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Introduction

The aim of the book

This book aims to develop a sociological account of civil courage and
creative behaviour. It looks at the careers, lives and works of creative and
courageous public intellectuals in order to advance our understanding of
the conditions that facilitate the production of public goods by intellec-
tuals. By providing insight into the nature of the public involvement of
intellectuals, the book also demonstrates the continuing importance of
public intellectuals for the health of democracy. I understand the
term ‘public intellectuals’ to include those scientists, academics in the
humanities and the social and political sciences, writers, artists and jour-
nalists who articulate issues of importance in their societies to the general
public. I argue that, in order to take on the role of ‘democracy’s helpers’
(Kenny 2004: 89), public intellectuals need both creativity and courage,
which are the essential building blocks of their authority to speak out on
broad issues of public concern. While acknowledging that the public
authority of an intellectual develops in the course of what he or she does
and depends upon a variety of conditions and resources, I stress the sig-
nificance of creativity and courage ‘which embody the values of civil
society’ (Swedberg 1999: 522) as the twin major dimensions of the
intellectual’s reputation and standing with the public.

The tradition of the public intellectual as the guardian of universally
grounded values and truths, enriched by tales of philosophers from
ancient Athens, Enlightenment ideals, the Dreyfus Affair and the values
of the mid-nineteenth-century Russian intelligentsia, has laid down the
terms of discussion of the responsibility of intellectuals: belief in the
value of science, readiness to confront repressive authority, defence of
justice, reason and truth in the name of moral universalism. These
narratives have also established the expectation that ‘in the scientist the
Greek prophecy of society governed by philosopher-kings would at last
be fulfilled’ (Rieff 1969: 340). It was anticipated that, in the developing
scientific age, ‘scientists would have duties like those of priests in the old
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society – duties superior to those of warriors . . . But in the twentieth
century . . . something went astray . . . ’ (Rieff 1969: 340). In the last five
decades the relationship between modern science and politics – or, more
generally, the relationship between the public and public intellectuals –
has evolved. The institutionalisation and the specialisation of intellec-
tual life, together with the dominance of mass culture, are seen as
responsible for the disappearance of the charismatic public intellectual
and the decline in the quality of the public. As displaying academic
credentials steadily becomes both less important and more dubious in
the eyes of the lay public, and as increasingly egalitarian attitudes, wider
access to higher education and the prominence of celebrity culture lower
the deference accorded to academics, many talk about the decline of
public trust in the infallibility and the authority of intellectuals.
Nonetheless, there are still voices defending the importance of intel-

lectuals’ social function as the arbiters of truth. Such claims reflect the
dominance of the French model of public intellectuals, which established
intellectuals’ ‘higher calling as moral watchmen over the modern state’
(Lilla 2001: 203). As one of the results of this model’s dominance, the
study of intellectuals has frequently taken a normative form, offering
visions of how intellectuals ought to behave and pleading for intellectuals
to act in particular ways. This tradition, which began with Emile Zola and
has continued with Julien Benda, Jean-Paul Sartre, Karl Mannheim,
Russell Jacoby and Edward Said, remains alive and attractive and often
affects the ways in which contemporary intellectuals think about their
role and position in society. It maintains that being an intellectual entails
not only engaging in creative mental activity but also taking social
responsibilities and political positions. According to this moralising
stance, best summarised in Vaclar Havel’s (1991: 167) well-known
phrase, intellectuals should ‘speak the truth to power’.
These words suggest an inherent opposition between intellectuals

and political rulers, yet throughout the last century there were many
examples of intellectuals involved on both sides of the barricades. On the
one hand, intellectuals have been deeply engaged in social and political
movements that have brought about widely approved political and social
change: anti-colonialism, revolution, student movements and the defeat
of communism. But, on the other hand, intellectuals have also been
prominent in the service of nationalism, fascism and authoritarian
regimes. In the face of such diversity, it is necessary to approach the issues
I discuss outside the shackles of the normative tradition. I do not assume,
as that tradition has it, that being a public intellectual has to mean, by
definition, speaking ‘the truth to power’ and generally acting as the
moral consciousness of the nation. Rather, I claim that justification of
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the importance of the public intellectual for democracy arises from an
appreciation of the pertinence of intellectuals to free public space. This
Habermasian argument needs to be supplemented, however, by ‘an
appreciation of the relation between such figures and the multiplicity of
‘‘publics’’ that have emerged within democratic states’ (Kenny 2004:
102), as well as by an understanding that the relationship between
democracy and the intellectual is an uneasy one, characterised as ‘love in
adversity’ (Bauman 1992a) or as a ‘love–hate’ relationship (Goldfarb
1998). Ideally, the leading thinkers of the time should be able to ‘educate
and to inspire democracy’ (Leonard Trelaway Hobhouse, quoted in
Collini 2006: 102). While recognising that reality does not often reflect
this ideal model, that there are many instabilities inherent in the role of
intellectual and that the intellectual cannot be seen as ‘some sort of
timeless entity’ (Judt 1992: 296), the special role of intellectuals is worth
retaining because of their potential contribution to matters of human
significance: societal well-being and democratic standards. In other
words, without the intellectuals’ participation in the public sphere the
quality of democracy can be threatened, because a democratic polity that
does not draw upon all the sources of available information and good
judgement is weakened.

Although intellectuals will always be caught in the tensions between
specialism and generalism, engagement and withdrawal, a society can
still benefit from their capacity to offer a broader perspective, as it is
both necessary and desired by the public. Since, as Pierre Bourdieu
(2004: 274) notes, there is no effective democracy ‘without real critical
counter-power’, and since this power is ‘the intellectual’, it can
be argued that intellectuals, because of their ‘culture of critical dis-
course’ (Gouldner 1979), or/and because of their ‘monopoly of critical
reflexivity’, to use Bourdieu’s (1988: 109) vocabulary, can be of crucial
importance for the quality of democracy. Assuming that public intel-
lectuals ‘are particularly well equipped to bring to public view the
complexities and multidimensionality of social problems and cultural
differences’ (Kenny 2004: 96), it can be said that the importance of
public intellectuals for democracy is associated with their role in the
establishment and cultivation of democratic discourse and culture.
More specifically, intellectuals can help democracy to attain its potential
by enhancing people’s understanding, thinking and debates about
political issues and actions and thus contributing to the creation of
a broad public culture and the enrichment of the democratic imagina-
tion – that is, the repertoire of ideas, evaluations, skills and logics that
citizens develop to inform their citizenship activities (Perrin 2006).
Intellectuals also can enrich the political elite’s ability to define and
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articulate innovative programmes and creative alternatives. In other
words, if democracy is to serve people by protecting them and devel-
oping a sustained commitment to transparency and justice, it requires
the active public participation of public intellectuals in expanding the
democratic imagination and civic sensitivity of citizens and their leaders
alike.
Intellectuals in a democracy not only cannot be, but also must not want

to be, philosopher-kings. Yet, in order to serve democracy, they need an
audience, and to summon it they must lay claim to some authority, which
cannot be a claim to political authority (which belongs to elected politi-
cians) and cannot simply be a claim to the authority of expertise (which
the public views as narrow and merely academic). Since the proper
conduct of democratic debate needs a model of independent rationality
and since public intellectuals, as people privileged in this respect, are best
placed to perform this service, studying the evidence of this special role
of public intellectuals should focus on sources of intellectuals’ public
authority. The vital question of what does in fact provide intellectuals
with the authority to earn the attention of a general audience is one of the
main issues addressed in this book. My proposal is that creativity and
courage are the two essential conditions for the public prominence of
intellectuals, and therefore for their contribution to the public sphere.
Creativity, by definition the principal characteristic of the intellectual,
raises scholars to the status of public intellectuals as they gain the
recognition and right to intervene in the public sphere on matters for
which they have competence. This elevating role of creativity, ‘perceived
as a primary obligation of intellectuals’ (Shils 1972: 6), places intellec-
tuals in their public role by giving them licence to address a wider public
on matters of common concern.
Intellectuals’ standing is also built upon public intellectuals’ capacity

to voice a view ‘which in some way goes beyond that available to those
with a merely instrumental or expert relation to the matter in question’
(Collini 2006: 56). Since it requires the courage of conviction to speak
up on matters of human significance, civil courage, defined very broadly
as disinterested and risky – but not necessarily rebellious – action for the
purposes of institutionalising social or cultural change, must be seen as
the other source of authority for public intellectuals. The ability to think
independently, involving a willingness to challenge prevailing opinions
and not merely follow conventional wisdom, is essential for the quality
of public debates. In short, when the courageous stand of an intellectual
forces people to rethink the very bases of their political allegiance, to re-
evaluate the political order, and provides the basis for civic initiatives
that affirm human rights and dignity, it performs a vital social function.
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Recognising the significance of civil courage as one of the principal
elements in intellectual authority – itself the primary requirement of the
intellectual’s contribution to just and pluralistic dimensions of con-
temporary politics – means insisting that neither consensus nor rebel-
liousness is an exclusive characteristic of the intellectual’s involvement
in public affairs.

Naturally, the scope of the courage required differs according to the
nature of the particular socio-political context. A study of recurrent pat-
terns in the courageous activities and types of public engagement of
intellectuals therefore demands an investigation of the making of careers
within specific historical contexts. Consequently, Imove still further away
from a merely normative approach by describing and analysing concrete
empirical cases, which have not been selected on the basis of a specific
ideological commitment or the personal qualities of the intellectuals
concerned but, rather, on their distinctive achievements within national
and international structures. Placing examples of civil courage and crea-
tive imagination within their social and historical contexts is the first step
towards an adequate social analysis in the shape of the construction of a
taxonomy of public intellectuals’ courageous actions. I argue that the
nature of contexts shapes the level of autonomy and the kinds of audience
and media available to public intellectuals and therefore expands or
constrains the ways in which public intellectuals can take a courageous
stance. My analysis is built around the identification of courageous con-
duct by just four types of public intellectuals; to these types I have given
the names of pioneer, dissident, hero and champion.

To provide these categories with life I illustrate them by reference
to the careers of public intellectuals who have enjoyed international
recognition. Since it is not easy to find good empirical material
for studies of public intellectuals who have been widely recognised
as having significantly contributed to the strengthening of the demo-
cratic values of their societies, I have decided to use the laureates of
the Nobel Peace Prize as the catchment area from which my sample of
public intellectuals is drawn. This prize, the best-known and most
highly respected international peace prize, provides probably the most
significant impartial validation of accomplishment (with a few notorious
exceptions). The prize provides recognition of individuals who have
made outstanding efforts to transform their respective societies to accept
the idea of international peace and justice; and the laureates have
received an extraordinary degree of attention as a result of the iconic
status of the award. Since awakening and educating public opinion is
necessarily a slow and complex process, some awards have been retro-
spective and honorific. Indeed, in the case of intellectuals in particular, it
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is often difficult to point to immediate tangible results of their actions
or to particular events in public life with which their names may be
associated, and recognition is thus more likely to come retrospectively.
Awards have also been made to figures still heavily involved in
the activities that have earned them recognition. My sample contains
members from both categories.
In the more than 100-year history of the Nobel Peace Prize, alongside

the activists, politicians, diplomats and leaders of international huma-
nitarian organisations who constitute the majority of the winners, there
appear several recipients who can be classified as public intellectuals.
By scrutinising the biographical characteristics of these prize-winners, I
have constructed a sample of the Nobel Peace laureates who worked in
or around academia, journalism or related cultural fields, while also
devoting themselves with great courage to changing the social and
intellectual conditions of their own societies and, on occasion, of
the entire international community. My sample therefore consists of
twelve Nobel Peace Prize laureates who were (or are) writers, journal-
ists, academics or scientists and who have spoken on important
social, political or cultural issues to the general non-specialist public.
The common characteristics of these public intellectuals therefore
are, by definition, both creativity (which earns them recognition in
their respective professional fields and helps them to legitimise their
creative social initiatives and programmes) and courage (as, according
to the formal criteria for the award, the Nobel Peace Prize is granted
for brave and disinterested public involvement and for courageous
action to defend and spread civic values, human rights, peace and
democracy).
In summary, I shall examine intellectuals’ real public involvement and

recurrent patterns in the activities of my sample in order both to
demonstrate that intellectuals can make a difference to societal well-
being and to suggest that we can learn from what they have done. I am
interested in the recognised cases of creativity and civil courage in
which public intellectuals, those producers of ideas who take their ideas
outside their professional fields to the general public, have managed
to earn recognition for their contributions to social improvement. In
other words, the focus of this book is on the successful achievement
by intellectuals of their goals of spreading a specific message and
winning people over to their point of view. It is not a book about the pre-
eminence of intellectuals nor a nostalgic call for the return of the
intellectual as the moral consciousness of the nation. Rather, it is, in the
first place, a contribution to the understanding of intellectuals who have
been the subject of many puzzling claims and contradictory
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evaluat ions. Secon d, despite the compell ing reason s for atta ching
primary impo rtance to crea tivity and courage , there is no major study of
either from a socio logical perspect ive. I therefore aim to fill this gap and
to inc rease our awarene ss of the impo rtance of both featu res for the
enric hment of democra cy. If, as Zygm unt Bauma n ( 2002 ) suggests, one
of the main tasks of cont emporary so ciology is to inform people abou t
the soci al forces that thre aten to red uce freedom and politic al dem oc-
racy, it is esse ntial to study the role of creative ima gination in the ela-
boration of polit ical goals and in the resistanc e to symboli c do minatio n.
It is simi larly vi tal to explore the diffe rence that civi l courage m akes to
the functi oning of institut ions an d to the scope and quality of civil
society .

The outli ne of the book

As the book has both theo retical-a nalytic and empirica l compo nents, it
is divid ed into two par ts. The first par t, The oretical fram ework, is
devoted to elabora ting the conc eptualisati on of the m ain ideas, in par -
ticular the au thority of intel lectuals , creativity and courage . This part
also contains the el aboratio n of a typo logy of intellect ual eng agements
base d on the categorie s of pione er, dissiden t, hero and champio n. In the
first chapter I exami ne the debates on the definition of and chang e in
the rol e an d the autho rity of int ellectuals . Aft er a brief presentati on of
variou s ways of unders tandi ng the role of public intelle ctual, I address
the questio n of what gives int ellectuals the authori ty to spea k to no n-
specia lised au diences on matters of general conce rn. Chapt er 1 develops
the argum ent tha t, in order to es tablish a reputati on for being likely to
have impo rtant contribu tions to m ake to their societie s an d for havi ng
the capacity and courage to do so, intellectuals need to evince creativity
and civil courage. Such a conceptualisation of public intellectual authority
focuses our attention on the contemporary convergence of knowledge and
public voice as the basis of intellectuals’ public authority.

In chapter 2 I move on to analyse the notion of creativity, a topic long
debated within a number of different research paradigms and traditions.
I note its evolution from the aura of elusiveness, enigma and myth
through being a mirror of modernity to its status today as both ‘the
weapon of the weak’ (Lofgren 2001: 73) and a fashionable commercial
strategy. I argue that, as both social and natural sciences shift towards
stressing the conceptual centrality of contingency and context depen-
dency, any account of different forms of creativity should incorporate
the permanent reality of risk and of multiple relationships between the
formal and the informal. I conclude by identifying forms of creativity
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and arguin g that p ublic int ellectua ls’ eng agement in shared pro jects of
imagining a better dem ocrati c futu re conc entrates our atte ntion on one
specific type of crea tivity, nam ely ‘civic crea tivity’, conce ived of as a
creativity that provide s us with idea s on how to dem ocratise and
humani se the work ings of modern soci eties.
Chapt er 3 discu sses what the socia l scienc es, in gen eral, can tell us

about the complex phen omenon of courage and looks for answers to
such questio ns as what is courage? An d what are the relations betwee n
courage an d risk , courage and loyalty to the gro up and courage and
noncon formity? Starting with a classi cal view of courage as the greates t
of all virtu es, I constru ct a sociologic al acc ount of civil courage as dis-
interested , nonconfo rmist and deal ing with difficu lties and risky actio ns
that are m otivated by the ideals of civil society.
In the final chapt er of par t I, I develop a socio logical app roach to

creativity and courage by p roposin g a general typo logy of int ellectua ls’
public involve men t. As the stu dy of intellectua l authori ty needs to be
‘the study of the making of careers’ (Col lini 2006 : 56) , the first step
towards the cons truction of a taxono my of publ ic intel lectuals ’ coura-
geous actions requires the analysis of recurre nt patterns of int ellectua ls’
activities in the publ ic sphe re. In the next step toward s a typology of the
involvem ent of intellectua ls in the publ ic sphere, the lin ks betwee n the
configura tions of social r elationships and civi l courage disp layed by
intellect uals are discu ssed. This dis cussion start s with deb ates as to the
nature of the socio-pol itical cont exts that shap e intelle ctual autonom y,
and theref ore the audience s and media available to publ ic intellectua ls.
Pa rt II, Publ ic int ellectuals : the case of the Nobel Peace Prize laure-

ates, consists of five chapt ers, each of wh ich come s with note s that enrich
our know ledge of the stu died cases. In this part, I offer extensive mater ial
on a samp le of those Nobe l Peace Prize laureate s wh o can be cl assified as
public intel lectuals . Detaile d exam ination of their lives, creative
achieve ments, courage ous behaviou r and disinter ested contr ibutions to
public life illustr ates the conce pts and typolo gy develope d in part I.
I presen t a compa ct histo ry of the Nobel Peac e Prize an d its objectiv es,
followe d by a summary intro duction to the publ ic intelle ctuals to wh om
it has been awa rded. The succ essive chapt ers pro vide both an illustra tion
and a validation of my typology of the involvement of intellectuals in the
public sphere. Chapter 6 presents three portraits of heroes. It describes
the careers, works and lives of Jane Addams, Fridtjof Nansen and Elie
Wiesel, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1933, 1922 and 1968
respectively. Chapter 7 offers the characterisation of the dissident, by
examining the cases of three intellectuals who were politicised: Carl von
Ossietzky (awarded the prize in 1935), Andrei Sakharov (1975) and
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Adolfo Pérez Esquivel (1980). Chapter 8 depicts instances of the third
category, champions. It portrays Norman Angell (1933), Emily Greene
Balch (1946) and Alva Myrdal (1982) in their roles as campaigners for
various kinds of social and political reform. Chapter 9, which is devoted
to the presentation of the pioneer, examines the careers, works and lives
of three scientists, John Boyd Orr (1949), Linus Pauling (1962) and
Norman Borlaug (1970), who addressed some of the perennial problems
affecting humanity at large, in particular hunger and war.

In the conclusion I revisit some earlier themes in the light of my
analysis of the twelve individual cases and restate the case for the vital
role of creativity and courage in the sustainable development of any
democracy. If this case is accepted, it will be clear that the enhancement
of civic sensitivity requires the deliberate cultivation of opportunities for
civil courage and use of the creative imagination.
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Part I

Theoretical framework





1 The authority of public intellectuals

The definition of the intellectual

In this chapter I look at debates concerning the definition, role and
authority of intellectuals. After a short presentation of various ways of
defining intellectuals and conceptualising their role, I try to answer the
question: what gives intellectuals the authority to speak to non-specialised
audiences on matters of general concern?

As we have already observed in the introduction, the rise of the social
type of intellectual, the ‘universal intellectual’, is connected with the
Dreyfus Affair of the late nineteenth century in France. The modern
intellectual, whose rise and fall have become distinctive and indicative
phenomena of modernity (Bauman 1995; Bourdieu 1989), is defined by
his or her duty to intervene on ‘behalf of rights and progress that has been
delayed’ (Habermas 1989: 73) whenever societal well-being requires.
This responsibility is a more worldly and secular expression of the
doctrine of ‘defenders of the faith’ and it authorises intellectuals in their
universalistic ambitions to represent the realm of ideas beyond narrow
specialisation. ‘The Dreyfusard intellectuals believed that it was by virtue
of their immersion in the world of ideas that they had the right, nay
moral duty, to uphold universal ideals against even the state’ (Coser 1965:
223). Their faith in universal ideas, together with their critical reflexivity,
over which they have a monopoly, obliges them ‘to associate the pursuit
of the universal with the constant struggle for the universalization of
the privileged conditions of existence which render the purist of the uni-
versal possible’ (Bourdieu 1989: 110). The dominance of the French
model has established intervention in politics as being ‘constitutive of the
definition of the category’ and has provided the contrast for all national
comparisons (Collini 2006: 49).

Nevertheless, this new image of the intellectual has, as Bauman
(1992a) notes, functioned more as a project or mobilising call rather
than an empirical definition, as it aimed to demonstrate the social
value of the intellectual mission. It has been both forward-looking and
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nostalgic as it has tried to overcome the growing fragmentation of the
knowledge class and to restore the unity of the public authority of
women and men of knowledge (Bauman 1995: 224–5). Moreover, this
popular but confusing definition of the intellectual has contributed to
controversies over the reality of intellectuals’ involvement, the respon-
sibility they have, the forms of their public engagement, their definitions,
their views, their class position and their level of integration into society.
The description of intellectuals, as a result of this confusion, tends to
oscillate in its emphasis of the extent to which they should be ‘outsiders’
or ‘integrated’, engaged or detached, conformists or rebels, dissidents or
members of elites, prone to hold a critical view or not (see chapter 4 for
further discussion). These frequently employed binary characterisations
of the intellectual are responsible for long-standing and widely held
contradictory convictions about the fate of and what constitutes the
intellectual. Thus, since the end of the 1960s, the debate about intel-
lectuals has consisted of several contradictory voices.
Firstly, there are those who believe that the role of the intellectual has

been undermined by the processes of institutionalisation, professionali-
sation, and the commercialisation of intellectual life. These expressions of
grief over the absence of intellectuals, about ‘the salience of the intellec-
tual’ (MaxGallo, quoted inFassin 1998), the invisibility of the intellectual
(Bauman 1992a) and the vanishing of the non-academic intellectual
(Jacoby 1987), often refer to Sartre as the ideal of intellectual responsi-
bility and engagement. They lament that the death of the intellectual has
left a void in public life (Ignatieff 1997) and complain that the voices of
intellectuals are hardly ‘audible in the noise of the mass culture and poli-
tics’ (Goldfarb 1998: 216). In addition, postmodernists such as Jean
Baudrillard (1990) and Jean-François Lyotard (1984) pronounce the
death of the intellectual by pointing out that intellectuals could no longer
retain their legitimation, which justified their credibility and which
allowed them to speak on issues beyond their specific competence: they
became mere citizens, devoid of any specific authority. Bauman (1995:
239) sees the end of the ‘historical glory of intellectuals’ as a result of the
growing irrelevance of their ideas, especially those thatwere ‘tied closely to
other, now largely extinct, factors of the modern age – great utopias of
perfect society’.Thedisappearanceof the charismatic public intellectual is
viewed by Jacoby (1987) as a consequence of the absorption of intellec-
tuals into university faculties in an era of specialisation and profes-
sionalisation. In the same vein, Frank Furedi (2004: 25) blames the
routinisation of intellectual life and the banalisation of cultural life for the
transformation of the intellectual into ‘a uniquely insignificant figure’.
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Secondly, there are voices claiming that the death of the intellectual
is greatly exaggerated (Fassin 1998) or even false (Collini 2006).
According to this view, the notion of the decline of the intellectual,
attributed to specialisation, institutionalisation, widespread access to
knowledge and public platforms once restricted to elites, and the media
culture, overlooks the existence of the conditions for intellectuals’ inde-
pendence. Writers who, like Alan Wolfe (2003) or Said (1994), defend
the role of intellectuals insist that intellectuals, by providing broader
perspectives that are both necessary and desired by the public, perform
an important social function. Even those who want to retain the special
role of the intellectual, however, also express a suspicion of the intel-
lectual. This third position reflects on a present-day type of intellectuals’
ambiguity by pointing not to the intellectual’s lower status but, rather, to
the fact that institutions of higher education and research seem to be
more withdrawn from life, and to the decline in quality of the public
(Bourdieu 1993).

Still others are more critical and view intellectuals not only as being the
most indoctrinated part of the population (Chomsky 1989), but also as
being guilty of irresponsibility by virtue of having been ‘intellectual
associates of Hitler and Stalin’ (Fuller 2003: 20; see also Judt 1992).
Some writers, following George Orwell’s saying that ‘No ordinary man
could be such a fool’ (quoted in Szacki 1990: 230), criticise the intel-
lectual for ‘getting things badly wrong’ (Norman Stone, quoted in
Jennings and Kemp-Welch 1997: 1). Others, such as Paul Johnson
(1988), accuse intellectuals of being full of hypocrisy, selfishness and
despotism as well as habitually forgetting that people matter more than
concepts and ideas, or, such as John Carey (1992), expose the preten-
sions and elitism of intellectuals. Steve Fuller (2005) points to intellec-
tuals’ paranoia, impotence and inability to cope with the challenges
facing them in the modern world. In similar vein, Richard A. Posner
(2001) criticises the declining quality of intellectuals’ work, which he
attributes to the growing prominence of celebrity culture. Furedi (2004:
2) suggests that the marginalisation of intellectual passion and the
compliance of the intellectual with a ‘philistine social engineering
agenda’ are consequences of ‘a new ethos of managerialism that dom-
inates intellectual and cultural life’. Nonetheless, it is worth remembering
that such a negative evaluation of intellectual work is nothing new. At
least since Edmund Burke’s time ‘intellectuals have been blamed for
virtually every ill that afflicts society’ (Furedi 2004: 27). While Joseph
Schumpeter (1947: 145–55) worried about intellectuals’ hostility to
capitalism, Sartre (1974: 230) saw the intellectual as someone who
‘meddles in what is not his business and claims to question both received
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truths and the accepted behaviour inspired by them, in the name of a
global conception of man and of society’.
These contradictory and confusing opinions about the fate of the

public intellectual as well as the instability of the usage of the term make
defining the intellectual a very difficult task. Moreover, this difficulty is
increased by the fact that the intellectual is a historically constructed
category, whose characteristics depend upon the cultural tradition of a
particular society (Eyerman 1994). In addition, efforts to define the
intellectual are made even more difficult by the fact that many of the
writers who are making the attempts are themselves intellectuals and are
therefore confronted by the problems of self-definition. Thus, the reality
of the intellectual as a social category is always ‘doubly in doubt: in the
absence of a clear definition, and for a lack of a firm legitimation’
(Fassin 1998: 23). It is not surprising, therefore, that definitions range
from ones that focus on the intellectual’s sacred role of priest, whose
words sustain ‘the cult of the final and the obvious as acknowledged by
and contained in tradition’ (Kolakowski 1971: 57), to ones that use the
term ‘intellectual’ in its everyday sense – that is, as writers, philosophers,
some journalists and some academics, or generally as people with
advanced educations, producers or transmitters of culture or ideas, or
members of either category who engage in public issues.
The majority of traditional definitions assume that intellectuals can be

found in all modern societies and tend to stress intellectuals’ function as
producers of ideas. Talcott Parsons (1969: 4–6), for example, defines
intellectuals by pointing to their primary concern with the articulation of
cultural symbols, while Seymour Martin Lipset (1963: 311) views them
as those ‘who create, distribute, and apply culture, that is, the symbolic
world of man, including art, science, and religion’. These definitions tend
to see intellectuals as ‘special custodians of abstract idea like reason and
justice and truth, jealous guardians of moral standards that are too often
ignored in the market place and the houses of power’ (Coser 1965: vii).
Furthermore, many of these definitions view the intellectual as an objec-
tive social category with distinctive relations to other social groups.
Looking at the most celebrated definitions of the intellectual, we need
to mention Benda’s, Mannheim’s, Antonio Gramsci’s and Michel Fou-
cault’s usages of that term.
The most distinctive definition is Benda’s ([1927]1980: 43) con-

ceptualisation of intellectuals as individuals ‘not of this world’, whose
reason for living is creation and knowledge, as those ‘whose activity is
essentially not the pursuit of practical aims, all those who seek their joy
in the practice of an art or science or metaphysical speculation, in short
in the possession of non-material advantages’. In his seminal work The
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Treason of the Intellectuals (originally published in France in 1927, and in
the United Kingdom in 1928), Benda portrays true intellectuals as
serving the interests of mankind best by being committed to universal
ideas, while at the same time staying detached from the political pas-
sions of the masses and not taking sides in politics. This book has
initiated a long tradition of lamenting over the eagerness of intellectuals
to attach themselves to mass movements, being followed, among others,
by Raymond Aron (1957), Tony Judt (1992) and Posner (2001).

For Benda ([1927]1980: 43), real intellectuals – those ‘whose activity
is essentially not the pursuit of practical aims’ – are the central figures in
the account of the modern social order. In his words, the treason of
intellectuals – that is, their betrayal of a disinterested mission, oriented
towards the betterment of the whole of humanity for ‘the service of their
political passions’ – results in the domination of national particularism
or social partisanship (45). This criticism (52) was directed towards his
contemporary intellectuals, whom he condemned for abandoning their
role as the guardians of truth, for descending to the level of particular-
istic passions, for conceding their moral authority to the ‘organization
of collective passions’ and for being interested solely in the pursuit of
concrete advantage. Benda is guilty, notes Stefan Collini (2006: 297),
of a double fantasy: firstly, that there is ‘a form of intellectual activity
which is entirely divorced form the world’, and, secondly, that ‘pure
thought can be operative in the world without thereby being at all
corrupted or compromised’. Furthermore, it seems that Benda, himself
Dreyfusard, overlooks the fact that the heroic defenders of Dreyfus were
also – in the light of his own definition – guilty of treason, as they
deployed the intellectual’s autonomy and authority in the name of
France, a country that they ‘unashamedly identified with reason, liberty
and justice’ (Jennings 2000b: 834).

Mannheim (1949: 160–1) also sees the intellectual as the main force in
the shaping of the modern social order, the possessor of independent
judgement and as the ‘watchman in what otherwise would be a pitch-black
night’ (emphasis in original). He, like Benda, sees rootlessness as a
condition of criticism itself. In Ideology and Utopia intellectuals are
presented as lacking a firm anchorage in the social order, and therefore as
able to transcend their group of origin to pursue their own ideas.
Mannheim (154) provides an explanation as to how the ‘experimental
outlook, unceasingly sensitive to the dynamic nature of society’, can be
developed ‘only by a relatively classless stratum which is not too firmly
situated in the social order’. The idea of free-floating, unattached intel-
lectuals consists of two seperate arguments. Firstly, Mannheim suggests
that intellectuals are capable of ideological diversity, since, as they do not
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form a class, they ‘are differentiated’ or heterogeneous in their political
views. Secondly, being relatively unaffected by their class of origin,
intellectuals can act as the ‘carriers of the synthesis’ – or, in other words,
as ‘the predestined advocate of the intellectual interests of the whole’
(154, 158). Thus, the idea of a ‘free-floating’ position within a society is
presented as both an explanation of intellectuals’ actions and a justifi-
cation for their privileged position in a new scientific politics. As Robert J.
Brym (1980: 56–8) notes, Mannheim’s view of the political attitudes
of intellectuals, as simultaneously heterogeneous and homogeneous, is
full of unresolved tensions.
Gramsci, like Mannheim, recognised the power of knowledge to

influence politics, but, in contrast to Mannheim, the Italian Marxist
treated intellectuals as primarily class-bound and argued that each social
class ‘creates together within itself, organically, one or more strata
of intellectuals’ (Gramsci 1971: 5). Organic intellectuals, unlike Benda’s
independent intellectuals, have surrendered their autonomy, as they
are involved in supporting the interests of a particular group. They are
distinguished not necessarily by their profession but, rather, by their
function in ‘directing the ideas and aspirations of the class to which they
organically belong’ (Gramsci 1971: 3). Organic intellectuals, who can
be found amongst all social groups and who work within these particular
locations and articulate these groups’ interests, are contrasted with
detached, traditional intellectuals operating in the realm of truth, who
‘put themselves forward as autonomous and independent of the domi-
nant social group’ (7). Traditional intellectuals, unlike organic intel-
lectuals, do not represent or serve any group interest; they are, like
Benda’s intellectuals, spiritual leaders who defend universal values.
Gramsci’s categories of organic and traditional intellectuals are not
stable and are ‘fantastically unclear and difficult to make clear’ (Said
1996: 79). Yet his thoughts – especially his social analysis of the intel-
lectual as a person who fulfils a particular set of functions in society, and
his idea that intellectuals, not social classes, are essential to the working
of modern societies – have been responsible for today’s perspective,
which argues that intellectuals should be organically linked to social
groups and movements (Eyerman 1994; Karabel 1996; Brym 1980),
and also for Foucault’s formulation of the notion of the intellectual as
the specialist.
Foucault (1977) replaces the traditional intellectual (who defends

universal values and aspires to be a spiritual leader of mankind) by the
expert specialist, who engages in and articulates the interest within his or
her field of specialisation. He rejects Benda’s vision of the universal
intellectual as inhabiting a realm of pure value and points out that
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there is no value that is unt ouched by power. Foucault ’s model of the
‘specifi c intelle ctual’, with her or his limited, spe cialised invo lvement in
select ed publ ic issue s, also differs from the tradition al Frenc h image
of the ‘tota l intelle ctual’, who spea ks on all issue s of the da y. Writing
after the Pa risian stu dent dem onstrations in May 1968, Fouc ault ( 1977:
207) conten ds that the masses no longe r requ ire the int ellectual to
provide the m with repres entation . Instead , the task of the intelle ctual
becom es reflexi ve: ‘[T]o struggle agai nst the form s of powe r that would
trans form him into its objects and instru ment by appro priating the
‘‘tools’ ’ of the int ellectual, that is, knowledge , ‘‘tr uth’’, or discour se’
(208). The increased intel lectual speci alisation an d the dis placeme nt of
the humani ties by science has undercut the tradition al cultural base s for
univers al intel lectuals . The ‘specific’ int ellectua l, Foucault argues, is a
‘profess ional’ and an ‘expert’ in his or her particul ar field of enquiry,
someon e wh o work s ins ide a dis cipline.

The tradition al sociologic al defi nitions of the intelle ctual te nd to refer
to intellect uals as a gro up define d either by their primary occ upation al
activ ity – such defi nitions stres s that intellect uals’ functi on is to deve lop
and dissem inate ideas – or by the ir cl ass posit ions; such definitions view
the intelle ctual as an objectiv e socia l category wi th distinct ive relations
to oth er social gro ups. Looki ng at the latt er ty pe of defi nition of intel -
lectua ls, Charl es K urzman an d Lyn n Owen s (2002 ) have divided the m
into thre e distinct app roaches: the first treats intellect uals as potenti ally
a class in them selves; the se cond assum es that int ellectua ls are primari ly
class-bo und; and the third regard s int ellectuals as relatively classles s –
that is, able to trans cend their group of origin to p ursue their own idea s.
For exampl e, Alvi n Gouldne r’s (1979 : 21) descr iption of intelle ctuals,
or a ‘flawe d uni versal class’ , as ‘a new cul tural bourge oisie whose capit al
is not its money but its control over valuable cultures’ illustrates the first
approach, Gramsci’s idea of an engaged intellectual supports the second
approach, while Edward Shils’ (1972: 3) definition of intellectuals as
those ‘unusually sensitive to the sacred, [with] an uncommon reflex-
iveness about the nature of their universe and the rules which govern
their society’, represents the third perspective.

Neverthe less, by the second par t of the twen tieth centu ry intel lectuals
had become distinguished not by their status as a class or collectivity but
by their individual quality, vision of knowledge and strategies. ‘What
had begun as a collective identity, emerging in the uninstitutionalized
interactions of a situated group, as a form of identity generated through
a distinct cultural-political position, was now seen as rooted within the
individual, a personal quality and a social role’ (Eyerman 1994: 30).
The continuous changes in the nature of the intellectual’s role and the
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composition of the intellectual group mean that now, in the context
of increasingly egalitarian attitudes, wider access to higher education,
a decline in the deference accorded to academics and the pro-
minence of ‘celebrity culture’, intellectuals cannot be conceptualised as
a class or caste. New sociological conceptualisations tend to define
intellectuals through their membership of an intellectual field (Camic
and Gross 2004: 241–2). For example, Bourdieu (1989: 99) defines
intellectuals as cultural producers who belong to an autonomous intel-
lectual field, one independent of religious, political and economic or
other powers. Bourdieu (2004: 59) uses his field approach to argue that
every scientific choice is ‘a social strategy of investment’. Incumbents of
the field, seen as constituted of scientific habitus and endowed with
different amounts of intellectual capital, employed individual and col-
lective strategies in struggles to preserve, transform and reproduce this
social space.
The notion of the intellectual field, understood as a contested terrain

upon which the struggle for recognition as an intellectual occurs,
therefore focuses our attention on a configuration of relationships,
interdependencies among intellectuals and their struggles with one
another and with various audiences to establish their legitimacy and
credibility as intellectuals. To speak about the intellectual field as a
social space made up of agents taking up various positions is to break
with the idea that intellectuals form a uniform, homogeneous group,
and to observe a universe of competition for the ‘monopoly of the
legitimate handling’ of intellectual goods (Bourdieu 2004: 44–6).
Collini (2006: 57), who criticises Bourdieu’s concept of cultural

capital as importing ‘too narrowly economistic nations of ‘‘competition’’
and ‘‘positional strategy’’ into areas of activity better understood in their
own terms’, proposes that the intellectual should be defined by reference
to his or her performance in a role – or, more exactly, to ‘a structure of
relations’. In other words, ‘the intellectual must, by definition, build out
from a relatively secure basis in one specialised activity and simulta-
neously cultivate the necessarily more contestable perspective of a non-
specialist’ (57). In contrast to the sociological definitions’ focus
on intellectuals as an occupational group or on their class position,
Collini’s cultural definition of the intellectual refers to function rather
than occupation or belief. It also directs our attention to ‘the ways
in which the role of intellectual is a role constituted by and
performed within a set of historically specific cultural and social rela-
tions’ (62; emphasis in original).
Defining the intellectual through performance in a role emphasises that

the role of the intellectual involves the intersection of several dimensions,
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thus ‘being intellectual will always be a matter of degree’ (52). Such an
approach brings into focus the fact that, since the most important
elements are achievement and engagement with some of the general
concerns of various publics, intellectual capital needs to be reinvested
constantly, and the relationship between speaker and publics needs to be
seen as a two-way street. It also provides an explanation of the structural
tensions, such as the polarity between criticism and conformity, the
dilemma of detachment and engagement and the subsequent confusing
evolutions of the role of intellectuals, as stemming from the instabilities
inherent in the role of public intellectual.

Collini (2006: 7) focuses on the mechanisms by which a culture
enables academics, writers, journalists or artists to combine being
recognised as having attained a certain level of intellectual or cultural
distinction with addressing non-specialised audiences on matters of
general concern. He rejects the notion that the political activity as such is
constitutive of the intellectual, and instead argues that what is ‘a con-
stitutive part of the meaning of the term intellectual in the cultural sense’
is his or her public role (51). Thus, although being politically active is one
form in which that public role may frequently, but not necessarily, be
performed, the intellectual is seen as not necessarily politically active.
Moreover, there is ‘no one set of topics, which it is the peculiar business of
the intellectual to address’ (56).

It seems that it is Collini’s perspective, due to its concentration on the
way in which successfully fulfilling the role of intellectual involves doing
more than merely applying expertise, that grasps the nature and
uniqueness of the notion of the intellectual, and thus best suits my
research purpose. Because such a conceptualisation of the intellectual
makes it possible to focus on the movement between the two notional
spheres – the establishment of professional standing and the usage of it
for the setting of the relationship with a non-academic audience – it
allows us to address directly the core characteristic of being public
intellectuals. In what follows, we look at the conceptualisation of and the
tensions built into the role of the public intellectual.

The role of public intellectuals

Collini’s (2006: 190) idea that the activity of the intellectual ‘happens
when specialisms ‘‘converge’’ and scholars go beyond their particularities’
stresses that public intellectuals have always started out with some
recognised expertise, onwhich they capitalise when speaking to a broader,
non-specialist public. Thus, it can be argued that the importance of public
intellectuals is associated with their role of restoring the link between
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professional producers of ideas (such as academics, journalists, artists and
scholars) and a non-specialist public.
The term ‘public intellectual’ is well established now and refers to

‘those few academics who enjoy a significant media presence and who
use the opportunity to address current political and social issues’
(Collini 2006: 231). Yet in the English-speaking world, despite the fact
that in France the term ‘the intellectual’ has really meant ‘the public
intellectual’ from the beginning, the concept of the public intellectual
became popular only in the 1960s. It first entered academic writings
on the wave of nostalgia for an independent intellectual that was
initiated by Jacoby’s book The Last Intellectuals (1987). The book’s
message that ‘the universities virtually monopolized intellectual work’
(8) dominated late twentieth-century discussion of the role of intel-
lectuals and their autonomy – two factors seen as central to the
intellectual’s vocation.
Jacoby, unlike Allan Bloom, who in The Closing of the American Mind

(1988) claims that leftist intellectuals ‘are wrecking the university’,
thinks ‘that the university is wrecking intellectuals’ (Lemert 1991: 179).
Jacoby insists that intellectual life has been distorted by the dominance
of academisation, professionalisation and the specialisation of intellec-
tual work, which has left little room for those willing and able to reach
large audiences with their views. The absorption of intellectuals by the
university meant that they lost their traditional rebelliousness (Jacoby
1987: 82). Following C. Wright Mills (1963), who already at the
beginning of the 1960s was lamenting that intellectuals were surren-
dering to conformism, Jacoby (117) writes that ‘in class, status, and self-
image’ the intellectual has become more solidly middle class, a man at a
desk, married, with children, living in a respectable suburb. Despite
Jacoby’s normative and nostalgic stance, which romanticises the past
role of public intellectuals, ignores the fact that intellectuals never
were really independent and overlooks the role of non-academic
intellectuals associated with new social movements (such as feminism or
anti-racism), his appeal to intellectuals to uphold the ‘politics of truth’
has opened up the long-standing debate concerning the social and
political significance of intellectuals and the discussion of the role of
academisation in the undermining of intellectuals’ autonomy.
While many support Jacoby’s idea and claim that universities present

a threat to serious intellectual work as their ethos fosters mediocrity and
trivialisation (Luke et al. 1987), others, such as Said (1994), criticise his
assertion that academisation poses a risk to the independent intellectual.
According to Said (1994: 61), universities, despite many pressures, can
still offer ‘the intellectual a quasi-utopian space in which reflection and
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research can go on’. The main danger to the public intellectual today is
not so much the academisation as the professionalism – that is, ‘thinking
of your work as intellectual as something you do for a living, between the
hours of nine and five with one eye on the clock, and another cocked at
what is considered to be proper, professional behaviour . . . ’ (55). For
Said, three negative consequences of professionalism – namely the
pressures of professionalism, the cult of the certified expert and the
drift towards power and authority – all kill the sense of excitement
and discovery, and the critical and independent spirit of analysis
and judgement. Therefore, a way of maintaining relative intellectual
independence is to have ‘the attitude of an amateur instead of a pro-
fessional’ (64). Said claims (61) that today the public intellectual ought
to be an amateur, namely a lonely dissenter who ‘raises moral issues at
the heart of even the most technical and professional activity’ and whose
critical and independent analyses neither succumb to power or to
thinking entirely from within the speciality or in favour of conformity.
However, this rather romantic image of the isolated individual’s heroic
struggle with power in the name of solidarity with the oppressed exposes
the instability of Said’s usage of the term ‘public intellectual’. ‘Said’s
book does not really confront, let alone resolve, these tensions between
lonely individuality and axiomatic solidarity, in part because it never
rises to a sufficiently analytical level’ (Collini 2006: 428).

Said’s (1994) assertions, that being an intellectual is not at all
inconsistent with being an academic and that an attitude of pro-
fessionalism can be a threat to intellectualism, are not totally new, as
the negative association between scholarly reputation and engagement
fuelled by passion and affection rather than narrow specialisation has
been pointed out by others. For instance, Friedrich Nietzsche, in
Beyond Good and Evil ([1911] 1990), held up the philosopher who lives
recklessly and rates himself constantly as superior to scholars and
ordinary men, while José Ortega y Gasset ([1929] 1961) condemned
the barbarism of specialisation. In the same spirit, Florian Znaniecki
(1940: 134–5) wrote that scholarly discipline hampers originality, as
scholars in ‘their striving for absolute certainty put formal perfection
above originality and prefer a thorough piece of work which brings little
that is new but satisfies established standards to an important theoretic
innovation which falls short of those standards’. Furthermore, some,
such as Posner (2001), Michael Walzer (2002) and Fuller (2005),
disagree with Said’s claim that responsibility for truth can be experi-
enced only if the intellectual stands apart from the field. For Walzer,
true knowledge is the source of critical power, and social critics work as
adversarial insiders relying on the work of specialists, while, for Posner,
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the amateurism of public intellectuals undermines the standards and
norms of the scientific community. Said’s (1994: 64) example of an
amateur – that is, the intellectual who chooses ‘the risk and uncertain
results of the public sphere over the insider space’ – is Noam Chomsky.
Yet, as Fuller (2005: 123) points out, closer inspection reveals that
Chomsky and other twentieth-century exemplars of the public intel-
lectual amateur (such as Said himself, Bertrand Russell and
Albert Einstein) have been ‘trading’ on their academic authority in ‘that
the character of their general claims and arguments bears the marks of
their original expertise’. Posner (2001: 50–2) goes even further and
argues that, in today’s age of specialisation, the time when amateurs
such as Chomsky could make a high-quality contribution of benefit
to a general audience outside their particular fields has already
passed, and, moreover, that amateurs’ opinions carry little weight with
professionals.
In the debate about the impact of academisation and specialisation,

Posner, in his book Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline, takes a totally
different position from Said and Jacoby’s admiration of the Sartrean,
critical and oppositional ‘total intellectual’. He is concerned not so
much with the absence of the public intellectual but, rather, with the
quality of the public intellectual’s work. Posner praises the university as
the proper place for intellectual activity and holds that the main public
intellectuals’ comments on larger public issues outside their narrow
expertise come without any risk or cost and are not of impressive quality.
Whereas Said (1994: 11) defines the public intellectual as ‘someone
whose place it is publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to confront
orthodoxy and dogma (rather than to produce them), to be someone
who cannot easily be co-opted by governments or corporations’, for
Posner (2001: 30) this is too narrow a definition, as ‘it implies that the
only opposition worth putting up is to governments and corporations’.
Nevertheless, his own definition of the public intellectual, which states
that ‘a public intellectual is a person who, drawing on his intellectual
resources, addresses a broad, though educated, public on issues with a
political or ideological dimension’, is also a narrow one, as it con-
centrates on those figures who are result-oriented and who use the
mainstream of public media to comment on contemporary political
issues (Posner 2001: 170). Although Posner (23) agrees with Said that
the role of public intellectual involves ‘disputing norms’, his intellectual
is someone who merely writes for the general public on public affairs for
fame and money, rather than being someone who tries to engage with
political matters in order to induce change in the direction of the
recognition of rights and democratic freedoms for everyone.
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Posner (2001) claims that it is the media market that presides over the
formation of the intellectual, who more often than not then fails to
deliver the promised quality. Noticing the ever-increasing power of the
media to make intellectual reputations, he argues that the media’s
appetite for public intellectuals has grown not only in inverse proportion
to the quality of public intellectuals’ performance but also in inverse
proportion to the risk faced by public intellectuals. Posner shows that
the market for public intellectuals is becoming dominated by academics
at the same time as the growth of academic specialisation has made it
increasingly difficult for academics to fill the public intellectual role. To
obtain academic credentials, seen as the chief and the best warrant of
intellectual credibility, is not easy. Moreover, such credentials do not
always impress that audience. Therefore, intellectuals rely on market-
based devices for increasing buyers’ trust, such as celebrity status and a
reputation for commitment. Public intellectual goods are goods that
must be taken largely on faith because consumers cannot check and
evaluate their quality. Consequently, public intellectuals can exit the
public intellectual market at low cost (Posner 2001).

Nevertheless, contrary to Posner’s claim that market-based incentives
do not ensure the quality of public intellectual products, some argue
that market devices work, although for the majority of public intellec-
tuals it is not the money that acts as an incentive. ‘It is rather the notion
that readers are not fools’ (Wolfe 2003: 370). Even if it is appetite for
money rather than a striving for wider recognition that is responsible for
changes in the relationship of intellectuals to publicity, it does not need
to mean that new market-created intellectuals – who came into being
with the expansion of, and qualitative changes in, the cultural market,
the audience, the press and publishing – are necessarily inferior to
academia- or state-created intellectuals (Kauppi 1996: 1). For other
scholars, for example Bourdieu (1993) and Regis Debray (1981), an
examination of changes in the sources of intellectuals’ credibility sug-
gests that there are many more processes at play than Posner’s denun-
ciation of the media orientation of intellectuals admits.

These analyses of the evolution of the role of intellectuals show that, in
this newly developed intellectual market on scholarly works, it is easy to
become surpassed by other contenders more able to attract public
attention (Debray 1981; Kauppi 1996). Public intellectuals’ ‘mistaken
prophecy and superficial policy advice’, according to Posner (2001: 99),
are results of ‘the absence of the usual gatekeepers who filter and police
academic publication’. It seems, however, that evaluation of the intel-
lectual input should be seen in a wider context of changes in political
culture and in a broader framework of battles over the evaluation of the
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quality of public intellectual work – battles that are indicative of struggles
for intellectual autonomy (Bourdieu 1989). In short, the assumed dete-
rioration of public intellectual work can also be seen as a result of the fact
that public debates are giving way to ‘celebrity chat shows’, and the
fact that institutions external to the domain of cultural production
determine the value of their work. Furthermore, it can be argued, contrary
to Posner, that it is not just public intellectuals but academics as well who
can be found guilty of failing in their commentaries and their predictions.
As Eva Etzioni-Halevy (1985: 2) shows,Western academics are ‘prophets
who have failed’, as their knowledge and advice ‘have not contributed as
much as some of them have claimed to either the moral rectitude or the
socio-economic well-being of Western societies’. So, generally, Posner’s
book is more about celebrity than accomplishment, as he focuses on
academics who enjoy media recognition rather than on intellectuals
‘whose views have seriously influenced the public’ (Wolfe 2003: 364). It
overlooks the risks and uncertainties connected with entering the public
sphere, and the issues of cost and risk involved in the pursuit of less
‘celebrated’ goals by less ‘celebrated’ intellectuals.
Among many other scholars who define public intellectuals by stress-

ing what they do over and above their professional duties, the most
interesting contributions come from Bourdieu and Bauman. Challeng-
ing the classical opposition of pure contemplation and engagement,
Bourdieu (1992: 4) conceptualises the intellectual as having a civic
mission to promote the ‘corporatism of the universal’. Yet his assertion
that intellectuals must deploy their specific expertise and authority in
activity outside their particular domain of specialisation differs from
Said’s admiration for the lonely and oppositional figure of the amateur.
According to Bourdieu (1993), intellectuals, in order to constitute
themselves as an autonomous collective force, need to draw on their
intellectual capital. This specific capital enables them to claim auton-
omy vis-à-vis the political authorities. Such a request by intellectuals for
a privileged status within a society is justified, writes Bourdieu (1989:
103), because by ‘defending themselves as a whole they defend the
universal’. As intellectuals’ entry into politics is rooted in the authority
of their autonomous disciplines, this means that public intellectuals
are, paradoxically, ‘bi-dimensional beings’ who – despite the antipathy
between autonomy and engagement – are capable of extending both
simultaneously. Yet this ‘paradoxical synthesis of the opposites of retreat
and engagement, typical of intellectuals, was neither invented in one
shot nor instituted once for all’ (Bourdieu 1989: 101). Being unstable
and uncertain, the synthesis ‘enables the holders of cultural capital to
‘‘regress’’ to one position or another as warranted by the historical
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pendulum, i.e. to ‘‘regress’’ to the role of pure writers, artists or scholars,
journalists, etc.’ (101). Despite the fact that intellectuals are exposed to
all sorts of subtle constraints and censorship, they are the ones best
situated to overcome the illusion of freedom and ‘to extract from the
present the laws that make it possible to dominate it, to break free of it’
(1993: 44). Although initially Bourdieu saw intellectuals’ gestures of
political commitment as moves in a self-contained game, later he himself
was ‘eager to take place in the greatest tradition of public intellectuals
like Zola and Sartre’ (Robbins 2006: 19).

Bauman, while noticing the historical origin of the conceptualisation
of intellectuals by what they do over and above their professional duties,
says that being ‘an intellectual means performing a peculiar role in the
society as a whole’ (1995: 225; emphasis in original). In such formula-
tions the accent is on intellectuals’ function outside their professional
role, seen as providing intellectuals with authority of a particular aca-
demic discipline or area of expertise, and also on their unique ability to
gain a universal outlook on the problems faced by a society. Never-
theless, while in modernity a mutual dependence and constitutive affi-
nity between the political rulers and intellectuals allowed intellectuals
to claim authority and, therefore, to serve the state as ‘legislators’
(Bauman 1987: 3), in postmodern conditions, in which politics becomes
‘mostly about the reallocation of attention’, intellectuals become
‘interpreters’ or translators, working from ‘inside’ various different
systems of knowledge (1992b: 201). Thus, intellectuals, despite the fact
that they are individuals who possess both the ability and duty to act as
the ‘collective consciousness’ of the nation, or people who know how to
put the law and the idea of justice above their personal interests, natural
instincts and group egoism (1992a: 85–6), are limited to interpreting
‘meanings for the benefit of those who are not of the community which
stands behind the meanings’ and to mediating ‘the communication
between ‘‘finite power’’ or ‘‘communities of meanings’’ ’ (1987: 17).

To sum up, the term ‘public intellectual’ denotes authors, academics,
scientists and artists who communicate to the general public outside
their professional role on the basis of their knowledge and authority
gained in their specific disciplines. Viewing the public intellectual as
combining ‘the role of specialist in one or other field of intellectual work
(writer, scientist, professor) and the role of one who for some reason
feels the call to active participation, or even leadership , in some supra-
professional community’, Jerzy Szacki (1990: 232) points to the
complexity of the relationship and tensions between the public intel-
lectual’s various functions. These tensions, inbuilt into the role of the
public intellectual, have been dramatically enhanced by the growing
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institutionalisation and professionalism of intellectual life, the com-
mercialisation of journalism and the rise of electronic media cultural
production values. Consequently, both the intellectual capital allowing
for intellectuals’ engagement with a broad public over some important
issues, and the engagement itself, need to be constantly re-earned,
rethought and reapplied. In other words, there is a continuous need for
the sources of intellectual authority to be subject to reinvestment.

Sources of authority

The source of intellectuals’ authority has evolved as a result of the
growing importance of expertise/knowledge, academic specialisation,
and institutionalisation and the increasing power of the media. In the
classical model of the intellectual, the source of authority is connected
with the intellectual’s belief in his or her mission to proclaim a ‘truth’
and defend universal values and humanitarian causes. This first tradi-
tion’s historical roots, the Enlightenment, the Dreyfus Affair and the
model of the Russian intelligentsia, constituted the intellectual as a
separate group ‘only in the activity of critique’ (Bauman 1995: 228;
emphasis in original). The second source of intellectuals’ credibility is
their specialist knowledge, their academic/professional credentials.
More recently, the basis of intellectuals’ authority has become their
celebrity status, their high media profile, which allows them to reach the
general public. These major transformations in the role of and in the
beliefs about intellectuals suggest that there is declining relevance for the
dualistic view of the intellectual as critic versus expert (Debray 1981).
The departure from the classical model of the intellectual, whose ‘closet
and more troublesome kin is the philosopher’ (Fuller 2005: 3), focuses
our attention on today’s convergence of public voice and expertise/
knowledge as the basis of intellectuals’ authority.
In the classical model, the intellectual is seen as a social critic whose

mission is to uphold universal ideals against the state and to represent
the realm of ideas beyond narrow specialisation. This tradition, while
presenting ‘true’ intellectuals as detached and critical, and therefore able
to provide society as a whole with ideas and solutions to its main pro-
blems, views experts as being compromised by their relations with
power and as unable to move beyond the pragmatic task of the moment.
Experts, as professionals who are ‘absorbed in the pursuit of concrete
answers to concrete problems’, are contrasted with intellectuals, as ones
who ‘go beyond the immediate concrete task’, who tend ‘to penetrate a
more general realm of meanings or values’ and ‘who live off ideas’
(Coser 1965: viii). The job of the expert is to explore, discover and
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communicate, however, without providing any judgements on ethical
matters. In contrast to experts, who are condemned for the narrowing of
the field of intellectual possibility, intellectual-critics are praised for
having a broader outlook and for being committed, sensitive and
reflective (Said 1994). All the same, despite this classic model’s dualistic
view of the intellectual as critic versus expert, it is worth noticing that
even the Dreyfusards were basing their critical stance on their excep-
tional professional knowledge. The famous ‘J’accuse’ open letter of Zola
in defence of Dreyfus was signed not only by artists and writers but also
by scientists who believed that their response as scientists was necessary,
since ‘the miscarriage of justice denoted a challenge to the status of
science’ (Jennings 2000b: 830).

In the second half of the twentieth century the classical model’s
division between the role of critic and expert was reinforced by theories
of the so-called ‘knowledge society’, which view expertise/knowledge as
the basis of intellectuals’ authority and autonomy and their emancipa-
tory projects. The initial debates on the nature of the knowledge-based
society, by stressing the positive value and social utility of science itself,
assumed that the intellectual had ceased to be a critic and had become
an academic-expert. Theorists who emphasise the centrality of knowl-
edge production in modern societies, in contrast to the traditional
approach, locate a new type of intellectual-expert, identified as a col-
lective actor, at the heart of the new type of society. The image of the
expert as a collective force, as formulated in Gouldner’s (1979) con-
troversial idea of the ‘new social class’ or in Gyorgy Konrad and Ivan
Szelenyi’s (1979) vision of intellectuals as a ruling class in status nascendi,
emphasises that in modern credential society the professional, as a
‘technocrat’, can establish her- or himself as a ‘self-interested’ collective
actor. For Konrad and Szelenyi, intellectuals constitute a group that
seeks to obtain power and reward for itself by exploiting its relative
monopoly of complex knowledge as a means of achieving these goals.
Gouldner (1979) associates the changing role of intellectuals with the
idea of power by virtue of specialised knowledge, and assumes that their
scientific culture of critical discourse would provide the basis for a
collective identity that would create the foundations for their leading
role in society. Contrary to the expectations of these two perspectives,
the following decades have been dominated not by the rise of intellec-
tuals as a new ruling class but, rather, by mourning the decline of the
intellectual. In this context, the theories that identify the intellectual as
the established collective actor capable of serving his or her own
interests have been replaced with the image of the individual expert-
intellectual.
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Theories of this type, while emphasising the salience of the intellectual-
social critic, promote the rise of this new kind of intellectual who occupies
a specific position in the domain of knowledge production, testifying
to the role of professionalism as the foundation for the credible perfor-
mance of intellectuals in the public world (Pels 1995). It is also the case
that, in liberal theory, the value of independent experts, as technically
proficient specialists with no political agenda, is associated with their
ability to inform and help people in making wise decisions. Such intel-
lectual-experts should empower laypersons as partners in deliberation
on all matters of science policy and help create a science fully rooted in the
civic traditions of democracy. Experts, it is assumed, should play a role in
defining the issues before they reach the stage at which decisions need
to be reached. From the position of the non-involved, non-interested
party, experts’ main task is to empower laypersons as partners in delib-
eration (Ferree et al. 2002).
Yet, as we learned from Foucault, such practice, by making use of

seemingly neutral categories of knowledge and expertise, could be a part
of the mechanism of control and legitimisation. The specialist acts in the
name of his or her field of expertise and advances a particular scientific
competence, but, at the same time, the specific intellectual ‘can take on
a general significance by providing instruments of analysis . . . – that is
the intellectual’s role’ (Foucault 1977: 216). Her or his local struggle
‘can have effects and implications which are not simply professional or
sectoral’, and it is even the case that the intellectual ‘can operate and
struggle at the general level of that regime of truth which is so essential
to the structure and functioning of our society’ (Foucault 1977: 217).
The notion of the intellectual-expert is also viewed with suspicion by
Ron Eyerman (1994: 190–5), who criticises experts for serving either as
advisers to power or manipulators of public opinion. Arguing that the
expansion of the role of experts leads to their developing a more indi-
vidualised, instrumental and strategic orientation as their knowledge
becomes a resource for those holding political power, Eyerman propa-
gates the role of the intellectual as an activist in social movements.
Nevertheless, with social movements today becoming increasingly
institutionalised and incorporated into the state, intellectuals of this type
seem to be less visible.
Another major transformation in the role of the intellectual, as we have

already mentioned, is connected with the growing importance of intel-
lectuals’ celebrity status. This new development implies that the talent for
publicity rather than the quality of their work can constitute a media
intellectual and that the logic of media communication dominates the
logic of intellectual criticism. The relationship of intellectuals to publicity
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has changed as cultural celebrity has become easily accessible and very
profitable, symbolically as well as economically (Kauppi 1996). Since
media intellectuals ‘work in and against themassmedia, in and against the
convention of academia’ (Goldfarb 1998: 204), their authority is only
‘temporarily stable’ and still constitutes a ‘relatively uncodified social
resource’ (Kauppi 1996: 133). So, the public engagement of intellectuals
in the role of celebrity stars – the most recent manifestation – is based on a
very unstable status, which, when institutionalised, loses its ‘exceptional
character’ (Kauppi 1996: 133).

Looking at the various definitions of the intellectual, it can be
observed that their conceptualisations of intellectual authority tend to
refer to at least two dimensions of the role: creativity and courage. The
emphasis on creativity is the essential part of all main definitions of
intellectuals. For Shils (1972: 7), for example, creativity is the most
important characteristic of the intellectual, as the ‘true’ intellectual
possesses qualities that can scarcely be ascribed to ‘the ordinary run’ of
professors. Intellectuals, who ‘elicit, guide and form the expressive
dispositions within society’, are by definition culturally creative and
possess ‘an uncommon reflexiveness about the nature of their universe
and the rules that govern their society’ (5). Although they differ in ‘their
creative powers and their knowledge of and attachment to the stocks of
traditions and works’ (154), intellectuals, who ‘penetrate beyond the
screen of immediate concrete experience’ (5), are above all concerned
with the elaboration and development of alternative potentials. Crea-
tivity, where acknowledged and prized, ‘is perceived as a primary obli-
gation to intellectuals’ (6), and it is the key element in the definition of
public intellectuals as it raises scholars to the status of intellectuals as
they gain recognition in their exercise of the right to intervene in the
public sphere on matters in which they have competency.

This uplifting role of creativity is also stressed by Znaniecki (1940:
165), who proposes to metaphorically term intellectuals ‘explorers’ as
they ‘are seeking in the domain of knowledge new ways into the
unknown’. In other words, they ‘specialise, so to speak, in doing the
unexpected’ (165). Znaniecki (198) notes that the scientist-explorer is ‘a
creator whose work, a unique and irreducible link between the past and
future, enters as a dynamic component into the total, ever-increasing
knowledge of mankind’. Such a concept of creativity, understood as an
activity of scholars who aim at the creation of a world of ‘relative
truth, infinite in potential wealth, admirable in its trends perfection’
(199), overcomes the bias inherent in the romantic model of creativity,
which associates creativity solely with cultural innovators and artistic
spirits.
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Creativity’s importance is associated with its ability to elevate the
intellectual above the professional into the ‘supra-professional com-
munity’ (Said 1994; Shils 1972; Szacki 1990; Bauman 1995; Bourdieu
1989). Assuming creativity to be the main characteristic of the
intellectual also permits us to argue that knowledge is the source of the
critical power of public intellectuals and that intellectuals are of crucial
importance for the quality of life in democratic societies. Thus, such a
perspective offers us the ability to overcome the partiality of the tradition
of humanistic knowledge, which, as Parsons (1969: 18) notes, ‘perceives
intellectuals as mainly members of a broad humanistic discipline rather
than those in the natural sciences and which tends to confine the term
‘‘creative’’ to the humanistic side of culture’. Bourdieu (2004: 113) also
recognises the role of ‘creative imagination’ as one of the foundations of
intellectual competence and as one of the factors making intellectual life
‘something closer to the artist’s life than to the routine of the academy’
(Bourdieu, quoted in Hobsbawm 2002: 297). In contrast to structural
functionalism’s vision of the scientific world as a legitimate regulatory
institution in which the rewards system orients the most productive
towards the most productive channels, Bourdieu (2004: 38) recalls
Polanyi’s (1951: 57) statement that ‘scientific research – in short – is an
art’ and conceptualises creativity and the complexity of both ‘crafts’ as
the foundation for drawing an analogy between artistic and scientific
practice.
According to Collini (2006: 52), one of the most important sources of

intellectual authority is intellectual achievement – that is, ‘the attain-
ment of a level of achievement in an activity which is esteemed for the
non-instrumental, creative, analytical or scholarly capacities involved’.
Intellectual creativity is one of the main sources of intellectual authority
because it provides an individual with the reputation to speak out on
broader issues, and therefore it is one of the essential preconditions for
an intellectual’s contribution to the public sphere. In other words, the
significance of intellectual creativity relates to the fact that it is the
essential feature of public intellectuals’ authority and their input into
public life. Such a conceptualisation allows us to move away from a
rather narrow perception of the function of public intellectuals as people
who simply inform the public and, instead, to view their task as one of
enhancing political thinking – a process that can be liberating. Hence the
importance of creative thinking and reflexivity, the privilege of intel-
lectuals, which make possible both the growth of knowledge and the
capacity for more responsible political judgement and action (Bourdieu
1992: 22).
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Intellectual creativity is also important because the public rely on
intellectuals’ creative ideas to deepen their understanding of reality and
to improve societal well-being. Put another way, for intellectuals for
whom the crucial terrain of action is the public sphere, creativity in this
area is also of importance. The significance of creativity, not only in
science and the arts but also in the public sphere, according to Hannah
Arendt (1958), lies in its role in struggle. Since the polis is a space where
citizens can be involved in ‘the free creative process’ (Arendt 1961:
155), creativity in this realm is crucial for the expansion of its demo-
cratic potential. The importance of creativity in politics has been
emphasised recently by Bernard Bailyn (2003), in his attempt to
discover the sources of creative imagination for the fathers of the
American constitution. In To Begin the World Anew, Bailyn defines
creative political imagination as an ability to recast the world of power,
to conceptualise reality in newer and fresher ways and to re-formulate
the structure of public authority and the accepted form of governance.
Thus, creative imagination is an indispensable ingredient for a successful
re-engagement in the public arena.

Because intellectuals’ fruitful engagements with public life are pre-
ceded by value judgements, it can be argued that there are two aspects
to what makes intellectuals’ contribution to the democratic project
successful: their creativity in their specific field, and their democratic
sensitivity and imagination, which is itself stimulated by their knowledge
of a given area and their democratic values. When intellectuals display
political judgement, they do not merely speak as experts in their specific
field but reach beyond their ‘professional’ type of creativity. Expertise
excludes any engagements for moral/ideological reasons, as it is valued
for its neutrality: ‘Experts should not be stakeholders in the conflicts,
but disinterested and without any political agenda’ (Ferree et al. 2002:
292). In contrast, public intellectuals’ successful engagement with
public issues depends, by definition, upon their civic concern with jus-
tice and other matters of human significance and upon their democratic
imagination, which filters new and changing information about politics
and the social world around them and which enhances their repertoire of
strategies and the responsibility of their political judgement and action
(Perrin 2006). If the necessary precondition for political judgement is a
gift for synthesis, an exceptional sensitivity to certain kinds of facts or
‘a capacity for integrating a vast amalgam of constantly changing facts,
debating what makes the statesmen’ (Berlin 1996: 27–8), such judge-
ment is not built solely upon the foundation of knowledge, but on ‘an
acute sense of what fits with what, what springs from what, what leads to
what, what the result is likely to be in a concrete situation of the
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interplay of human beings and impersonal forces’ (Berlin 1996: 28).
Therefore, when we talk about the engagement of intellectuals in the
public sphere, we refer to their involvement as concerned citizens whose
decision to get involved, and on what side of an issue, is the outcome
of their civic sensitivity, helped by their creative imagination and
stimulated by their specialised knowledge. Because such an involvement
requires choosing the risk and uncertainty of the public sphere over the
security and safety of their professional fields and because passing value
judgements means being answerable for the ideas behind these judge-
ments, the role of public intellectual also demands courage.
It is commonly assumed that the tradition of the courageous public

intellectual began with Socrates. Relatively few political theorists have
considered courage as being central to contemporary democratic pro-
cesses, yet civil courage, defined very broadly, not only as resistance or
rebellion but also as including disinterested and risky action for the
purposes of institutionalising social or cultural change, performs a vital
social function. Conceptualised in this way, the importance of courage
as the source of public intellectuals’ authority becomes evident. The
courage of conviction performs an essential social role in creating and
sustaining cohesive, just and pluralistic dimensions of contemporary
politics, as it creates incentives for the upholding of core civic values and
a commitment to persistence and resolution in the face of risk. It is also
essential for the quality of public debates and provides the basis for civic
initiatives that affirm human rights and dignities. The importance of
courage as the source of public intellectuals’ authority has been noted by
many writers, who view intellectuals as taking risks in the name of
universality, acting courageously in order to ‘go beyond the easy cer-
tainties provided us by our background, language, nationality’ (Said
1994: xii). Public intellectuals need courage because they, being never
‘satisfied with things as they are’ (Coser 1965: viii), ‘rock the boat’ (Said
1994: 55). In other words, courage, like creativity, is a vital factor in
advancing the intellectual above the professional, as it is the crucial
condition for reconciling the intellectual’s role as specialist with his or
her role as critic.
The role of courage in the combining of these two roles is well cap-

tured in Max Weber’s argument that an intellectual’s engagement in the
world calls for the ethics of a hero, as it requires moral courage to face
up to the consequences of action taken in the public domain. The
intellectual’s courage, the refusal to let fear govern the life of the mind,
the refusal to submit to anything but the truth, is inherent in Weber’s
conception of intellectual integrity, seen as a duty to be followed at
whatever personal cost. Weber ([1915] 1946a: 155), who endorses ‘the
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plain duty of intellectual integrity’, which demands ‘the courage to
clarify one’s own ultimate judgements’, argues that intellectuals’ com-
mitment to public problems consists essentially of a moral choice, and as
such it requires courage. The role of courage in Weber’s approach is
connected with his preference for an ethic of responsibility, based on
what is feasible, though not without influence from the ethic of ultimate
ends, based on what is most desirable. Thus, although ‘in the lecture-
room of the university no other virtue holds but plain integrity’, the
intellectual duty to ‘remain faithful to yourself’ can lead to the rejection
of institutional constraints (155–6).

Bourdieu, in contrast to Weber, who perceives intellectuals as
champions of individuality and advises against their entry into politics as
a group, thinks that scientific autonomy can be secured only by the joint
mobilisation of scientists against the intrusion of external powers.
According to Bourdieu (1989), intellectuals’ specific authority, which
itself is granted in their specific expertise (e.g. the scientific authority of a
Robert Oppenheimer or the intellectual authority of a Sartre), expands
in line with their independence from economic and political powers.
Science is the best tool for achieving the intellectual’s civic mission to
promote the ‘corporatism of the universal’, yet scientificity itself ‘comes
at the cost of a kind of a little courage of every moment, a vigilance and
commitment to critically scrutinize each word, each line, to track down
polemical adjectives, slight connotations, unconscious innuendos, and
so on’ (Bourdieu 1992: 4). Courage is also required of intellectuals in
order to ensure and increase the autonomy of the scientific field, seen as
a site of contestation over boundaries and membership (Bourdieu
1988).

In short, courage is the essential characteristic of those who, while
devoted to the vita contemplativa, are also intent on the vita activa. Fol-
lowing Collini (2006: 52), who sees the intellectual’s engagement (or ‘the
expression of views, themes, or topics which successfully articulate or
engage with some of the general concerns of the publics’) as one of the
main sources of intellectual authority, we can say that one of the essential
preconditions for an intellectual’s contribution to the public sphere is
courage. The challenges faced by scientists, artists or writers venturing
into the public sphere confirm and confer ‘upon them the ‘‘supreme
dignity’’ of the risk-taker’ (Walzer 2002: 14).While – according to Arendt
(1961: 156) – the very nature of the public realm demands courage, and
while – according to Said (1994: 74) – it is reprehensible for an intellectual
to avoid or turn away from political engagement out of fear, many liberal
theorists take the view that the requirement for courage applies only in
countries with undemocratic political systems (Robin 2000: 1087). Thus,
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in modern democratic societies, claims Posner (2001), being a
public intellectual is ‘no big deal’, as there is no risk attached to any
public stance. In addition, as the penalty for the public intellectual
caught selling a defective product is reduced to ‘trivial level’ (Posner 2001:
388), public intellectuals are prone to ‘think about themselves as being
on holiday when they are writing for the general public’ (105). Yet public
intellectuals also face some risks and challenges even in democratic
societies. Firstly, we need to remember that democracy, defined mainly
by elections and the exercise of power in the name of the majority, is
capable of being repressive of individual freedom and minority rights.
Secondly, some major obstacles to intellectuals’ engagement have
emergedmore recently, connectedwith the growing power of themedia to
limit the public agenda, with the increased influence of business schools
and think tanks, the limited capacities of intellectuals and public suspi-
cions of intellectuals (Goldfarb 1998; Furedi 2004; Fuller 2005).
Although modern intellectuals rarely face the challenge of the Dreyfus

Affair kind, intellectuals even in their role of academic expert still need
to reflect with courage on the problems and challenges confronting their
societies. The risk faced by intellectuals cannot be ruled out, for the
same reason that we need public intellectuals, which is not ‘because
rulers are never just but because they are never perfectly just’ (Walzer
2002: 43). If we see the public intellectual’s job as ‘to be the bearer of
bad tidings – not cynicism, but difficult truths that cut across lines of
political affiliation and enthusiasm, that may put us at odds with those
we would much rather be linked up in harmony with, that may, from
time to time, give ammunition to those we would much prefer to see
disarmed’ (Jean Bethke Elshtain, quoted in Posner 2001: 386), we
should expect intellectual engagement when it is the order of the day. In
other words, the issue of courage is one of the preconditions for a public
intellectual’s civic involvement.
To sum up, public intellectual authority comes as a result of several

dimensions of the role, with creativity and courage being the most
important qualities. Generalising, it can be argued that it is creativity
and courage that endow an intellectual with the authority to speak out
on broader issues, as both determine the intellectual’s position within
the intellectual field and her/his relationship to the powers outside it.
Such an approach permits us to identify public intellectuals as aca-
demics, writers, journalists and artists who, as high-quality specialists,
are uniquely qualified to make contributions to societal well-being.
Creativity is a means that enables intellectuals to participate in the realm
of knowledge and to transcend their professional specialisations
into critical sensitivity, and by this process to ensure their authority as
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critic-specialists. By emphasising creativity as one of the main char-
acteristics of the intellectual role, we can hold that the creative
achievements of intellectuals are the source of their authority while
avoiding, at the same time, too narrow an image of the specialist. The
creativity of public intellectuals, while taking place against a background
of specialist knowledge, also refers to the movement from specialised
domains of scholarship into domains of public debate and back. The
courage of conviction, as the necessary precondition for speaking in
defiance of the established powers and the public, also contributes to
public intellectuals’ special authority.

In order to enhance our understanding of public intellectuals’ creative
engagement in democratising and humanising the workings of modern
societies and to construct a sociological account of civil courage, the
following chapters discuss theories of creativity and courage.
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2 Creativity: the problem of the new

What is creativity?

Any attempt to define creativity is faced with the question as to whether
creativity is a property of people, products or cognitive processes. And, if
we assume that creativity is not a personal but a social phenomenon, we
need to ask: what do wemean by creative work? Is creative work common
or rare? And how are the attributions of creativity made (Mayer 1999;
Sternberg 1988b)? All these difficulties are reflected in the variety of
definitions of creativity. Dictionary definitions present it as the ability to
bring something new into existence, the ability to use the imagination to
make new syntheses and the ability to produce something that is con-
sidered both novel and original, while also stressing that the notion is
connected with unusual brightness or intelligence. Moreover, dictionary
definitions also tend to suggest that this concept is used to describe such
people as Albert Einstein or Leonardo da Vinci, who have changed
our culture in some important respect (Collins Dictionary of Social Science,
Oxford English Dictionary, Encyclopaedia Britannica, Encyclopaedia
Americana). The existence of more than 200 definitions (Weisberg 1993),
ranging from the oldest conceptualisations viewing creativity as a talent
reserved for a particular type of gifted personality – a ‘genius’ (for example,
Kris 1952) – or as emerging from the associations of ideas in the uncon-
scious (Arieti 1976) to definitions stressing dynamics of collaborative
creativity (Kohut 1985), prompt some to argue that creativity defies pre-
cise definition. Others collect and classify existing definitions. For
example, Calvin W. Taylor (1988) has divided some sixty definitions of
creativity, on the basis of their main theme, into five mutually exclusive
classes.
Although almost none of the current sociological dictionaries, and

none of the standard dictionaries of literary and cultural studies, have
an entry on ‘creativity’, works in these areas addressing this issue offer
a broad view of creativity as a movement through the ‘known’ into
the ‘unknown’ (Williams 1977: 212) or ‘the problem of the new’
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(Arendt 1978). In a similar way, Rob Pope (2005: xvi) identifies
creativity as ‘the capacity to make, do or become something fresh
and valuable with respect to others as well as ourselves’. Such a broad
definition suits our preliminary purpose here. Since it is beyond our
capacity to offer here a comprehensive history of the idea of
creativity, what follows is a compact summary of the main meanings that
creativity has taken on over the centuries.

Creativity and the issues relevant to it, such as creation myths, myths
of individual genius and the concern with insight, inspiration and ima-
gination, have been debated for centuries and studied within a number
of different research paradigms and traditions. The idea of creativity has
been evolving through history, from being seen as elusive, enigmatic
and surrounded by myths, through being a mirror of modernity, to its
status today as both ‘the weapon of the weak’ (Lofgren 2001: 73) and a
fashionable commercial strategy. While questions regarding creativity
originally puzzled mainly philosophers, since the last century the dis-
course on creativity has become more specialised, with psychologists,
historians and philosophers of science leading the debate. Now, when
all disciplines seem to agree that it is best regarded as a complex and
multidimensional social phenomenon, creativity is no longer seen as
being located exclusively in the elevated circles of science and the
secluded atelier of the artist; it seems to be everywhere.

The earliest traditions of thinking about creativity, from the Bible
through the ancient Greeks and the Middle Ages, associated it with
spiritual and mystical beliefs, and put the emphasis on divine inspira-
tion. In such accounts, creativity was seen as something purely mystical
and divine, an act of God or as one of the divine qualities endowed by
God on man ( Joas 1996; Ericsson 2002). ‘The creative person was seen
as an empty vessel that a divine being would fill with inspiration. The
individual would then pour out the inspired ideas, forming an other-
worldly product’ (Sternberg and Lubart 1999: 4). The classical Greeks
stressed the metaphysical source of creative achievements and placed
their emphasis on an individual daemon (guardian spirit). Plato, who
argued that a poet is inspired directly by the gods with wisdom con-
cerning the human and divine conditions, thought that it was impossible
to explain or understand creativity (Asmis 1992). ‘A poet is holy, and
never able to compose until he has become inspired, and is beside
himself and reason is longer in him . . . for not by art does he utter these,
but by power divine’ (Plato, quoted in Boden 1994: 1). Since poets have
divine access and duty towards a god, their creativity ought to be ben-
eficial to the order of the state. Hence, artists who create deceptive
images and who produce without knowledge of the truth pose a threat to
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the integrity of the mind and spirit, because creativity ‘apart from moral
concern loses its soul’ (McLaren 1993: 137). In the Republic, Socrates
warned against creativity’s dark side and argued that poets who are
deceived by their own images should be banished from the ideal
republic.
During the Middle Ages discussions of creativity and creation, due to

their potential threat to Christian monotheism, were limited, and it was
not until the Renaissance that creation began to be seen as a human act
(Williams 1983: 82). The Renaissance not only brought liberation from
seeing creation as an exclusively divine act, it also led to the revival of the
ancient idea of divine inspiration, which offered creative artists a new
means of expression of their self-esteem ( Joas 1996: 74). It was also this
period in which references to the creative abilities of artists themselves
entered into narratives about art for the first time (Williams 1983: 74).
All the same, the modern sense of creation as a human and aesthetic act
became firmly established only in the eighteenth century. During the
Enlightenment, with the emergence of a clear difference between the
mythical and the historical, with the growing recognition of reason,
experience and intelligence and with natural science’s belief in natural
law becoming widely accepted, the idea of creativity gained in impor-
tance. At this period ‘[n]o word in English carries a more consistently
positive reference than ‘‘creativity’’ ’ (Williams 1961: 3). Creativity took
on the forms of rational scientific discovery and the material inven-
tiveness of engineers. It was viewed as being located in the renowned
spheres of science and as being the mark of engineers and scientists
(Albert and Runco 1999; Liep 2001).
One of the most significant distinctions made in the middle of the

eighteenth century was one connected with the difference between the
idea of creativity and the ideas of genius, originality, talent and formal
education (Albert and Runco 1999: 21). By the end of that century the
prolonged debates about the nature of creativity and its relation to the
notion of genius led to the conclusion that genius, while distinguished
from talent and seen as exceptional, was unconnected with the super-
natural (Albert and Runco 1999; Engell 1981). The rise of the model of
rational science, which stresses science’s power and the practical use of
research, did not totally eliminate the attraction of the myth of the sci-
entist as the hermit genius, who draws ‘inventions out of his intellectual
and psychic innards’ (Burns and Stalker 1961: 21). While attributing
scientific and technological advances, which were now seen as simply
‘happening’, to singular and isolated geniuses, the myth of accident and
inspiration left out of the picture much significant information about
inventors’ social conditions and about the informal ties that connected
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many of them. The creative Scots of the eighteenth century (such as
inventors James Watt, Joseph Black and John Roebuck) belonged to a
society that was small in number and closely integrated, which served as
a social medium for technological development (Burns and Stalker
1961: 25). By the beginning of the next century there was a clear
awareness of the need to institutionalise these informal connections.
The establishment of various learned societies, which were ‘at the same
time friendly and scientific’ (Samuel Smiles, quoted in Burns and
Stalker 1961: 25), meant that for some time the responsibilities for
scientific advance and for technical innovation were passed to them.

As the Enlightenment’s quest for liberation from the hierarchical and
immobile order of the ancien régime was followed by the emphasis of
Romanticism upon individual self-fulfilment, a new way of defining
creativity emerged. In this second model of creativity, produced by the
historical process which has transformed the traditional world, creativity
is seen as being located in the atelier of the artist and as being an
expression of the artist’s inner feelings, associated with the power of
imagination. The Enlightenment had transformed itself from an age of
reason to an age of imagination since the end of the eighteenth century,
and therefore ‘imagination’ was accepted as the governing impulse in
artistic creativity (Engell 1981: viii). This second model of creativity
found its expression in the Romantic movement, at the heart of which
was the concept of creativity as a ‘counterweight to scientific rationalism’
(Albert and Runco 1999: 23). Nineteenth-century Romanticism dec-
lared that each historical period has its unique character and redis-
covered the links between imagination and poetry. The idea of creativity,
which emphasised the power of imagination, the role of inspiration and
the wisdom inherent in feelings, and which is referred to either as ‘the
ideology of creativity’ (Albert and Runco 1999: 23) or as the metaphor of
expression ( Joas 1996: 71), was grasped in Johann Gottfried von Her-
der’s idea of self-expression. Herder, who understood art as the sphere in
which the human being articulates herself or himself as a whole person,
emphasised the idea of cultural diversity as intrinsic to human history
and asserted that history does not move in straight lines and that ‘there is
not a single key to the future or the past’ (Berlin 1999: 36). Herder, by
the same token, helped Romanticism to destroy the Enlightenment’s
axiom that, if we applied proper scientific methods, valid and objective
answers could be discovered to all questions. In other words, the
Romantics, on the one hand, ‘subjectively secularised’ creativity, and on
the other hand they re-mystified it, into ‘something for the divinely
inspired few’ (Ericsson 2002: 11).
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In short, the rise of modernity produced two models of creativity,
representing ‘the contrast between the material and the spiritual: secular,
rational scientific discovery and the emotional, spiritual creativity of the
artist’ (Liep 2001: 3). In the nineteenth century these two models – one
of rational science, which stresses science’s power and the practical use of
research, and the second of ‘the ideology of creativity’ – were accom-
panied by two additional images of creativity, namely the metaphors of
production and revolution ( Joas 1996: 71–9). The idea of production,
which relates creativity to human beings’ material lives, and which
therefore eliminates any liberating possibilities or powers, was formulated
in Karl Marx’s action theory. In his deterministic perspective, creativity,
seen as externalised and depersonalised, is attributed entirely to objective
circumstances or contingencies, while the real activity of human beings is
ignored. On the other hand, Marx’s call for radical political and socio-
economic change, in an attempt to get people ‘not only to think differ-
ently and to act differently but to be different’ (Fromm 1998: 145–6),
introduced the revolution-based model of creativity.
At the end of the nineteenth century the creativity discourse was

dominated by yet another image, namely the metaphor of evolutionary
progress in nature. The power of this naturalising metaphor can be
illustrated by the nineteenth-century assumptions about the hereditary
nature of genius and the process underlying natural selection, which
followed evolutionary theory’s basic principles (Albert and Runco 1999:
24). Charles Darwin’s emphasis on the role of biological adaptation in
survival as well as his emphasis on conflict, competition and inheritance
in the progress of evolution shaped Francis Galton’s ways of thinking
about creativity. In his Hereditary Genius (1869), the first attempt at an
empirical study of human abilities, Galton, a cousin of Darwin, offered
the operational definition of broad evolutionary diversity as manifested
in specific individual differences that could be measured. Galton, a
propagator of sociology as the science of good breeding, studied men of
genius as representing the extreme end of the distribution of intelligence
(Rogers 1973: 147). The biological-evolutionary reading of life histories
also influenced Sigmund Freud, who read Darwin and met Galton. His
psychodynamic theory, which took the view that creativity is the result of
working through the repressive control of forbidden impulses, was ‘the
first major twentieth-century theoretical approach to the study of
creativity’ (Sternberg and Lubart 1999: 8). Freud saw creativity as
arising from the tensions between conscious reality and unconscious
drives and proposed that writers and artists produce creative work as a
way to express their unconscious wishes in a publicly acceptable fashion
(Albert and Runco 1999: 24). Nonetheless, even though it influenced
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the search for the perso nal characte ristics of creative people, the psy -
chodyn amic the ory did not provide a scie ntific foundat ion for the
invest igation of crea tivity within the emergin g field of psyc hology in
the early twenti eth century . While Freud conce ived of work s of art as the
produc t of sublimat ion, by whic h energy , ori ginally instinctua l, is dis -
placed and discharged (or deriv ed from the instinctive sexua l impulse,
for wh ich they were , ultimately, substitut es), later developm ents in the
field recorde d a pro gressive shift from seeing crea tive motives as being
‘psychopa thologi cal’ to paying m ore attent ion to the ‘norm ality’ of
creative trait s.

None of these attempts to interp ret crea tive acti on as scie ntific,
expr essive, p roducti ve, revolu tionary or evolutionary offered a sys-
tematic the ory of creativi ty. ‘It was no t until the latt er half of the
ninet eenth century that attemp ts were made to define cre ativity in a
more pro found way tha n simply by refere nce to one single type of
human actio n, wh ich obviousl y could not enco mpass all actions’ ( Joas
1996 : 71). Two new an d differe nt ways of tryin g to elucidate crea tivity –
the conc ept of the ‘will’ in the philoso phy of life, as deve loped by Arthur
Schope nhaue r, and the conce pt of intel ligence in p ragmatis m – offere d
cruci al ins ights int o the phenom enon of creativi ty. The pra gmatic theory
of intellig ence (the pro totype of creativi ty) encom passes all ty pes of
creativi ty. Pra gmatists emphas ise that it is impo rtant to recogni se the
intellig ent an d crea tive asp ects of al l human activity, and that creative
actio n, like all actio n, is infuse d with meaning. Their the ory of situa ted
creativi ty assumes that we shoul d not extr act or elimin ate the individu al
actio n from its situati onal context ( Joas 1996 ). The pra gmatists ’ view-
ing of creativi ty as actio ns perform ed withi n sit uations that call for
solutions owes muc h to Ge orge Herbert Me ad’s ( 1932 : xiii, 29) belie f
that past expe riences aros e in such a way as to enabl e ‘inte lligent con-
duct to proceed’ against situational problems, and to John Dewey’s
(1917: 63) view of creativity as the liberation of the capacity for new
actions. While pragmatism locates creativity in everyday human activity
and regards science as a more pronounced development of such
potentials, the philosophy of life, which depicts the whole of life itself as
creative, offers too totalising an understanding of creativity ( Joas 1996).

During the second par t of the ninet eenth century , wi th the gro wing
development of science and with its increasing specialisation, the nature
of discourse on creativity was shaped – due to the new and elaborate
organisation of professional scientists – by the establishment of new
forms of relation between scientists and their audiences. Furthermore,
institutional barriers between science and industry and between ‘pure’
and ‘applied’ science were constructed. ‘In the twentieth century the
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new and elaborate organization of professional scientists has been
eventually matched by one of technological innovators into groups
overlapping teaching and research institutions, Government depart-
ments and agencies, and industry’ (Burns and Stalker 1961: 36). At this
stage of the development of capitalism, according to Schumpeter, the
driving force in the process of innovation was the entrepreneur.
Assigning the crucial role to innovative entrepreneurs in giving birth to
new technical paradigms for future growth relies on the conceptualisa-
tion of innovation as ‘a feat not of intellect, but of will. It is a special case
of the social phenomenon of leadership’ (Schumpeter 1991: 65).
The specialisation of the discourse on creativity in the twentieth

century has, on the one hand, fragmented and, on the other hand,
enriched our understanding of the creative process. Philosophers’
questioning of creativity continued, with Nietzsche’s emphasis on the
free play of creativity and on the idea that valuing is creating, with Henri
Bergson’s understanding of creativity as the human impulse to impro-
vise and with Charles Sanders Peirce’s introduction of the concept of
scientific methods as consisting of, alongside deduction and induction,
abduction, defined as ‘the production of new hypotheses in a creative
act’ ( Joas 1996: 134). In the second half of the last century the issue of
creativity became the subject of studies by psychologists, historians and
philosophers of science, whose works have contributed to a growing
recognition of the social nature of science. The debate was initiated by
Karl Popper’s (1959) distinction between ‘discovery’ and ‘justification’
and his rejection of the assumptions that we gain knowledge by induc-
tion and that the reliability of knowledge comes from the quantity of
inductively collected observations. According to him, science progresses
only when a theory is tested, falsified and replaced by a new one. Popper
(1959) assumed that creative ‘inspiration’ is fundamentally irrational,
and therefore scientific discovery (and artistic creativity) cannot be
predicted and the psychology of creativity is not merely philosophically
uninteresting but actually impossible. ‘This Popperian view of creativity
is as pessimistic as Plato’s, to which indeed it is significantly similar’
(Boden 1994: 3).
Popper’s idealised image of the solutions provided by core scientists,

his failure to recognise the ‘puzzle-solving’ activities of normal science
and his account of the scientific revolution were all criticised by Thomas
Kuhn. In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Kuhn (1962: 52) argues
that the adoption of a new paradigm is the result of a scientific revo-
lution, which inaugurates a new period of ‘normal science’ – that is, the
kind of science in which an intellectual paradigm for research is taken
for granted and which ‘does not aim at novelties of fact or theory and,
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when successful, finds none’. He draws attention to the discontinuities
in the development of science and makes it clear that the evaluation of
new ideas by scientists is a less rational process than Popper assumed. In
Kuhn’s (1962) view, discoveries are events judged significant by the
scientific community, but this consensus can be explained only by non-
rational factors. In all domains of the natural sciences originality is
attributed by social processes that are relative and fallible, and that
are sometimes reversed by the next generation. Thus, creators are the
individuals who have a great mastery of the accumulated collective
resource and who are recognised by their ‘scientific communities’. While
scientific innovations do require the rejection of acceptable theories,
the formulation of research questions is rooted in engagement with the
scientific tradition. Yet Kuhn, for whom ‘normal science’ has no more
force than that of custom and habit, overlooks the fact that even during
periods of ‘normal science’ quite significant changes also take place, and
that therefore ‘true creativity cannot be bound or limited to periods of
revolution alone’ (Bohm and Peat 1987: 27).

Kuhn’s contribution to the sociology of science has been of seminal
importance. This field, following the impact of Karl Mannheim’s (1949)
idea of ‘thought styles’ and his claim that innovations are shifts in styles
of thought, has become dominated by the structural-functionalist per-
spective. The structural-functionalist perspective in the sociology of
science owes much to Robert K. Merton, the founder of the scientific
sociology of knowledge, who conceptualised scientific research as being
determined by previous findings, the logic of science and scientific
rationale and by societal – that is, extra-scientific – factors. In Science,
Technology and Society in Seventeenth-Century England ([1938] 1970), the
landmark text in this tradition in the sociology of science, Merton
identifies the process of discovery as ‘less individual and specific and
more like a lengthy process of hard work and negotiations within a set of
complex social networks’ (Schaffer 1994: 16). In a later reformulation of
his approach, Merton (1973) emphasises that successful developments
in science arise not from the mere accumulation of evidence but from
the combination of its rewards system with its institutionalised norma-
tive system. The scientific world offers a system of rewards that operates
to give recognition to significant researchers and also encourages ori-
ginality, which, understood as the commitment to the pursuit of new
knowledge, is also an essential safeguard to ensure continuing scientific
development. The value of originality, however, counts only if it is
‘disciplined originality’ (Sztompka 1986: 52) – in other words, when it is
not just novelty for novelty’s sake but the search for the new reinforced
and constrained by the value of objectivity: ‘The institution of science
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actually calls for variants that will better meet the goal of new
knowledge. Each variant must be shown to satisfy the norms of evi-
dence’ (Merton 1959: 181). Merton’s (1973) vision of science, as being
characterised by universalism, communalism, disinterestedness and
organised scepticism, pays insufficient attention to the contingent aspect
of scientific practice. As a result, it has not established a basis for the
analysis of creative activities but, rather, has enhanced structural-
functionalist studies of the internal mechanisms and processes operating
within the scientific community.
At least until the mid-1980s, almost no empirical work had been

carried out on the impact of specific social features on creativity. For a
long time the understanding of creativity had been dominated by the
gestalt approach, with its concern with the nature of insight and the
question of where creative ideas come from (Taylor 1988). These issues
were popularised in the 1960s by Arthur Koestler’s famous book The Act
of Creation (1964). His explanation of creativity as ‘bisociation’, or the
combination of ideas from different, and incompatible or unrelated,
frames of reference, emphasises that the most creative moments in
science involve the recognition of novel analogies between previously
unrelated fields. His concentration on unconscious rather than con-
scious combinations of dissimilar or unconnected ideas and his reliance
on bibliographical material made his approach very attractive to psy-
chologists, especially ones viewing creativity as a life story. Yet the focus
on insight lost its popularity when cognitive psychology opted for the
precision of measuring traits of creativity, with creativity researchers
concentrating primarily on empirical testing and the assessing of indi-
vidual indicators of creativity. During the last fifty years the dominance
of psychological empirical research guided by a definition of creativity
based on personality traits, which assumed that creativity is a con-
tinuous quantity, and therefore can be measured in normal and not just
unusually talented people, has led to the democratisation of creativity
and a growing focus on creativity enhancement and education.
At present there is a growing consensus in the social sciences that

creativity is a complex social phenomenon. Despite many contentious
issues concerning definitions and methodologies, there is, moreover, a
clear new interest and a new desire among social scientists to overcome
the existing fragmentation in the field. It remains the case, however, that
various areas of study continue to carry out their own independent
discourses. For example, today’s anthropology, where the notion of
creativity plays a prominent role, being a discipline interested in
studying change, conceptualises cultural creativity as ‘an ever-emergent
feature in the world’ and as a moral force (Hastrup 2001: 31). As
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anthropologists became aware that the ‘healthy perpetuation of cultural
traditions requires invention as well as rote repetition’ (Rosaldo, Lavie
and Narayan, 1993: 5), a number of approaches have been developed
that highlight the social, performative and political dimensions of
creativity. Anthropologists, in arguing that invention takes place within a
field of culturally available possibilities and that it is as much a process of
selection and recombination as one of thinking anew, bring to our
attention the playfulness of everyday creativity. Seeing creativity as
stepping out of seriousness follows Johan Huizinga’s (1955) and Mikhail
Bakhtin’s (1968) argument that play and laughter can break the grip
of taken-for-granted realities and thus free us for new potentialities.
‘For this reason great changes, even in the field of science, are always
preceded by a certain carnival consciousness that prepares the way’
(Bakhtin 1968: 49). Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogic imagination, placed at
the heart of his dialogic literary theory, suggests that the potential of
imagination can evoke holistic engagement by making the mundane
creative.

The idea of creativity has also entered cultural studies where it is
assumed that the social construction of reality implies an element of
creativity. Creativity is thus perceived as part of a ‘strategy of underdogs’
(Lofgren 2001: 71–7). The best illustrations of the way in which dis-
cussions of everyday creativity have become counter-arguments against
the presupposition that creativity is an elite resource as well as against
the notion that consumption is a pacifying, homogenising force in
people’s lives are Paul Willis’s studies Learning to Labour: How Working
Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs (1977) and Common Culture: Symbolic
Work at Play in the Everyday Cultures of the Young (1990). Willis views
creativity as a positive strategy of resistance or ‘tactics for beating the
system’, as a special type of cultural competence, developed to com-
pensate for a difficult situation (Lofgren 2001: 77). He rejects ‘a self-
interested view of elite creativity’ and insists that ‘there is a vibrant
symbolic life and symbolic creativity in everyday life, everyday activity
and expression – even if it is sometimes invisible, looked down on or
spurned . . . ’ (Willis 1990: 1). The importance of creativity as an ega-
litarian resource has been enhanced further by studies of creative con-
sumption and various investigations of subcultures and analyses of
consumption and shopping practices, as symbolic production made the
concept of creativity into ‘a very positive concept’ (Lofgren 2001: 77).
Additionally, the development of creative industry, such as media,
fashion and public relations, has boosted the value of creativity further
by making it into the highest achievable good.
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While creativity is seen as a moral force in anthropology, and in
cultural studies as an egalitarian resource, in management studies the
significance of creativity is more connected with its commercial value,
on the one hand, and its empowerment value, on the other. The
obsession with ‘innovation’ in organisational discourses tends to be
premised on claims that ‘global competitive forces’, new structures that
are open and flexible, demand creativity. As mangers are increasingly
being selected for their creative visions of how to turn a company
around, they themselves, alongside psychologists, are becoming ‘our
contemporary ideologues of creativity’ (Osborne 2003). They preach
creativity, arguing that in a post-industrial, informalised, global econ-
omy the name of the game is innovation and everybody can be
empowered by creativity. The necessity of creativity as a job require-
ment for managerial positions is followed by managers’ attempts to
impose, as part of a demand to give up forms of protection in routine
and law, a requirement of creativity on all employees. Thus, as the
economic attractiveness of anything connected with creativity increases,
even relatively mundane jobs are labelled ‘creative’ in order to attract
people. Organisations, empowered by technologies and aiming to
become ‘creative organisations’, increasingly rely on ‘creativity’ as a
buzzword to provide a remedy in the future. In short, creativity, often
reduced to practices and techniques such as brainstorming or mind-
maps, has become one of the hottest issues within the organisational
discourses of the last two decades (Ericsson 2002: 7). Some worry that
the unintended consequences of such a commercialisation of the interest
in creativity could trap us in something resembling a Weberian iron
cage. ‘The renewal of working life through creativity and the managerial
obsession with creativity’ could lead to ‘an iron cage of creativity’, in
which ‘leaders have become trapped by their own notion of creativity’
(Ericsson 2002: 1).
To conclude, in recent years the notion of creativity has received

renewed attention in many disciplines. As the aspiration to be creative
becomes a part of our life, at work and outside it, creativity is seen as a
positive force and as a valued commercial strategy. The twentieth cen-
tury enhanced the process of democratising creativity as increasingly
specialised studies fashioned creativity into an objective, cognitive trait
that is quantifiable, measurable and controllable. ‘In other words,
creativity functions as a mirror of modernity – it is a post-war attempt to
treat everyone as equals, yet at the same time create an instrument that
discriminates between equals’ (Ericsson 2002: 11).
Although the interest in creativity has not yet manifested itself in an

expansion of the multidisciplinary perspective to the study of creativity,
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we observe a growing recognition of the role of social aspects in crea-
tivity. Since at present it is psychological studies that dominate research
and the discourse on creativity, in order to discus the different types
of creativity we need to analyse psychology’s more comprehensive
approach to studying the subject.

Where is creativity?

Psychological approaches to creativity used to focus on any one of its four
aspects: person, process, product and environment (Mooney 1963).
Now, however, creativity is seen in a more holistic or systemic way. In
contrast to the traditional perspective’s conceptualisation of creativity as a
process existing in a single person, the new alternative stand debates
creativity as existing in the larger system of social networks, domains and
fields of enterprise. Many psychologists have contributed to the devel-
opment of this systems view of creativity. Apart from Howard Gruber,
Howard Gardner and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s ideas, which are briefly
discussed below, the systems approach has also benefited from Robert J.
Sternberg andTodd I.Lubart’s investment theory andTeresaM.Amabile’s
theory of creativity in context (1999).

Gruber (1981), who was one of the founders of the holistic approach,
focuses on the unique experiences of each creative individual within the
context of his or her social and emotional world and pays attention to
multiple influences on creativity. He sees creativity as a slowly evolving
process of reflection and discovery made possible by the existence of the
closely intertwined and interacting system of social networks, rather
than a ‘Eureka’ moment. Gruber’s (1980: 311) studies of individuals
whose creativity is beyond dispute (such as Darwin and Jean Piaget)
show that ‘creative people have a network of enterprises . . . , which
describes the individual organization of purposes’ and which facilitates
‘diverse simultaneous or parallel activities’. For Gruber (1983: 9), net-
works of enterprises are central to the creative process, as within an
individual’s unique network every idea ‘seems to be implicated within
innumerable other ideas in an intricate network’.

Gardner (1988; 1993), much influenced by Gruber’s tradition, takes
into account cognitive, developmental psychological approaches and the
motivational aspects of creation. He favours the use of individual case
studies, which he places in the context of a specific environment, and
examines the ways in which creators and their surroundings interact.
Gardner’s biographical approach, which he employed to study Freud,
Einstein, Pablo Picasso, