeks. The coronavirus found its 
way into the hospital nonetheless: It was probably 
a physiotherapist who brought it in. Several 
patients fell ill, including Ms M. It was only 
when her health took a severe turn for the 
worse that her children were allowed to visit 
her. After many weeks, they saw their mother 
for the first time again – on her deathbed. To 
know how much she had suffered from loneli-
ness was almost as painful as her death itself.

An example from the second wave of the 
coronavirus – and there are presumably many 
others. In times of the pandemic, falling seri-
ously ill is particularly hard, not just as far as the 
coronavirus is concerned. No wonder many 
people are shying away from going to the doctor 
for fear of having to go to hospital and being 
separated from their relatives. This is how 
illnesses are protracted that could actually still 
have been cured. Those who are seriously ill 
and do end up in hospital have to forego all con-
tact with their loved ones because of the risk of 
infection. That is the one side of the coin. The 

Dying without 
saying “Goodbye”
During the pandemic, social distancing 
applies for the sick and dying too

By Anke Sauter

Being there for a dying person 
in their final hours is often very 
important for their relatives. 
During the pandemic, however, 
this is often not possible.
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Losing a loved one is difficult. Losing them 
without being there for them at the end is 
for many people almost unbearable. The 
contact restrictions during the pandemic 
are demanding a lot from all of us, but 
especially when dealing with serious 
illnesses, dying and death. This is not 
without consequences for the grieving 
process.
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other side is that of the relatives, and it is no less 
difficult. Although hospital staff do their best to 
reassure patients and keep families informed, 
they are themselves often overworked and at 
the end of their tether. And being told by nurses 
is not the same as a visit. Especially COVID-19 
patients are often without their relatives even in 
their final hours because of the high risk of 
infection.

Anger, guilt and longing as a normal  
grief reaction
Sandra Zulauf, a young psychologist working on 
the PROGRID project, which aims to help people 
with prolonged grief, has observed: “This help-
lessness, the feeling of not being there for some-
one, that is very bad for people.” The loss of con-
trol often leads to anger towards staff, but also to 
a sense of guilt, she says. Thoughts go round and 
round in circles: Should I have been more insis-
tent about being allowed in to see my mother? 
Anger, sense of guilt, overwhelming longing – 
all these are normal reactions when a person 
close to us dies. Sometimes, however, time does 
not seem to heal all wounds – on the contrary: 
Everything just gets worse and worse. 

We speak of “prolonged grief” when people 
are still filled with extreme longing many 
months after a relative’s death and refuse to 
accept that it was “Goodbye” forever. “Some 
widows set a place for their husband at the table 
every day, parents who have lost their child 
keep everything in their dead son’s room exactly 
the same for years,” says Regina Steil, professor 
of psychology at Goethe University and head of 
the Frankfurt study centre within the PROGRID 
project. Other possible symptoms are the feeling 
of loneliness, self-reproach, but also suppressing 
memories of the deceased. Many affected peo-
ple still have difficulties coping with everyday 
life long after the person’s death. Regina Steil is 
glad that “prolonged grief disorder” (PGD) has 
now been acknowledged as a mental disorder by 
the WHO and included in the International Sta-
tistical Classification of Diseases and Related 
Health Problems. “It’s not about stigmatising 
those in mourning. It’s quite normal for people 
to suffer very badly from losing a relative. But if 
this suffering doesn’t diminish, then it can have 
serious consequences. These people can now be 
helped,” says Steil.

Risk factors for prolonged grief disorder
About 4 per cent of all people in mourning 
develop such a grief disorder. Are there risk fac-
tors that encourage it? “Various studies show: If 
the death is unforeseen, if it occurs in the ‘wrong 
order’ within the generations, if it was a violent 
death at the hands of a third party – or the rela-

tive died in intensive care, these are aspects that 
increase the probability of prolonged grief disor-
der,” says Regina Steil. The dramatic scenes in 
an ICU also foster a problematic development. 
“When an elderly father, advanced in years, dies 
in his bed after a long period needing care, then 
that’s rather an event which is to be expected,” 
says Steil. And yet even in such apparently 
undramatic circumstances there are cases where 
a person’s grief threatens to be all-consuming. 
“This is often connected with the deceased per-
son, with the relationship,” she explains.

In the pandemic, the probability of pro-
longed grief disorder increases as a result, for 
example, of relatives becoming ensnared in a 
sense of guilt because they could not accompany 
the dying person to the end, and this is addition-
ally intensified by the environment in the ICU. 
“I should have insisted on being with him. I 
didn’t understand what a bad state he was in and 
let them send me away too easily” – people’s 
thoughts revolve around such self-reproaches. 
Being with a dying person until their last breath 
gives us a good feeling, says Steil. Because being 
close especially to COVID-19 patients is only 
possible under very strict regulations for reasons 
of protection and due to the risk of infection, 
saying “Goodbye” in a dignified manner is 
almost impossible.

As a consequence, the person’s death often 
remains abstract. And the subsequent rituals for 
coping with it also remain abstract – however 
different they may be in different cultures. “All 
over the world, mourning means closing ranks 
with other people, also physically. But that is 
also only possible to a very limited degree dur-
ing the pandemic,” says Steil. The funeral ser-
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vice at the cemetery, insofar as guests are per-
mitted at all, is subject to social distancing rules, 
closest family members sit two metres apart in 
the chapel without being able to lean on each 
other. A wake afterwards with coffee and cake 
and chatting about shared memories are out of 
the question, and so relatives often feel lonelier 
than they would in “normal” times, left alone 
with their sorrow and their thoughts going 
round in circles.

PROGRID study on behavioural  
therapy approaches
Most people will somehow overcome the loss, 
even in times of the pandemic. Yet what about 
those whose grief does not disappear by itself, 
but instead becomes chronic, as psychologists 
say? “Possible consequences are substance 
dependence, that is, addiction, psychosomatic 
disorders such as autoimmune diseases, but also 
depression leading to suicide,” Steil says. That is 
why it is so important to recognise the problem 
in good time and to help. The PROGRID project 
funded by the German Research Foundation, in 
which Goethe University is collaborating with 
the universities of Eichstätt-Ingolstadt, Leipzig 
and Marburg, is comparing two different behav-
ioural therapy approaches. One approach 
focuses on the practical side of life and tries to 
find solutions for everyday problems together 
with the patient. The other approach centres on 
the relationship with the deceased, the sense of 
guilt, the anger, the longing. Both approaches 
have proven successful for various problems, 
says Steil, adding that the aim now is for them 
to benefit people with prolonged grief disorder 
as well. Treatment includes a detailed anamne-
sis, around 20 weekly personal therapy sessions 
as well as short- and medium-term check-ups. 
Treatment within the PROGRID project is 
financed by the health insurers.

Were the contact restrictions during the pan-
demic too harsh, especially for old people’s 
homes and hospitals, because they led to irre-

versible damage on both sides? “I wouldn’t put 
it like that. It was always a question of weighing 
up the health risks,” says Steil. However, she 
adds, this aspect of COVID reality needs to be 
looked at in more detail: Were there more peo-
ple with depression? More suicides? And the 
situation of hospital staff also needs to be exam-
ined more closely, she says, as it is intrinsically 
related to relatives’ suffering. 
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IN A NUTSHELL 

• The contact restrictions during the 
pandemic demand a lot especially from 
the relatives of the dying. Because they 
cannot be with their loved ones in their 
most difficult hour, many people are 
haunted by a sense of guilt.

• The comfort that comes from mourning 
together is also more or less lost: 
Keeping a distance is the order of the 
day, even at funerals and during the 
time afterwards.

• If the grief still does not diminish even 
after months have passed, it could be  
a case of “prolonged grief disorder”,  
a medical condition that has only 
recently been acknowledged as a 
diagnosis. Typical symptoms are 
physical or mental problems, suppress-
ing memories, problems coping with 
everyday life as usual.

• The PROGRID project at Goethe 
University funded by the German 
Research Foundation offers help to 
affected persons. Two different 
behavioural therapy approaches are 
used – one focuses on the grief itself, 
the other on the everyday problems  
it causes.
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Believing 
the  

good  
is  

possible 
Philosopher 

 Claudia Blöser  
is studying  
the nature,  
norms and  

functions of hope

In times of crisis, people look for 
a sign of hope. Hope is also at the 
centre of philosopher Claudia 
Blöser’s research. A conversation 
with her about the relationship 
between hope, knowledge and 
fear and why the concept of 
radical hope can be helpful in  
a crisis.  

In her provocative speech before the 
United Nations, Greta Thunberg insisted: 
“I don’t want your hope. I don’t want you 
to be hopeful.” A radical rejection of 
hope! Does hope in a crisis entice us 
towards deceptive optimism? 

Claudia Blöser: One reason for Greta 
Thunberg’s rejection of hope could be 
that she, like many of us, equates hope 
with optimism. Well, it’s precisely one of 
philosophy’s tasks to suggest how we 
can distinguish between different con-
cepts. Philosophy mostly characterises 
optimism as a notion that regards some-
thing we wish for as probable. Hope, by 
contrast, has nothing to do with proba-
bilities. Hope focuses on the possibility 
of something. We can also hope for 
something that is extremely improbable. 
What’s more, optimism is also often 
associated with wrongly assuming a too 
high level of probability. Our answer to 
Greta Thunberg could therefore be: It is 
not probable, perhaps even improbable, 
that we will get the climate crisis under 
control and so we should not be opti-
mistic. But it’s perfectly reasonable to be 
hopeful because a good outcome is still 
possible. 

The second assumption behind Thunberg’s 
words: Hope induces passivity, that is, 
restrains us from taking action. 

Hope can indeed lead to passivity. But 
that is not necessarily connected to the 
concept of hope. It’s instead rather due 
to the attitude of the hopeful person. If 
they know that they can and must do 
something for this hope, then hope even 
fosters motivation – because hope 
reminds them of the possibility of being 
successful. 
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Does this mean that hope needs very 
precise knowledge as a basis, a reason 
on which it can build?

Whether hope needs reasons is disputed 
in philosophy. The consensus, however, 
is that hope should be consistent with the 
available evidence. Philosophy is not 
only interested in the nature of hope and 
its function of fostering motivation. An 
important philosophical question is also 
what is reasonable, that is, “rational” 
hope. Immanuel Kant considers the nor-
mative question “What may I hope?” to 
be one of the central questions of philos-
ophy. His hypothesis, which is still largely 
shared today, is that we may not hope for 
something that we must assume is impos-
sible. Rational hope therefore presup-
poses that we can clearly see the actual 
state of affairs. Doubts, however, can 

exist in this context, they are by all means 
part of the uncertain situation of the 
hopeful person. 

In the coronavirus crisis, some people are 
drawing hope from the idea that a life in 
harmony with nature, renouncing capital-
ism, digitalisation and industrial agriculture, 
activates their self-healing powers in such 
a way that the virus cannot affect them. 
They too evidently assume that their hope 
is based on knowledge. 

As I said, reasonable hope needs clear -
sightedness. This also includes taking 

into consideration new, relevant evi-
dence that might lead us to question a 
particular hope. Conspiracy narratives 
often presuppose a kind of so-called 
“knowledge” that is inconsistent with 
our sciences and immunised against 
new evidence. Hopes founded on this 
are deceptive because they are accom-
panied by false assumptions about the 
virus. False hopes can, however, also be 
found aside of conspiracy myths: For 
example, young athletes have reported 
hoping that their physical fitness will 
protect them from the virus. This too 
can quickly prove to be false. In addi-
tion, hopes can be criticisable if they 
lead to actions that harm others or 
expose them to an unjustifiable risk. 

For Kant, hope and knowledge belong 
together insofar as hope begins at  

ABOUT CLAUDIA BLÖSER
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Philosophy of Goethe University since 2013.  
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(Habilitation), she is studying the nature, 
norms and functions of hope. Her research 
work centres on practical philosophy, with  
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and a systematic focus on moral psychology. 
Blöser studied physics and philosophy  
at Goethe University and the University  
of St Andrews (Scotland) and has also 
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Anyone wishing to learn more about the philosophy 
of hope, also in historical development, can consult 
the following encyclopaedia article: 

Blöser, Claudia and Stahl, Titus: “Hope”, The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2017 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.
stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/hope/>.
entries/hope

“Reasonable hope needs 
clear-sightedness.”
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the point where our knowledge ends.  
Hope belongs to the realm of faith,  
of religious experience. What does this 
view mean for a non-religious under-
standing of the world?

People who are not religious share 
Kant’s assumption too: Hope comes 
into play at the point where we reach 
our limits, that is, limits of knowledge 
and of action. It’s just that Kant has a 
specific object of hope in mind, namely 
a comprehensive idea of justice in 
which those who act morally are also 
happy – so where morality and happi-
ness coincide. In his opinion, we can 
only hope for this state of comprehen-
sive justice if we assume that there is a 
God who creates this state. God and a 
firm belief in Him are the foundation 
underpinning this hope. That is why 
Kant also speaks of “sure” hope. Nowa-
days, many people no longer go along 
with this. For those who do not believe 
in a firm reason for their hope, hope 
can flip over into a state of fear again 
and again. That is why secular hopes 
are typically fragile states.

Do fear and hope belong together? 

Spinoza would have answered: They 
necessarily belong together because 
both issue from a situation of uncer-
tainty. Fear, however, focuses on a neg-
ative possibility in the future, whereas 

hope gives what is good a chance. Fear 
and hope are, so to speak, the two sides 
of the same coin.

