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Portrait | Letizia Battaglia

Letizia Battaglia has made capturing reality with her camera 

her life’s work. Author Petra Reski describes the brilliant  

photographer’s journey from living a life as a wife in Sicily to 

fighting against the Mafia.

Portfolio | Whistleblowers

The truth means more to them than the possible consequences 

that revealing it could have on their lives: a look at six fearless 

whistleblowers.

Interview | Erich Neuwirth

His clear analyses of the COVID-19 pandemic made him famous: 

according to the Austrian statistics professor, good data are the 

basis for good decisions. 

Masterpieces | The Medici Vase

Dr. Johann Kräftner explores an inconspicuous stone fragment 

in the Princely Collections and its connection to a famous vase 

that dates back to antiquity.

Report | Hungary

How does Hungary deal with its history under Viktor Orbán? 

Sacha Batthyany talked to teachers and historians in blacked 

out houses and wine cellars to find out. 

Literary choice | Umberto Eco

Can the relationship between truth and reason be deciphered? 

That is the question that the Italian writer and semiotician  

explores in “The Name of the Rose”. 

Essay | Digital disinformation

According to media scientist Bernhard Pörksen, Enlightenment 

of the second order is needed in order to effectively counter 

widespread rumors and unfounded assertions.

Carte blanche | The climate crisis

Thomas Stocker, an experienced climate scientist, explains  

why the scientific community must now, more than ever,  

communicate properly, provide context and correct untruths.
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Dear Readers

Media scientist Bernhard Pörksen’s first book was “Wahrheit ist die Erfindung 

eines Lügners” (Truth is the Invention of a Liar). In it, he and the physicist 

and philosopher Heinz von Foerster explore the viability of the concept of 

truth and discuss the supposed objectivity of individual perception.

Today, more than 20 years later, the social media are fueling the debate over 

who has the right to claim their narrative is the truth. In a world where an 

ever-growing number of people can make their voices heard, the line between 

opinions and fact-based findings risks being blurred forever. In his essay in 

this issue of CREDO, Bernhard Pörsken warns that these systemic crises of 

truth and knowledge are endangering our democratic society.

According to climate researcher Thomas Stocker, every individual is ultimately  

responsible for deciding which truth they accept. However, he feels that the 

COVID-19 pandemic has clearly demonstrated that truth is extracted through 

painstaking scientific work. “We will never get to the truth,” says statistician 

Erich Neuwirth in an interview, “but we have to work on getting closer and 

closer to the truth.” 

Sacha Batthyany examines what happens to a country that distorts its history  

to suit its ideals and goals, using Hungary as an example. Meanwhile, in her 

native Italy, the subject of our cover story, Letizia Battaglia, was long dis-

missed: “As if it’s my fault that I saw what I did,” she says. However, today, this 

woman who captures the truth with her camera is considered a living legend.

And while in “The Name of the Rose”, the novel explored by Ijoma Mangold, 

access to the library is strictly controlled (“For not all truths are meant for  

all ears.”), we would be delighted if you were to share this issue of CREDO 

with people you think might enjoy it. I wish you insightful reading.

H.S.H. Prince Philipp von und zu Liechtenstein

Honorary Chairman LGT

Editorial
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Text: Petra Reski | Photos: Shobha Battaglia

Her striking photos of the mafia wars in Palermo, but also 

of simple Sicilian life, have been featured around the world. 

However, Letizia Battaglia says she never saw herself as an 

artist. Instead, she is interested in capturing reality with 

her camera and telling the story of that reality. Our author 

Petra Reski has met the famous Italian photographer  

numerous times over the past thirty years and witnessed 

her in her fight against the Mafia.

First  
the fight, 
then  
the art

Portrait | Letizia Battaglia
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Letizia Battaglia in front of her iconic photos of 
the Mafia taken in the 1980s, a time during which 
she also photographed everyday life in Palermo.
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Letizia doesn’t leave the house without her  
beloved Leica camera; here, she stands in front 
of the Church of Santa Caterina in Palermo.
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pates in debates and workshops at the center for photography 

that she created. And she will continue to smoke cigarettes until  

the day she dies. “I don’t just feel like a photographer, I also feel 

like someone who is not seduced by power, fame or success, 

someone who wants to provide more than just photographic 

documentation of the times,” she said in 2021 in an interview  

with the author Goffredo Fofi, making it clear that she and her  

unbending will to tell the truth remain unchanged.

I met Letizia Battaglia in 1989, when the concrete was crum-

bling in the East and the foundations on which the Mafia had 

built its reign for more than a century seemed to be shaking 

in Sicily. I was supposed to 

write about the “Palermo 

Spring”, about the spirit 

of optimism triggered by 

Giovanni Falcone and Paolo 

Borsellino. These fearless  

anti-Mafia prosecutors were  

blown up by the Mafia three 

years later. Letizia was a 

protagonist of that period: 

not a Sicilian Madonna, but 

a subversive, a photogra-

pher at the service of the 

revolution, her revolution. 

A red-haired rebel who had reinvented herself at the age of 36. 

Who had transformed herself from a middle class Sicilian wife 

into a chain-smoking fighter: Sicily’s first anti-Mafia photogra-

pher. In 1985, she was the first European to receive the W. Eugene  

Smith Grant for Humanistic Photography, something that she 

still says changed the course of her life.

A very simple start
The first time we met, Letizia was 54 years old. As the councilor 

for quality of life, she was the first and only Green city coun-

cilor in Palermo: she had thrown herself into politics with the 

same passion that she had previously shown for photography. 

Letizia quickly forgot that I had come to do a piece about her; 

it was much more important to her that she take my knowledge 

of the Mafia from zero to a hundred in a week, which is why 

she bombarded me with names, murders and Mafia connections. 

She smiled at me when I didn’t understand something, showed 

me street corners where police officers had been gunned down, 

where prosecutors had been blown to pieces in a hail of bullets 

and hapless mob bosses had been executed by their opponents. 

We rode in her staff car, with Letizia lighting one cigarette after 

another, all of which immediately extinguished in the stream of 

Several years ago, I was invited to Amsterdam together with 

Letizia Battaglia; she was exhibiting photos at an art gallery, and 

I had published a book about the Mafia in Germany. Apparently, 

this was reason enough to invite us both to a panel discussion  

entitled “Women against Mafia”. I thought the title was a bit  

lacking in originality but was on board if it helped the cause. 

The panel discussion was also attended by an Italian politi-

cian who represented her party in the parliamentary anti-Mafia 

commission. She did what politicians usually do in such cases: 

she said that her party focused above all on prevention, praised 

the healing power of culture, emphasized the key role played 

by schools and children’s 

education and underscored 

how important it is that 

women also fight against 

the mafia. Which is why, 

according to the politician, 

Letizia Battaglia was an 

especially important role 

model for everyone.

Polite applause followed,  

but Letizia looked as pained 

as she always does when 

someone thinks the Mafia is 

a problem that can be overcome like poor spelling. After the ap-

plause had died down, she said that she had seen it all before: 

women against the Mafia, children against the Mafia, workers 

against the Mafia. But that good intentions alone can do nothing 

against the Mafia. 

The compass of life
Letizia Battaglia represents the absolute absence of opportunism. 

She is not afraid of the truth, on the contrary. For her, the truth 

has always served as her compass in life; she has fought for it 

even when it has put her at a disadvantage. And even today, 

at the age of 87, revered as a living legend whose life has been 

made into a movie by three filmmakers, she refuses to become a 

monument to herself.

Wim Wenders immortalized her in his 2008 movie “Palermo  

Shooting”, the Italian president congratulated her on her 80th 

birthday and Italy’s national public broadcasting company Rai 

recently made a two-part documentary about her life. But 

Letizia doesn’t let age get the best of her. She hasn’t mellowed 

with age, or become resigned, she has no regrets about her life. 

Instead, she sports dyed-pink hair, holds exhibitions and partici-

“I don’t just feel like a 
photographer, I also feel 
like someone who is 
not seduced by power, 
fame or success.”

Portrait | Letizia Battaglia
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A commitment to the truth
But the fact that her photos are now exhibited in the world’s 

most famous galleries hasn’t changed Letizia’s commitment to 

the truth: “I’m not an artist, I’ve never considered myself one, 

but I believe that a camera enables you to express who you are 

and to do so through a unique connection with reality. You take 

it with you in your camera and go out into the world to talk 

about the truth seen through your eyes.”

At that point, Letizia was living in the old town, which was 

an act of resistance in itself, because the middle class entered 

this part of Palermo only rarely and with caution – as if it were 

a wild animal that might attack you if you turned your back on 

it. Forty years of city administrations with connections to the  

Mafia had resulted in an exodus from the old town. For 40 years,  

Palermo’s middle class had turned a blind eye to the corrupt 

mayors and submissive city councilors, the servile architects 

and bribable city planners who couldn’t wait for the old town 

to decay so they could finally erect the same residential towers 

they had already built elsewhere and that disfigured Palermo’s 

appearance.

air. She tried to ignore this because she was in the process of  

explaining to me how the freshly planted palm trees along the 

waterfront represented Palermo’s rebirth, and was shouting 

amore mio into the car phone – although it was unclear whether  

she was referring to her partner, one of the city gardeners under 

her command or a fellow anti-Mafia crusader. And in the midst of  

all of this, I tried to ask her about her calling as a photographer.

Letizia took a drag on her unlit cigarette and found it banal to 

talk about her photographs. After all, everything had been quite 

simple! In 1971, she had separated from her husband, moved to 

Milan and started working as a cultural correspondent for the 

Sicilian communist daily newspaper “L’Ora”. And because stories  

with photographs sold better than stories without, she had started  

taking pictures. That’s it. Art can be as simple as that. Shortly  

thereafter, she returned to Palermo, where she was appointed 

photographer-in-chief of “L’Ora”. Letizia was 40 years old at the 

time and had just fallen in love with a skinny 22-year-old boy,  

Franco Zecchin, with whom she was to breathe, take photographs,  

sleep, eat, drink, dream, argue and fight for the next almost 20 

years. And talk on the phone. Every two minutes. Amore mio. 

