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Beyond evidence: experimental policy-making in
uncertain times
Ana Honnacker

Lehrstuhl für Praktische Philosophie, Hochschule für Philosophie, München, Germany

ABSTRACT
Evidence-based policy-making (EBP) is widely seen as a key instrument for good
policy-making. Yet in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the debate on the
relation of science and policy-making gained new momentum. The premises
of EBP, its narrow understanding of what kind of knowledge counts and how
to make decisions, appeared inapt to provide a sound foundation for policy-
making under conditions of high complexity and uncertainty. This paper
addresses the major shortcomings of EBP and argues for revising its
evidentialist framework. First, the idea of evidence itself has to be extended
and pluralized by including alternative forms of knowledge. Second,
uncertainty has to be taken seriously as a fundamental epistemic condition.
To arrive at a more apt model of policy-making, this paper suggests to adopt
a pragmatist perspective on the relation of politics, science and the public.
This leads to an experimentalist account in the meliorist spirit. Such an
account highlights the role of experience, participatory processes and
collective learning. Furthermore, and in contrast to scientistic models, it
underlines political responsibility and demands to cultivate sensitivity for
possible failures and tragic constellations. Finally, a non-evidentialist model of
policy advice is outlined.
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1. Introduction: ‘Listen to the science’ and the paradigm of
evidence-based policy

In the wake of the covid-19 pandemic, the relation of science and politics
became the subject of a heated public as well as academic debate.
Experts, especially from the field of medical disciplines such as virology
or epidemiology, suddenly played a leading role in shaping the lives of
many people as they were considered to be able not only to provide infor-
mation on the new virus but also to give advice in a hitherto
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unprecedented situation and thus reduce uncertainty. They were largely
trusted by the public as well as politicians to know what to do next
(Lavazza and Farina 2020; Bromme et al. 2022). Yet their influence on
the political arena raised serious concerns. Were scientific findings used
to legitimate unpopular policies as unavoidable? Did politicians choose
certain experts to bolster their political agenda? And what role should
science play in policy-making anyway? Quite similar to the climate dis-
course, the demand for ‘listening to the science’ marked a vital necessity
with regard to good policy-making for some – for others, it meant a mina-
tory surrender to experts and thus the imminent end of democratic poli-
tics. Whereas one side highlighted the relevance of scientific research for
grounding policy decisions such as mandatory facemasks, curfews or
travel restrictions, the other side scented epistemic authoritarianism
under the cloak of scientific evidence. Hence, the pandemic turned out
to be a catalyst for questioning the status of science in democratic
societies (Bogner and Menz 2021).

In my paper, I will argue that particularly the current focus on evidence-
based policy-making (EBP) leads to a problematic understanding of what
kind of knowledge should count as well as how decision-making works,
and is eventually inapt to provide a sound foundation for cooperative
problem-solving. Its evidentialist framework may even lead to frustrations
and loss of trust in science, since it seemingly provides certainty and a
clear idea of adequate solutions to the problem at hand. Yet EBP, when
chosen as an exclusive approach, is inherently doomed to fail in unprece-
dented situations, as it cannot handle ignorance and complexity.

Still, evidence-based policy is widely seen as a key instrument for good
governance. It aims to improve and objectify policy decisions by imple-
menting scientific knowledge into political processes (Weiland 2013, 9–
10).1 Its core strategy is to rely on policies that have proven effective
beforehand and thus can be trusted to solve a particular problem. This
way, one can expect to arrive at reliable conclusions about what to do
next. Finally, politics become sound. And is that not exactly what citizens
desperately wish for?

‘The American people want a government that solves problems’, writes the
American Commission of Evidence-Based Policymaking, ‘[t]his requires that
decision makers have good information to guide their choices about how

1In the EU, evidence-based policies as well as technology assessments were institutionalised after the
Lisbon process in 2000, which aimed at making governments smarter and more efficient with
regard to their economic performance (see Weiland 2013, 9).
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current programs and policies are working and how they can be improved’
(2017, 8). Without any doubt, to have ‘good information’ seems to be a
natural starting point for arriving at adequate policies. So what is the
problem with the idea of evidence-based policy?

