
Towering bookshelves in the Gothic hall of Göttingen’s Pau-
linerkirche, which houses valuable volumes for the univer-
sity library, and cranes in the old factory building of a closed-
down Düsseldorf steel works provided inspiring backdrops 
for the prelude to the series of discussions entitled “The Re-
sponsibility of Science.” This marks the end for the Max 
Planck Forum of the anniversary year 2011 in Berlin and Mu-
nich. The series completes the retrospective of the history of 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Society (KWS) by examining what basic 
research means for today’s society.

The events were as diverse as the locations. The opening 
forum in Göttingen in late March discussed how research can 
function as part of and under the conditions of democracy. 
Guests included former MPS President Reimar Lüst, historian 
Manfred Heinemann (University of Hanover) and Jürgen 
Renn (MPI for the History of Science), together with the new 
President of the University of Göttingen, Ulrike Beisiegel.

The Düsseldorf-based Forum in mid-April was, in many 
respects, a response from the practical side of things and, 
with Ferdi Schüth and Dierk Raabe from the MPIs for Coal 
Research and for Iron Research, as well as Peter Dahlmann, 
Chairman of the Executive Board of the Düsseldorf Steel In-
stitute, was attended by prominent guests with a wealth of 
knowledge from the worlds of science and business.

The structures of the KWS and the MPS were the focus of 
the Forum in Göttingen. According to Jürgen Renn, “looking 
at history to learn lessons for the future” is a useful exercise. 
In this case, analyzing the principles of research at the KWS 
proved a useful springboard for assessing the current situation 
in science. The Harnack principle is still significant as it con-
stitutes a unique characteristic of the MPS compared with oth-
er establishments, providing for maximum freedom of research.

The Responsibility of Science
The Max Planck Forum is on tour to mark the 2011 anniversary year

However, the societal and political framework in which this 
principle is unfolding have fundamentally changed. Espe-
cially since the reform movements in the wake of the “Move-
ment of ’68,” democracy, as Reimar Lüst stressed, has “clear-
ly moved closer.” The necessity to publish research results, 
and increasing internationalization – even across political 
borders – ensures greater control of science. Mr. Lüst did, 
however, voice some skepticism as regards political and pub-
lic involvement in the choice of research subjects. And the 
demand for scientists to be liable for their work, according 
to Reimar Lüst, should be fundamentally refused because 
“basic research cannot foresee its consequences.”

Nevertheless, according to Ulrike Beisiegel, scientific 
knowledge is the basis for political and societal decisions. Re-
searchers are thus an important part of the democratic sys-
tem. Freedom of research in a democracy is sometimes 
threatened more by seemingly ordinary everyday problems 
because the increasing bureaucratization of science often 
places time limits on creativity.

The Forum in Düsseldorf also stressed that a long-term 
strategy is ultimately the most important guarantee of scien-
tific freedom. The MPIs for Coal Research and for Iron Re-
search are two institutes that represent a line of continuity to 
the KWS. Their recipe for success in bringing together indus-
try and science in a spirit of cooperation has worked well so 
far. There was no sign here of the concern of the Göttingen-
based Forum regarding public interference in the choice of 
subject. On the contrary, there is a productive cooperation of 
application-oriented and basic research at both institutes.

Ferdi Schüth stressed that finding subjects often goes hand 
in hand with industrial interests – whenever there is also an 
“exciting research task” for scientists. In developing new 
methods of catalysis for biomass, for example, there is a win-
win situation for all concerned. A similar argument was put 
forward by Dierk Raabe, whose Institute for Iron Research is 
opposed to application per se due to its research remit, because 
the institute “always bears in mind the industrial product.” 
Turbine blades or aircraft parts can also be further perfected 
by using knowledge from highly theoretical physics in mate-
rial development, such as quantum mechanics.

Striving for knowledge and making a profit are not a 
contradiction against this backdrop. In fact, according to 
the key closing speech by Dierk Raabe, sweeping value judg-
ments should be avoided. Science, which implicitly pro-
vides an added value, ultimately also contributes to the gen-
eral prosperity of society and shows responsible handling 
of tax money.

At the end of this Forum, however, there was a sense that 
the “Max Planck model” gives scientists a remarkably high 
measure of freedom in the choice of cooperation partners: 
where industry calls for consistently calculable development 
plans, cooperation arrangements generally fail. Science 
needs a long-term strategy.
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Agreeing on the importance of science for society: Jürgen Renn, 
Manfred Heinemann, Reimar Lüst, Jan-Martin Wiarda, Ulrike Beisiegel 
and Klaus-Armin Nave (from left). 
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Sustainability Award 2009

For many years now, Baufritz builders 
have taken nature as their model for 
healthy living with wood. Because na-
ture shows best how hi-tech houses 
ideally work. By following this principle, 
Baufritz have developed patents for in-
genious woodchip-based bio-insulation, 
enhanced wind proofi ng, protective coa-
tings made from natural substances, 
earthquake proofi ng and our virtually 
maintenance-free Natural Silver facade.

See for yourself the innovative solutions 
that Baufritz can offer for healthy living. 
And be inspired by our sense of style. 
Visit www.baufritz.co.uk

Many scientists, like anyone else who 
is part of an international network, 
sympathized deeply with their Japa-
nese colleagues in March – and not 
only those in the areas affected by the 
earthquake and tsunami. Phil Selenko, 
a scientist at the Leibniz Institute for 
Molecular Pharmacology in Berlin had 
an idea, acted quickly, and the Nippon-
ScienceSupport Internet platform was 
soon up and running. Max Planck in-
stitutes also promised their support – 
and the offer still stands.

Walter Stühmer at the MPI for Ex-
perimental Medicine in Göttingen, for 
example, considered it his duty to help. 
He works extensively with Japanese sci-
entists and his wife was a Feodor Lynen 
research fellow in Japan. Both of them 
spontaneously decided to make their 
apartment available. “Our Japanese col-
leagues are welcome to live here and 
continue their research,” says Stühmer. 
The network also offers residencies and 
lab facilities “for scientists whose work 
is threatened by the consequences of 
the natural disaster.” Scientists want to 
use the links between the two countries 
to raise awareness of exchange pro-
grams, jobs and financial assistance so 
that their Japanese colleagues can con-
tinue to work on their projects abroad 
if necessary. This is a wonderful exam-
ple of German-Japanese friendship, 
which celebrates its 150th anniversary 
in 2011: the first Treaty of Amity and 
Commerce was signed in 1861.

As a result, there is great solidarity 
at Max Planck institutes, where rough-

Solidarity with Japan
German scientists offer help after the natural disaster/New Max Planck Center

ly 170 Japanese visiting 
scientists are currently 
working. For many years, 
the MPS has also enjoyed 
a close relationship with 
the Asian country, in 
particular with RIKEN, 
the association of top-
level Japanese research 
institutes, as well as with 
the University of Tokyo. 
A total of 100 projects 
are currently being con-
ducted with Japanese re-

search partners and, last year alone, 26 
MPI employees availed of extended re-
search residencies in Japan. “The Max 
Planck Society and I personally would 
like to express our concern and sympa-
thy to the people of Japan, those affect-
ed by this terrible tragedy and their 
families. The extent of the suffering 
and destruction is beyond our imagina-
tion,” wrote Max Planck President Pe-
ter Gruss to the presidents of Japanese 
research facilities.

Hideto Sotobayashi knows how pre-
carious the situation is for people in Ja-
pan, particularly in the area around Fu-
kushima. The chemist, who was a 
researcher at the Fritz Haber Institute in 
Berlin for decades, was a 16-year-old 
schoolboy in Hiroshima when the 
atom bomb was dropped. He is afraid 
that the victims of this disaster will suf-
fer the same fate as he and many oth-
ers did at the time of Hiroshima: “Many 
people believe that individuals who 
have been exposed to radiation are in-
fectious. They are socially isolated.”