In times of crisis, we become aware that 
life is fragile, vulnerable and uncontrolla-
ble. Philosopher Jonathan Lear has 
developed the concept of radical hope 
for this – using the example of the Crow 
Indians, whose way of life and culture 
were destroyed in the mid-19th century. 

Lear thinks about how we can imagine a 
future when all values and habits valid so 
far no longer mean anything.

Radical hope is a concept that can guide 
us in the current situation. The key feature 
of radical hope is that it has no specific 
object but is directed towards something 
that is good, even if we cannot yet say 
how this might look. Radical hope holds 
on to the fact that something good is in 
principle always possible and can trans-
cend our imagination. In the corona-
virus crisis, we’re having to forego many 
things that we’ve considered important 
for our “good life”. Radical hope allows 
us to be open to the idea that good could 
show itself in a completely new way in 
the crisis too.

Hope therefore has something to do  
with imagining that something is possible 
even under the most adverse circum-
stances. Radical hope even considers 
something entirely new to be possible 
and gives us the courage to be open to 
something new. 

Definitely! A concrete hope can also be 
very constricting for us. We could call 
this a conservative hope, a hope that 
seeks to preserve. The other kind would 
be a revolutionary hope, which places 
its bets on something new that was not 
expected.

It is possible to consciously decide to  
be hopeful in a hopeless situation?  
Is there such a thing as the “courage  
to hope”?

Some philosophers do indeed assume 
that a person can decide to be hopeful, 
and they then also devise their concept 
of hope in such a way that a decision 
really is possible. They assume, for 
example, that you can focus mentally on 
possibility and not on improbability. 
And that, of course, also goes hand in 
hand with the possibility of deciding on 
what to focus. Others understand hope 
as a gift that in a way is given to you. I 
also tend towards this second view. A 
person with no hope and in despair 
would choose hope if they could. We 
can, however, try to cultivate hope. Fel-
low human beings are often also impor-
tant for this, with whom we can think 
together about how what we’re hoping 
for could be achieved.

“The key feature of  
radical hope is that it  

is directed towards 
something that is good,  

even if we cannot  
yet put a name to it.”
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French writer and Nobel Prize laureate 
Albert Camus assumes that a person 
without hope can even be happy.  In  
her book ‘Annette, ein Heldinnenepose’, 
the writer Anne Weber translates Camus 
as saying that the struggle, the constant 
toil and effort towards great heights is 
enough to fill a man’s heart, and that 
this is why we best imagine Sisyphus 
happy.  Can we live well without hope?

Camus’ message is that there is no 
“greater purpose” and thus no hope that 
goes beyond this life – and that we don’t 
need such hope in any case in order to 
be happy. I find it helpful to see Sisy-
phus as a metaphor for the fact that we 
can value activities for their own sake 
too and are therefore neither dependent 
on the hope of being successful with our 
activities nor on the hope that there is 
an ultimate goal for which all effort is 
worthwhile.

But it would be rash to conclude that 
we can manage entirely without hope. 
Phenomenological approaches in philos-
ophy point out that there is a “pre- 
intentional” hope, which does not focus 
on concrete objects but instead gives us 
an idea, in a mood-like way, of a future 
which in principle holds some good pos-
sibilities. This hope resembles “radical” 
hope, but it takes the form of an existen-
tial feeling that must not necessarily  
be conscious. That such hope is indeed 
necessary for a good life can be seen in 
cases where this hope is lacking, such as 
depression. 

Assuming that political utopias are also 
politically formulated hopes: Can hopes 
be shared?

First of all, hope is an individual 
 phenomenon. Everyone has their own 
hopes. Sharing hopes would mean that 
several people hope that a certain state 
will be achieved – and at best also  
know that they are not alone with their 
hope. Such hopes have the power to 
unite. Political utopias are a special 
example of this; they are blueprints of 
just  societies. 

In view of climate change, you 
might think that today we’re only shar-
ing a dystopia – the climate disaster as a 
threat that is or can be an object of 
shared fear. In relation to the coronavirus 
crisis too, one could lament a certain 
hopelessness in the sense that a shared 
vision of a good future is missing. Is sur-
vival really the goal to which everything 
else should be subordinated – you only 
have to think of the threatened exist-
ence of those working in the cultural 
sector? Or is the justified hope for other 
goals not also part of a good life? In my 
opinion, we’re seeing hope glimmering 
in the background in the coronavirus 
crisis too that can and is being shared – 
hope for more solidarity, such as in 

neighbourhood help, for better cohe-
sion, for less consumption, for greater 
respect of nature. In addition, the coro-
navirus crisis acts as a magnifying glass 
for injustices and in so doing draws 
attention, for example, to the situation 
of people in precarious employment. 
We can pin our hopes on this that  
these injustices will be addressed more 
resolutely. 

You’ve been dealing with hope in your 
post-doctoral research for several years 
now. Are there any findings about hope 
that have surprised you? 

Yes – I hadn’t expected it to be so diffi-
cult to say what hope actually is. Espe-
cially in analytical philosophy, attempts 
are always made to define concepts and 
to find the necessary and adequate crite-
ria. However, after careful consideration 
I’ve come to the conclusion that search-
ing for such a definition doesn’t get us 
any further. But that doesn’t mean that 
philosophy is unable to say anything 
enlightening about hope. Not offering a 
definition only means not reducing 
hope to simpler constituents. In my 
work, I’m looking at the irreducible con-
cept of hope in terms, among others, of 
the norms to which rational and – in a 

broader sense – successful hope is sub-
ject as well as in terms of the functions 
of hope in concrete contexts. 

The interview was conducted  
by Pia Barth.
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“We can try  
to cultivate hope.”  

“In the coronavirus crisis 
too, we’re seeing  

hope glimmering in  
the background.”
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RECOMMENDED READING

Why we cannot return 
to “normality”
The anthology “Jenseits von Corona” (“Beyond the Corona-
virus”) looks at the social consequences of the pandemic  

T he most important things come unex-
pectedly. The future, the imminent, is 
rarely the fulfilment of that which has 

long been in the offing or yearned for.” How 
true are the words spoken by Botho Strauß in 
an interview with the “Spiegel” magazine in 
2019. In the past months, we have become 
witnesses to a “multiple shock to the system”, 
which many had considered inconceivable. 
And now? 32 renowned German scholars 
have looked from the standpoint of their 
respective disciplines at how things might 
continue “beyond the coronavirus”.

The book, over 300 pages long and pub-
lished in September 2020 by Bernd Kortmann 
and Günther Schulz, directors at the Freiburg 
Institute for Advanced Studies, offers an 
insightful overview, especially from the per-
spective of the social sciences and cultural 
studies: The articles shed light on very differ-
ent, sometimes also controversial aspects of 
the consequences of the coronavirus; they 
provide orientation, but no simple answers in 
complex times of crisis. As historian Jürgen 
Osterhammel says: “We are all caught up in 
a gigantic experiment, which as social scien-
tists we can, however, observe from a cer-
tain distance.” The global village of the 1990s 
has now been supplanted by the global 
patient of the 2020s. The authors share a 
common view: Crises are times of reflection. 
And perhaps we should now use this time of 
reflection to fundamentally question out-
dated societal thinking patterns. 

We are on the brink of a new era
The one or other analysis in the book (from 
April 2020) would presumably be even more 
pointed from today’s perspective, for exam-
ple when it comes to political action during 
the pandemic. There is, in any case, broad 
consensus that we are on the brink of a new 
era and that there will be no going back to 
the old normality. In this context, religious 
studies scholar Birgit Meyer cites what she 
read on posters during her daily coronavirus- 
induced walks round Amsterdam: “We can-

not return to what was normal because it 
was the normal that was precisely the prob-
lem.” The articles in the anthology make it 
clear where things have become acute and 
what made them acute in the first place, that 
is, the lack of effort made in tackling the cen-
tral issues on our planet: climate change, 
social inequalities in the world, gender and 
generational justice, racism, migration, viola-
tion of human rights, and the future of the 
global order between multilateralism and 
nationalism. 

The scholars do more than just list the 
buzzwords. Instead, they address concrete 
problems. Philosopher Markus Gabriel, for 
example, hopes “that the starting shot of the 
pandemic response in Europe has led to a 
moral insight into the weak points of the 
global and local production chains of our 
consumer behaviour.” The aim must be a 
“morally progressive post-colonial order”. 
Social anthropologist Shalini Randeria 
makes the point that innovative institutional 
solutions are needed in order to distribute 
vaccines more equitably around the world. 
Vaccines and public health should be con-
sidered a public good accessible to all, a 
global common – and she makes reference 
to a statement by UN Secretary-General 
António Guterres. The effects of neoliberal-
ism on the health system of Western coun-
tries do not go unmentioned either: Privati-
sation frequently happened without the 

necessary “healthcare reserves”, as is 
becoming clear during the pandemic in the 
shape of limited hospital capacities.

While some authors see unbridled 
growth as one of the greatest problems for 
climate, nature and humanity, economist 
Lars Feld is more critical of protectionism, 
which threatens international trade rela-
tions, he says. He registers a severe produc-
tivity shock that will not be easy to overcome. 
But “a return to the old path of growth can be 
expected, so that GDP will find the way back 
to its former momentum.” And Feld points out 
that consistent CO2 pricing could have a pos-
itive effect on the climate and on the German 
economy.

Also highly worth reading are the com-
ments by various authors on the need for sci-
ence to reflect on itself and its limits – and on 
dealing with complexity, truth and uncer-
tainty. Philosopher Sybille Krämer expresses 
this ambivalence as follows: “Science strives 
for truth and yet, for this very reason, must 
disclose every achieved state of knowledge 
as partially untrue and correctable.” This 
must be acknowledged and also publicly 
communicated.

“Humility” as a virtue is experiencing a 
renaissance – the term is used in an almost 
inflationary manner in political speeches, but 
without content. Andreas Voßkuhle, legal 
scholar and former president of the Federal 
Constitutional Court, uses it quite differently 
in his article – intended here as a kind of con-
clusion: “If this humility were to relativise our 
inclination to adopt a retrospective know-it-
all attitude and strengthen our confidence in 
dealing rationally with a lack of knowledge, 
then our political system and our society 
would have become far more resilient.”

The reviewer

Ulrike Jaspers, born in 1956, was a science 
editor at Goethe University for almost 
30 years. She is now working as a freelance 
journalist and a tour guide on Westend 
Campus.

ulrike.jaspers@gmx.de
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Emerging stronger from the crisis

Jan Pieter Krahnen, scientific director of the 
Leibniz Institute for Financial Research 
SAFE and professor of banking and finance 

at Goethe University, sees the SARS-CoV-2 pan-
demic from two angles: as “an abrupt interrup-
tion of economic activity, that is, as a crisis” and as 
“a questioning of established production patterns, 
that is, change”. Provided that entrepreneurs, 
politicians and also citizens make the right deci-
sions about adapting to a changed environment, 
the crisis also presents an opportunity. For 
example, the pandemic has shown the impor-
tance of digitalisation.

As a crisis, the pandemic is bringing with it 
drastic cuts in individual sectors such as avia-
tion, retail, restaurants, hotels and cultural insti-
tutions. The plight of those affected is not yet 
reflected in official statistics. This is due to the 
suspension of the obligation to file for insol-
vency in combination with the aid packages. 
Crifbürgel, providers of information services, 
estimate that over 300,000 companies in Ger-
many have financial problems. Around 16,500 
additional insolvencies can be expected in 2022, 
they say.

State aid packages have had a stabilising effect
However, the economy is beginning to recover. 
After gross domestic product (GDP) slumped by 
5 per cent in 2020, the German Council of Eco-
nomic Experts expects growth of 3.1 per cent in 
2021. According to the Council, the deciding 
factor for the further development of the Ger-
man economy is how the vaccination rollout 
progresses. If vaccination capacities increase, 70 
per cent of adults could be immunised by the 
end of the summer. Closing industrial businesses 
should be avoided as far as possible, they say, 
otherwise economic development will turn out 
much worse. This is because since the summer 

of 2020 the manufacturing sector and export 
industries have recovered very well. Global sup-
ply chains that were abruptly truncated in the 
spring of 2020 have been quickly restored. Since 
then, industrial production has been on an 
upward trend again.

State aid packages have contributed to this 
stabilisation (see also the diagram on page 70). 
They are above all compensation for the politi-
cally induced decline in demand as a result of 
the lockdowns. The coronavirus crisis was 
preceded by six financial years with budget sur-
pluses. According to the Bundesbank (German 
Federal Bank), with a debt ratio of 59.7 per cent 
in 2019 Germany was below the reference value 
of 60 per cent specified in the Maastricht Treaty 
for the first time since 2002.

Return to the Maastricht Treaty
The Maastricht Treaty agreed 
between the EU member states 
in 1992 paved the way for the 
monetary union, and one of 
its objectives since 1999 has 
been to ensure the euro’s 
 stability. Among others, the 
Treaty demands that states aim 
for and achieve in the medium 
term a debt level below 60 per 
cent of their GDP. In 2020, 
however, Germany’s national 
debt shot up by € 27 billion to 
€ 2.3 trillion because of the 
state aid for private house-
holds and companies and 
plunging tax revenues; this 
equates to 70 per cent of GDP. 
The aim now is therefore to 
reduce debt in order to meet 
the Maastricht criteria again. 

Huge aid packages have stabilised the economy during the pan-
demic. However, much of the damage will likely only start to become 
visible from 2022 onwards and will have a long-lasting impact. If the 
right course is charted now, however, companies and society as a 
whole could trigger a renewal.

The crisis as an opportunity
Economic policy mistakes and new scope for action

By Stefan Terliesner

IN A NUTSHELL

• Reducing high public debt is indeed 
possible, as Germany has already 
proven in the past.

• However, experts demand that with the 
recovery of the economy after a year  
of crisis, tax and social policies as well 
as local government finance ought to 
be realigned.

• The role of the European Central Bank 
and its monetary policy need to be 
discussed again.

• Clear equity capital requirements 
should be imposed on banks.

In the mechanical engineering 
sector, things are on an upward 
trend again after the crisis 
thanks to full order books.
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That the state is capable of achieving this was 
shown by its recovery after the economic and 
financial crisis in 2009 and 2010. At that time, 
the debt ratio rose to the highest level ever of 
82.5 per cent. This shows that the state has 
already emerged successfully from a huge debt 
in the past. According to Volker Wieland, pro-
fessor of monetary economics at Goethe Univer-
sity and member of the German Council of Eco-
nomic Experts, this could succeed again “if there 
is a sustained economic recovery”. It might 
already be possible to adhere to the debt brake 
again in 2022, he says.

Save money instead of raising taxes
According to the German Council of Economic 
Experts, tax increases would be counterproduc-
tive because they would lessen economic activ-
ity and stifle momentum. Instead, it will be nec-
essary to consolidate public finances as soon as 
the economy has recovered from the recession, 
says Wieland. There are two reasons for this: 
Firstly, it creates room to manoeuvre for stabilis-
ing the economy in the event of a large crisis in 
the future. Secondly, it protects against an over-
burdening of the welfare state because even 
now almost one third of the federal budget is 
being poured into pension insurance as a tax 
subsidy, which is technically financed exclu-
sively from contributions. Demographic devel-
opments will exacerbate this problem even 
more: In future, fewer and fewer contributors 
will have to pay the pensions of more and more 

older people. In his book “Wie wir unsere 
Wirtschaft retten” (“How to Save our Econ-
omy”), Clemens Fuest, president of the ifo Insti-
tute, writes that social policy will have no option 
but to take a close look at its portfolio and define 
priorities. The book goes on to say: “Part of sus-
tainable public finance is not neglecting state 
spending as investment measures, such as for 
infrastructure or education.” Insofar as such 
expenditure boosts growth, it could help reduce 
the debt ratio. Overall, the tax system needs to 
be more employment- and investment-friendly. 
Taxes on corporate profits and income are a 
greater burden on growth than consumption 
and property taxes, says Fuest.

Tax reforms necessary
According to Fuest, a reform of local govern-
ment finances, including the abolition and sub-
stitution of the trade tax, is also necessary. The 
coronavirus crisis has shown once again that the 
trade tax is a bad one because the revenue from 
it fluctuates considerably in the economic cycle. 
So far, however, politics has failed to act boldly. 
Not even in the coronavirus crisis has the fed-
eral government been plucky enough to use an 
instrument to stabilise companies that works 
very precisely and does not burden the state cof-
fers more than is absolutely necessary: a com-
prehensive tax loss carryback. Such a loss carry-
back allows companies to offset losses incurred 
during the crisis against their profits from previ-
ous years. The only thing that was decided was 
to raise the maximum sum for 2020 and 2021 
from € 1 million to € 5 million. Although Alfons 
Weichenrieder, professor of economics and 
finance at Goethe University – together with his 
colleague, tax expert Professor Philipp Lam-
precht – welcomed the agreed extension of the 
loss carryback in July 2020 because it functions 
in a crisis like an “automatic stabiliser”, analo-
gous to the short-time allowance at the level of 
blue- and white-collar workers, it is, according 
to him, inadequately designed. It is bitter that 
legislation even entirely forbids a loss carryback 
in the case of trade tax because a company can 
strengthen its equity base via such a loss carry-
back. Against this background, tax payments 
can even drive companies with a functioning busi-
ness model into insolvency, Fuest also warns, 
because tax payments are a liquidity outflow. If, 
at the same time, no money comes in because of 
the measures implemented in relation to the 
pandemic, bankruptcy threatens, he adds.

Discussion about the role of the ECB
Not only in Germany does politics use loans and 
subsidies for affected companies to tackle this 
threat. The European Union (EU) is also show-
ing solidarity in the area of debt creation. In 

Along with retail, restaurants 
and hotels as well as the 

cultural sector, aviation has 
been hard hit by the crisis.
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February 2021, the Council of the European 
Union empowered the European Commission 
for the first time to borrow on the capital market 
on behalf of the Community. The vehicle for 
this is the EU Recovery Fund with a volume of 
up to € 750 billion. The fund still has to be rati-
fied by all member states, which should happen 
in the summer. While critics consider that the 
EU is heading for a fiscal union and are com-
plaining that Germany is de facto accepting 
unlimited liability for all the EU’s coronavirus 
debts, Chancellor Angela Merkel described the 
EU aid as a one-off action when it was ratified 
by law by the Bundestag. A pending appeal 
before the Federal Constitutional Court could 
still stop the law from becoming effective. What 
becomes clear at this point is the extent to which 
the pandemic is shifting the (institutional) bal-
ance at European level.

This also applies for the European Central 
Bank (ECB), whose role and competences are 
once again a subject of discussion. In normal 
times, central banks react to a recession by low-
ering interest rates. The aim is to boost invest-
ment and consumption through cheap loans. 
However, when the coronavirus crisis erupted, 
the ECB’s key interest rate was already at zero 
per cent. In order to stimulate the economy 
nonetheless, the ECB approved the Pandemic 
Emergency Purchase Programme (PEPP), for 
which – after several top-ups – € 1.85 trillion are 
now earmarked. The ECB can buy sovereign 
and corporate bonds for this gigantic sum up 
until March 2022. Such purchases push down 
the interest rate on the capital market. France, 
for example, was able in mid-April to borrow 
money at zero per cent for ten years, Italy for 

0.8 per cent and Germany even at the rate of 
minus 0.3 per cent.

EU debt has the potential to cause inflation
Quite a few governments have an interest in the 
ECB continuing to purchase enormous numbers 
of sovereign bonds because such governments – 
instead of setting priorities when spending 
money or tackling reforms – simply take out 
new loans. Liberal economists such as Wieland 
and the Kronberger Kreis (the scientific advi-
sory board of the Market Economy Foundation) 
see in this a conflation of monetary and fiscal 
policy, although the ECB is independent – or 
rather should be, according to the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union. The Kro-
nberger Kreis warns in a study against a “fiscal 
dominance of monetary policy”. The ECB must 
present a plan, they say, on how it intends to 
reduce the high stock of sovereign bonds on its 
balance sheet. 

Important to know: The ECB pays for its 
bond purchases – metaphorically speaking – 
with money it prints itself. Nowadays, no print-
ers churn out banknotes for this purpose, but 
instead the ECB credits a corresponding sum to 
the commercial banks’ accounts at the central 
bank. As a result, the central bank’s balance 
sheet total is rising rapidly and currently stands 
at around € 7.5 trillion (see diagram below.) The 
potential to cause inflation is building up here 
because there is no real production of goods and 
services behind the “printed money”. Wieland, 
like Otmar Issing, president of the Center for 
Financial Studies at Goethe University and for-
mer chief economist at the ECB, sees the danger 
of monetary financing of governments, which is 

RISING BALANCE SHEET
ECB balance sheet development since 2000. Figures in trillion euro.

Source: European Central Bank

7.5
7.0

8.0

6.5
6.0
5.5
5.0
4.5

3.5

2.5

1.5

0.5

4.0

3.0

2.0

1.0

0
2000 20152005 20202010

Forschung Frankfurt  |  1.2021    69

Ph
ot

o:
 te

le
sn

iu
k/

sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck



70    1.2021  |  Forschung Frankfurt

Emerging stronger from the crisis

forbidden for the ECB. In the pandemic, this 
route is justifiable for monetary policy reasons. 
But when the justification for it disappears, then 
the ECB would have to react, he says.

Savings glut pushes Bitcoin price up
Even without this problem, the greatest danger 
of a new economic and financial crisis occurring 
lies perhaps in the ECB’s departure from its very 
relaxed monetary policy. If inflation goes up 
sharply, the ECB would be obliged to raise the 
key interest rate because an uncontrolled 
increase in general price levels is dangerous. 
Inflation devalues savings and makes it almost 
impossible for private individuals and businesses 
to calculate. Germany went through this painful 
experience during the Weimar Republic. After 
the First World War, the German economy was 
in tatters and the state was de facto bankrupt. In 
order to fulfil its payment obligations nonethe-
less, the Reichsbank printed money on a mas-
sive scale until inflation in Germany exploded. 
Especially in 1923, the Mark lost value dramati-
cally fast. According to the statistics portal Statis-
tia, in November 1923 one US dollar cost around 

4.2 trillion Marks. Also worth noting: If the 
prices of cryptocurrencies such as the Bitcoin 
are rising sharply at present, this also has to do 
with the money glut. Andreas Hackethal, pro-
fessor of personal finance at Goethe University 
and researcher at the Leibniz Institute for Finan-
cial Research SAFE, however, prefers to call this 
phenomenon a “savings glut” and points out 
that it is also the reason why share prices are 
being driven up because citizens forced to save 
during the lockdown have more money to 
invest, he says. In his view, the problem is that 
many new stock market investors “do not invest 
broadly and calmly according to the textbook, 
but instead often gamble via trading apps and 
are taken in by fraudsters promising quick 
money.” This could harm the share culture just 
awakening in Germany, despite shares being an 
important element of providing for old age.

Clear equity capital requirements for banks
The phasing out of the COVID-19 aid packages 
for companies could also become dangerous for 
the banks. Banking expert Professor Jan Pieter 
Krahnen speaks of a “cliff-edge effect” that the 

Source: German Council of Economic Experts – Annual Report 2020/21
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institutions responsible for banking supervision 
fear. Without aid packages, an abrupt increase 
in insolvencies would threaten, he says, which 
would also have negative consequences for the 
lending banks. In cooperation with interna-
tional researchers, SAFE has therefore analysed 
scenarios for combating banking crises. Krah-
nen himself is of the opinion that clear equity 
capital requirements should be imposed on 
banks, which they must adhere to by whatever 
means. Behind this is the principle of liability, 
which by its very nature contributes to respon-
sible business practice. To get banks to show 
loan defaults in their books in a correct and 
timely manner, the SAFE research team pro-
poses better credit quality checks and appropri-
ate accounting rules for banks. Without such 
incentives, unviable companies would receive 
further financing – something commercial 
banks tend to do. 

Return to realistic balance sheets
Tobias Tröger, professor of private law, commer-
cial and business law and SAFE researcher, is 
also dealing with risks in the banking sector. 
And he too criticises the fact that current bal-
ance sheets do not mirror the banks’ actual sol-
vency status. Ultimately, this endangers finan-
cial stability, he says. He recommends that the 
ECB and the other supervisory authorities use 
the planned stress test in 2021 to produce a real-
istic representation of the asset quality of banks 
in the euro area. This would imply, he adds, “an 
immediate return to realistic accounting meth-
ods in line with the International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS).” The application  
of the IFRS 9 standard was attenuated in early 
2020 because of the coronavirus crisis. The out-
come: Many economic consequences of the 
pandemic will only become visible from 2022 
onwards. Risks are lurking here for financial sta-
bility and the ability to finance the welfare state. 
Other dangers concern the cohesion of society 
as well as of the EU and the eurozone. At the 
same time, the pandemic offers an opportunity 
for restructuring – at the level of companies, 
states and the EU, for example in digitalisation, 
education and investments in a self-sustaining 
recovery. 
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Economic shocks have substantial 
consequences for society. High 
incidence of poverty, unemployment 
or divorce, lack of educational 
opportunities, crises of confidence –  
effective political management may 
mitigate these consequences and 
thus contribute to social resilience. 
What conclusions may be drawn  
from this for the consequences of  
the current pandemic?

Data from the 2008  
financial crisis shed light on  
the potential consequences  

of the pandemic 

By Markus Gangl

Learning  
       from crises
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Societal crises often provide fertile grounds 
for the social sciences. During the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, three young 

Viennese scientists, Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazars-
feld and Hans Zeisel, documented social life in 
the small town of Marienthal just outside 
Vienna, shortly after the local textile factory 
had closed down. Jahoda and her colleagues 
returned from this assignment with the aware-
ness that work means far more to people than 
just securing their material livelihood – and 
founded, not least thanks to their ground-
breaking study “Marienthal. The Sociography 
of an Unemployed Community”, modern 
empirical social research and social psychology 
in their later British and American exiles. Over 
the past years and thanks to generous project 
funding from the European Research Council, 
my team and I have had the opportunity to fol-
low the tracks of the Marienthal Study and 
examine the social consequences of the finan-
cial crisis and the subsequent recession in 
greater detail in an internationally comparative 
study.

Multi-layered consequences of the crisis
To make the consequences of unemployment 
visible in people’s lives, we have drawn on rep-
resentative European and American survey 
data collected in over 30 countries since the 
early 2000s. Not surprisingly, we were able  
to show that the financial crisis led to economic 
problems. Unemployment represents a major 
poverty risk for those affected, and even once 
back in work there is still a high risk of having 
to accept a job that is lower paid or offers poorer 
career opportunities. But we have also been 
able to show that unemployment influences 
family life, for example because the desire to 
start a family is put on hold when faced with 
economic insecurity and because the risk of 
separation increases. The next generation is 
also affected because, for instance, a lengthy 
education or university studies may no longer 
seem feasible with one or both parents unem-
ployed. Unemployment also has a direct political 
impact because trust in democratic processes 
and institutions suffers – not only among those 
directly affected, but among the population 
overall.

Whether and to what extent unemployment 
leads to adverse consequences is much less of an 
empirical regularity than might be assumed, 
however. Rather, a lot depends on which 
resources can be mobilised to resolve an eco-
nomic  crisis. In our project, we have therefore 
used a broad comparison of European societies 
and the USA to trace the influence of societal 
conditions on the impacts of the financial crisis 
and thus, as it were, to document the societal 

prerequisites of resilience. And these can indeed 
be shown in quite different areas.

Societal instruments for handling crises
In terms of social policy, it is perhaps again 
least surprising that in the financial crisis, too, 
the risk of poverty due to unemployment is 
lower where social security systems are 
well-developed and offer sufficient income 
compensation. However, we also see other, 
partly indirect and secondary effects of labour 
market, social and education policies: For 
example, labour market regulation plays an 
important role in determining whether unem-
ployment leads to longer term wage losses. This 
is because it influences whether and to what 
extent employers can adjust individual wages 
and thus, among others, respond with lower 

Banking crisis with worldwide 
social implications: Many 
people lost their jobs and had 
to change their life plans.
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a socio-critical artist and graphic 
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and pioneer of the modern pictogram.
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wage offers when hiring back the unemployed. 
We were also able to demonstrate that educa-
tion and social policies can reinforce each other 
in mitigating adverse consequences of parental 
unemployment regarding the next generation’s 
educational opportunities: In our study on 
access to higher education, for example, it can 
be seen that parental unemployment does not 
materially affect the educational trajectory of 
children in precisely those countries where 
financial barriers to entering higher education 
are low and generous social security systems 
are in place.

However, it is by no means the case that all 
sources of resilience are institutional in nature. 
Our analyses of the risk of separation and 
divorce did not show any effect whatsoever 
from social or labour market policies. Rather, 
unemployment represents a separation risk 
especially in those societies where the idea of a 
male family breadwinner is dominant and 
much less so in societies with more egalitarian 
role conceptions. And some of our analyses 
even point to  veritable political paradoxes: We 
can show, for example, that successful Keynes-
ian macro economic management is generally 
able to prevent a loss of trust in politics. How-
ever, we also see that precisely in those coun-
tries where social security for the unemployed 
is particularly generous, their political dissatis-
faction is more pronounced.

When attempting to distil a larger picture 
from our various studies, then the countries that 
exhibit the highest degree of societal resilience 
to economic crises are those whose labour mar-
ket, education, social and public policies have 
been shaped by long periods of social democratic 
governance and which therefore are often char-
acterised as social democratic welfare regimes in 
the social sciences. Germany, incidentally, tends 
to land in the upper middle ranges in interna-
tional comparisons, often not far from our Nor-
dic neighbours. On the other hand, in liberal 
Anglo-Saxon societies and also in Southern 
Europe, economic crises regularly trigger 
marked societal repercussions.

Painful lessons from the financial crisis
These results already suggest that although the 
COVID-19 pandemic is surely affecting every-
one, how well the situation can be handled 
depends on conditions that are very unequally 
distributed – whether within society, for exam-
ple between privileged academics who can work 
from home more or less without further ado 
and workers whose job at the supermarket 
checkout, in hospitals, schools or kindergartens, 
or as care workers inevitably consists of direct 
interaction with fellow human beings. On a 
much grander scale, inequalities between the Ph
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Painful learning process:  
The Lehman Brothers bankruptcy 
triggered a global financial crisis, many 
companies had to give up. In the 
coronavirus pandemic, comparable 
unemployment figures did not 
materialise. A joint economic stimulus 
package and the European short-time 
work allowance cushioned many 
hardships.
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affluent Western countries and other regions of 
the world are equally obvious. The latter lack 
well-developed social security systems and thus 
the means, for example, to compensate compa-
nies and the self-employed for lost income 
through short-time work programmes and sim-
ilar measures, to pursue anti-cyclical macroeco-
nomic policies and at the same time to invest 
massively in vaccine development. 

And it is precisely in affluent Western socie-
ties that governments are making use of existing 
institutions and all societal resources that may 
be marshalled to minimise the economic costs of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The economic slump 
of the past year was at least twice as severe as 
the one that followed the 2008/2009 financial 
crisis, yet many countries have so far succeeded 
in largely decoupling the labour market from it. 
While the financial crisis had been leading to a 
labour market crisis that lasted for years in 
Southern Europe, and while unemployment 
rates had also significantly increased in many 
other countries for a long time, most Western 
societies have so far managed to avoid a similar 
development this time (see charts). The clear 
exception in this pattern is the United States, 
and it does not seem particularly far-fetched to 
presume that it was precisely this demonstration 
of political unwillingness that cost Donald 
Trump his re-election. But in Europe too, we 
should not underestimate that it is likely not 
least thanks to the experiences of the financial 
crisis – and the veritable political long-term cri-
sis of the EU and the euro in view of the omis-
sion to a wide extent to take joint action at that 
time – that we are seeing much more resolute 
action in the realm of economic policy in the 
current pandemic than we saw ten years ago. 
Without the painful learning process from the 
financial crisis, it is difficult to imagine the shift 
in the German government’s position, which was 
the game-changer at European level: It  suddenly 
paved the way for a large-scale joint European 
economic stimulus package and, via the Euro-
pean short-time work allowance, for the first 
time initiated a substantive European social 
 policy framework.

A critical issue: the young generation
The largely successful macroeconomic manage-
ment in Germany and many other Western 
countries has so far brought significantly lower 
social costs during the current pandemic than 
earlier experiences from the financial crisis 
might have suggested. That a very large majority 
of the population still continues to go along with 
pandemic-related restrictions after one year 
speaks volumes about the resilience of society 
and the value attributed to solidarity and social 
cohesion. 

IN A NUTSHELL

• People who lost their jobs as a result  
of the 2008/2009 financial crisis were 
exposed to numerous risks. Many  
had to take on and remain in lower  
paid work, went through divorce or 
separation, children had poorer 
educational opportunities, trust in 
democratic processes dwindled. 

• Poverty risks due to unemployment 
were lower where well-developed 
social security systems were in place.

• Those countries whose labour market, 
education, social and public policies 
were shaped by long phases with 
social democratic governments 
showed the highest degree of resil-
ience in dealing with economic crises. 

• European countries seem to have 
learned from the painful experiences  
of the financial crisis: In the current 
pandemic, they are acting much more 
resolutely as far as economic and 
social policy are concerned, and have 
agreed to fund a joint economic 
stimulus package and a European 
short-time work allowance.

• A key issue in economic crises was 
and is the minimisation of consequen-
tial damage for the young generation. 
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Yet even if the accelerating speed of the vac-
cination rollout gives rise to hope that many 
restrictions will soon come to an end: But just as 
with the financial crisis, life will not simply 
return to a pre-crisis state. After any supply 
shock, rapid economic recovery is to be 
expected, including – and especially – in the 
domain of the cultural and leisure economy. 
However, the pandemic has laid bare existing 
inequalities within society because those with 
adequate social, material and non-material 
resources at their disposal have been in a better 
position to master it – as had to be expected. The 
considerable restrictions placed on school, uni-
versity and life in other public arenas in order to 
protect the health of the elderly have demanded 
a high degree of practical solidarity from young 
people in particular – and this at a stage in their 
lives when they are acquiring skills as well  
as developing and trying out life plans to even-
tually help shape our society in the future. 
Focusing on and boosting young people’s confi-
dence about their own prospects – both in terms 
of educational opportunities at schools and uni-
versities and with regard to their subsequent 
integration in the labour market, which is cur-
rently threatened by companies’ reluctance to 
recruit new staff and offer apprenticeships – will 

perhaps be the most important socio-political 
challenge in coming years.

Incidentally, it is not only the results of our 
own study but also findings that are already 
90 years old that emphasise damage to the 
younger generation as a critical issue during any 
economic crisis. One of the most poignant and 
at the same time most forceful episodes in the 
Marienthal study concerns the analysis of school 
essays that Marie Jahoda and her colleagues had 
asked children to write. The essays revealed that 
even primary school pupils in Marienthal 
expressed not only more modest wishes for 
Christmas but also had more modest career 
goals than their peers from other towns around 
Vienna. Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and Zeisel later con-
densed these and other observations into their 
much-acclaimed notion of the reduction of 
mental spaces – and in doing so have given us 
an important clue from almost a century ago as 
to why the effective and determined fight 
against the pandemic and its economic conse-
quences will continue to have an impact for a 
long time. 
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Increase in the unemployment 
rate (in percentage points) 
from the beginning  
of the financial crisis and  
the COVID-19 pandemic
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T he pandemic has acted like a microscope, 
revealing the strengths and weaknesses of 
our healthcare system,” says Professor 

Ferdinand Gerlach, director of the Institute of 
General Practice at Goethe University. The cur-
rent crisis is a stress test from which we can 
learn a lot, he says. “Germany has come through 
the pandemic comparatively well,” emphasises 
Professor Jürgen Graf, medical director and 
chairman of the board of University Hospital 
Frankfurt. Their verdict has been confirmed by 
figures from international comparisons, for 
instance a mortality rate that is lower than in 
many neighbouring countries. 

Both agree that Germany has benefited from 
its structures for outpatient treatment and its 
regional structures during the pandemic. “The 
general practitioners here have taken on much 
of the workload so that the hospitals were not 
overwhelmed with mild cases, but instead able 
to provide severe cases with the appropriate 
care,” says Graf. Over 90 per cent of cases were 
treated as outpatients. Gerlach adds: “This has 
also protected us from deadly chains of infection 
such as that seen in Bergamo, where patients, 
staff and emergency services in hospitals became 
hotspots.”

High number of beds failed to help Italy  
in the crisis
Northern Italy actually had sufficient intensive 
care beds. However, in the spring of 2020 there 
was a shortage of nurses, doctors and equip-
ment in Bergamo, and apparently it was easier 
to transfer intensive care patients from Lom-

bardy to Germany than to the neighbouring 
province of Veneto – the high number of beds 
alone was of scarcely any use in the pandemic: 
“What’s important is quality, i.e. highly efficient 
hospital structures, and not quantity – lots of 
beds,” says Gerlach. Nowhere else in Europe are 
there more intensive care and normal hospitals 
beds than in Germany. Yet at the height of the 
second wave of the pandemic as many as 
150,000 beds were empty. And the very high 
hospital capacities have their downside: Occupy-
ing these beds is a financially attractive proposi-
tion. The consequence is more operations than 
the European average: more than three times as 
many heart catheter procedures, twice as many 
hip and knee replacements, as well as tonsillec-
tomies in children – yet by no means better 
health overall. 

In this country, many hospitals are literally 
obliged to advertise operations in order to recoup 
the cost of their equipment and beds. This is nei-
ther in the interest of patients nor of the health-
care system. “We need to ditch these false incen-
tives and establish quality criteria that are 
appropriate for health and also in economic 
terms,” says Graf. “Nowhere else are so many 
operations performed at so many hospitals!” 
And each doctor and nurse has to look after 
more patients than anywhere else in Europe. As 
a result, Germany is in the top group in a Euro-
pean comparison for per capita expenditure on 
healthcare: At almost € 5,000 per capita in 2019, 
it was 40 per cent higher than the EU average.

Many small hospitals perform certain opera-
tions only a few times a year. A study two years 

Experts from Goethe University and University Hospital Frankfurt agree: 
Germany has benefited from its healthcare system during the  pandemic. 
However, they see a pressing need to make up ground in some areas, 
such as the structure of the healthcare system and in digitalisation. Only 
so can we prepare ourselves for future crises such as climate change.

“We need to rethink  
the system”
Lessons from the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic  
for the future of healthcare

By Anja Störiko

Shortage of staff in local 
health authorities: In many 
towns and cities, soldiers 
provided administrative 
support during the crisis,  
for example in the area  
of contact tracing, like here  
in Frankfurt am Main.
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ago by the Bertelsmann Foundation revealed 
that 40 per cent of hospitals perform operations 
without adequate expertise. Yet the figures are 
clear: Only where operations are performed fre-
quently – and a certain minimum number are 
performed – is optimum care guaranteed. “We 
have to utilise resources more effectively, shifting 
from superfluous operations to better care, to a 
concentration of expertise in centres of compe-
tence, and to primary care at local level,” 
demands Gerlach. “Because this is precisely 
what the pandemic has shown: Only hospitals 
with special diagnostic equipment and ventila-
tors, as well as the corresponding specialist staff, 
were capable of treating the most severe cases, 
while the overwhelming majority of mildly ill 
patients received the best possible care locally, 
without having to utilise expensive technology 
(let alone make full use of available capacities).”

Specialist hospitals, local care
Both experts are in agreement that the coordi-
nation and division of labour in the federal state 
of Hessen succeeded comparatively well during 
the crisis thanks to a planning team: Severely ill 
patients were treated in high-performance spe-
cialist hospitals, whereas mildly ill patients were 
treated close to home. This should be the overall 
objective of needs-based healthcare, they say: 
For example, it is a proven fact that heart attack 
and stroke patients receive better care in special-
ist hospitals, even if it takes a little longer to 
transport them there. “Ultimately, patients have 
to go where care for his or her illness is best – 
and they also want to go there as a rule,” says 
Gerlach. Graf adds: “And not every hospital 

should offer what it wants to and is supposedly 
capable of.”

Denmark, for example, has decreased the 
number of its hospitals accredited for the treat-
ment of heart attacks from more than 50 to about 
20 over the past twenty years – since then, heart 
attack mortality has been halved. In the case of 
Germany, this would equate to 7,000 avoidable 
deaths.

Local healthcare providers need to receive 
greater support
“In the future, we need to be quite clear about 
who performs which tasks in our health system 
and when,” says Gerlach. He recommends local 
healthcare centres comprising larger or net-
worked practices, for example with beds, nurs-
ing services and pharmacies, to ensure optimum 
healthcare at local level. “In addition, general 
practitioners and hospitals need to work 
together more closely. It would then be conceiv-
able, for example, for a patient to be transferred 
from a specialist hospital to a centre closer to 
home just a few days after an operation, which 
would make it easier for relatives to visit.” Nurs-
ing services could also be better networked at 
local level, he says, for example through mobile 
teams. “It would allow us to avoid chains of 
infection in a pandemic, such as those we expe-
rienced in Italy, France and Spain with a cen-
tralised healthcare system – and also in the 
event of multi-resistant germs and flu viruses,” 
emphasises Gerlach.

Graf calls for the restoration of a balance 
between demand and needs: “At the moment, 
the German population goes to the doctor about 
three times more often than other Europeans. 
In the A&E departments of our hospitals in 

Cervia, Northern Italy,  
in March 2020:  

The Italian air force uses 
special biocontainment beds 

to transfer gravely ill  
and highly contagious 

COVID-19 patients from 
overcrowded hospitals.

IN A NUTSHELL

• The division of labour in Germany 
between outpatient care and hospitals 
fundamentally withstood the problems 
posed by the pandemic.

• In future, tasks in the healthcare 
system have to be better distributed,  
for example, through public health 
measures for prevention, needs-based 
steering, specialist hospitals and an 
extensive network of healthcare 
centres close to people’s homes.

• Advances in digitalisation for optimum 
healthcare are overdue, including 
networking of all medical areas, 
coordinated acute and long-term care, 
and usable patient data.
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German ICUs such as the  
one here at University Hospital 
Frankfurt were able to 
concentrate on treating serious 
COVID-19 cases during the crisis, 
since general practitioners took 
care of most of the mildly ill 
patients.

April/May last year, we saw what real emergen-
cies are – because contrary to what is usually the 
case the only patients were those with critical 
problems.” Local healthcare centres or practices, 
whose networks also allow for longer opening 
hours, could take care of everything else, he 
adds.

“However, in the future we have to give 
local providers greater support,” emphasises 
Gerlach. “At the beginning, there was a lack of 
equipment and concepts for care homes and 
practices, and later a shortage of tests and vacci-
nations.” Both experts agree that this requires 
central coordination.

Revive the public health service
“The many years during which the public health 
service was neglected have taken their toll; we 
have bled the local health authorities dry,” says 
Gerlach. There are around 400 local health 
authorities in Germany – but also only the same 
number of medical specialists working in public 
health. There is also a lack of networking 
between these authorities, which would be so 
important if people work in Frankfurt but live 
somewhere else, for example. 

“Although COVID-19 has accelerated a few 
things in this respect, nothing happened for far 
too long before that,” says Gerlach. Above all, 
there is a lack of a superordinate structure: The 
Federal Health Office was disbanded in 1994 
and never replaced. Yet neither the Robert Koch 
Institute nor the Federal Ministry of Health is 
responsible for coordinating the local health 
authorities or has power over them. “We need 
to fundamentally reposition and strengthen the 
public health service,” demands Gerlach. In his 
view, its tasks should also include preventive 
work, protecting vulnerable groups such as the 
elderly and people in care homes, organising 
protective equipment, testing capacities and 
hygiene concepts, but also precautionary strate-
gies, for example in schools. “At the moment, 
our healthcare system is reactive: The patient 
goes to the doctor with a problem. The goal is a 
preventive system that is also precautionary, 
inhibits contagion, fosters early detection – our 
system is not made for this.” And this although 
such concepts are urgently needed, he adds: Cli-
mate change, for example, is endangering health; 
in 2018 alone, a particularly hot year, 20,000 
more people died in Germany from dehydration 
and heatstroke than in average years.

The public health service has to take on new, 
central tasks here, says Gerlach. “These include 
fostering greater appreciation: The public image 
and remuneration – currently significantly 
below hospital levels – have to improve vastly. 
Public health also has to be a topic covered by 
medical students. At present, for example, pro-

spective physicians are not permitted to com-
plete part of their practical year in a local health 
authority – Frankfurt is the only exception in 
this respect. During the pandemic, a large num-
ber of medical students helped the local health 
authorities with their quarantine, testing and 
immunisation strategies – it is important to build 
on this momentum.”

More digitalisation: Data help heal
The fact that the local health authorities are poorly 
equipped for digitalisation is criticised on all sides. 
A lack of equipment and personnel shortages 
prevent good networking and tracking, as well 
as prevention and precautionary structures. 
“Data help heal!” stresses Gerlach. To date, sys-
tematic documentation has scarcely been possible 
in Germany, which is why, for example, current 
data on side effects from vaccinations have 
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mostly come from abroad, he explains. “Treat-
ing physicians and researchers need to have 
access to data and be able to use these to serve 
public welfare. Misperceived data protection 
costs lives. We should not just be worrying 
about what gets into the wrong hands, but also 
about important health data not getting into the 
right hands.”

Graf sees less of an obstacle in digitalisation 
itself, but in the lack of benefits to date: “The 
technical prerequisites in hospitals and practices 
have been fulfilled, but data protection is 
obstructing the smooth exchange of data; there 
is a lack of incentive to network data because at 
present nobody benefits from it. Every doctor 
could immediately cut back on communicating 
by post and fax if there were a networked digital 
solution with real added value and without legal 
hurdles – starting with a patient’s medical history, 
the transmission of diagnoses and X-rays, infor-
mation on drugs taken, previous interventions, 
allergies, risk factors, immunisation status, as 
well as advance directives and living wills.”

Call for electronic health record
As an example of this both experts praise the 
ICU bed register; this, visualises intensive care 
bed occupancy in Germany on a day-to-day 
basis and was introduced by the German Inter-

disciplinary Association for Intensive Care and 
Emergency Medicine (DIVI) when faced with the 
pressure caused by the crisis. “We can now pro-
vide our patients with better care and use exist-
ing capacities more efficiently,” says Gerlach. 

Similarly, he adds, the electronic health 
record also has to simplify and improve health-
care. “Lots of things would be easier: The record 
documents blood values, vaccinations, medica-
tion, decisions on organ donation, emergency 
information, allergies – the outcome is more 
efficient treatments, fewer duplicate examina-
tions, better networking, less paperwork, con-
venient electronic prescriptions.” At present, 
everyone in Germany who wants to be vacci-
nated is hunting around for their yellow vacci-
nation card; in the future, there will also be the 
EU vaccination app – it would be much easier to 
store all this centrally in the electronic health 
record, as already long demonstrated by Den-
mark, Israel and Estonia, for example, says Ger-
lach. As chairman of the Advisory Council on 
the Assessment of Developments in the Health-
care System, he recently presented its recom-
mendations on digitalisation in the healthcare 
sector to the general public: The “Wise Men of 
Health” advocate that in future every citizen 
should receive an electronic health record at 
birth or on arrival in the country, but that they 

POSITION PAPER ON MEDIUM- AND LONG-TERM LESSONS
by Boris Augurzky, Reinhard Busse, Ferdinand Gerlach, Gabriele Meyer

INTERIM REPORT AFTER THE FIRST WAVE OF THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS IN 2020 (in keywords)

1  Public healthcare as an independent pillar of healthcare: 
staffing, attractiveness for employees, links to science and 
primary care and to all policy areas.

2  Primary care for outpatients by general practitioners, 
coordination and cooperation with hospitals and the public 
health service: pandemic plans, prevention strategies for 
old people’s and nursing homes, as well as facilities for the 
disabled, digital networking.

3  Specialisation as well as centralisation, cooperation: 
clarification at regional level regarding which hospital treats 
which patients and when. Treat diseases according to 
guidelines/quality standards as far as possible. “Quality 
before proximity” principle.

4  Integrated healthcare centres: regional outpatient clinics, 
nursing services, outpatient operations, emergency care 
and primary care for inpatients, networked with central 
standard and maximum care providers.

5  Healthcare mandates govern financing: define capacities 
based on performance, e.g. beds per specialist department, 
ventilators, ICU beds, staff. Reserve capacities for crisis 
cases. New remuneration models.

6  Place greater trust in nursing staff, qualification mix with 
enhanced skills, e.g. in the event of complex multimorbidity 
and in order to avoid hospital admissions.

7  Digitalisation of healthcare: exchange of information, also 
within the EU, linking of databases for better healthcare, 
coordinated emergency care to direct patients to suitable 
healthcare facilities. Electronic health record. 
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should be able to disable it. “This would have 
tremendous benefits, as the pandemic has again 
shown – provided that we do not make it as 
complicated as presently planned, that declara-
tions of consent are necessary before each use 
and that data can be deleted at any time.”

Discussing healthcare
In their next report, the “Wise Men of Health” 
intend to consider how to prepare for and  handle 
crises: What COVID-19 has now shown, they 
say, will occupy us more often and for longer in 
the future, for example due to climate change – 
the health system has to react to this and be 
 better prepared. 

Graf is convinced that “after the federal elec-
tion, the topics of health and patient care will be 
discussed more broadly – otherwise we will no 
longer be as efficient in ten years’ time as we are 
today”. This is because welfare funds will then 
be exhausted, health insurers overburdened, 
nursing staff scarce, he maintains. “It is our job 
to make the facts and risks visible and heard – 
politicians need to get an idea of what is going 
on and make the corresponding decisions. The 
facts are on the table; what needs clarifying now 
is who is going to take responsibility for what 
volume of patient care and its quality.” For this, 
he says, the government has to create the neces-

sary structures and establish a vision of what 
can be achieved with our healthcare system. 
“We need the courage and determination to 
rethink the system as a whole – that is what 
experts have to map out, then parliament has to 
adopt legislation before the federal states 
develop its final form.” What is required, he 
adds, are incentives, carefully considered gov-
ernance and quality criteria that reconcile opti-
mum patient welfare with economic efficiency. 
Graf is convinced: “Our healthcare system is 
highly capable – we could have the best in the 
world.” 

The informed patient
“We have to win people over,” stresses Gerlach. 
He calls for more public relations work and 
more educational measures with the aim of 
improving the population’s health literacy. 
Every citizen can contribute here too: “I would 
like patients to show shared responsibility, ask 
questions and give thought to rather than pas-
sively tolerating what is going on – studies show 
that this contributes significantly to the healing 
process.” Effective treatment requires not only a 
functioning healthcare system but also people 
who support it.  
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Since March, regional forecasting models 
have been predicting intensive care bed 
occupancy in Hessen’s hospitals. This 
eases the work of those responsible on the 
ground. And it helps to keep the health 
system stable – in the current crisis as well 
as in future ones. 

T he scenes in Bergamo in Northern Italy 
back in the spring of 2020 were haunting: 
A convoy of military trucks transported 

people who had died of COVID-19 to the crema-
toria. Today, 15 months later, Bergamo still serves 
as a cautionary example: Health systems must 
not be allowed to collapse. To prevent this hap-

pening in Germany, the University Medicine 
Network has launched the egePan Unimed pro-
ject. All German university hospitals belong to 
this network, in the framework of which they 
aim to pool data, research results, action plans 
as well as diagnostic and treatment strategies in 
order to better combat the virus. The egePan 
Unimed project is one of a total of 13 inter-hos-
pital projects within the network. The objective: 
optimal, regionally adapted pandemic manage-
ment. 26 university hospitals and external 
research institutes are taking part in a total of 
eight work packages. Work Package 2, in short 
WP2, comprises the forecasting models. These 
mathematical models use current incidence fig-
ures to forecast intensive care bed occupancy in 

The Bed Forecast
Data models calculate intensive care bed  
requirements for the next two weeks

By Andreas Lorenz-Meyer
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a specific region over a period of one to two 
weeks. How many people there will contract 
COVID-19? And how many of them will be 
intensive care patients? 

How long do patients remain in the intensive 
care unit? 
Since March 2021, the models have been fore-
casting bed occupancy in Hessen in relation to 
the federal state as a whole and the six individual 
catchment areas. The Executive Department for 
Medical IT Systems and Digitalisation at Univer-
sity Hospital Frankfurt is responsible for compil-
ing the overall analysis and distributing the 
forecasts. Michael von Wagner, the depart-
ment’s director, explains why the forecasts are 
so complicated: “Forecasting models work with 
assumptions about the future. It’s inevitable that 
these are going to deviate to a greater or lesser 
degree from what then actually happens in real-
ity.” This is because unknown variables always 
come into play in such assumptions. For exam-
ple, length of stay. Do patients stay an average  
of five days in the ICU? Or eight days? Since 
complications might arise, nobody can say for 
sure: The patient with weak kidneys suddenly 
requires dialysis and therefore stays longer – the 
average promptly increases. The occupancy rate 
itself is also one of the incalculable factors. If the 
occupancy rate is 60 per cent, patients are often 
given a day or two more in order to be on the 
safe side. Things are different when an ICU is 
working at the limit – like in Frankfurt around 
Christmas 2020, when patients even had to be 
transferred to the north of Hessen. “In such a 
tense situation, we’re no longer so generous 
when it comes to prolonging stays,” says von 
Wagner. The outcome: The average length of 
stay shortens.   