In a nutshell, there are two major shortcomings: one with regard to the
concept of evidence that is used in ‘orthodox’ EBP, and the other concern-
ing the role of evidence in policy-making. Whereas evidence could be
defined broadly as any information that aids the generation of a con-
clusion, traditional evidence-based policy employs a narrower under-
standing: Evidence is used as a ‘shorthand […] to refer to information
produced by “statistical activities” with a “statistical purpose” that is
potentially useful when evaluating government programs and policies’
(American Commission of Evidence-Based Policymaking, 8). Thus, the
applied concept restricts evidence to a special kind of information,
thereby concluding wide areas of knowledge from the sciences and the
humanities, not to speak of non-standard forms of knowledge.

The only evidence that counts is derived from randomised controlled
trials (RCTs), meta studies and systematic reviews. Evidence is more or
less identified with statistical data.2 With relying on this kind of quantifi-
able information, evidence-based policy amounts to be rather data-based
policy: ‘The ideal form of knowledge to provide a firm basis for this project
is seen derived through qualitative methodologies, empirically-tested and
validated’ (Sanderson 2002, 6).

Another premise of evidence-based policy is the reproducibility of
schemes in sufficiently similar situations. This leads to a further restriction,
as Cartwright and Hardie point out: ‘For evidence-based policy you are
urged to use only policies that have been shown to work somewhere’
(54). Taking this demand seriously results in at least two problems.

First, it leaves evidence-based policies less flexible than real situations
call for. Sticking to the principle of fidelity requires implementing policies
based on their success in other situations. Yet the imperative ‘be faithful’
(Cartwright and Hardie 2012, 145) obscures the instability as well as the
complexity of problematic situations. Reality does not work like a labora-
tory experiment, where you can control the conditions and reproduce the
outcomes if you just stick to the exact program. Whereas for example

2Consequently, EBP strives to collect more data, which can be problematized on its own. See for example
the statement of the Commission of Evidence-Based Policy Making: ‘For evidence-based policymaking
to occur, a supply of evidence must first exist. Thus, the Commission recognizes that evidence-based
policymaking requires the generation of evidence, which relies on access to data’ (2017, 11–12, see
also 26–30).
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physical forces remain constant over time and provide for a reliable fabric
of cause and effect, in other fields ‘causal roles often don’t travel’ (Cart-
wright and Hardie 2012, 88). Thus the inductive method should be
rather handled with care in areas in which unstable causal relations com-
promise setting up universal principles, such as economics or public
health (43). As soon as there are social parameters, the predictability of
outcomes drops – there are always unanticipated consequences. Even
worse: As Robert Merton has flagged, the prediction itself affects the
frame conditions and interferes with the course of events: ‘Other things
will not be equal just because the scientist has introduced a new “other
thing” – his prediction’ (Merton 1936, 904). In the most extreme case,
this effect leads to the paradox of prevention, as observed in the Covid-
19 pandemic: If a prediction leads to preventive behaviour, let’s say,
people start wearing masks and keeping distance when they learn
about the massive infection rate to be expected, the prediction finally
turns out wrong.3

Second, EBP comes with a limited understanding of what it means to
make policy decisions and eliminates deliberation in favour of processing
evidence. It is one of its underlying assumptions, that ‘research evidence
is […] feeding directly and more or less unproblematic into policy’s
decision-making apparatus’ (Greenhalgh and Engebretsen 2022, 1). This
‘apparatus’ is framed as following formal rules, working in the manner
of rational choice scenarios. Yet real situations of decision-making are
way fuzzier, especially when it comes to questions of social policies. In
‘the difficult cases that dominate policy discussions’, Cartwright and
Hardie note, ‘you start asking the policy maker to think. And that is by
nature a diffuse and unstructured process. It is not rule-based and sys-
tematic’ (2012, 160–161). It would, of course, be nice if a pre-set pro-
cedure would be available for policy makers: The best possible result
would be guaranteed – and at the same time, the result would be ulti-
mately legitimised and thus unburden those in charge from really
making decisions, that is, from responsibility.

Yet following Habermas’ prominent criticism of collapsing policy
decisions into computable procedures as inherently problematic (1968,
especially 120–127), this is nothing but a technocratic fantasy: ‘Rules
are not typically a substitute for thinking’ (Cartwright and Hardie 2012,
161), and deliberation cannot be replaced by collecting data. This is

3Merton calls these self-defeating forecasts ‘suicidal prophecies’, as counterpart to the much more
famous ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’, Merton (1968), 478.
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especially true for settings with a high level of complexity and uncertainty.
However, with regard to policy-making, the proviso is not merely episte-
mic. The problems that have to be addressed here tend to have a political
dimension, that is, they could be well defined by being problems that in
principle lack clear best solutions, perhaps even a clear description
(Brown 2009, 11). Moreover, they involve value questions and balancing
conflicting interests. That is, evidence-based policy offers an instrument
that is incompatible with the task: the form of the problem and the
form of the suggested way of solving it do not fit.

