
 

Prof. Dr. Michael Hoch, Rector of the University of Bonn 

Speech at Waseda University, October 9, 2017        

 

 
 

 

今日は  

(kon-nichi-wa) 

 

Dear President Kaoru Kamata, Vice-Presidents of Waseda and Bonn Universities, Deans, Faculty and 

students, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Friends, 

Thank you very much – this is a moving moment for me and I am very honored to receive this Honor-

ary Doctorate from your university, one of the most prestigious universities in the world.  

I consider it a true privilege to be standing here and I am thankful. The decision of awarding me this 

high academic degree is a strong symbol for me of continued friendship of both of our universities 

and of the Japanese and German scientists that have kept it alive throughout the many years. There-

fore, I would like to thank in particular those who I have met and who have supported our coopera-

tion – the present and former presidents, vice-presidents, the deans and faculty of the Engineering 

and Life Sciences Departments, and also the Japanese postdocs, PhD, Master and Bachelor students 

– more than 200 – which I have encountered since 2006, when we started our intense collaboration 

with the ASMeW and TWINs institutes of Waseda University. 

I come to you today to Shinjuku/Tokyo from Bonn on the river Rhine, the city in which almost 250 

years ago Ludwig van Beethoven was born, the genius who is much appreciated and worshiped – 

especially by many of your countrymen. Just recently I read that the most frequently played piece of 

classical music in Japan is Beethoven's 9th Symphony – what a wonderful connection! 

In the year 1818, less than 50 years after the birth of Beethoven, King Frederick William of Prussia 

founded the university in Bonn which I have the great honor of representing as the 143rd Rector 

today. The University of Bonn was the third newly founded university in Prussian times, and it em-

bodied the spirit of Modernization, Enlightenment and Humanism. It were the educational ideals of 

the Enlightenment, particularly those of the great scholar Wilhelm von Humboldt that entered the 

lecture halls, libraries, and study chambers. From now on, the main task of university work was no 

longer the gathering, sorting, and imparting of knowledge. Rather, it was to form a unity with re-

search, that is, the production of knowledge. With these elements of unity of science, education 

through science, the research imperative and the freedom of teaching and learning, Humboldt initi-

ated a complete reorganization of the education system, the "ideal of the modern university" was 

born, which was used as a role model from then on in many countries around the world. Also here in 

Japan. Also at your venerable university. 

The Waseda University is as far as I understand also the result and an instrument of Japan's renewal 

during the Meiji era. It is not the only parallel in the history of our two universities, which were 

founded in the spirit of renewal and today belong to the best universities in the world. 

I can see many parallels and similarities that both of our universities have in common, and this is 

precisely what I want to talk about here today: about similarities. About – and this is the title of my 

speech – “The Role of Science in Society: Common Challenges of German and Japanese Higher Educa-

tion Institutions”. 
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It is amazing how much Japan and Germany have in common. These similarities can be found both in 

the intensive cooperation of countries that spans many decades, as well as our interaction – be it 

cultural, political or scientific. There is no doubt: nowadays, Japan and Germany are models of eco-

nomic and social stability, we enjoy a high standard of living and our education and scientific systems 

are highly developed.  

But both of us also face major challenges, problems, and significant, often still unresolved issues of 

the 21st century that are of central importance to the future. I would like to briefly address one of 

the greatest social challenges, because it affects our two countries like no other: the demographic 

change.  

First the positive: in no other country in the world so many people can hope to live as long a life as 

here in Japan. And Germans too are healthier than ever and getting older. This is a great develop-

ment. There is, however a parallel development that is rather worrying: in 1966, there were still 

about 2.5 million 18-year-olds in Japan; in 2014, this figure had already fallen to 1.18 million; by 

2034, it is expected to fall below one million. In Germany we have a very similar development.  

The fact is: our societies are on average too old. Addressing this is a balancing act for our political and 

social systems: we must not impair the future chances of the young generations, who are shrinking in 

proportion, by burdening on them the heavy loads caused by the aging societies. At the same time 

however, we must not deny those older people, to whom we owe so much, the security of their well-

earned retirement.  

Therefore, I appreciate the technological development in Japan so much which will enable older 

people to care for even older people using care robots and artificial intelligence. Robots such as the 

dog “AIBO” or the humanoid robot “Astro Boy” have taken on iconic popular status in Japan. In Ger-

many, we are often still too sceptic about launching new technologies in our society. In this respect 

we can learn a lot from our Japanese friends.  

The world seems to be going through unsettled political times. Old certainties are rapidly revised. We 

are facing an exponentially increasing global population growth, climate change, environmental pol-

lution and loss of biodiversity threaten our livelihoods. The advancing digitization, intelligent ma-

chines, new forms of human communication and the continuous and not avoidable transition to a 

new form of economy, the bio economy which will be based on renewable biomaterials and natural 

resources, will further change our working and living worlds. Many of the challenges are laid down in 

the 17 sustainable development goals of the Agenda 2030 of the United Nations.  

It is the fundamental role and responsibility of science in and for society to make the essential con-

tribution to addressing these challenges of the 21st century, which are of historic importance to 

mankind.  

No other cultural field has contributed as profoundly to social development and the improvement of 

people’s living conditions in recent centuries. It was science that allowed innovations and social ben-

efits - whether in life and natural sciences, medicine or agriculture, whether in music, philosophy or 

literature. 
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Asking questions, exploring related fields and then being able to offer solutions – that was, is, and 

will remain the responsibility of science and its institutions of higher education. And it is in the same 

spirit that we have to educate our students and attract the most talented young faculty and profes-

sors from all over the world to our universities. Therefore internationalization, exchange of experi-

ence and strategic partnership are keys to the future development of higher education institutions. 