Portrait | Letizia Battaglia
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Although many of her photographs seem carefully put to-

gether, almost as if a neorealist director had arranged the horror 

contained in the scene, Letizia was always concerned first with 

the fight and then with the art. She fought against the cowardly 

middle class, against outdated moral concepts and against arro-

gant men. She photographed Giulio Andreotti shaking hands 

with a Mafia boss in greeting – something the politician tried to 

deny decades later when he was on trial for supporting the Mafia, 

and Letizia’s photo was part of the evidence. Letizia doesn’t con-

sider herself an artist, but neither does she consider herself to 

be just a photographer: “There are photographers who think in 

categories like ‘double page spread’, ‘horizontal cover’, ‘vertical’. 

They don’t interest me, I don’t want anything to do with them, 

although I acknowledge that they know how to touch people, 

how to take pictures. And of course, it’s a business too. But I 

prefer photographers who set off on their own, meet with others 

and then do their own thing again and again.”

“We were unfettered,” says Letizia. “If we set off in an old 

VW bus, it was never for more than a week, because we couldn’t 

stand to leave the city for longer than that. We loved Palermo,” 

Letizia’s apartment was filled from floor to ceiling with  

archive boxes, piles of appeals and manifestos spread out on 

tables. People were constantly coming and going; unionists,  

communists and poets who wrote in dialect, bearded men who 

had published books themselves about the Mafia in their village, 

singers in ethnic rock groups and mothers whose sons had been 

killed by the Mafia: activists in a revolution that, it seemed to me, 

was imminent. Letizia explained connections, ideas and plans, 

and did not give up hope that I would learn what she taught me. 

She introduced me to everyone, including her daughter Shobha, 

a photographer in the service of the same cause, with whom I 

went on to work for decades to come.

An adventurer with strong ties to home 
The 1980s were the years of the great Mafia wars, the Corleone 

family had seized power in Palermo, killings were reported almost 

daily. Not just of Mafiosi, but also prosecutors, judges, police  

officers – and Letizia, Franco and Shobha were usually the first 

on the scene. Like all good reporters, they listened to the police 

radio. And photographed bullet-riddled bodies, trickles of blood 

and despairing widows.

Letizia Battaglia’s lifelong dream was to establish an international center for 
photography in Palermo. The fact that she succeeded fills her with pride. Her 
photographs are exhibited in museums all over the world, and in March 2019,  
an anthology spanning her entire career was exhibited in Venice at “Casa  
dei Tre Oci”, the prestigious photography museum that recognized Letizia 
Battaglia as one of the most important protagonists of Italian photography. 
She has received numerous accolades including the W. Eugene Smith Grant, 
the Dr. Erich Salomon Award of the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Photographie 
and the Cornell Capa Infinity Award for her life’s work. She was also included 
in the list of one thousand candidates for the Nobel Prize and nominated for 
the prize awarded by the Swiss NGO PeaceWomen Across the Globe.
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solution in Sicily at the time, whereby couples who were in love 

presented their parents with a fait accompli, the idea being that 

it was better for them to be married as minors than dishonored.

Super 8 footage proves that in terms of glamor, the young 

couple would have given Silvana Mangano and Marcello Mastroi-

anni a run for their money. But when Letizia wanted to go to 

university, her husband said she was crazy. For 15 years, she led 

the life of a Sicilian wife, then she suffered a collapse, a psycho-

logically induced breakdown. Her husband sent her to the best  

doctors in Italy, to Switzerland for sleep treatment – and when 

none of that helped, to a psychotherapist in Palermo. After years 

of psychoanalysis, Letizia left her husband, taking her three 

daughters with her. 

Recognition later in life
Today, Letizia is considered a living legend, but that was not  

always the case. When she received the Dr. Erich Salomon Award 

in Germany in 2007, there was no exhibition in her honor in  

Palermo, no archive for her work, nothing. “People here pretend 

I don’t exist,” Letizia says. “As if it’s my fault that I saw what I did.”

It was only when Leoluca Orlando was re-elected as mayor 

in 2012 that Letizia’s life’s work was recognized. Five years later,  

she was able to realize her lifelong dream in Palermo: in the 

Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa, a cultural center located in former 

factory buildings, she established the Centro Internazionale di 

Fotografia. The international center for photography is home to 

the city’s photo archive, and hosts exhibitions and workshops. I 

once met Letizia there: amid a great hubbub, she had introduced 

the woman who had modeled for her in 1980 and who became an 

icon of photography as the “girl with the soccer ball”. The photo 

shows a serious, pensive and melancholic girl with a giant soccer 

ball. “Every time I photographed little girls, my legs trembled 

because I always saw myself in them, the little girl I had been, 

with that way of looking at the world, tender and at the same 

time serious, untainted,” Letizia says.

And she remains that same girl with the unbending will to 

tell the truth to this day. 

Petra Reski has lived in Venice since 1991 and, as a journalist and author, has 

written extensively about the Mafia. Her novels, works of non-fiction and 

articles, published among others in NZZ Folio, Geo, Focus and Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung, have received numerous awards. In 2019, she received 

the “I ragazzi della città invisibile” prize, and in 2021, she was awarded the 

Ricarda Huch Prize.

says Letizia. It sounds like she’s talking about a drug addict she 

had hoped in vain to save. “Palermo is a disease. A terrible disease  

that I would like to be rid of, because it has forced me to make 

difficult decisions over and over again, with no benefit. That in-

cludes the decision to stay here. I am an adventurer by nature,  

I still feel that, but Palermo is my base.”

From wife to photographer
The old town has since been spruced up with the help of Euro-

pean development funds, and the city center, where the volume 

of traffic has decreased significantly, has been transformed into 

a gigantic food and party zone for tourists. Everywhere you look 

there are take-away shops, pizzas to go and Aperol spritzes – 

just like in Venice, Rome or Florence. Letizia now lives in a 1970s 

high-rise that bears a striking resemblance to an air-raid shelter. 

Two of her daughters live on two floors in the same building. 

Letizia’s ex-husband lived in this building. They reconciled before 

his death, “because forgiveness is liberating,” she says.

It’s hardly surprising that Letizia’s life has inspired several 

filmmakers. The daughter of middle class Sicilians who aspired 

to greater things, she grew up in Trieste, where her parents had 

moved for work, and lived there until she was eight. Returning 

to Palermo proved to be the shock of her life. She attended a 

convent school there, and in the afternoons, her father confined  

her to their home because he felt it was improper for girls to play 

outside. To escape her father, she married the heir to a coffee-

roasting dynasty at 16. He had approached her in front of her 

school; a young, handsome man who gave her a crystal bon-

bonnière. The two wrested Letizia’s freedom from her father by 

embarking on a fuitina, a form of elopement. This was a typical 

“Palermo is a disease.  
A terrible disease that  
I would like to be rid of, 
because it has forced 
me to make difficult  
decisions over and over 
again, with no benefit.”

Portrait | Letizia Battaglia
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Letizia has always been captivated by Palermo’s 
beautiful and terrible realities. Here she stands in 
front of the Martorana church in Piazza Bellini.
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Mordechai Vanunu
Pacifists and anti-nuclear activists  

celebrated him, but many Israelis saw 

him as a traitor. Mordechai Vanunu was 

imprisoned for 18 years for providing  

the Sunday Times with photographs and 

secret information about Israel’s nuclear 

program. Vanunu, the son of Moroccan 

immigrants, had worked at the Dimona 

Nuclear Research Center as a nuclear 

technician for nine years. Based on the 

documents he provided, experts were 

able to draw a conclusion with serious 

political ramifications: Israel had a large 

nuclear arsenal. What had previously  

been suspected was now a certainty. 

The secret service kidnapped Vanunu in 

Rome in 1986, after he was lured there 

by an agent. He was brought back to  

Israel where he was put on trial. When 

he left prison in 2004, he said, “I’m proud 

and happy about what I did.” Vanunu 

received many awards, including the  

“Alternative Nobel Prize”. To this day, he  

is not allowed to leave Israel and must 

comply with numerous other restrictions. 

William Mark Felt
William Mark Felt kept his silence for  

33 years. It was only after that, that he 

allowed the magazine Vanity Fair to pub-

lish the fact that he was the man known 

as “Deep Throat”: the anonymous source 

who in 1974 played a pivotal role in  

President Richard Nixon’s resignation. 

Felt was a key figure in the famous Wa-

tergate affair, which among other things, 

involved a break-in at the Democratic  

Party headquarters in the Watergate office  

building, ordered by the White House. 

The aim of the break-in was to bug their 

political opponent. Felt, an informant 

who once held the second-highest post 

at the FBI, gave two reporters at the 

Washington Post tip-offs and explosive 

information about the Watergate scandal.  

To do this, he would sometimes meet with 

them in underground garages. William  

Mark Felt once said that he didn’t see 

himself as a hero, but as a helper, and 

that he had just done his duty. 

Daniel Ellsberg
The first article about the Pentagon Pa-

pers appeared on the front page of the 

New York Times on 13 June 1971. It was 

then that Americans learned they had 

been lied to for many years by several 

US administrations. They learned, for  

example, that the Vietnam War had been 

planned for a long time, that it went  

differently than hoped and that it could 

no longer be won. It was Daniel Ellsberg 

who wanted this truth to come to light. 

The US economist and former Pentagon 

advisor anonymously leaked 7000 pages 

of a top-secret US Department of De-

fense document to the press. When his 

identity was uncovered, he was indicted.  

He faced a sentence of 115 years in  

prison. But it didn’t come to that, be-

cause the courts found that Ellsberg had 

been subjected to illegal surveillance by 

the Nixon administration. The 91-year-

old peace activist continues to advocate 

for whistleblowers, and to call for lies 

and abuses of power to be exposed, to 

this day. 

Text: Michael Neubauer 

Some see them as heroes, beacons of light and courageous altruists. For others, they are traitors, spies and a  

threat to national security. But if you ask a whistleblower directly, they will say that they want things to change  

for the better. The following is a look at six famous whistleblowers.

Exposing the truth

Portfolio | Whistleblowers
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Frances Haugen
After working at Facebook headquarters 

on the west shore of San Francisco Bay 

for two years, computer scientist Frances 

Haugen decided to hand internal com- 

pany documents over to the United States 

Congress, the authorities and journalists.  

One of the accusations she made in  

September 2021 was that the Facebook 

empire was putting profits ahead of the 

well-being of the social network’s roughly 

three billion users. Since that time, Hau-

gen has been reporting to lawmakers in 

the US and Europe about the dangers 

that the platform poses. She warns them 

about the consequences of hate speech, 

the psychological damage to children and 

young people, and about the threat to so-

ciety and democracy. According to Hau-

gen, Facebook is knowingly allowing all 

this to happen. The company rejects the 

accusations, but her revelations have left 

it shaken. Haugen says that she doesn’t 

want to demonize Facebook, that in-

stead, she wants to see the internet giant 

subject to strict regulation, and is helping 

lawmakers to that end. 

Chelsea Manning
Her revelations shook confidence in the 

US and its military. Manning, who at the 

time was officially a man named Bradley, 

was a member of the US armed forces who  

was sent to Iraq as an intelligence analyst. 

At a camp, she had access to a communi-

cations network containing classified mil-

itary and embassy data. She was shocked 

at some of the videos she saw, including 

footage of attacks on civilians. Manning 

copied these as well as cables, which 

among other things, contained informa-

tion about operations and war crimes in 

Iraq and Afghanistan. She leaked hun-

dreds of thousands of documents to Ju-

lian Assange’s WikiLeaks platform in 2010. 

That same year, her identity was uncov-

ered, and she was remanded in custody. 

In 2013, she was sentenced to 35 years 

in prison and announced her intention to 

live as a woman from then on. In 2017, she 

received a pardon from President Obama.  

Chelsea Manning had attempted suicide 

several times in prison. In 2019, she was 

again imprisoned, this time, because she 

did not want to testify about WikiLeaks. 

The Stepanovs
In Russia, the Stepanovs are considered 

enemies of the state, which is why they 

are currently living in the US in an un-

disclosed location. The couple uncovered  

one of the biggest doping scandals in 

sports history. Both were insiders of the 

system: Vitaly Stepanov once worked for 

the Russian anti-doping agency Rusada, 

and his wife Yulia Stepanova was a pro-

fessional middle-distance runner. In 2014,  

they decided to appear as witnesses in 

a German TV documentary and explain 

how the state-backed doping system 

works. Shortly before the broadcast, they 

fled their home country. After it aired, 

Russia’s world of professional sports ex-

perienced an earthquake. Many Russian 

athletes were banned from the Olympics  

or allowed to compete only under a  

neutral flag – until this year. As a whis-

tleblower, you hope to be on the side of 

those fighting for fair competition, Vitaly 

Stepanov said in an interview with dpa, 

adding, “The fight will be endless!” 
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Interview: Gerald Drissner | Photos: Elisabeth Mandl

 “Numbers help us to 
better order reality”
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The Austrian statistics professor Erich Neuwirth has  

received significant media and public attention with  

his analyses of the pandemic on Twitter and the many 

interviews he’s given on the topic. In an interview with 

CREDO, he talks about math problems at family gather-

ings and the wisdom of the author Douglas Adams. He 

bemoans the innumeracy levels in the German-speaking 

world, and explains how to get people interested in  

statistics and the important role this discipline plays  

in helping us grasp the world around us.

Prof. Neuwirth, H. G. Wells, the father of modern science  

fiction, is credited with the following sentence: “Statistical 

thinking will one day be as necessary for efficient citizen-

ship as the ability to read and write.” More than a hundred 

years have passed since then, do you think we have reached 

that point?

We’re not that far off. That idea stopped being science fiction 

the day PCs became widespread. Today, everyone has access 

to a huge amount of data, and almost everyone has a computer 

at home that calculates everything for them. Just about anyone 

can take raw data, derive something from it and produce new, 

data-based knowledge. Or question things, like: is what this per-

son is telling me true? A lot of things could be handled quickly 

and efficiently just by using a bit of Excel. But people need to 

realize that statistics are relevant in their own lives.

You’ve demonstrated that. When the pandemic hit, you  

started the blog covidanalysen.at and published statistical 

findings several times a day. How did that come about?

My son lives with his family in Aachen, Germany. I wanted to 

compare the situation in both countries, but I couldn’t find any 

sound analyses. So I started to compare data from both coun-

tries. The number of analyses I did kept increasing, and I thought 

to myself: if this is something that interests me, maybe it will  

interest others, too. So I began publishing them on Twitter.

That decision was a big success. The number of followers 

you had on Twitter quickly increased tenfold to over 30 000. 

You were invited to appear on Austria’s most important TV 

news program and gave one live interview after the other.

A few very important journalists discovered me very quickly. 

And they soon told others: check out Neuwirth, he’ll give you 

the right information. I think my advantage is my credibility.

Erich Neuwirth has a gift for explaining complicated, abstract things 
in a way that makes sense in the everyday world. His enthusiasm  
for mathematics and statistics is contagious: anyone who has a  
conversation with him feels like calculating something afterwards.

Interview | Erich Neuwirth
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What do you mean, exactly?

Unfortunately, when math is taught at school, formulas, which 

are the final product of an abstraction process, are thrown at 

students far too soon. So we end up creating formula robots. 

Students often don’t learn how to come up with such a con-

cept in the first place. In other words, they don’t learn to ask: 

what is the actual question? 

A physicist had a nice anec-

dote on that subject. His child 

comes home, and the father 

asks what they did at school 

that day, what questions were 

asked. The child says: there 

were no questions. And the 

physicist says: then it wasn’t 

physics.

How can this be improved?

Dealing with data is something 

you learn by watching some-

one who knows how to do it. 

As a statistician, people have 

often come to me and said: I have the data, you know how the 

formula works, please calculate it for me. My response is always: 

first you have to explain to me how the data came about, other-

wise I can’t tell you what you can do with it. We train future math 

teachers at university without giving them experience in work-

ing with statistics. They understand the formulas. But formulas 

in math are like musical notation in music. If I know the notes 

but don’t know what it sounds like, it won’t become music. Real 

statisticians need to be involved in the training received by our 

teachers. You can’t learn to play the piano from books either. 

But statistics is not something most students are particularly 

enthusiastic about.

The way statistics is taught at school has always had an outdated 

quality to it. Outdated figures are used as the basis for calcula-

tions. Textbooks have a lifespan of ten years. Up-to-date exam-

ples are avoided in the schoolroom. At some point, the student 

thinks: yes, I can do the math, but what’s the point? Any teacher 

could have done my COVID-19 calculations in class. That would 

have given the students a completely different connection to 

statistics, and they would have told their parents about their 

discoveries.

So why aren’t teachers doing that?

I am a vocal propagator of the use of computers in schools. There 

is far too little understanding in the education system about the 

Why is there a tendency to think that statistics distort the 

truth? Many popular non-fiction books about statistics have 

negative titles, for example, “How to Lie with Statistics”.

Many people don’t understand what statistics are. Data tell a  

story, but they tell that story quietly. Statisticians are people who 

listen to the data and understand them. Good data are the basis  

for good decisions. My sense 

is that too many politicians  

believe they can rely on their 

gut feeling about what is right. 

Unfortunately, as a statistician, 

I have all too often been con-

sulted only to justify decisions 

that have already been made. 

Instead, statisticians should 

be involved as early as pos-

sible in order to evaluate data 

in an unbiased way, because 

the available data often can’t 

answer the question at hand. 

The British statistician Ronald 

Fisher once said: “To call in the 

statistician after the experiment is done may be no more than 

asking him to perform a post-mortem examination. He may be 

able to say what the experiment died of.”

How close can statisticians get to the truth?

We will never get to the truth. But we have to work on getting 

closer and closer to the truth. Statistics is the interrelationship 

between the question and the available data and the search for 

that data. My former boss was the statistics professor Gerhart  

Bruckmann. He said that statistics is the science of good enough. 

And he’s right. Fifty years ago, everyone in Austria knew Bruck-

mann. In the 1960s, he made the first computer-aided forecast 

for the outcome of a National Council election. Professor Bruck-

mann would appear on TV with these big machines, and he 

would explain everything in a way that everyone understood. 

What I’m doing now is somewhat similar.

The seven-day incidence rate, the R-number, exponential 

growth – that kind of terminology can be intimidating for a 

lot of people, don’t you think?

I have done quite a few radio and television interviews. And I’ve 

noticed that the journalists who ask me questions are often out 

of their depth when it comes to terminology. This can once again 

be attributed to the apprehension that many journalists feel 

with regard to mathematics, which in turn is due to the fact that 

statistics is taught incorrectly at school.

“We should do every-
thing we can to get 
closer to the truth. 
But we should not 
assume that we will 
ever reach it.”

Interview | Erich Neuwirth
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fact that if students use computers, they can become generators 

of knowledge and not just consumers of knowledge. In Austria, 

however, the vast majority of math teachers is strictly against 

this. That is terrible.

Where does this technophobia come from?

There’s a problem. Among people in my generation and those 

that are somewhat younger, there were a lot of enthusiasts 

who delved into technology. Those people are now retired. And 

unfortunately, since then, hardly anyone has come along who 

has the same enthusiasm and excitement. Douglas Adams, the  

author of “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy”, once described 

this quite aptly. According to him, everything that exists in terms 

of technology when we’re born, we take for granted. Everything 

that emerges between the ages of 15 and 35 is incredibly inter-

esting. And everything that emerges after that is bad and evil.

You have children and grandchildren. What is their  

experience with statistics?

I’ve pestered all my children and grandchildren with calculations 

at family gatherings. For example, if ten people are sitting at the 

table and everyone clinks glasses with each other, how many 

clinks are heard in total? That’s a counting exercise. But there’s 

an elegant way of counting called combinatorics. Combinatorics 

is the science of counting without actually counting. If there are 

ten people present, then there were 10 times 9 clinks, in other 

words, one glass was clinked against another 90 times. But that 

means I’ve counted each clink twice, because there are always 

two glasses involved in every clink. So the 10 times 9 then has to 

be divided by 2, which is the same as 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8 + 9.  

The answer is 45.

And did the children enjoy that?

I told that story once in the presence of my son and a journalist.  

The journalist looked at my son and said, “You must have had 

a tough childhood.” And my son replied, “Well, if that’s what 

you’re used to ... .”

In 1988, mathematician John Allen Paulos wrote a bestseller 

entitled Innumeracy, in reference to people who are mathe-

matically illiterate or lacking an understanding of numbers. 

Have we improved on that front?

I don’t think so. And in German-speaking countries, numeracy 

levels are even lower than in many other countries.

Why is that?

The US, in particular, has many more sports statistics. People 

there are therefore interested in certain numbers. The batting 

Statistics is anything but a dry subject – at least when Erich Neuwirth talks 
about it.
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the second most frequent figures start with two, and so on. This 

is referred to as Benford’s law. The German professor’s reaction 

to this was: I don’t believe that! A scientist would have asked: 

how does it work?

Gerd Gigerenzer, former Director at the Max Planck Institute 

for Human Development in Berlin, says that Western cultures 

have a basic need for absolute truths. Where does this desire 

for absolute truth come from?

That’s a semi-philosophical question, to which my answer  

would be that in the West, we have monotheistic religions; in 

the East, we don’t. That’s 

shaped the way we think.

Should we liberate our-

selves from this desire to 

find absolute truths?

Yes, I think so. We should 

do everything we can to 

get closer to the truth. 

But we should not assume 

that we will ever reach it. In mathematics, there’s a concept  

called convergence, it’s the property of getting closer and  

closer, but never making it all the way. That is the fascinating 

thing about infinity.

You’re 73 years old. I don’t get the impression that you will 

take the word “retire” literally.

Being inactive is not one of my strong suits. If I have nothing to 

do, I will have nothing to say. For fun, I once bought a program 

for generating your own horoscope. According to the results, 

my strongest personality traits are reticence and secrecy. So the 

program discovered something that I’m apparently pretty good 

at hiding. 

Gerald Drissner is an Austrian citizen who currently lives in Berlin. He holds 

a degree in economics and writes about economic history. His articles and 

analyses have been published in Berliner Tagesspiegel, Neue Zürcher Zeitung 

am Sonntag, and in the magazines Stern and profil. He has won several 

awards for his work, including the prestigious Axel Springer Award.

average in baseball, for example, which reflects a player’s offen-

sive performance. We don’t have anything comparable to that in 

our sports culture.

Jeff Bezos, the CEO of Amazon, is reported to have asked a 

female employee only two questions during her job interview, 

one of which was, “I want you to estimate the number of 

panes of glass in the city of Seattle.” Why is that something 

so few people can do?

Because it’s not part of people’s daily experience. No matter what 

kind of number you are dealing with, you should ask yourself  

the following question: do I 

have any knowledge about  

anything related to this 

question? If you do, that 

makes it easier to estimate 

a number or to verify its 

plausibility. Numbers were 

invented so that people can 

better order and structure 

reality. The first written 

numbers are essentially accounting records on clay tablets. We 

have a hard time with very small and very large numbers. By 

how much is a billion more than a million? For some people,  

determining that can pose a challenge.

If you don’t know which play “to be or not to be” is from,  

people will judge you. But if you don’t have a clue about the 

Gaussian bell curve, no one cares. Are we taking the wrong 

approach when it comes to teaching?

Yes, I think so. The humanities have taken on too great a role. 

There is a fundamental difference between the humanities 

and science. Scientists produce what they study themselves.  

Literary scholars, on the other hand, study what other people 

have published.

Is that such a big difference?

A magician once said something fascinating on that subject:  

scientists are his favorite audience – because they’re not trained 

to recognize deception. Nature doesn’t deceive or manipulate. 

People who deal with things that are created by humans, on the 

other hand, are aware that deception exists. They think very 

differently. That is the great cultural difference. Let me give you 

an example. One of my wife’s best friends is a German professor.  

I had told her that statisticians have developed methods to  

recognize made-up numbers. If you have a large amount of 

numbers that range significantly in size, and you look only at  

the first digit, there is a pattern: most start with the number one, 

“I am a vocal propagator 
of the use of computers 
in schools.”

Interview | Erich Neuwirth
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20 | CREDO

The fictitious fragment

“Minerva (fragment from the Medici Vase),” around 30 BC
© LIECHTENSTEIN. The Princely Collections, Vaduz–Vienna
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Over time, the additions that had been made to the vase dis-

colored and the fact it was in reality a pile of fragments that had 

been reassembled became apparent. A decision was therefore 

recently taken to restore the object – something that led to an 

astonishing revelation: the vase had originally been painted in 

bold colors; the restorers found remnants of ocher, vermilion, 

blue, green and gold leaf. This is not reflected in its current state 

– and our minds don’t want to accept the fact that antiquity was 

colorful, despite scientific findings that prove this.

So what about our small fragment, which doesn’t appear to 

be a missing part of the vase? Hauser was able to prove that a 

part that did not belong to the vase had been integrated into it 

during an early restoration. When it later fell out again, it was 

discovered that the piece could in no way have come from a vase 

with a curved surface. The piece in the Princely Collections, 

on the other hand, which depicts something entirely different, 

does: it fits perfectly into this gap and would fill it completely  

– had it not been trimmed down. Its surface, except for the 

color, also remains the original one. Hauser wrote: “What I find 

even more pleasing is another insight that has been gained as 

a result of this small discovery: we now have at least a piece of 

the figure frieze that has remained untouched and unaltered by 

the restorer whose dangerous polishing stone ravaged the other 

figures so recklessly that the surface is almost like a mirror.”  

In other words, when the vase was found, its surface had been 

matte, slightly eroded like the fragment. But in Bernini’s day, 

sculptors renounced colors; the warm, golden hue of marble 

that had been recently extracted from the earth, with its velvety 

surface, was seen as an impurity.

Although this was considered a truth at the time, it does not 

correspond to the original appearance of sculptures in antiquity. 

Just like the vase itself without the missing fragment from the 

Princely Collections. 

Dr. Johann Kräftner is Director of the Princely Collections and from 2002 to 

2011 was Director of the LIECHTENSTEIN MUSEUM, Vienna. He is the author 

of numerous monographs on the history and theory of architecture.

At first glance, the stone fragment featuring the head of  

Minerva is a rather inconspicuous piece in the Princely 

Collections. But looks can be deceiving, and its history reveals 

much about the art trade and how found objects are handled. 

The piece came into the collection by way of an auction in Berlin 

on 26 May 1891. It was acquired by Prince Johann II. Until 1878, 

it was part of a Mylius collection in Genoa; its location before 

that time is unclear. The auction catalog contains a depiction of 

the fragment, which reveals that it had a different shape then 

than it does today. In order to exhibit it in the Prince’s gallery, it 

was trimmed. A new truth was thus created: the fragment, about 

whose origins nothing was known, became a fictitious fragment 

of a small funerary relief.

The true story was brought to light by the German archaeol-

ogist Friedrich Hauser (1859–1917). He revealed the object’s real 

origin in his article “A new fragment of the Medicean crater”, 

published in 1913 in the Jahreshefte of the Austrian Archaeol-

ogical Institute in Vienna. Hauser explained that the fragment 

was part of one of the most famous and most debated pieces of 

antiquity: the Medici Vase. It, together with the Borghese Vase, 

is the epitome of a classical krater, which today is still often a 

synonym for any vessel with an even roughly similar basic shape.

The vase first appears in the Medici inventories in Rome in 

1598 – where it was discovered is unknown. Where in Rome the 

fragment in the Princely Collections was excavated and how it 

came to be in the Mylius collection is equally unclear. In 1780, 

under Grand Duke Leopold II of Habsburg-Lorraine, the vase 

was transferred to Florence, where it is now displayed in the 

Uffizi Gallery in the Verone sull’Arno. An etching by Stefano  

della Bella from 1656 shows a young man – presumably the  

later Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo III, drawing the vase. An 

engraving by Giovanni Battista Piranesi from 1778 also depicts 

the vase’s frieze of figures. No piece is missing, the vase looks 

perfectly intact.

In reality, however, the vase, which has a height of 152 cen-

timeters, was assembled from many fragments and pieces that 

were also matched in terms of color in order to make the surface 

uniform. The brilliant white of the Pentelic marble suggests that 

the vase originated from Greece, and had probably been commis-

sioned there by a rich Roman patrician for his garden in Rome.  

Many scholars have studied its motif of Athenians gathered  

before the Oracle of Delphi and depiction of Iphigenia. Fabrizio 

Paolucci, the curator responsible for the vase at the Uffizi, says: 

“The patron belonged to an elite circle in Augustan Rome, so the 

subject matter is meant to remain esoteric to outsiders.” 

Masterpieces | The Medici Vase
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Text: Sacha Batthyany | Photos: Raphael Zubler

Who decides a country’s history? Who decides what is exhibited in museums, 

what is talked about and taught at school – and what is left out? In Hungary, 

Sacha Batthyany meets with cautious, sometimes even frightened teachers 

and historians who are increasingly being monitored by the state.

Fragments  
of the past

A memorial to the Jews murdered during 
the Second World War in Budapest.
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years,” as Balogh calls them. It is hardly surprising, then, that 

the disputes he mentions are not limited to the inauguration of 

historical monuments, but continue in dining rooms, in student 

housing as well as in farmhouses in the countryside. No matter 

whom you talk to in Hungary, after the second glass of wine at 

the latest, the ghosts of the past resurface in the form of anec-

dotes about fallen husbands, and neighbors who worked as in-

formers for the secret police. At the center of this, Balogh says, 

are the really big questions that are still not discussed enough 

today: who was a collaborator, who was a follower and who was 

part of the resistance? Who benefited, who went abroad, who 

ratted on whom – and who was gassed?