Summing up, the paradigm of evidence-based policy arouses illusion-
ary expectations of what science can do for policy-making, potentially
leading to frustrations and loss of trust with regard to both. If decision-
makers would fully buy into an evidentialist framework, they would on
the one hand shift away from deliberative concepts of politics and
adopt a technocratic understanding that comes not only with reductive
rationalization but also problematic progressivism (Sanderson 2002, 1–
2, 4–7).4 On the other hand, they would face the practical problem of
being doomed to inaction. As I have outlined before, evidence-based
policy is backward-bound and unable to operate in open systems. This cri-
ticism echoes William James’ defensive considerations of William Clifford’s
evidentialism (James 2009b). Waiting until all evidence is in and one can
act on certain grounds is not always the best strategy. Sometimes, it may
boil down to not acting at all or acting late, and even too late. In these
cases, James states, inaction is also a kind of action (James 2009a, 55).
In unprecedented and dynamic situations like a pandemic, the moment
of giving an exhaustive prediction of policy outcomes may never arrive,
if at all, certainty is available only in hindsight. When we finally have
clear evidence, the damage is done. Any delay may cause harm. This
fatal dynamic applies to climate policies and could be observed during
the pandemic with regard to public health measures.5

Thus the evidentialist paradigm seems to preclude preventive action to
a considerable and unacceptable degree. In what follows, I would first like
to rough out ways to move beyond evidence, that is, evidentialist evi-
dence, and suggest how to make sound politics in uncertain times.
Second, I will move on to an account of policy-making in the meliorist
spirit. Finally, I will argue that both endeavours can be promoted by
drawing on pragmatist insights and concepts.

4Similarly, evidence-based medicine has been criticised for its modernist vision, see Wieringa et al. 2017,
965–967. For an extensive discussion of evidence-based medicine see Howick (2011).

5See, for example, Greenhalgh (2020).
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2. Beyond evidence, part I: towards an extended understanding
of evidence

Even though I have highlighted the flaws and shortcomings of the evi-
dentialist paradigm of EBP, I’d like to advocate its underlying idea: provid-
ing solid grounds for policy decisions. If we dispense with the fundament
of adequate information about ‘what works’, policies cannot be effective.
They would become accidental, arbitrary, a question of luck. In terms of
political theory, a mere decisionist account would be taken.6 Neverthe-
less, the question ‘what works’ goes beyond tracing chains of cause
and effect.

Thus, the first and obvious strategy would be to revise the concept of
evidence, that is, to aim at a broader, softer understanding and move
beyond RCTs and systematic reviews. Though the term evidence can
play various functional roles in philosophy, some of them in tension, its
dominant epistemological use (for example following Kant, Brentano or
Descartes) is quite at odds with the introduced paradigm, as it denotes
insights that stand for themselves, in contrast to methodologically
gained knowledge. Put in a very general way, evidence provides certainty
without further explanation or arguments – it cannot be proven, only
recognised: it just shows itself (Kelly 2016; Mittelstraß 2004). Notwith-
standing that this philosophical understanding may be not directly
helpful for the issue of grounding policy decisions, it points to an essential
caveat with regard to the political function of referring to evidence as
something neutral, objective and therefore non-debatable. While it
seems unproblematic to concede the idea that some beliefs may be
indeed self-evident from a subjective perspective, and give rise to hold
certain sentences for true, appealing to this kind of evidence seems to
be inapt to convince others that do not share my introspective experi-
ence. For them, the same belief may not be as evident as for me – ignor-
ing that would mean to use epistemic force. Yet this problem also
emerges for attempts to conceptualise evidence as objective justification
of truth, as it is the case in its scientistic understanding also employed in
EBP. As newer critical approaches have underlined, we find a massive
pluralization of knowledge perspectives and an according plurality of
how evidence is produced in different disciplines. There are various ‘cul-
tures of evidence’, each with its own rules of construction and validation –
which means that there is no unanimous way of determining what counts

6The counterpart to the technocratic account, see Habermas (1968).
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as evidence (and what counts as a problem in the first place). The concept
of evidence thus has become fragile (Böschen 2013, 4–5).