We regard internationalization as a central element in the strategic development of our university, 

and as a necessity. Excellent relations with renowned universities and research institutions around 

the world make it possible for us to fulfill our role as a major player in the transnational scientific 

society. The cooperation of different universities in the sharing of resources and infrastructures as 

well as the exchange of expertise will be essential in the future in order to achieve optimum educa-

tion and research conditions. 

Identifying young talents and clever minds from all over the world and attracting them to our respec-

tive universities is therefore essential for our two institutions. Only with outstanding minds will we 

be able to cope with the future and keep pace with the international competition of cutting-edge 

research. Our most important challenge in future will continue to be to ensure that universities are in 

a position to attract outstanding researchers and talented students. 

In the past, Waseda University and the University of Bonn have always succeeded in an impressive 

way. It was the great researchers that shaped and still continue to shape our two universities in their 

history, and who also give the individual subjects their special character.  

In order to keep pace with the national and international competition, we do however need the ap-

propriate framework conditions. Without the correct equipment, without adequate resources and 

without necessary infrastructures, scientific work and scientific progress are impossible. The basic 

funding of the universities however continues to languish, even though universities are the founda-

tion of scientific work and innovation. Innovations depend on scientific breakthroughs that come 

unexpectedly and cannot be planned. All the important inventions of humankind are the result of 

coincidences, of discoveries in a research process driven by curiosity, because there was the space, 

time and freedom to develop ideas. To ensure that Germany and Japan continue to succeed in the 

global competition for innovation, more money must be invested in research and education, and we 

must make this clear to the politicians at every opportunity. 

Before ending my speech, I would also like to address one aspect that has been on my mind and has 

troubled me a lot in recent months: the threat to scientific freedom, the targeted attacks that are 

intended to damage the integrity of our work. 

Article 23 of the Japanese Constitution, in place since 1947, reads: “The freedom of science is guar-

anteed.” 

Article 5 (3) of the German Basic Law reads: “Arts and sciences, research and teaching shall be free.” 

These principles must not be tampered with.  

A look at what is happening around the world is disturbing: Egypt is already a country far away from 

scientific freedom; Turkey faces a similar threat; Poland’s scientific scene is lying low for now; and 

the constraints that the American President Donald Trump wants to impose upon his country's scien-

tific freedom are difficult to assess, even for American experts.  
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These examples concern us, too. They are not just a problem in these countries, but a universal one. 

The questioning of science by politics and society is fundamentally not a new phenomenon. In the 

course of history, science often had to hold its own against societal hostility and the political climate. 

Science is not the servant of politics, nor the servant of society, even if it was seen as such by inter-

ested parties for a long time. The anti-scientific worldview, the rejection of scientific knowledge and 

facts feeds on a mixture of fear of globalization and the related fear of social relegation. Populists 

and demagogues have learned to use and incite distrust. And they attack the elites, which from their 

point of view includes us as scientists, without any inhibition. 

It will be our responsibility to take a decisive and assertive stand against these attacks. Scientific facts 

must shape the future, not fiction or fake news! In April of this year, I joined forces with many others 

in the so-called "March for Science", a stand against the anti-scientific worldview that is so rampant 

across the globe. Here in Japan there were also demonstrations by scientists and students. However, 

I am also strongly convinced that in future we will have to make the development of scientific 

knowledge more comprehensible in line with the principles of transparency and openness, and that 

we then have to enter into a dialog with society. Perhaps we are going to have to leave the ivory 

tower of science even more frequently in order to promote and fight for our scientific knowledge in 

and with society.  

Let me end my speech on this special day by expressing again how fortunate it is that our two univer-

sities have maintained such intensive relations for more than 50 years. It is not least the direct ex-

change of many, many faculty, scientists and students of various scientific fields that makes this 

partnership between Waseda and Bonn a true success story, and allowed strategy and cooperation 

to grow into personal contacts and collaboration. Not only is all of this not self-evident, but it is also a 

reason to warmly thank all those involved in this success in the past and present. In particular, I 

would like to mention one name as a representative for all the others, Professor Toru Asahi with 

whom I had started the LIMES-ASMeW/TWIns cooperation in Biomedical Sciences in 2006/2007. 

All of this is to happen in the spirit of Wilhelm von Humboldt, whom I mentioned earlier. He once 

wrote: “But the essence of man is to recognize himself in another.” 

And this is exactly what we have to focus on today – perhaps more than ever: communication and 

understanding - encounters and exchanges – cooperation and connection.  

Let us accept these challenges – whether here in Shinjuku/Tokyo or nearly 9.000 kilometers away in 

Bonn. Let us try to tackle these challenges together, where possible and sensible – through encoun-

ters and exchanges rather than withdrawal and isolation. 

There is no doubt: the challenges faced by mankind in the 21st century are significant - whether for 

science, its universities in particular, or for our societies, for the world in general.  But there is no 

reason for pessimism and resignation. Because we, as scientists, as representatives of scientific insti-

tutions, teach and research in order to fulfill our fundamental role in solving the questions of the 

future, and to turn science into public knowledge.  

And this is not only up to us established scientists, but also, and above all, the younger generation. 

The future belongs to them. 

I would like to thank you once more for the honor I received today and for your attention. 

 

arigatou gozaimasu 