Like radioactive waste, these issues from the past continue 

to radiate into the present day, shaping political debates just as 

much as they poison family conversations at the dinner table.  

It is therefore understandable that when we meet, the history  

teacher insists that he remain anonymous: his lessons, what 

he teaches about the last eighty dangerous years, could not be 

more explosive.

What’s more, the 59-year-old is not your average teacher who 

sticks to the curriculum as strictly as an amateur cook sticks to 

the quantities dictated in a recipe book. Balogh, a tall man with 

a belly so round, it looks like he swallowed a soccer ball, likes 

contradictions. He wants to challenge his students, wants them 

to become curious and ask questions. That’s why, in addition 

to the official textbook, he also lets them read books by foreign  

authors who could have a more unfettered view of Hungary. 

He has to be careful, he says, lest people suddenly start to 

say that he is stirring up the teenagers in Székesfehérvár, the 

birthplace of the current prime minister, Viktor Orbán. “It’s true 

that the principal of my school lets me do it. But that doesn’t 

mean I’m untouchable.”

In Hungary, there is no immediate threat of imprisonment 

for not adhering to the curriculum and publicly addressing his-

torical taboos. Not like in Turkey, where, for example, the Nobel 

Prize winner for literature Orhan Pamuk regularly has to deal 

with the judiciary because he sometimes mentions the Arme-

nian genocide in his books or criticizes former state leaders. 

“But you have to expect,” says Balogh, “that you’ll suddenly 

be considered an enemy of the state and be torn apart in the 

right-wing nationalist media. The debates are so loud and heated 

that a history teacher who doesn’t strictly follow the curriculum 

is a sitting duck.” Likely scenarios, he says, include suddenly no 

It’s just after six in the evening, but darkness has already fallen 

when Péter Balogh puts his finger to his lips, carefully opens the 

garden gate to his vacation home and in a whisper, asks me to 

be quiet. “The neighbors,” he says, gesturing to the other side of 

the street, “we don’t want anyone to know we’re here.” He flicks 

on a small light in the kitchen and turns on the heat, leaving all 

the other lights in the house off. Balogh gets two water glasses 

from the cupboard and a bottle of wine. “No one will bother us,” 

he says, “we can talk here.”

Péter Balogh is not his real name. He’s not a secret service 

agent, nor is he the leader of a conspiracy-driven cult. He is a 

history teacher at a high school in Székesfehérvár, a town about 

a 50 minutes’ drive from Budapest. But he is nevertheless afraid 

of talking to foreign journalists and being recognized. In his last 

e-mail, just before our meeting, he wrote: “I have two children 

and a new Mazda that I pay off in monthly installments. I have to 

insist that we take precautions.”

The fact that a history teacher would think twice about what 

they tell whom might come as a surprise to people in countries 

like Germany, Liechtenstein or Switzerland. But in Hungary,  

remembering the past is highly political. Every inauguration of 

a historical statue is followed by wild protests; even in remote 

villages in the countryside, there continues to be debate about 

whether the monument to the victims of communism should 

be larger than the one to the victims of the Nazis, says Balogh. 

The disputes always center on the “dangerous years”, as the  

historian calls the period from World War II until the fall of the 

Iron Curtain, when Hungary was occupied first by the Germans 

and then by the Russians. But that’s only the beginning of these 

disputes, because what exactly does “occupied” mean, and how 

did the Hungarian authorities behave during that time? 

“The devil is in the details,” Balogh says, looking in the kitchen  

drawer for a corkscrew. But that’s what makes history an in-

teresting subject. Every event, big or small, has to be judged 

based on the body of source material, he says. In addition, there 

are eyewitness testimonies and visual material, “We work like  

archaeologists who clear dirt from bone splinters with a brush,” 

says Balogh. And if new findings contradict old ones – so much 

the better! “Our politicians want an overarching national nar-

rative that they can use for propaganda purposes.” But it’s not  

that simple, he says, because a country’s history is a collection 

“of the many fragments of the past.”

Invisible pressure
All Hungarian families have been impacted by the “dangerous 

Report | Hungary
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proof that Memorial’s demands for a reappraisal of history never 

reached the masses or classrooms. Anyone who has been to the 

tiny Gulag Museum in Moscow knows how much today’s govern-

ment downplays this part of its history. 

Ten years after my visit, the government took Memorial to 

court on flimsy grounds, and it was ordered to close. “Of course, 

the two countries aren’t comparable,” says Balogh. In Hungary,  

freedom of expression exists, he says, even if the number of  

independent media outlets is decreasing. “But we had to watch 

helplessly as an entire university, the Central European Univer-

sity in Budapest, had its license revoked because it didn’t suit 

Orbán’s government.”

It is shortly after midnight when Balogh turns out the light 

and quietly scurries through his garden like a burglar, so that 

the neighbor’s dog doesn’t bark. He’s given me an address that 

he wants me to come to a week later, where he will be meeting 

others who share his views. “In other countries, we could meet 

in cafes, but in Hungary we prefer to talk about the politics of 

memory in my friend’s basement,” he says with a bitter laugh, 

after which the dog next door howls, waking all the other strays 

in the vicinity. But by then Balogh is already gone.

longer receiving grants for research projects. “There are quite 

a few invisible ways of applying pressure,” Balogh says, adding, 

“Who knows, maybe what happened in Russia with Memorial 

will happen here?”

A look at Russia
Memorial was Russia’s largest and oldest human rights organiza-

tion, and had been making a record of the communists’ tyranny 

since the late 1980s. Like the Yad Vashem memorial in Jerusa-

lem, the Memorial staff wanted to publish the biographies of all 

the victims. They demanded that Stalin’s atrocities be properly 

reported in school history textbooks, the millions of people he 

starved and tortured to death; they wanted monuments to be 

erected similar to the stelae for Holocaust victims in Berlin. “But 

our work is becoming increasingly difficult under Putin,” Dimitri  

Petrov, the head of Memorial at the time, told me years ago in 

his small office in Moscow. During Boris Yeltsin’s presidency in 

the 1990s, the archives were opened, and there was a tentative  

interest in reappraising history. “But since Putin has been in 

power,” Petrov says, “there has once again been silence.”

You can still buy photos of Stalin that glorify the mass  

murderer at any street kiosk in Moscow. They are macabre 

Hungary under the yoke of communism: dictator  
Mátyás Rákosi flanked by Lenin (left) and Stalin (right).
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Where the last 100 years of Hungarian history converge: 
the House of Terror in Budapest.
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– Schmidt called it “the continuity of the dictatorships” – has 

in recent years been followed by increasingly vocal criticism –

about the nation’s complicity. This is something Péter Balogh 

also spoke about in his kitchen: “We are good at presenting our-

selves as victims; first of the Germans and then of the Russians. 

But we are also perpetrators.”

In the rooms of the House of Terror, visitors can see how 

German Nazis rounded up Hungarian Jews in a courtyard. How-

ever, little reference is made to the fact that neighbors had 

stood idly by while they were being taken away. “They shouted  

‘you’re not coming back,’ from their apartments, from which 

dance music and laughter could be heard,” the Jewish journalist  

Lilly Kertesz recalls in her book “Von den Flammen verzehrt” 

(Consumed by the Flames). And what about the eyewitnesses 

who stood by as Budapest’s Jews were herded, chained to one 

another, into the icy Danube? There is no sign of that in the  

museum either: of anti-Semitism within their own ranks. 

New freedoms – new questions
When asked by an American TV journalist to explain why she 

constantly wrote about the Holocaust, publicist Hannah Arendt’s  

response was that coming to terms with the past is only pos-

sible if you talk about what happened again and again. But who  

decides what is talked about and – above all – what is left out? 

How is a national history, something that helps to create myths 

and shape people’s identities, formed? 

There is perhaps no better place in Hungary to explore these 

questions than the House of Terror, a museum in the magnifi-

cent building at 60 Andrássy Street, where Budapest looks more 

Parisian than Paris itself.

When it opened, exactly 20 years ago, people waited in long 

lines and stood open-mouthed in the exhibition rooms, because 

it was the first of its kind in Hungary: a museum dedicated to 

Péter Balogh’s dangerous years.

This address has played an important role in Hungary’s re-

cent history. From 1937 to 1944, the house, which had belonged 

to the wealthy Jewish Perlmutter family, served as the headquar-

ters of the Arrow Cross Party, the Hungarian Nazis who were 

led by the ardently anti-Semitic Ferenc Szálasi. Shortly after the 

war ended, it was taken over by the communist State Protection 

Authority. The underground prisons where the Arrow Crossers 

had carried out their crimes were expanded, and new torture 

chambers were added. But after the Hungarian Revolution in 

1956, no trace remained of all the crimes and cruel interrogation 

methods. The house was turned into an office building. Where 

murders were once committed, a youth club later met.

Many Budapest residents had repressed the dark chapters 

of their history, so it is not surprising that when the museum 

opened in 2002, it was the talk of the town. The years spent  

behind the Iron Curtain and the silencing of one’s own trans-

gressions had resulted in a mental fatigue that gave way to a 

sense of new beginnings with the sudden freedoms that arrived 

in 1989. A new generation of journalists, historians and curators  

founded magazines, platforms and institutes, and addressed 

new questions about their past.

The myth of the victim in Hungary
It was Viktor Orbán who launched the construction of the House 

of Terror and entrusted its management to Mária Schmidt, who 

is considered the historian of his Fidesz party. She was not 

available for an interview. The initial applause over the idea of 

uniting the Nazi and Communist reigns of terror in one house 

Exhibition rooms in the House of Terror.