To ensure that this does not hap-
pen, scientific cooperation is being in-
tensified. At the end of April, the MPS, 
in conjunction with RIKEN, established 
a Joint Research Center for Systems 
Chemical Biology. This provides a plat-
form on which knowledge, infrastruc-
ture, new methods and technologies 
can be pooled. “When we rebuild our 
country, we must ensure that nothing 
stands in the way of the progress of sci-
ence and technology,” says RIKEN’s 
President, Ryoji Noyori. 

The offer still stands: Japanese scientists can use 
www.nipponsciencesupport.net to find non-bureaucratic 
assistance in searching for work and partnership 
opportunities in Germany.



includes a gym, swimming pool and 
tennis court, was designed to “culti-
vate international scientific relation-
ships” and inspire the establishment 
of creative networks and exchanges of 
ideas with colleagues.

Harnack House was returned to the 
Society in 1994 and a decision was 
made to remodel the building as a 
meeting place as quickly as possible. 
First, however, it was necessary to gain 
experience and to test out the opera-
tional concept, with the result that only 
parts of the building were renovated. 
Today, the building is a testament to a 
broken tradition rather than a bridge to 
a past with which today’s scientists can 
identify. Only fragments of the original 
features remain: the oak ceiling in the 
Bismarck Hall, the charming gold light 
fittings in the Mozart room and the 
red terracotta columns in the Liebig-
Gewölbe dining hall. A 1950s style pre-
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Upgrade Planned for a “Timeless Building”
Max Planck Society to modernize Harnack House and accentuate its cultural importance

Founded in 1929 in the 
Dahlem district of Berlin as 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Soci-
ety’s meeting house and sci-
ence club, Harnack House 
was a meeting point for sci-
entists and artists until 
1945. It has belonged to the 
Max Planck Society (MPS) 
since 1994. Ever since then, 
the Society has been trying 
to restore the competitive-
ness of the conference cen-
ter and, next year, will em-
bark on a program to fully 
modernize the building. 
The new face of Harnack 
House could merge the aura 
of a great scientific past 
with the vitality of the 
modern Max Planck Society 
and re-establish the build-
ing’s status as a hub in the 
scientific community.

Who was Harnack? The 
name of the building that 
hundreds of students from 
Berlin’s Free University pass 
every day often prompts 
questions. Perhaps it’s named 
after a politician who played a role in 
the Berlin occupation, an American at 
any rate? It’s hardly surprising that 
many Berlin residents associate the 
building on Ihnestraße with the Amer-
icans, as, even at the start of the 1990s, 
American GIs stood guard at the en-
trance. The building was used as an of-
ficers’ mess hall and disco in an other-
wise unexciting residential district 
where the US army also maintained its 
headquarters. Berlin’s students were 
not the only ones to gain from the 
Americans’ departure when the army’s 
living quarters were converted into stu-
dent residences – the Max Planck Soci-
ety also benefited. As the successor to 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Society, the Max 
Planck Society inherited the Harnack 
House, and with it a piece of tradition. 
Its name recalls the first President and 
spiritual father of the century-old sci-
entific organization, theologian Adolf 

von Harnack. The letters K.W.G. (stand-
ing for the predecessor organization, 
Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft) are still 
visible above the entrance to the lec-
ture hall.

The employees of the nearby Max 
Planck institutes know what the ab-
breviation stands for. Currently, how-
ever, it is mainly their Directors and 
scientific guests who visit the build-
ing, where the restaurant is renowned 
for its good food. Harnack House is 
also open to the institutes outside Ber-
lin. Yet it often does not find favor 
with the Max Planck Society, perhaps 
because the building has not yet re-
gained its identity, and the broken 
thread to its history has not yet been 
tied. This seems surprising, as Har-
nack House is the embodiment of 
a positive tradition. Much of what 
makes the MPS modern was anticipat-
ed in the early days. The House, which 
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A place for communicating science and enjoying leisure time: View of the Bismarck Hall with the 
portrait of Hitler during the Nazi era (left). Visitors could retire to bed in the guesthouse, which was 
built by the Americans on the opposite side of the street after the war (center), or relax while reading 
the newspaper in the main building.
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dominates throughout the house. Take, 
for example, the ballroom with its 
large-patterned flower-covered carpet. 
Or the old lecture hall where Max 
Planck and others revealed the secrets 
of science to the Berlin public in the 
1930s. The lectern, seats and board 
have disappeared, and colorful fish 
now adorn the wall – relics from the 
disco era. Today, the room is a store-
room, but must at least be maintained 
for the time being, adding to the oper-
ating costs.

But that’s all about to change, as the 
building’s value as a meeting place has 
increased – and continues to do so. 
Twenty years after German reunifica-
tion, Berlin is now the focus of public 
interest. The new capital is attracting 
politicians, tourists and scientists, and 
the Max Planck Society is turning its 
attention to the jewel in the “German 
Oxford.” As a science district, Dahlem 
is more popular than ever – due main-
ly to the great success enjoyed by the 
Free University – as the opening of a 
conference hotel in Dahlem shows. De-
signed by award-winning architect 
Helmut Jahn, the building is also tech-
nologically state of the art and shows 
that science facilities must increasing-
ly be designed with a focus on service.

The Max Planck Society is con-
vinced that Harnack House, with its 
rich history, is competitive, and in 
March launched an architectural com-

petition. The winning team’s designs 
give cause for optimism: the Lübeck-
based partnership of Krause, Feyera-
bend, Sippel masterfully grafts moder-
nity and comfort onto the historic 
structure, lending the building a clear-
ly defined profile inside and outside. 
The plans include a new interior archi-
tecture, renovation of the lecture hall, 
ballroom and guesthouse, and the cre-
ative consolidation of the building as 
an ensemble. The team will be taking 
the existing structure into full consid-
eration. Strictly speaking, the building 
consists of two separate parts, de-
signed by Carl Sattler in 1929 to satis-
fy building regulations. These stipu-
lated that only 30 percent of the site 
could be built on and that any build-
ing could have no more than two sto-
ries, so as not to adversely affect the 
rural character of the residential dis-
trict. Sattler designed the main build-
ing and the lecture hall as two sepa-
rate structures linked by an inconspic-
uous, low-lying connecting corridor. 
This was expanded in 1953 with the 
addition of the ballroom, destroying 
Sattler’s ensemble.

According to the architects’ plan, 
this could be restored if the new sec-
tions of the building were to be covered 
in wooden cladding. They suggest 
adopting the same approach for the 
1960s guesthouse on the other side of 
the street, the interior of which will 

also be fully renovated. Both architects 
are working as a team with an interior 
designer and, to date, have designed 
hotels, some of which are located in 
historic buildings. They use a blend of 
purist, Japanese-inspired design ele-
ments in natural materials. Wood and 
textiles, offset by vivid colors, also 
dominate the design for Harnack 
House. Modern furniture with simple 
lines completes the look. It goes with-
out saying that the lecture halls and 
guest rooms are equipped with state-
of-the-art Internet access and confer-
ence technology. Nevertheless, the past 
has not been forgotten: the building’s 
signage not only helps to guide guests, 
it also provides information on the 
house and its history. 

The space management concept re-
mains unchanged: the Bismarck Hall 
will still be a lobby and the winter gar-
den will still be used as a reception 
area. The functions of the rooms 
should be easier to recognize than they 
are today, a concept that is consistent 
with what Carl Sattler had in mind in 
1929. He created an atmosphere that 
satisfied all the practical needs of sci-
entific communication – from a casual 
chat in a lounge chair to a meticulous-
ly structured lecture. The building’s 
success proved him right. As Harnack 
himself envisaged, the building soon 
acquired an international reputation – 
one that is certain to continue.

Architect Carl Sattler deliberately planned Harnack House as a 
“timeless” building. Today, the ensemble looks like one long wing.
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At the traditional plenary meeting with 
specialist presentations, Birgit Haber-
berger from Administrative Headquar-
ters explained insurance issues for em-
ployees and fellowship holders at the 
institutes. Michael Felgenhauer, head of 
the award-winning Foreign Registration 
Office in Aalen, gave a very informative 
talk on the basic principles of the right 
to residence and foreign registration, 
provided a short introduction to the 
electronic residence permit and report-
ed on the revised employment market 
authorization procedure. Aaron Lind-
ner, who presented the internal MPS 
communication platform MaxNet, dem-
onstrated that social networks also offer 
practical options for the daily work of 
the international officers.

The meeting ended with an open 
discussion forum. At the respective ta-
bles, the subjects of databases, integra-
tion of foreign guests, cooperation with 
universities, rental matters and insur-
ance issues were the basis for wide-rang-
ing discussions chaired by specialists.

The 57 international officers of the Max 
Planck institutes gathering in May for 
their annual meeting experienced a 
change of perspective. In contrast to 
the format of previous years, where 
they took part in intercultural training 
sessions to learn more about how peo-
ple in other countries behave, the spot-
light this time was on their own Ger-
man identity. Special presentations 
dealing primarily with changes in the 
rules for dealing with foreign guests 
rounded off the program in Stuttgart.

Every year, the international officers 
welcome large numbers of researchers 
from all over the world. They are the 
contact and first port of call for visiting 
scientists and their families and are 
faced with behavior, manners and com-
munication styles that can differ signif-
icantly from those of their own culture. 
This makes country-specific, intercul-
tural training a major part of the annu-
al advanced training meeting to pro-
mote communication, tolerance, 
openness and flexibility toward guests.

The MPI for Solid State Research in 
Stuttgart was the host for this, the 
eighth meeting. Michael Eppard of in-
stitute management, and Birgit King, 
the on-site organizer, gave a warm wel-

Typically German
A change of perspective – International officers consider local idiosyncrasies at their annual meeting

come to the participants, who enjoyed 
three days of Swabian hospitality. First, 
they practiced self-reflection. After the 
focus in previous years on intercultur-
al training for Eastern Asia, India, Rus-
sia and Eastern Europe, and the Middle 
East (Muslim countries and Israel), the 
subject this time was “cultural aware-
ness – we Germans in interaction with 
other cultures.” 

Four trainers from the company ICU-
net outlined the various stereotypes of 
Germans abroad for those in attendance. 
They then went on to look – albeit with 
a humorous slant – at their own cultur-
al idiosyncrasies and the awareness of 
the effect on others, in particular foreign 
guests, in order to be able to anticipate 
and avoid culture-induced conflicts. The 
typically German segregation of work 
and private life – based loosely on the 
saying “don’t mix business with plea-
sure” – was examined, as well as the very 
German virtues of objectivity and effi-
ciency. Moreover, time, structure and 
planning in relation to living and work-
ing in Germany were touched on. In 
role-play situations, the international of-
ficers practiced communication strate-
gies with the goal of breaking through 
hackneyed thought patterns.

AN INTRODUCTORY GUIDE

A brochure entitled Living and working 
in Germany – A guide for international 
scientists at Max Planck Institutes has 
just been published. It offers foreign 
guests help in finding their bearings, 
with useful information on daily life 
in Germany from A to Z, covering sub-
jects as varied as waste disposal and 
newspapers, an overview of do’s and 
don’ts in (professional) life, and in-
sight into the culture shock phenom-
enon. The guide also contains infor-
mation on the necessary formalities. 
The brochure has 
been delivered to the 
institutes and can 
also be downloaded 
as a pdf from the 
English and German 
MPS websites under 
“Careers – Working 
for the MPS.”

The International Officers at the Max Planck Institutes are the first point of contact 
for visiting scientists from abroad.

Living and working in Germany

A guide for international scientists at Max Planck Institutes