Computer models from weather forecasting 
In order to tackle the problem of these unknown 
variables, ensemble models are brought into 
play, like the ones meteorologists also use for 

their weather forecasts. Here, the results of sev-
eral forecasting models, each with its own 
assumptions, are merged into one overall result. 
In the case of the WP2 forecasts, the university 
hospitals in Dresden, Augsburg, Münster and 
Göttingen as well as the Helmholtz Centre for 
Infection Research in Braunschweig form the 
ensemble. IT groups are working there on their 
own models, feeding them with Hessen’s cur-
rent incidence figures, adding their own 
assumptions and on this basis calculating a fore-

cast for each catchment area, with information 
on the number of occupied beds on normal wards 
and in ICUs. In the next step, the five individual 
forecasts are forwarded to the team at University 
Hospital Frankfurt, which calculates the mean 
value with standard deviation. “The ensemble 
model ensures that the forecasts are reliable,” 
says von Wagner: “It levels out the deviations of 
the individual models and in this way assump-
tions and reality align more closely.”

Intensive care bed occupancy in Offenbach
Anaesthetist Haitham Mutlak, senior consultant 
at Sana Klinikum Offenbach and a member of 
its crisis task force, can endorse this. Each Fri-
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IN A NUTSHELL

• Having enough intensive care beds 
for COVID-19 patients was a major 
concern during the pandemic.

• Mathematical models were 
developed within the University 
Medicine Network to forecast 
intensive care bed occupancy for 
two weeks.

• The models should help to keep the 
health system stable during future 
epidemics too.
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day, he receives the 7-day forecast for the Fed-
eral State of Hessen and for Catchment Area 4 
(Frankfurt-Offenbach). With these data, he can 
“optimally” control intensive care bed occu-
pancy for the following week because the fore-
casts are “wonderfully accurate”. This could 
already be seen shortly after the forecasts 
started. In mid-March, when the number of 
infections rose significantly as a result of the 
Alpha variant, the forecast was: The number of 
COVID-19 inpatients is increasing, but the num-
ber of intensive care patients is more or less con-
stant. And that is what indeed really happened: 
In Catchment Area 4, only marginally more 
COVID-19 patients had to go into intensive care 
than before.

Back then in March, the reason for this was, 
among others, that most over-80s had already 
been immunised and were thus protected from 
suffering a severe progression of the disease. 
Although there were indeed more infections in 
the still unvaccinated age group below, that is, 
the over-50s, “these were cases with a milder 
progression that needed intensive care far less 
often,” says Mutlak. The regional forecasts ease 
the intensive care physician’s work no end. If 
he knows that the situation in the following 
week will remain more or less the same, he can 
allocate available capacities to the various 
departments “in a fair and transparent way”. 
On the Monday, for example, general surgery is 
assigned a place for the tumour patient follow-
ing her operation, on the Tuesday a bed is 
reserved for neurosurgery, and so forth. In 
Mutlak’s view, there are two reasons why the 
forecasts are reliable.

Firstly, the forecasting models work with 
regional incidence figures and not with nation-
wide ones, and secondly, the forecasts relate to 
just one week. The models are not, however, a 
substitute for thinking for yourself. Continuing 
to keep a sharp eye on the local situation is 
essential. In preparation for the next pandemic, 
Michael von Wagner, whose unit is responsible 
for sending the ensemble forecasts to Hessen’s 

hospitals, observes that “COVID-19 has made us 
conscious of our own vulnerability, but also that 
of a health system taken for granted.” He con-
siders the intensive care bed as a resource to be 
something like the bottleneck of general medi-
cal care. It has a tremendous influence on public 
life: If hospital wards become crowded, restric-
tions have to be imposed: lockdown! The fore-
casts produced in the framework of egePan Uni-
med help to keep the health system stable 
during the crisis. And after COVID-19 too, as 
von Wagner stresses. “The project is giving us 
standardised data and reporting channels – this 
represents fundamental progress.”

Coordinating regional structures are in the 
process of developing that bring together service 
providers and state ministries in a “medical con-
text”. These structures still need to be transposed 
into abstract role models. “Then we can put 
them into practice rapidly in a new pandemic sit-
uation, which hopefully won’t occur too soon, 
and adapt them to the new challenge.” 

THE PROCEDURE 

The forecasting models for Hessen’s 
hospitals have been in use since 
5 March 2021. Forecasts are 

pro duced for the whole of Hessen as well 
as for the six catchment areas: Kassel, 
Fulda-Bad Hersfeld, Giessen-Marburg, 
Frankfurt-Offenbach, Wiesbaden-Limburg 
and Darmstadt. There are two data sources. 
First, the number of new infections, which 
the public health departments collect on a 
daily basis and transmit centrally to the 
Hessian State Healthcare Office, which 
reports to the Hessian Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Integration (HMSI). Second, 
ward occupancy, which Hessen’s hospitals 
have been recording in the IVENA software 
system since the summer of 2020. The AP2 
groups in the egePan Unimed project 
receive the data from these two sources 
once a week in an anonymous form and 
with no possibility to draw conclusions 
about individual patients. From these data 
and with their model, they calculate a 
forecast for each of Hessen’s catchment 
areas. The individual results then land on 
the team’s desks at von Wagner’s unit in 
Frankfurt, who calculate the mean value 
with standard deviation, compile a graph 
and send both together to the HMSI in 
Wiesbaden. The HMSI forwards the overall 
forecast to the hospitals in Hessen.
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for intensive  

care beds 
 are wonderfully 

accurate.” 

Dr Haitham Mutlak,  
Sana Klinikum Offenbach

mailto:andreas.lorenz.meyer@nachhaltige-zukunft.de
mailto:andreas.lorenz.meyer@nachhaltige-zukunft.de


Forschung Frankfurt  |  1.2021    87

Emerging stronger from the crisis

THE UNIVERSITY MEDICINE NETWORK

In the early summer of 2020, all 34 university hospitals joined forces with the aim of developing new 
approaches to combat COVID-19. In this context, research, patient care and pandemic management are 
working together so that findings can be swiftly integrated into practice. The network should also help 

ensure a faster and more structured response to future epidemiological events. The projects include, for 
example, inter-hospital emergency admission registers, research on COVID-19 immunity, a Germany-wide 
autopsy network as well as nationwide standardised, data privacy-compliant infrastructures for storing 
COVID-19 research datasets and a national strategy for palliative care in times of pandemics. The Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research will fund the University Medicine Network with up to € 150 million. 
University Hospital Frankfurt is participating in eight of the current 13 collaborative projects and playing a 
leading role in three of them. Project leader for the University Medicine Network in Frankfurt is Professor 
Jürgen Graf, medical director and chairman of the board of University Hospital Frankfurt.

egePan Unimed (Development, testing and implementation of regionally adaptive care structures and 
processes for evidence-driven pandemic management coordinated by university medicine) is coordi-
nated by the university hospitals in Frankfurt and Dresden and implemented in cooperation with 26 other 
university hospitals and external institutions. The project brings together experiences from regional, 
national and international pandemic management concepts on a sound scientific basis to create a 
prototypical model. The aim is to safeguard inpatient and outpatient care capacities by dovetailing a large 
number of system components.

NAPKON (National Pandemic Cohort Network) is a network of key infrastructures and cohort platforms 
aimed at forming a basis for understanding and combating COVID-19 and future pandemics. NAPKON 
takes care of the overall collection and use of clinical data and biospecimens and in so doing can draw on 
the preliminary work on the “German Corona Consensus Data Set” (GECCO). The project delivers a 
thorough documentation of data on preventive, diagnostic and therapeutic measures, including detailed 
information on current risk factors and potential biomarkers for disease progression – and can ultimately 
support the development of vaccines and effective therapeutics. Professor Janne Vehreschild from 
Medical Clinic 2 at University Hospital Frankfurt is the spokesperson for the project, which is jointly 
coordinated by five university hospitals.

RACOON (Radiological Cooperative Network) is the first project on this scale worldwide to set up a 
nationwide infrastructure for a systematically structured documentation of radiological data from COVID-19 
cases. Radiological data make it possible to recognise, assess and track pulmonary infections triggered by 
a pandemic. Traditionally, results are entered as free text and are therefore unsuitable for automatic, 
machine-based evaluation. The structured recording method applied in the RACOON project forms the 
groundwork for processing large numbers of radiological results in real time. The aim is to use the highly 
structured data to assess situations and as an early warning system and to provide science with insights 
into the disease’s mechanisms of action as well as into risk factors and therapies. RACOON is headed by 
Professor Thomas Vogl, director of the Institute for Diagnostic and Interventional Radiology at University 
Hospital Frankfurt, together with colleagues from Charité in Berlin.

CEO-sys (COVID-19 Evidence Ecosystem for the Improvement of Knowledge Management and Translation) 
will identify, process and analyse data and scientific publications on the COVID-19 pandemic. 21 universities 
and four external partners are contributing, including the Institute of Medical Microbiology and Hospital 
Hygiene in Frankfurt headed by Professor Volkhard Kempf. This will lead to the development of a dynamic, 
evidence-driven ecosystem that will offer the possibility to base therapy, care strategy and political 
decisions on the best current evidence available. Especially hygiene-related aspects, such as the 
emergence of bacterial superinfections which complicate patient care, are to be analysed in this context.

Projects involving University Hospital Frankfurt: The “B-FAST” project is a nationwide research network 
in the field of applied surveillance and testing. “COVIM” is concerned with establishing and making use of 
SARS-CoV-2 immunity. “DEFEAT PANDEMIcs” is building up a nationwide autopsy network for pandemics, 
and “CODEX” is setting up a research data platform to make data on COVID-19 available in a standardised 
format.

www.netzwerk-universitaetsmedizin.de

http://www.netzwerk-universitaetsmedizin.de


“Neither the  
devil’s work  

nor a promise 
of salvation”

Experience with digital learning  
in distance teaching will change 

school education 

By Katja Irle
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A future scenario: Mila (15) can sleep 
longer today. The teenager no longer has 
to struggle out of bed at 6:30 every morn-

ing in order to arrive punctually at school. She did 
some work in advance yesterday and uploaded 
the solutions to her maths tasks onto the school’s 
portal late in the evening. The feedback appoint-
ment with the teacher is not scheduled until 
11:00 in the virtual timetable. Until then, Mila 
can take it easy.

What is still considered a pleasant side effect 
of coronavirus-induced distance learning could 
soon be part of a new learning culture. “I’d like 
to continue learning as it suits me after the pan-
demic too and not be so dependent on the fixed 
timetable at school,” says 17-year-old Tom. That 
could mean: With the help of online learning 
systems, he could make faster progress in his 
favourite subjects. In subjects where he still has 
some gaps, he would be given additional tasks to 
meet his individual needs. The new flexibility 
through online learning would not only accom-
modate his personal biorhythm. Even if a 
teacher falls ill, the lesson would not have to be 
cancelled entirely, as is often the case when 
there is a shortage of teachers.

Communicating complex material better
“Lots of new possibilities are opening up at the 
moment that are changing learning,” says Kai 
Maaz, education researcher and executive direc-
tor of the DIPF Leibniz Institute for Research 
and Information in Education. For him, digitali-
sation in schools is “neither the devil’s work nor 
a promise of salvation.” However, especially 
with regard to computer simulations of complex 
material, for example in the natural sciences, he 
sees great opportunities through new technolo-
gies. Another field he mentions is adaptive digi-
tal learning, where intelligent learning systems 

adapt learning content to individual students’ 
personal needs. This could assist teachers in 
their own diagnosis of children’s strengths and 
weaknesses and help them to provide individual 
learning support, he says.

How is the individual school student pro-
gressing? Do they repeat the same mistakes? 
What is the learner particularly good at? What 
additional material is needed? These are impor-
tant questions along the path to personalised 
learning. In education, this is, in fact, old hat – 
of course teachers know that each child should 
be seen with his or her individual strengths and 
weaknesses. However, due to time constraints 
in everyday teaching this is rarely feasible. 
Whether teachers’ diagnostic expertise is funda-
mentally superior to the algorithms of learning 
programmes should also be questioned – or 
whether good interaction between humans and 
machines might not result in a better learning 
plan.

Tools such as the Bettermarks online learn-
ing system, which a large number of schools are 
using for maths teaching especially during the 
pandemic, deliver feedback on performance lev-
els to both the students and the teachers. The 
digital maths teacher recognises mistakes and 
gives the children guidance. If an answer is 
incorrect, the system presents solutions and 
helps the children to look things up. Teachers, in 
turn, can adapt the range of tasks for their 
classes, ideally even for each individual student. 
Even if, as experts say, such digital systems are 
not yet sufficiently capable of communicating 
new knowledge well, they could at least expand 
on what has already been learned and in so 
doing relieve the respective teacher’s workload. 
They could even help to compensate for deficits, 
foster strengths and thus see to more educa-
tional equity.

The pandemic is showing learners and teachers alike the limitations 
of digital teaching and the importance of social relationships.  
However, the crisis is also revealing the advantages of distance 
learning. If used cleverly, digital delivery can be a driver of innovation 
in schools.

More flexible learning:  
For adolescents in particular,  
a pleasant side effect of 
distance learning was that 
they could organise their day 
more freely.
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“School without face-to-face classes 
does not work”
So far the theory. “In practice, unfortunately, 
we’re still a long way from making optimum use 
of digital alternatives,” says Kai Maaz. To date, he 
has experienced teaching during the crisis mainly 
as the “digitalisation of analogue material.” 
Above all parents know what he means by this: 
From incomprehensible work assignments with 
links that lead to nowhere and poor, homemade 
learning videos to photographs of textbooks and 
being told to print out 20 pages of them – all this 
can be found on schools’ learning platforms.

However, even if teachers are experienced in 
digital teaching, the pandemic is showing that 
not all children benefit from it. Initial studies 
confirm that children who are already disadvan-
taged are left further behind because they do 
not have the necessary hardware or support 
from their families, and they need personal con-
tact to their teacher. Technology cannot replace 
real contact between teachers and students. Of 
this Kai Maaz is also convinced: “The crisis is 

showing that school without face-to-face classes 
does not work. That’s why teachers will con-
tinue to occupy a key position in future.”  

The younger the children, the more this 
holds true. When Diemut Kucharz, educational 
scientist and professor of primary school educa-
tion at Goethe University, looks at distance 
learning, she sees that the limitations have 
become obvious: “Children need personal rela-
tionships and guidance. In the case of primary 
school children, you first of all have to awaken 
their interests.” Sounds logical. After all, textual 
material cannot help a child who is learning to 
read and write – nor can explanations via video. 
Kucharz is convinced that the ability to commu-
nicate and learn educational language is also 
coupled with direct contact to the teacher. 
“Facial expressions and gestures play a major 
role in storytelling and reading out loud. They 
cannot be substituted by computer pro-
grammes.” Empirical studies also reveal, she 
says, that the teacher’s personality and attention 
are central to learning: “Children want to form a 
relationship with their teachers – in real life, not 
via a monitor.”

Primary school: subject didactics in demand
Professor Kucharz is anything but an opponent 
of digitalisation. She also sees potential for 
learning at primary school level in future, for 
example in computer-aided learning progress 
assessment, as is currently being tested with the 
“quop” programme, among others at primary 
schools in Hessen (www.quop.de). At the heart 
of quop are tests in reading and mathematics, 
which are based on the educational standards 
prescribed for each school year. Digitalisation 
can also help if material that has already been 
learnt needs to be cemented again and again by 
practising – for example spelling or arithmetic, 
says Kucharz. Here, digital programmes could 
supplement or even supersede the paper work-
books commonly used until now – with the 
advantage that children would receive immedi-
ate feedback and therefore be more motivated, 
she adds. For university teachers, their experi-
ence with digitalisation during the pandemic 
has by all means had positive effects: “A few 
years ago, my student teachers still had enor-
mous reservations about digitalisation in primary 
schools. Now in the pandemic, it’s like a dam is 
breaking.” Nonetheless, she assumes that digital 
learning in primary school teaching is still 
viewed more critically than elsewhere: “It’s not 
enough to bring the software developers on board, 
subject didactics specialists are also called for.”

Quality of digital teaching left to chance
The cultural battle of “digital versus analogue”, 
as has been fought out especially in education 

IN A NUTSHELL

 • The school closures during the pan- 
demic drew attention to the possibili-
ties of digital schooling – in future too. 
Education researcher Kai Maaz sees 
tremendous opportunities for teaching 
complex contexts and for individual 
learning. 

• The crucial factor is the interaction 
of humans and machines: Algorithms 
could relieve teachers’ workload, but 
not simply replace them.

• The younger the children, the more 
important the teacher: Learning in 
primary school has a lot to do with 
building relationships, stresses 
Dietmut Kucharz, professor of primary 
education. Nevertheless, digitalisation 
presents opportunities here too.

• So far, there has been too little digital 
training for teachers in Germany, which 
has proved negative especially in the 
emergency situation of the pandemic. 
Professor Holger Horz’s “Digi_Gap” 
project aims to close such gaps.

• Educational scientist Professor 
Merle Hummrich warns against 
underesti mating the importance of 
school as a place for socialisation.

• Distance learning in the pandemic has 
widened the social gap even further.

http://www.quop.de
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for years, seems to be giving way to the realisa-
tion that the future of learning is “digital and 
analogue”. For this to succeed, schools not only 
need better technical equipment. Training and 
continuing education for teachers must change 
as well. Even before the pandemic, studies 
showed that teachers lack digital skills. For 
example, a special analysis of the 2018 PISA 
Study revealed that there are not enough oppor-
tunities for continuing education for teachers in 
Germany. This has a number of implications: 
According to the analysis, less than 44 per cent 
of headmasters and headmistresses consider 
their teachers proficient enough to use new 
technologies for effective teaching. In the worst-
case scenario, this means poor teaching despite 
good technology.

In distance learning, these shortcomings are 
now becoming obvious. It is often left to chance 
whether children are taught reliably and com-
petently or fall behind at home. While one 
teacher holds video conferences on a regular 
basis and delivers feedback via the learning por-
tal, the other only uses worksheets in their 
teaching because he or she lacks the technology 
or know-how – or both.

With the “Digi_Gap” project in the frame-
work of the “Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung 
(QLB)”, a campaign for quality in teacher edu-
cation, Goethe University had already set out to 
close such gaps even before the coronavirus cri-
sis. Work is being done on interdisciplinary 
training and continuing education formats. On 
the one hand, student teachers learn how to Ph
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The classrooms remained 
empty, but online connections 
overheated. Even younger 
school students had to get  
to grips with virtual lessons 
and the interweaving of the 
two worlds.
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handle selected digital technologies in a practice- 
oriented way. On the other hand, they need  
to understand when using a whiteboard is an 
effective teaching method and when it is not.

Individual performance assessment instead 
of class work?
Particularly during the months of the pandemic, 
Professor Holger Horz, executive director of the 
Academy for Education Research and Teacher 
Education and the project’s scientific director, is 
receiving positive feedback from young teachers 
who have “practised” with “Digi_Gap” at the 
university: “They say: This came to our rescue in 
distance teaching.” He is convinced that the 
trend towards digitalisation will be unstoppable 
after the coronavirus crisis. He too sees poten-
tial, for example in individual support for school 
students, adaptive learning and learning assess-
ments. Horz, professor for the psychology of 
learning, even predicts that individual perfor-
mance assessments will catch on in place of class 
tests: “Alternative assessment methods are put-
ting the current grading system increasingly into 
question.” In addition, distance learning has 
drawn our attention once again to the lone wolf 
existence of many teachers: “We’ve seen that 
the closed-door policy is a big disadvantage and 
understood that we need networking and coop-
eration instead. That will have an impact.”

In educational science, however, not every-
one is singing the praises of digitalisation. In the 
framework of the VERSA project and with  
the help of case studies, Goethe University pro-
fessors Barbara Asbrand, Merle Hummrich and 

Mirja Silkenbeumer are examining the changes 
brought about by distance schooling. It is not 
just a matter of not enough mobile devices, 
unstable internet and didactic problems. They 
are investigating how social and student-teacher 
relationships are changing because at present 
these are being overlooked. “During the pan-
demic, the focus is above all on the cognitive 
and technical level,” says Merle Hummrich, 
“What appears to be particularly important is 
which tools make for efficient teaching.” School, 
however, is an interactive social affair. In her 
view, school as a place for socialisation is being 
questioned right now. The result: “Responsibility 
is shifted towards the parental home.” Especially 
for older school students, autonomy processes 
are “frozen”, and important exchange in peer 
groups is interrupted, she says. In the frame-
work of VERSA, Hummrich and her colleagues 
are looking at the impact: Will social interaction 
in learning groups be the same after the crisis as 
it was before? Will rituals that structure the 
school day stay in place? Do school students 
change when they are only connected to each 
other and the teacher via digital formats? If  
 gestures and facial expressions are reduced to a 
minimum?

When it comes to educational equity, it is 
already evident that coronavirus-induced dis-
tance learning tends to make existing ills even 
worse. Studies such as the “School Barometer” 
of the Institute for the Management and Eco-
nomics of Education (IBB) at the University of 
Teacher Education Zug in Switzerland show a 
distinct “scissor effect”: Children from privileged 
families mostly do well, while their disadvan-
taged peers fall further behind. That is why 
Merle Hummrich is very sceptical whether digi-
talisation – for example in the areas of personal-
ised learning and performance feedback – can help 
to make education “more equitable” in future. 
This would mean schools stepping back from 
their responsibility to teach children something, 
she says: “If individual pupils can’t cope then, 
it’s their own fault and not the school’s.” 

The author
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Under certain circumstances, 
school could become a  

social event even in distance 
learning, like here in the open 

air in Bockenheim.
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“University Teacher  
of the Year”

The two university teachers Professor 
Sandra Ciesek and Professor Christian 
Drosten have been awarded the title “Uni-
versity Teacher of the Year” by the Ger-
man Association of University Professors 
and Lecturers (DHV) for their services as 
“explainers” of the coronavirus. This is the 
first time that the title has been awarded 
to two people.

In February 2020, at the start of the 
coronavirus pandemic, Norddeutscher Rund- 
funk, a German broadcasting company, 
launched the podcast “Coronavirus Update” 
in response to the public’s  considerable 
need for information on everything to do 
with SARS-CoV-2. The podcast takes a 
scientific approach to various aspects of 
the pandemic and delivers updates on 
ongoing research work and assessment of 
the current situation. Since the end of 
August 2020, Professor Sandra Ciesek, 
director of the Institute of Medical Virol-
ogy in Frankfurt, has been a regular guest, 
alternating each week with Professor 
Christian Drosten, head of the Institute of 
Virology at Charité in Berlin. The associa-
tion’s justification for the award is that the 
two virologists present scientific findings 
in a competent and  easily understandable 
way in their podcast and their weekly 
contributions on coronavirus research 
strengthen society’s trust in science in 
times of crisis. The association praised 
Sandra Ciesek’s and Christian Drosten’s 
courage and consistency in stepping out 
of their scientific environment and sharing 
the “research adventure” with a broad 
public. In so doing, the association said, 
they had  chosen a path that also brought 
them criticism yet had nonetheless 
remained committed to the search for 
truth and factual information.
https://tinygu.de/Hochschulverband (in German language)

Laboratory recipes for SARS-CoV-2 proteins
For the development of drugs or vaccines 
against COVID-19, research needs virus pro-
teins in high purity. For most of the SARS-
CoV-2 proteins, scientists at Goethe Univer-
sity Frankfurt and 36 partner laboratories 
have now developed protocols that facilitate 
the production of several milligrams of each 
of these proteins in high purity and make it 
possible to determine the three-dimensional 
protein structures.

The laboratory protocols and the 
required genetic tools are freely accessible 
to researchers throughout the world, who as 
a result can work in a fast and reproducible 
way on SARS-CoV-2 proteins as well as on 
the mutations that will emerge in the future. 
Researchers at Goethe University and TU 
Darmstadt already began networking at 
international level at the very start of the 
pandemic. 

Their goal: to describe the three- 
dimensional structures of SARS-CoV-2 
 molecules by means of nuclear magnetic 
resonance spectroscopy (NMR). In NMR 
spectroscopy, molecules are first labelled 
with special types of atoms (isotopes) and 
then exposed to a strong magnetic field. 
NMR is then used to look in detail, even with 
high throughput, at how potential active 

compounds bind to viral proteins. This is 
done at the Biomolecular Magnetic Reso-
nance Centre (BMRZ), among others. How-
ever, the basic prerequisite is the production 
of large quantities of the proteins with high 
purity and stability, and with their correct 
folding, for the large number of tests.

The network, coordinated by Professor 
Harald Schwalbe from the Institute for 
Organic Chemistry and Chemical Biology at 

Goethe University, was already able to make 
all important RNA fragments of SARS-CoV-2 
accessible in 2020. With the expertise of 129 
colleagues, they have now succeeded in 
producing 23 of the around 30 proteins of 
SARS-CoV-2 completely or in important 
parts “in the test tube”. The research work 
continues to be funded by the German 
Research Foundation and the Goethe Coro-
navirus Fund. The high logistical effort and 
ongoing exchange of research results was 
supported by Signals, a spin-off company of 
Goethe University.
https://www.tinygu.de/sarsproteins 

Dr Martin Henges-
bach (left) and  
Dr Andreas Schlundt, 
NMR scientists from 
Goethe University,  
at the nuclear 
magnetic resonance 
spectrometer.
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Remote learning – same 
effect as summer holidays
How effectively do children and teenagers 
learn in remote classes? A study by the 
Department of Educational Psychology at 
Goethe University delivers a sobering 
answer – at least for the spring of 2020: 
Learning progress not only advanced 
more slowly due to the coronavirus-in-
duced school closures but even went into 
reverse – like after six weeks of summer 
holidays.

Despite efforts to continue school 
operations as far as possible with the help 
of remote learning and digital formats, 
enormous learning deficits have emerged, 
says lead investigator Professor Andreas 
Frey. With the help of scientific databases, 
he says, studies have been identified that 
have calculated the effects of school clo-
sures on performance and skills. Accord-
ing to the review, such learning deficits 
are particularly pronounced among school 
students from socially disadvantaged 
households.
https://www.tinygu.de/remotelearning

Melting ice due to iodine 
particles over the Arctic
When sea ice melts and the water surface 
area increases, more vapours containing 
iodine rise from the sea. Scientists from 
CLOUD, an international research alliance,    
rapidly form from such iodine vapours, 
which can serve as condensation nuclei 
for cloud formation. 

They fear a mutual intensification of 
sea ice melt and cloud formation – a 
vicious circle that could accelerate the 
warming of the Arctic and Antarctic. 
CLOUD member Professor Joachim Cur-
tius from the Institute of Atmospheric and 
Environmental Sciences says: “The mech-
anism we’ve found can now be integrated 
in climate models because iodine possibly 
plays a dominant role in aerosol formation, 
above all in the polar regions, and this 
could improve climate model predictions 
for these regions.”
https://www.tinygu.de/iodine

Second mechanism  
of action of remdesivir
When a cell is infected, SARS-CoV-2 not 
only causes the host cell to produce new 
virus particles. The virus also suppresses 
host cell defence mechanisms. The viral 
protein nsP3 plays a key role here. By 
means of structural analyses, researchers 
at Goethe University, in cooperation with 
the Paul Scherrer Institute in Switzerland, 
have now discovered that a degradation 
product (GS-441524) of the virostatic agent 
remdesivir binds to nsP3. This points to  
a further, previously unknown mechanism 
of action of remdesivir that might be 
important for the development of new 
drugs against SARS-CoV-2 and other   
RNA viruses. 

Professor Stefan Knapp from the Insti-
tute of Pharmaceutical Chemistry explains: 
“Our structural analyses are laying impor-
tant groundwork for the development  
of new and more potent antiviral drugs, 
also against alphaviruses such as the 
 chikungunya virus.”
https://www.tinygu.de/remdesivir

Gestures, facial expressions, images: visual communication in focus
Speaking, writing, reading, listening – these 
are not the only channels of human commu-
nication. But what possibilities are there for 
conveying information outside spoken lan-
guage? And how do they work? These are 
questions which a new priority programme 
funded by the German Research Foundation 
will address. The “Visual Communication” 
(ViCom) project is one of 13 new priority pro-
grammes that will be able to start their 
research work in 2022. The application for 
the collaborative project was submitted by 
Professor Cornelia Ebert (Goethe University) 
and Professor Markus Steinbach (University 
of Göttingen), both linguists. Goethe Univer-
sity heads the alliance.

The project centres on extra-linguistic 
channels of communication, such as ges-
tures, facial expressions and images. The 
two researchers are looking at the topic from 
different perspectives: While Markus Stein-
bach is primarily studying gestures, Frankfurt 
semanticist Cornelia Ebert is focusing on  
the gestural extension of communication. 
School and education as well as therapeutic 
communication, gestural communication 
between animals and human-computer 
interaction are further topics that will play  

a role in the collaborative project at the two 
universities.

The interest in visual components of 
communication is relatively new in linguis-
tics, the focus otherwise lying more strongly 
on spoken language. Other areas of cultural 
studies and the humanities are already 
 dealing with visual phenomena in communi-

cation – for example in film studies, psycho-
logy or computer science. The purpose of  
the priority programme is to bring these 
 perspectives together in order to jointly 
develop a new communication model that 
can capture the peculiarities and complexity 
of multimodal communication. The pro-
gramme should also help to advance meth-
odological, technological, therapeutic and 
didactic innovations in this field.

Overall, the Senate of the German 
Research Foundation was able to select 
from among 47 proposals from all scientific 
disciplines. The 13 successful priority pro-
grammes, among them the Frankfurt-Göttin-
gen programme, will together receive a 
total of around € 82 million for an initial three 
years.

Cornelia Ebert has been a researcher 
and lecturer at Goethe University since 2019, 
primarily in the field of semantics. She stud-
ied computational linguistics in Potsdam and 
came to Frankfurt after several academic 
posts elsewhere. In 2020, she was awarded a 
Goethe Fellowship at the Forschungskolleg 
Humanwissenschaften in Bad Homburg.
https://vicom.info

Language is not everything in communication –  
many things are also visual. The “ViCom” project 
is exploring this.
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Research Training Group “Configurations of Film” of the 
German Research Foundation can continue its work
What happens when film leaves the cinema 
and becomes available everywhere – out 
and about on mobile devices, or at home in 
the living room? The Research Training 
Group “Configurations of Film” at Goethe 
University has been researching the current 
transformation of film and cinema culture 
since 2017. The German Research Founda-
tion has now given the project the green 
light to continue.

“We are very pleased that the German 
Research Foundation is continuing to place 
its trust in us and that we can continue our 
productive work in the RTG,” says Vinzenz 
Hediger, professor of film studies and the 
RTG’s spokesperson. In the framework of 
individual studies, in which researchers 
from philosophy, literary studies and theatre 
studies are also participating, the Research 
Training Group is examining a fundamental 
problem of film studies: the transformation 
of its objects through the progressive digi-
talisation of the production, distribution and 
perception of moving images.

The Research Training Group at the 
Department of Theatre, Film and Media 
Studies started in 2017 with twelve doctoral 
candidates and two post-doctoral research-
ers. The second group, from Germany, India 
and Nigeria, has already started work. Top-
ics range from the interpenetration of film 
and computer games to Bengali cinema of 
the 1950s and 1960s.

The Research Training Group is run in 
collaboration with the universities of Mainz 
and Marburg and the University of Art and 
Design in Offenbach.
https://www.tinygu.de/configuration

Severe progression  
of liver cirrhosis
The most frequent cause of death among 
patients with liver cirrhosis is acute-on-
chronic liver failure (ACLF), where the 
progressive loss of function of the scarred 
liver can no longer be compensated for 
(acute decompensation). As a result, other 
organs such as the kidneys or brain fail. 

Most frequently it is bacterial infec-
tions, hepatitis (liver inflammation) caused 
by alcohol abuse or a combination of both 
factors that triggers the acute decompen-
sation of liver cirrhosis and ACLF. This was 
revealed when the PREDICT study, which 
was conducted by an international team of 
researchers, was evaluated. Lead investi-
gator Professor Jonel Trebicka, gastroen-
terologist and hepatologist at University 
Hospital Frankfurt, is convinced: “This 
knowledge will help to develop diagnostic 
and treatment strategies for patients with 
this life-threatening condition.”
https://www.tinygu.de/livercirrhosis

How the 3D structure of eye lens proteins is formed
The lens of the human eye gets its transpar-
ency and refractive power from certain pro-
teins being densely packed in its cells. These 
are mainly crystallins. If this dense packing is 
not preserved, for example due to hereditary 
mutations in the crystallins, the result is lens 
opacities, known as cataracts, which are the 
most common cause of vision loss worldwide.

For crystallins to be densely packed in 
the lens fibre cells, the proteins must be 
folded correctly in three dimensions. For the 
correct folding of the protein gamma-B crys-
tallin, certain bonds form, among others 
between individual amino acids of the pro-
tein, which are known as disulphide bridges. 
Contrary to previous assumptions, such 
disulphide bridges already form in parallel to 
the synthesis of the protein in the cell, as sci-
entists from Goethe University, the Max 
Planck Institute of Biophysics in Frankfurt 
and the Institut de Biologie Structurale  in 
Grenoble, France, have discovered.

Producing such disulphide bridges is not 
quite so easy for the cell, since biochemical 
conditions prevail in the cellular milieu that 
prevent or dissolve them. That is why, in the 
finished gamma-B crystallin protein, the 
disulphide bridges are shielded from the out-

side by other parts of the protein. During for-
mation, a protected area of the protein syn-
thesis complex, the ribosomal tunnel, takes 
over this function, as the German-French 
research team has discovered.

“We were able to show that the riboso-
mal tunnel provides sufficient space and 
shields the disulphide bridges against the 
cellular milieu,” says Professor Harald 
Schwalbe from the Institute for Organic 
Chemistry and Chemical Biology at Goethe 
University. “Surprisingly, however, these are 
not the same disulphide bridges that are later 
present in the finished gamma-B crystallin. 
We conclude that at least some of the disul-
phide bridges are later dissolved again and 
then bond differently. The reason for this 
probably lies in the optimum timing of protein 
production: The ‘preliminary’ disulphide bridges 
accelerate the formation of the ‘final’ disul-
phide bridges when the gamma-B crystallin 
is released from the ribosome.”

The researchers now want to test, in the 
framework of further studies, whether the 
synthesis processes in the slightly different 
ribosomes of higher cells are similar to those 
in the bacterial model system.
https://www.tinygu.de/eyelens

In the cell, ribosomes (blue/yellow) migrate  
along the mRNA (red “thread”) and produce 
proteins, indicated here as purple threads.

How are Netflix and Co. changing the objects  
of film studies?
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...THE NEXT ISSUE

What graces desks today was 
invented by physicist Edme 
Mariotte in 1673. The colliding 
pendula illustrate the law of the 
conservation of energy later 
formulated by Isaac Newton: 
The “amount of motion” in a 
closed system remains the 
same.

DYNAMICS
From drifting clouds to quivering atoms, from 
immigrants and refugees to cars monitoring  
the flow of traffic: Motion in many contexts  
is a topic of research projects at Goethe 
 Uni versity. How do you investigate a system  
like the brain that is constantly in motion and  
yet must remain stable at the same time?  
Why do cancer cells embark on a fatal journey 
and form metastases? How do film production  
and cinema culture change when films can  
be watched on smartphones and laptops? 
Answers and new questions can be found in  
the next issue of Forschung Frankfurt.

Publication date: Early December 2021
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GOETHE CORONAVIRUS FUND  
Strengthening research in Frankfurt – Weakening the pandemic!

Goethe-Universität Frankfurt 
Landesbank Hessen-Thüringen 
IBAN: DE95 5005 0000 0001 0064 10 
Reference: Goethe Coronavirus FundPi
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The Goethe Coronavirus Fund: the driving force behind over 40 research projects – on immunisation 
and drug research, on the consequences of the pandemic for the ill, children, adolescents and the 
elderly, for the economy, politics and society, on the consequences for our future. 

Representative of all donors, Goethe University and University Hospital Frankfurt would like to thank:

AbbVie Deutschland | Adalbert Zajadacz Stiftung | Advent International GmbH | Albert und Barbara 
von Metzler-Stiftung | American Express | Aventis Foundation | Barbara und Wilfried Mohr-Stiftung | 
Dres. Gabriele & Sönke Bästlein | BBBank Stiftung | Melanie-Kristin Beck | Prof. Dr. Wilhelm Bender |  
betterplace.org | BHF BANK Stiftung | Biomex GmbH | Johannes Karl Blinne | Bristol Myers Squibb | 
Ehrensenator Dr. h. c. Josef Buchmann | Ulrich Bulle | CAMPUSERVICE | Catalent | Chocoladefabriken 
Lindt & Sprüngli GmbH  | Dr. Eva Denk | Deutsche Apotheker- und Ärztebank | Deutsche Börse AG | 
DiaMex GmbH | Dr. Hans Messer Stiftung | Eintracht Frankfurt | Eisai GmbH | Else Kröner Fresenius-
Stiftung | Fachbereich Biochemie, Chemie und Pharmazie der Goethe-Universität | Fachbereich Wirt-
schaftswissenschaften der Goethe-Universität | Frankfurter Wirt schafts wis sen schaftliche Gesellschaft e.V.  
(fwwg) | Friedrich Flick Förderungsstiftung | Gewinn-Spar verein bei der Sparda-Bank Hessen e.V. | 
Goldman Sachs Gives gGmbH | Grundstücksgesellschaft Engelbert Uhl und Bettina Brunke | H.A.L.M 
Elek tronik GmbH |  Dr. Albrecht von Harnier | Haus & Grund Frankfurt | Heinz und Elfriede Ganß-
Stiftung | Helaba | Henderika und Geert Tuinema-Stiftung | Interessengemeinschaft Frankfurter 
Kreditinstitute GmbH (IFK) | Johanna-Quandt-Jubiläumsfonds | J2xU-Stiftung | Dr. Gabriele Küsters | 
Landwirtschaftliche Rentenbank | Bettina Langenberg | Lilly Deutschland Stiftung | MainFirstBank AG | 
MAM Fritz Vermögensverwaltung KG | Merck KGaA | Familie Merz | Friedrich von Metzler | Prof. 
Dr. Werner Müller-Esterl | Reinhold Nisch | NordWestZentrum Frankfurt | PROVENTA AG | Stefan Quandt | Relaxound GmbH | 
Rewe Akay | Rotary Club Bad Homburg und 13 weitere Rotary Clubs Rhein-Main | Sanacorp eG Pharmazeutische Großhandlung | 
Santander Consumer Bank AG | Bernd Schmitz | Sieratzki-Stiftung | Hassan Sohbi | Soroptimist International (SI) – Club Frankfurt 
Vision | Spectrum MTF Operator GmbH | Susanne Staechelin | Stiftung Polytechnische Gesellschaft | Ströer Deutsche Städte Medien 
GmbH | S&P Global Foundation | Alexander Trog | Uniscientia Stiftung | Vereinigung von Freunden und Förderern der Goethe-
Universität e.V. | Birgit Wellmann | Maria Wiegand | Sarah Wilkens | Winheller Rechtsanwaltsgesellschaft mbH | Claus Wisser 

Further information on the Goethe Coronavirus Fund and the funded projects: 
https://www.uni-frankfurt.de/goethe-corona-fonds

Please help to support further pioneering research projects by donating to the Goethe Coronavirus Fund.  
Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact  
Susanne Honnef (069-798-12433 or honnef@pvw.uni-frankfurt.de).

“At University Hospital Frankfurt, 
we combine research, teaching and 
patient care. The material and moral 
support that all donors have given 
us has helped us to handle these 
tasks well in the unique situation of 
the pandemic.”

Prof. Dr. Jürgen Graf 
Medical Director and Chairman of the Board, 

University Hospital Frankfurt

“During the pandemic, it was important to 
provide initial aid for research projects 
as quickly and unbureaucratically as 

possible. Thanks to the support of 
over 2,000 donors, we were able to 
utilise the room for manoeuvre we 

have as a foundation university. 
Thank you very much!”

Prof. Dr. Enrico Schleiff  
President of Goethe University

“In science, too, we will have to deal with SARS-
CoV-2 on a permanent basis. But thanks to 

enormous research successes, we are now 
better able to deal with the virus – the 
Goethe Coronavirus Fund has supported 
this gain in knowledge.”

Prof. Dr. Sandra Ciesek 
Director of the Institute of Medical Virology, 
University Hospital Frankfurt