Report | Hungary
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of guilt is always externalized in Hungary,” he says in a lecture  

room at Pázmány Péter Catholic University. And, he adds,  

“Hungarian history doesn’t lend itself very well to creating an 

identity because it’s a story of decline.”

Once part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the country 

spanned from Verona to Transylvania. But then came defeat and 

occupation. The country lost two-thirds of its original territory, 

something it continues to suffer from to this day. “The students 

who rebelled against the Soviet dictatorship in 1956 and stood 

in front of the tanks as they rolled in are the best suited to be 

heroes.” They serve Orbán’s idea of the victim nation, and so 

it is not surprising that they are almost mythically revered by 

his government. “Don’t get me wrong. The freedom fighters of 

the time have every reason to be revered,” Keszei says. But by  

shining the spotlight on them in this way, other aspects that 

don’t fit the government’s narrative are forgotten.

State-ordered patriotism
A week after the meeting in the kitchen, Balogh and three other 

historians are sitting in the wine cellar of a friend, a local inn-

keeper. Yellowed books are gathering mold in the corner, an old 

tape recorder stands on a shelf, as if time had stood still.

One of Balogh’s colleagues worked on the new, mandatory 

history textbook on the Middle Ages. Textbook creation and 

publication were nationalized in 2014. The content must con-

form to the national curriculum, the Nemzeti alaptantervet 

(NAT), which came into force in 2020, prompting nationwide 

protests. In the streets, people chanted, “Our classrooms are  

being monitored. The dictatorial government is deciding what 

our children learn!”

When it then emerged that all the material taught was to 

support a Christian nationalist value system, critics and foreign 

journalists agreed: Viktor Orbán is looking to hammer patriotism 

into the country’s children. 

It is thus not surprising that the Nobel Prize winner for lit-

erature and Holocaust survivor Imre Kertész has been removed 

from the curriculum, as have Péter Nádas and Péter Esterházy. 

Instead, exponents of nationalist views like the author Ferenc 

Herczeg or the convicted war criminal Albert Wass have now 

been included in the curriculum.

But Balogh and his colleagues wave this off. They are any-

thing but friends of the current prime minister, but they say 

the new history books have been compiled professionally and 

The Hungarian Holocaust took place with the active coop-

eration of the Hungarian authorities and was supported by the 

country’s citizens. To date, however, nobody in Hungary has 

liked to hear that.

A story of decline
Talk of historical misrepresentation and the myth of victimhood 

also emerged in 2014, when the monument to the victims of the 

German occupation was unveiled on Liberty Square behind the 

parliament building in Budapest. The statue depicts the archangel  

Gabriel, who represents Hungary, being attacked by an eagle, 

which in turn symbolizes the Nazi invasion. According to Helmut 

Fehr, an Eastern Europe specialist at Freie Universität Berlin, 

what has been left out is the country’s responsibility for its own 

actions, such as the role of the then regent Miklós Horthy, who 

introduced racial laws in Hungary even before Hitler did so in 

Germany. What was it that Balogh the history teacher said in his 

kitchen? The devil is in the details.

And according to the historian András Keszei, one of the few 

to speak out publicly, the details are important. “The question 

Historian András Keszei, says:  
“The question of guilt is always externalized in Hungary.”

Report | Hungary
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That makes it all the more important to remain vigilant, they 

repeat mantra-like, “and to plan the resistance in basements,” 

Balogh adds. “But first we have to raise our glasses.” The history 

teacher pours his fellow historians another round and laughs. 

“Without wine, we Hungarians would be a different people.”

And that, Balogh says, is the real story of the country. 

Sacha Batthyany is a journalist and author. After spending several years in 

the US, where he worked as a US correspondent for Tages-Anzeiger, Das 

Magazin and Süddeutsche Zeitung, he is now an editor for the “Hintergrund” 

section of NZZ am Sonntag, a role he assumed in 2018. In 2021, he was 

named Society Journalist of the Year by Schweizer Journalist.

do not contain a world view. There is little trace of overarching  

Catholic attitudes. The problem, he says, is that there is no  

longer any pluralism of opinion in Hungary; “The view is be-

coming narrower and narrower,” because only books approved 

by the government are handed out. “Any teachers who don’t  

comply are denounced.” But the point is to introduce students 

to the whole spectrum of opinions; right-wing, left-wing, black, 

white, homosexual, feminist, he explains. “Instead, they are 

taught Orbán’s version of history, which may not be wrong, but 

is one-sided.”

They keep reassuring themselves that Hungary is not North 

Korea, “Things always happen gradually here,” warns Balogh’s 

colleague, so you hardly notice them. “Until you look around five 

years later only to find a different country.” 

Students in front of the Catholic University 
in Budapest: pluralism of opinion is at risk.
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14th century: is God the guarantor of truth, and did He reveal 

everything there is to know in the Holy Scriptures (meaning 

nothing else is relevant in this regard)? Or is truth revealed 

in nature and accessible to humans through observation and  

experiments? Is reason the yardstick for determining whether 

a finding is true, or is the Church, as the guardian of the faith, 

responsible for all truth about the world? If new findings bring 

to light a truth that is not contained in the Bible, do they con-

stitute heresy?

Umberto Eco’s novel is set in 1327. The 14th century was a 

time of upheaval, the first cracks were beginning to form in the 

Medieval world view, the Modern Period was slowly beginning 

to take shape, and with it would come scientific curiosity. The 

Franciscan friar William of Baskerville embodies this period. He 

had long served the Church as an inquisitor, but increasingly  

doubted that torture could help to distinguish between the  

devoutly religious and heretics, and between deniers and pro-

claimers of the truth. He remorsefully confesses that he himself 

had “belonged to those groups of men who believe they can pro-

duce the truth with white-hot iron.” But he goes on to say that 

instead, “the white heat of truth comes from another flame.”

Seeing concrete details
The Franciscan friar has therefore turned to the study of nature  

and science. According to this, his new utopia, a person can  

Pontius Pilate became famous for asking “What is truth?” 

Although the prefect of Judea knew that Jesus had been 

falsely accused, he nonetheless sentenced him to death while 

at the same time washing his hands of any guilt by asking that 

question. His “What is truth?” was akin to saying that no one 

knows for certain what is right and what is wrong; that while 

some take one view, others take another. This was considered 

a well-founded approach in enlightened antiquity. The Sophists 

had demonstrated that every view can be proven – as can the 

opposite view. And with that, relativism was born.

Christianity can serve as a response to this relativism: “I am 

the way and the truth and the life,” Jesus said – and it is on 

this immutable truth, which is revealed in the Bible, that the 

Church has built its dogma. According to the Church, the truth is 

therefore unambiguous and can be accepted by everyone; any-

one who resists this truth must be up to no good, an agent of the 

devil. Umberto Eco’s international bestseller “The Name of the 

Rose”, published in the early 1980s, is set against this backdrop.

First cracks in the world view 
Eco’s historical novel is also a detective story about a series of 

murders in a wealthy Benedictine abbey in northern Italy that 

must be solved. Above all, however, “The Name of the Rose” is 

a novel about truth, for in it, Umberto Eco explores in a very 

playful way the great theological and ideological debates of the  

 The white heat of the truth
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an authority such as Aristotle defends laughter is a message that 

the world must never receive. Jorge therefore works relentlessly 

to ensure that any monk who looks for the copy of the book in 

the library meets their death. In other words, due to his inhu-

mane fanaticism, this person who is striving to protect religious 

dogma himself becomes a demonic figure.

When William uncovers Jorge’s sinister plan, he tells him: 

“The Devil is not the Prince of Matter; the Devil is the arrogance 

of the spirit, faith without smile, truth that is never seized by 

doubt.” Through the words of William of Baskerville, his creator, 

the postmodern ironist Umberto Eco, warns of the totalitarian 

consequences of assumed religious certainties. 

Ijoma Mangold is a cultural policy correspondent for the weekly news- 

paper Die Zeit. He is a recipient of the Berlin Prize for Literary Criticism and 

is a member of the quartet of literary critics featured in the TV program 

“lesenswert quartett” aired on SWR. Following his literary debut with the 

publication of his autobiography “Das deutsche Krokodil. Meine Geschichte” 

(2017), his second book, a political diary entitled “Der innere Stammtisch. 

Ein politisches Tagebuch”, was published in 2020.

uncover many of the secrets of God’s creation if they understand 

how to read the signs of nature correctly. This, in turn, can serve 

to improve the lot of mankind. So it is no coincidence that Wil-

liam uses technological innovation to counteract his failing eye-

sight: to the astonishment of those around him, he uses glasses 

to read – quite a recent invention at the time. In short, William 

of Baskerville is, as we would say today, an empiricist, or in other 

words, an excellent observer of his environment.

When it comes to knowledge about the world, what counts 

for William is therefore no longer the abstract ecclesiastical  

dogma, but seeing concrete details: “On other occasions,” writes 

Baskerville’s novice Adso of Melk, who admires his teacher’s per-

spicacity, “I had heard him speak with great skepticism about 

universal ideas and with great respect about individual things.” 

Today, we would call this ideological skepticism.

The abbot receives William and Adso at the monastery with 

great warmth and respect. Because of the Franciscan’s repu-

tation for being perspicacious, the abbot confides in him and 

tells him there has been a death in the abbey that needs to be 

investigated. He tells William he will be given free rein in the  

investigation into the events. Ultimately, a series of murders take  

place, and a growing number of clues lead William to the abbey’s 

library with its many famous manuscripts.

The library is the pride of the monastery, and access to it is 

strictly controlled. In consultation with the abbot, the librarian 

Malachi decides who has access to which book, “Because not all 

truths are for all ears.” 

The arrogance of the spirit
It doesn’t take William long to realize that the former librarian 

Jorge of Burgos, who is now blind, is pulling the strings in the 

background. Jorge is the embodiment of orthodoxy and dogma. 

Everywhere he looks, he sees religious dogma under threat, and 

he considers curiosity a devil-like characteristic. Laughter and 

comedy in particular are a thorn in his side, as he believes they 

lead to the erosion of respect for the gravity and authority of 

the Bible.