So as a first premise of using evidence as basis for policy decisions, I
would like to suggest getting rid of the ideal of evidence as a provider
of one-for-all objectivity and acknowledge its context-sensitivity. Further-
more, to be reliable and valid, evidence cannot be restricted to quantifi-
able data. The ‘orthodox’ model has a strict hierarchy of evidence,
classifying RCTs and meta-analyses as most valuable, and other forms
of evidence as ‘second best’. To provide reliable information on how
and why a certain policy works (and under which conditions will work
in the future), abandoning this ranking in favour of a pluralism of possible
evidence, including evidence from experience and social knowledge, is
crucial (Cartwright and Hardie 2012, 157; Greenhalgh and Engebretsen
2022, 8; Sanderson 2002, 3). This would change the foundation of evi-
dence-based policy significantly. Yet drawing on more context-depen-
dent forms of evidence raises other questions, and I will come back to
that point later.

This leads to a second, more radical suggestion: We may drop the
concept of evidence itself and focus on the concept of knowledge
instead. There is certainly no shortage of divergent philosophical
definitions of what knowledge means, some of them making knowl-
edge-based policy no less problematic than evidence-based policy.
Thus, I want to suggest to employ a deflated concept of knowledge
which can function as a tool for building a common ground for policy
decisions. Understanding knowledge as a practice might be helpful here.

The perspectivity and plurality of knowledge belong to the core
insights of pragmatist thinking. Feminist, queer and postcolonial theorists
have further emphasised this fundamental particularity of knowledge,
which led to a thoroughgoing criticism of the ideas of neutrality and
objectivity (Haraway 1988; Zeeman et al. 2014). First, if we understand
knowledge as situated and embodied, it becomes diverse and fluid. Fur-
thermore, if any perspective is partial, claiming to offer a universal stand-
point appears ignorant at best, repressive at worst. And finally, if we think
of knowledge as a result of discursive processes, questions of who can
speak and who is heard become highly relevant. To arrive at the best
description of reality, including problems, we need to strive for a most
inclusive and multi-perspective conversation.

Hence, the shift from evidence to knowledge facilitates to highlight the
importance of reflexivity (as opposed to formal rationality) in terms of
problem-solving in general and policy-making in particular. Furthermore,
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considering the conditions of knowledge production allows for talking
about value issues and conflicting interests (Weiland 2013, 13), and
hence about power structures and exclusions. With regard to policy
advice, the ideal of value-free science as well as that of the primacy of
scientific knowledge is seriously challenged.

That is, other forms of knowledge must be taken into account when it
comes to mapping the social and political scenery and looking for good
solutions. This covers all types of non-standard knowledge that have been
widely neglected as non-valuable in policy-making. In addition to scien-
tific and expert knowledge, everyday lay knowledge comes into play.
Of course, a strict demarcation is difficult to draw, but spoken generally,
the latter is non-systematic, personal and experience-based (Demszky
and Nassehi 2012, 171–172). In contrast to the scientific ‘view from
nowhere’, it does not abstain from its genealogy and standpoint. That
is, its particularity is reflected and embraced. Concepts like traditional
knowledge (Zamparo), local knowledge (Geertz), residential knowledge
(Kohler) or citizen knowledge (Vetter) refer to types of knowledge that
are often implicit or tacit (Polanyi), embedded in practices and narration,
which makes them also hard to manage. As Demszky and Nassehi state:

Involving experience-based knowledge in the course of policy is in many
aspects a kind of revolution against the usual political order. Experience of
local actors and their knowledge not only relativizes, but questions the knowl-
edge means of experts and policy makers. At the same time, the involvement of
experience based knowledge means the involvement of new actors in the
course of policy-making, and their struggle for recognition. (2012, 172)

Turning to experience-based knowledge thus also means a radical
democratization of knowledge. This indeed revolutionary demand
entails a harsh criticism of cognitive elites that has been already
brought forward by John Dewey. The relation of expert knowledge and
lay knowledge, of scientific research and everyday life seems to be discon-
nected, that is to say: estranged (Abbott 2012). Put very generally, scien-
tific research and common sense form a continuum from the pragmatist
perspective. Both seek to inquire reality, though with different systematic
levels, different means (and different languages). Therefore, both cannot
claim to offer a total view, and experts cannot rule as the new philosopher
kings. As Dewey put it:

It is impossible for high-brows to secure a monopoly of such knowledge as must
be used for the regulation of public affairs. In the degree in which they become
a specialized class, they are shut off from knowledge of the needs which they
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are supposed to serve. […] The man who wears the shoe knows best that it
pinches and where it pinches, even if the expert shoemaker is the best judge
of how the trouble is remedied. (Dewey 1927, 206–207)

Accordingly, the pragmatist view acknowledges citizens as experts on
their own lives. Therefore, it is essential to include their knowledge in the
processes of identifying and addressing problems. At the same time, it
allows for a division of epistemic labour against the idea of epistemic
equality, that is, it advocates the ‘idea that, with respect to some issues,
some people know more than others’ (Kitcher 2011, 20; 20–25). Hence,
it remains a democratic challenge to decide who has relevant expertise
in which case, and who is to be heard.

Apart from that, including experience-based knowledge does not only
lead to more apt policies but supports successful policy implementation
since it adds to their credibility and legitimacy. Yet its transformation into
politically applicable knowledge remains problematic: Converting it into
more abstract and systematic knowledge amounts to a scientification
that threatens to take away its distinctive features and thus the very par-
ticularity and significance it was included for (Demszky and Nassehi, 2012,
173–179). Integrating non-standard knowledge into policy-making thus
remains a major challenge and calls for a revision of the standard
model of policy advice.

Whether we stick to a broadened concept of evidence or reject the idea
of evidence as a sound basis for policy-making altogether, scientific policy
advice must move beyond a linear model of providing information that
clearly leads to political actions. I will come back to that issue later. For
now, I would like to address a second weakness of the evidentialist
paradigm.

3. Beyond evidence, part II: acting under uncertainties

As I have mentioned beforehand with reference to William James, evi-
dence-based policy is quite hogtied when it comes to new situations.
That is, it hinders any decision for (or against) a certain policy unless it
is proven effective by a study. Yet usually this is exactly the situation
we are confronted with: we don’t have a study at hand. Having to act
under uncertainties is the default setting of action in everyday life as
well as in politics.7 We neither have complete knowledge of every

7As Erman Sozudogru (2022) has pointed out, this also applies to the field of medicine and public health,
leading to an analogous criticism of evidence-based medicine.
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parameter nor are we able to predict for sure what our actions will engen-
der. Rather, we typically need to act based on opinion, estimate and habit
(Merton 1936, 900–901).8 That is, our actions rely a lot more on trust and
bets than we might like to believe.

I would like to suggest that a pragmatist concept of knowledge is on
the one hand congenial with regard to incorporating non-standard
forms of knowledge. On the other hand, it is apt to cope with new situ-
ations and accommodates the general future-orientedness of actions.
Thus the traditional idea of knowledge as exact representation of
reality, which also grounds the evidentialist paradigm, is dropped in
favour of an idea of knowledge as leading to successful action. Following
that instrumental understanding, knowledge is not about fidelity to an
original, but about coming ‘from here to there’ (Koopman 2009, 109).9

It is not about copying the world, but coping with it.10 That is, ‘the epis-
temic relation holds between prior practical projections (e.g. beliefs, skills)
and the future practical eventualities at which they aim, e.g., the objects
of belief, the aims of skillful action’ (Koopman 2009, 109). Adopting such a
deflated concept of knowledge resolves the epistemic deadlock of evi-
dentialism and unburdens from the evidentialist urge to cover every
eventuality. It is allowed and demanded to rely on imperfect knowledge.
Neither can we preclude contingency nor evade responsibility for our
decisions.

Rejecting the evidentialist paradigm and embracing uncertainty even-
tually questions the concept of EBP in principle and calls for a more fun-
damental shift. The moment one withdraws from the idea of policy-
making as technical exercise, as the application of formal rules, practical
reason can unfold, and judgment and discretion can have their say (San-
derson 2002; Cartwright and Hardie 2012, 157–159). This implies a tran-
sition from a rational-objective model to an argumentative-subjective
(or rather: intersubjective) model of policy-making (van der Knaap 1995,
190; see also Greenhalgh and Engebretsen 2022, 1–2). Information still
plays a crucial role, yet ‘intelligent politics’ (van der Knaap 1995, 192)
seek to get engaged in rather unstructured dialogical learning processes.

8Though habits of action should be critically evaluated from time to time. As Robert Merton has elabo-
rated with reference to John Dewey’s ‘philosophical fallacy’ (see Pappas 2008, 26–28) and Whitehead’s
‘misplaced concreteness’, being too true to habits of action is a common source of flaws: Only because
an action has been successful in the past and became a habit, that is, became automatic, non-delib-
erate, it doesn’t mean that it will be under any future circumstances (Merton 1936, 901).

9See Dewey, Middle Works, 4: ‘Knowledge, on this view, is not a copy whose truth is to be judged by its
fidelity to an original; it is an instrument or organ of successful action’.

10See Anacker 2016, 229: ‘we do not believe in order to have to representations of the world, we have to
have beliefs in order to cope with the world’.
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That is, the ‘what-has-led-to-what’ feedback that refers to systematic evi-
dence is complemented with conversations about values (van der Knaap
1995, 190–192). In this model, responsible decision-making requires gov-
ernments to acquire grounded knowledge by becoming interactive and
reflexive learning systems (Sanderson 2002, 1). Adopting this kind of
policy-making does not only involve deliberative but also experimental
elements. Hence, failures and errors appear as constitutive and even pro-
ductive for improvement (Cartwright and Hardie 212, 130–131).

Furthermore, acknowledging that knowledge is ‘a bet on a future
reality’ (Koopman 2009, 117) calls for adopting a certain epistemic humility
and turning to the precautionary principle. Having in mind that there
might be large gaps in our anticipation of consequences fosters acting
with a higher level of deliberation and emphasizing prevention.11 I
would like to suggest that if we take uncertainty seriously as fundamental
epistemic condition, that is, that we have to deal with ‘unsaturated evi-
dence’ (Böschen 2013, 6) all the time, a twofold demand arises: First,
the need to act more experimental, and second, to give ignorance a
more prominent normative role.12 Consequently, we arrive at an experi-
mentalism with precaution.

4. Experimentalist policy-making in the meliorist spirit

With regard to policy-making, this means to let go of the premise of ‘ex
ante correctness’ and establish an awareness of the limits of prediction
and manageability: The more complex a system is, the more unintended
consequences occur and the less it can be controlled. So ‘we need to
recognise that policies are essentially ‘conjectures’ based upon the best
available evidence’ (Sanderson 2002, 19). What we know so far and in
all conscience is, from an experimentalist perspective, a sufficient basis
for decision making and action. Only that these decisions and actions
rather resemble working hypotheses than true statements about ‘how
it really is’ (or will be). That is, they are taken as provisional and tentative,
educated guesses that are trusted to prove productive. Questions of
(absolute) truth are bracketed in favour of being able to act.

However, the pragmatist calls to experimentalist problem-solving may
sound irresponsible, even cynical when the stakes are high. For example,

11Hence, I advocate the precautionary principle as an epistemic ‘shortcut’ to prevent possible harms that
is ignorance-oriented instead of a stronger, evidence-oriented version (meaning there has to be evi-
dence of harms), see Böschen 2013, 4.

12For a reflection on ignorance with regard to the question of biodiversity, see Hetzel 2015.
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policy-decisions during a pandemic may cost lives and cause serious health
damages as well as social and economic harms. This is no situation to set up
experiments. Yet at the same time, it is a situation that cannot be mastered
with following old scripts. Thus, I would like to suggest thinking of exper-
imental policy-making in the meliorist spirit. Let me elaborate a bit on that.
First, drawing on John Dewey can shed some light on what experimental-
ism is (not) about: ‘When we say that thinking and beliefs should be exper-
imental, not absolutistic, we have then in mind a certain logic of method,
not primarily, the carrying on of experimentation like that of laboratories’
(Dewey 1927, 202). Hence, experimentalism is not the philosophical
grounding for turning citizens into human guinea pigs. Rather, it is to
understand concepts and theories ‘shaped and tested as tools of inquiry’
and highlight the anti-evidentialist postulation ‘that policies and proposals
for social action be treated as working hypotheses, not as programs to be
rigidly adhered to and executed’ (Dewey 1927, 202–203).

This openness and flexibility render experimentalism adaptive and
responsive to dynamic situations. That is, even though the expectations
to govern policy outcomes may have to be lowered, an experimentalist
account appears to be much better prepared to deal with unforeseen
challenges. The social premise of engaging in such intelligent policy-
making is an ‘experimenting society’:

The experimenting society would be active, preferring innovation to inaction; it
would be an evolutionary, learning society and an honest society, committed to
reality-testing, to self-criticism and to avoid self-deception; it would be non-
dogmatic, accountable, decentralised and scientific (Oakley 2000, 230 cited in
Sanderson 2002, 9).

It is needless to say that no actual society meets these ideals. Yet we
may use the idea of an ‘experimenting society’ and its characteristics as
a critical tool to evaluate and modify existing social practices and thus
move towards a more experimenting society, for example by advocating
an affirmative culture of trial-and-error.

Furthermore, adopting an experimentalist account of policy-making
means to set value on experience and its role in knowledge production.
As opposed to rather rationalist and ideal liberal political theories, it is
the interplay of individual and collective experiences in all their multifar-
iousness – and also contrariness – that is considered to be at the core of
society and that has to be well-organized. This challenge is best met by
a democratic setup that enables growth, the multiplication of experience
by way of interaction, both on the individual and collective level (Reder
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2018, 187–190). The inevitable plurality of competing and often contradict-
ing perspectives is acknowledged as a fruitful source of experimentation.
That is, it does not have to be resolved in a final consensus, but feeds
into practical working hypotheses about what to do (Kettner 1998, 62).
Experimentalist democratic theory thus takes a dialectic middle ground
between normativistic and realistic models (Kettner 1998, 50).

This focus on collective learning and growth characterises experimen-
tal politics also as inherently meliorist. In contrast to utopian and dysto-
pian politics, it does not follow an ideal political theory or a messianic
impetus. Rather, it strives for a better future by means of situated
reason. That is, it lies between a conservative tie-up with the past and
the revolutionary advance to the future (Koopman 2009, 157–165).13

In a quite Jamesian vein, Koopman holds that it is the troublemakers
which provide newness and disturb an all-to-homogenous status quo.
In Koopman’s words: ‘Experimentation is at its best where inventive
persons break free of the routine crusts of consensus to generate
dynamic new possibilities of democratic individuation and association’
(Koopman 2009, 166).14

Thus ‘making trouble’ is no end in itself. Rather, it is essentially related
to articulate problematic aspects of common practices. Neither should we
conflate highlighting dissent against consent with the legitimation of
principled contrarianism. Nor should the recognition of uncertainty as a
fundamental condition of decision-making be confused with a devil-
may-care attitude or ruthlessness. Rather, experimentalism in the melior-
ist spirit goes hand in hand with an awareness of responsibility and
accountability for the result of one’s decisions. This may also mean,
especially in situations marked by a high degree of uncertainty, that
the risk of actions that go beyond the field manual of interventions has
to be taken. As Cartwright and Hardie concede: ‘Even if there is zero evi-
dence of effectiveness, you may adopt it [a policy] because there is a
strong requirement to do something to reduce public anxiety’ (173). Fur-
thermore, we have seen the importance of symbolic actions throughout
the Covid-19 pandemic, and I would like to suggest that these kinds of
public political performances, for example of grief or recognition,
belong to the repertoire of responsible experimentalism. This is even

13Koopman characterises utopian models as rationalist and essentially oriented towards ideal political
theories (e.g.Rawls), dystopinan models irrationalist and messianic (e.g. Benjamin, Heidegger,
Levinas, or Zizek).

14Insofar as democratic experimentalism offers a lot of sympathy for divergent individuals, it also goes
beyond deliberative as well as communitarist models (Koopman 2009, 165–172).

INQUIRY 13



more important if policies fail to address a problem and perhaps even
lead to damages and losses. Meliorism amounts to blind optimism if it
fails to cultivate sensitivity for possible failures and losses as well as for
tragic constellations.

5. Non-evidentialist scientific policy advice

Let me come full circle now and address the question of how science can
contribute to the experimental account of policy-making I have
suggested. The pragmatist concept of science does not feed into the evi-
dentialist paradigm. Though science is understood as a highly relevant
way of collective learning and problem-solving, it is no supplier of absol-
ute truth. As a systematic and specialised way of human inquiry, it pro-
vides grounded knowledge by way of trial and error. That is, scientific
inquiry is experimental in itself: When a problem is identified, a hypoth-
esis is set up, tested and eventually modified until a sufficiently
working one is found. Since this process is open-ended, scientific knowl-
edge is preliminary in principle. Moreover, the whole endeavour is not
neutral but value-laden. That is: what is identified as a problem in the
first place and which research programs are considered worthwhile is
influenced by social and political conditions. This situatedness of
science as human activity has to be reflected, especially when it comes
to referring to science as an important voice in political deliberation.15

Given that the logic and conditions of inquiry and its built-in fallibilism
are recognised and made transparent, scientific knowledge is less likely to
be highjacked by political interest groups. Another premise of a pragma-
tist model of scientific policy advice (and of fruitfully integrating science
into democratic societies in general), thus, is an at least basic understand-
ing of how science works, that is, a scientifically literate public (Kitcher
2011, 128; 187–189).16

Furthermore, a pragmatist concept of science demands to abstain from
the promises of control and predictability enclosed in EBP which are only
bound to frustrate expectations both of politicians and the public and
thus feed anti-science resentments.

15Kitcher’s ideal of ‘well-ordered science’ could be a model for a critical evaluation of actual scientific
research Kitcher 2011, 105–137.

16The idea of scientific literacy exceeds or complements the idea of being merely informed, which could
lead back to an authoritarian understanding. In a way, it points to a precondition of Dewey’s insight
that a community has to be scientifically informed in order to organize as it needs to share a
sufficiently similar evaluation of consequences (and the interest to control them) (Kettner 1998, 62–
64).
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Taking all that has been said into consideration, what kind of (scientific)
policy advice contributes to knowledge-based policy-making and, in the
end, sound politics? As indicated before, the classic linear model of policy
advice has to be removed in favour of a dialogical, cooperative and
responsive model. That is, politicians and scientific advisers have to get
engaged in a common learning process that starts with getting a clear
vision of the problem at hand. Following Otmar Edenhofer and Martin
Kowarsch and their pragmatic-enlightened model (2015), science pro-
vides the epistemic infrastructure or cartography for making policy
decisions. This includes two aspects: First, policy advice has to provide rel-
evant information, ‘like database, a library, or an independent expert’ (van
der Knaap 1995, 190). Second, it has to offer orientation with regard to
alternative pathways and policy options: Which consequences can prob-
ably be expected if we take this or that route? It is important to notice,
that ‘[t]here is no a priori method that can help decide what the best
policy pathway is, because such an approach would always mistakenly
presuppose fixed objectives and criteria instead of interdependency
with practical consequences’ (Edenhofer and Kowarsch 2015, 60).

Besides communicating research results and being radically open with
regard to policy decisions, it is the task of scientific advisors to propagate
a variety of policy options. This way, ‘listen to the science’ does not mean
to establish TINA-politics. On the contrary, it means to aim for more
alternative options and be able to evaluate them. Evaluating these
options includes not only expert knowledge in all its diversity but also
the interests and values of citizens as well as stakeholders. Given all
that, science can play the role of an ‘honest broker’, to borrow a term
by Roger Pielke (2004, 414–415, see also 2007, 2–3, 17–18). Following
this idea, experts, or groups of experts such as committees, research
councils and other institutionalised collectives, abstain from advocating
a single best solution. Rather, ‘having a diversity of perspectives
reflected in clarifying or even expanding the scope of available options
to decision-makers is the defining characteristic of the Honest Broker of
Policy Alternatives’ (Pielke 2007, 154). That is, a pragmatist approach
favours pluralist inquiry over hierarchies of evidence and seeks to
promote diversity within scientific research (Greenhalgh and Engebretsen
2022, 8; Kitcher 2011, 193–208).17

17How a pragmatist approach might have changed pandemic policies is outlined in Greenhalgh and
Engebretsen (2022), 3–5).
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Furthermore, the essential pluralism of scientific practice should be
manifest in the commissions themselves and follow what Robert
Merton called a ‘disciplined eclecticism’ (Merton 1982, 235): Different
research methodologies, different intellectual perspectives, and
different understandings of evidence foster a better understanding of
the problems at hand (Merton 1982, 229–234).

6. Conclusion

As I hope to have shown, the narrow understanding of traditional evi-
dence-based policy faces some major challenges. Adopting a pragmatist
framework, good governance involves being part of a joint learning
process of politics, science, and the public. Thus policy-making
becomes much more experimental. In consequence, this means to let
go of the idea of manageability of complex political problems. Policy out-
comes cannot be fully controlled and predicted. The idea of deleting epis-
temic uncertainty with regard to policy decisions ignores that not
knowing for sure what will happen next is an intrinsic property of social
realities. Revising the paradigm of evidence-based policy from a pragma-
tist perspective leads to a meliorist account of policy-making which on
the one hand acknowledges the epistemic precarity of future-oriented
action and on the other hand is willing to be informed by grounded
knowledge and, thus, listen to the science.
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