As William and Adso will discover in the course of the novel, 

the library is in fact home to the only copy of the second book 

of Aristotle’s Poetics. The first book is a treatise on tragedy, but 

the second has been lost; all that is known is that in it, Aristotle 

explored the characteristics and workings of comedy. In Eco’s 

work of literary fiction, the religious fanatic Jorge of Burgos sees 

this book as posing great danger. He believes that the fact that 

Umberto Eco
was born in Alessandria 

in Piedmont in 1932, 

and lived in Milan until 

his death in 2016. Eco 

was many things: an 

outstanding scientist in 

the field of semiotics, 

i.e. the science of signs, 

and an essayist and  

diagnostician of the  

zeitgeist whose work 

was highly enjoyable to read. As such, Eco was one of Italy’s most  

important public intellectuals. He was also an original writer who knew  

how to package his scientific and essayistic interests and insights with 

a light touch, in mostly historical novels, which gained him an audience  

of millions. The success of “The Name of the Rose” in the early 1980s, 

followed in 1986 by a famous film adaptation starring Sean Connery 

as William of Baskerville, triggered a veritable medieval hype around 

the world: all of a sudden, the Dark Ages were seen as an exciting time 

during which modern science was born.

Literary choice | Umberto Eco
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longer some individual fanatic, but a whole mass of people who 

are deluded and confused: the gullible and the disengaged who 

simply do not know how to differentiate a table from a duck 

pond. This approach to contemporary problems is driving us 

into a state of isolation, urging us to refuse participation in the 

discourse, and at its heart is a single concept. At first glance 

it seems innocent enough, though it could serve as the calling  

card of an entire age: post-factual.

This word has had the kind of career that would make any 

quantitative linguist ecstatic. It is everywhere. It borrows from 

the expression “post-truth” that has been used in books by 

American intellectuals such as Ralph Keyes and Eric Alterman  

since 2004. And in 2016, the Oxford Dictionary made post- 

factual its Word of the Year. A few years ago, in the New York 

Times and the New Yorker – both unquestionably among the 

leading print media – academics such as William Davies and Jill 

Lepore were already claiming that the lies of the Brexiters in 

the United Kingdom and their tsunami of fake news had brought 

the age of facts to an end. A phase had begun, they wrote, that 

is characterized by a state of permanent adaptation to shifting  

sentiments and by free-floating data that can be interpreted at 

will according to one’s own feelings and prejudices. They claimed  

that we are entering an era of gullibility in which even brazen  

liars and shameless scatterbrains will get off scot-free.

This sounds plausible, at least at first. The evidence to back 

up such sweeping diagnoses is always more a matter of gut  

feeling, and it helps the writers of our cultural supplements to 

get nicely worked up amongst themselves. The stylistic device 

of “Epochalism” is not actually that unusual (it is an expres-

sion that was more or less coined by the cultural critic Evgeny 

Morozov). Is there anything that we have not yet experienced? 

Today’s bargain-counter of universal explanations includes 

numerous assertions about our having undergone some kind 

of historical caesura. We have experienced the end of history 

and the end of man, they say; we are in a phase of post-history,  

post-humanism, post-democracy, and so on. These rapid shifts 

between different, would-be Theories of Everything has long 

since become the norm among those who are in the business of 

explaining the world. So now we’re in the post-truth era – the 

era after the end of the Enlightenment, as people have been 

claiming constantly across the globe. We could simply smile, 

ignore this particular strain of explanatory hysteria and wait for 

the next buzzword to emerge. But that would be wrong, because 

this term is indeed symptomatic, albeit in a way that is different 

from the assumptions of those who use it so casually. We are 

The increasing spread of fake news, coupled with  

systemic crises of truth and knowledge, requires  

an Enlightenment of the second order, says media  

scientist Bernhard Pörksen. In this CREDO Essay,  

he explains what we need to do in our digital age  

if we are to achieve this.

I. The duck-pond problem
At a time when diffuse rumors and mere assertions can swiftly 

turn into perceived certainties, it is clear that there is a serious 

problem somewhere out there. The state of discourse in society 

– a discourse that ought ideally to be informed by science – is 

today in critical danger. With a nod to Heinrich Mann, we might 

call this the “duck-pond problem”. Back in 1938, he was ponder-

ing whether to ally himself with the communist Walter Ulbricht 

against the Nazis, whom they both loathed. But Mann decided 

that this was regrettably impossible. “You see,” he quipped, “I 

cannot sit down at the same table as a man who suddenly claims 

that the table before us is not a table but a duck pond, and who 

is determined to force me to agree with him.”

That’s well said. And this duck-pond problem has long since 

become an everyday experience for anyone spending even half 

an hour aimlessly surfing back and forth between the websites 

of so-called climate skeptics and Facebook posts that range 

from the hysterical to the utterly fictional. What are we to do 

if someone truly believes that Bill Gates is striving for world  

domination, that the coronavirus does not actually exist and 

that vaccinations trigger autism? How are we supposed to talk 

with each other when we are drifting apart so dramatically with 

regard to the very principles by which we construct our reality? 

What does it really mean when conflict in society is no longer a 

result of differences of opinion, but because we no longer share 

even the most fundamental standards by which to determine 

the truth, because there is no basis for rational argument of any 

kind and because a kind of polarization of the second order has 

become dominant? Heinrich Mann recognized this problem and 

decided not to speak with Walter Ulbricht anymore, who to him 

was a prototypical ideologue. But is breaking off a conversation  

really a solution, especially in terms of society as a whole?

II. Careless talk of a post-factual age
Mann’s words were those of a writer in a state of existential 

shock. Today, such pronouncements have given way to a seem-

ingly serene, sweeping manner of interpreting the times we live 

in, though once again it tends to culminate (if only indirectly) 

in a refusal to communicate. The problem now, however, is no 

Essay | Digital disinformation
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Problem number three: This talk of a post-factual age is 

a symptom of a discursive self-abandonment of the science that 

ought to be creating reliable knowledge (even if that knowledge 

is, in principle, inevitably provisional). What does it mean when 

even scholars and scientists want the world to believe that we are 

living in post-factual times? It means that they have abandoned  

their struggle for elementary standards and for the principle of 

rationality and reality in the discourse. It means that they are  

instead ready to succumb to what is perhaps the harshest attack 

on their self-understanding by actually acclaiming a resignedly 

apocalyptic diagnosis of our times. In this sense, the concept 

of the post-factual is a libelous, descriptive act of fatalism; it is 

a radical, verbal celebration of one’s own impotence. By using 

this phrase, we are not merely describing the current problem of 

dwindling public and political claims to the validity of empirically  

secured knowledge; we are also asserting it as a fait accompli in 

human history, thereby ignoring what could still be done about it. 

And what we really ought to do about it. And what we could do.

III. The deep effects of digital networking
I think that any serious search for solutions should begin with 

a double admission. First, the time when simple descriptions of 

cause and effect sufficed is long gone (if it in fact ever existed).  

The current crisis of truth is systemic. It has resulted from an 

interplay of the most diverse developments, and from an ex-

plosive mixture of fears of globalization and fears of decline.  

It has been further fueled by perfectly orchestrated attacks from 

populist forces – some of whom happen to be based in Russia, 

while others until recently were in the White House in Wash-

ington. Populists all over the world have understood how to stir 

up mistrust, how to intensify already extant feelings of a loss 

of trust and how to attack the experts and stooges of the elites 

they despise. 

The second admission is this: these crises of truth and 

knowledge that seem so insistent right now are not simply going  

to disappear. They are – along with current events and a real 

sense of injustice – an expression and a consequence of a new 

kind of information infrastructure, a deep effect of digital net-

working. The boundaries of what may be said and what we can 

agree upon are shifting rapidly. This is also because the usual 

human fears of being isolated when we express extreme views 

are stripped away once we are protected by a virtual group with 

no boundaries to the fulfilment of our longings for personal affir-

mation. Today, everyone has something to say. Today, everyone 

can express themselves in public and people can come together 

to create a force that might be merely speculative and illusory 

in some cases, but can also be real and politically impactful in 

not really dealing here with some new “turn” in history; the term 

is in fact symptomatic of a climate of communication that has  

become toxic. We can observe this in the form of three problems 

in the discourse that are hindering us, not helping us, in our 

search for a serious solution. 

Problem number one: This talk about our post-factual age 

reveals a tendency towards false exaggeration and generaliza-

tion among those who actually want to warn us against these 

selfsame dangers. Post-truth means that truth was formerly 

dominant. Strictly speaking, this would mean that a concept of 

facticity, however we might conceive it, must have been accepted  

as a self-evident regulator of social interaction at some point in 

human history, and that truth had in earlier times been clearly 

decipherable but is unfortunately no longer decipherable today. 

Such a premise, if we may offer a tentative metaphor, does not 

properly take into account the long trail of blood left by wars 

of truth and religion on our planet, nor our attempts to fight 

phantoms and fabrications (such as the supposed “international 

Jewish conspiracy”). Moreover, it is epistemologically naïve, be-

cause it upholds a claim to a past clarity of truth, whereas in fact 

we have been in a state of permanent questionability since the 

days of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. In other words, one’s argu-

ment here would be founded on a verbal provocation that is ob-

jectively and grossly incorrect – and all this at a time in society 

when moderation and detachment would be more appropriate. 

Problem number two: The term post-factual is a rhetori-

cal instrument of polarization that only appears to describe that 

polarization. In terms of communication, the post-truth diag-

nosis generally means that the other person is not just wrong 

in a specific case, but regrettably exists essentially in their own  

private universe of a reality that is governed by irrationality. The 

label post-factual thus serves to stigmatize strange, alien tribes 

who unfortunately do not know what empiricism is, which is 

why they simply don’t understand the modern world. In other 

words, this expression is currently used to point a finger at and 

degrade those people who feel comfortable in the self-affirming 

milieu of some bizarre Facebook group. We might deplore their 

worldview and find it terrible, wrong and worthy of criticism. I 

really get that. But it is not enough just to point in disgust at 

these street urchins of the discourse while otherwise remaining 

in our own domain of meaning, in our own interpretive enclave, 

and without training ourselves in the hermeneutics of anger and 

the art of empathic listening. In short, our striking diagnosis  

of post-truth suggests an act of instant understanding, and 

stands for an attitude that has long since become dangerous. It 

contributes to divisions in society. 
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an opaque manner, those who are plying propaganda on the  

internet and elsewhere, those who are profiting either economi-

cally or politically from mood manipulation, fake news and social 

bots, and those who are setting up pseudo-experts or deceptively 

neutral, “grassroots” movements (so-called astroturfing).

V. Goodbye to the philosopher king
Of course, we won’t be able to reach everyone in this way. 

But what alternative do we have? Not so long ago, a scientist  

writing in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung suggested such 

an alternative, namely a “gnosicracy”. Nor was this merely a 

throwaway comment on his part. It was in fact a serious proposal 

to link suffrage to an official test of knowledge and competency,  

which would be conducted by Germany’s Federal Agency for Civic  

Education. Those who passed the test would then be allowed 

to vote. No, you cannot save a democracy by recommending its 

abolition and by advocating the establishment of truth ministries  

and enthroning philosopher kings. The democratic principle 

fundamentally thrives on the ideals of the Enlightenment and 

the notion of the responsible citizen. And this will continue 

to be the case until it is absolutely proven otherwise. Despite 

all our horror at the current climate of communication, surely 

none of us can wish for some paternalistically governed world 

of “truth”. What remains for free-minded spirits and pugnacious 

liberals is a Sisyphean labor of discourse – a discourse that now 

has to take place everywhere. It will sometimes be exhilarating, 

at other times terrifying. But it has to take place everywhere, 

even on the slippery shores of a duck pond that I am personally, 

absolutely sure is really a table. 
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others. In principle, this is good news; but in concrete terms it 

can sometimes be disturbing, even horrendous. Either way, it 

means that the notion of a monopoly on truth – which was in 

any case untenable – is in our digital age being pulverized before 

everyone’s eyes. The old, more hierarchically structured world 

of media and knowledge was molded by comparatively powerful 

gatekeepers, which meant that it was an implicit pillar of clas-

sical authority and traditional, scientific concepts of truth. Under  

the current conditions of communication, those concepts of 

truth are much more dependent on acceptance and consensus. 

IV. Know how knowledge is created 
But what does this mean for scholars and scientists? What does 

it mean for journalists, for teachers and for those of whatever  

hue who are responsible for our education system? In other 

words, what does it mean for all those whose profession is to 

communicate knowledge? It means that they all have to exer-

cise a kind of second profession today, because it is no longer 

sufficient for them to educate by providing knowledge. What has 

become necessary is an Enlightenment of the second order in 

which knowledge still has to be communicated, but in which we 

also have to be informed systematically about the processes by 

which that knowledge was generated. It must also aggressively  

promote its own criteria of rationality. Classical gatekeeping 

must be supplemented by what the media scholar Hanne Detel 

has called gate-reporting. What does she mean by this? Gate-

keeping means selecting information and identifying it as rel-

evant. This is a classical core competence that remains indis-

pensable, especially at a time when rumors and dangerous 

nonsense can circulate at lightning speed. “Gate-reporting”, on 

the other hand, means disclosing your sources and your criteria 

for selecting information, and striving for a self-reflexive, trans-

parent, dialog-oriented justification of the relevance, validity 

and objectivity of that information. 

Today, those responsible for education in schools and uni-

versities, in editorial offices and in public debates may no longer  

merely proclaim what they think is right. They themselves  

must become interpreters of their discipline and they have to 

understand that they must become powerful mediators of their 

respective professions, supplying meta-recipes for knowledge 

verification and established rules for fact-finding. They must 

explain and re-explain how they work and why they say what 

they say. Moreover, the principle of gate-reporting must be ap-

plied fearlessly to those responsible for today’s Counter-Enlight-

enment. More than ever before, we need a critique of ideology  

that is fearless and supported by science, and that will help us 

identify those who are using algorithms to steer information in 
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report was approved by the member states in 1990. At the time, 

it appeared that the truth about the causes and potential impacts  

of climate change had thus been firmly entrenched in interna-

tional politics. People could have started to develop solutions.

But this truth was inconvenient. In the US, a number of new 

“institutes” and organizations issued reports that challenged the 

scientific evidence. They presented an alternative truth, namely 

that climate change has always existed, and that CO
2
 is essential 

for life, that trees cannot grow without it. From then on, they 

pursued a debate with the scientific community using a targeted  

mixture of facts and speculative connections, which proved  

successful in influencing public opinion. 

Skepticism may be the origin of all scientific progress. But 

not all skepticism is automatically also the key to new findings. 

Instead, it has an obligation to deliver: the skeptic must present 

a comprehensive new finding that conclusively explains all the 

existing facts and explains the contradictions being criticized. 

This is an enormous task – and the climate skeptics have never 

fulfilled this obligation. What should have been a scientific dis-

cussion was cleverly turned into a public debate: truth versus 

assertions. Over the years, this strategy has given some people 

the impression that man-made climate change is not a proven 

fact – in other words, not a reliable truth – and that there are 

instead still many uncertainties surrounding the matter. Some 

therefore conclude that climate protection is unnecessary. 

This strategy of casting doubt was very successful in the  

US, and it was applied in virtually the same form in Europe. 

Throughout this process, the argumentation was astonishingly 

flexible – because apparently, truths can be created and changed.  

For example, in the 1990s, the claim was that global warming 

was part of a natural climate cycle; the position in the 2000s was 

that global warming was no longer happening. In the 2010s, it 

was admitted that a quantifiable amount of warming was indeed 

taking place, but that its effects were negligible. 

Truth is something that must be established and  

fought for. That is the conclusion that Professor  

Thomas Stocker of the University of Bern has drawn 

based on his long-standing experience as a climate  

researcher. And he believes that in its efforts to this 

end, the scientific community must now, more than  

ever, undertake to communicate effectively, provide 

context and correct untruths.

Climate research has become a focal point for society and im-

pacts political decisions. However, the truth about the climate 

and the changes it is undergoing is no longer something that is 

only discussed by scientists. Instead, it has become a matter of 

public debate. And as such, it is being negotiated and manipu-

lated. The truth is dangerous for those who benefit from igno-

rance and uncertainty. In order to render this truth harmless, 

it is being relativized and neutralized with deliberately gener-

ated uncertainty. We climate researchers have experienced this  

directly over the last 30 years.

In the mid-1970s, scientists began to issue warnings that  

the world would become significantly warmer if the increase in 

CO
2 
in the atmosphere, which has been measured since 1958,  

is not stabilized. They predicted that a doubling of this concen-

tration, expected to be reached by around 2030, would have 

dangerous effects on humans and nature. The cause of the rise? 

The burning of fossil fuels; coal, oil and gas. This scientific truth 

was explosive, as it was the first time that the long-term conse-

quences of global industry were revealed. The need to reduce 

emissions called into question what until then had been a profit-

able business model.

This truth became even more explosive when the conven-

tions on Climate Change, Biodiversity and Desertification were 

adopted at the UN Earth Summit in Rio in 1992. The scientific 

basis for the Convention on Climate Change was provided by the  

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), whose first 

Text: Thomas Stocker | Photo: Adrian Moser

“There are a lot of manipulative 
forces at play today”

Carte blanche | The climate crisis
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other countries did not want included. When, after four days, a 

small group proved unable to reach a consensus on the matter, 

this failure had to be announced to the full plenum. The facts 

were thus presented once again and after some skillful negotia-

tions, the mood in the room shifted: the graph put forward by the 

scientific community would not be removed. Scientific fact had 

come out on top for this report. Truth is therefore something 

that must be fought for. 

These two examples demonstrate how science is increasingly 

in the public eye, and that scientists are required to explain and 

defend their findings and, if necessary, fight for the truth. There 

are many forces at play today that want to define or manipulate  

the truth. They are not always recognizable, as many are now 

also firmly established in the virtual world, where it is even easier 

to “manufacture” truth and let it multiply in a targeted manner. 

The scientific community must therefore undertake to commu-

nicate effectively, provide context and correct untruths. 

Ultimately, each individual is responsible for which truth 

they accept and on which “truths” they base their decisions and 

actions. The pandemic has clearly demonstrated that the truth 

is extracted through painstaking scientific work: from fighting 

the virus to developing vaccines and analyzing how it spreads. 

Science delivered the findings on all of these fronts and made it 

possible for expedient action and measures to be taken for the 

good of society. The climate crisis is no different. 

The truth has also been manipulated using less subtle strate-

gies, however. A few weeks before the 2009 climate conference, 

where the two-degree target was to be adopted, an English uni-

versity’s e-mail server was hacked. Quotes from the correspon-

dence between the authors of the IPCC reports were published 

that suggested that climate researchers were withholding or alter-

ing data. The direct attack on the professional integrity of these  

scientists was intended to damage climate research as a whole.

This mobilized climate researchers to defend the scientific 

truth against attack all the more vigorously. Two good examples 

of this come to mind. First: one of the key statements presented 

by the authors in the final document for the 2013 IPCC report, 

which I co-chaired, was the linear relationship between cumula-

tive CO
2
 emissions (all emissions since 1750) and global warm-

ing. This politically explosive truth met with fierce resistance, 

especially from China. After exceedingly tough negotiations, 

this important point was adopted by consensus at 2 a.m. Truth 

is therefore something that must be established.

Second: a year later, the IPCC’s Synthesis Report, which 

would form the scientific basis for the Paris Agreement, was  

discussed. The pressure was correspondingly high. The authors 

had included a graph of the causal chain from effect to cause: 

temperature – sea level – greenhouse gas concentrations – fossil  

fuel emissions. This scientific finding, which was prominently  

positioned in the report, was something Saudi Arabia and certain  
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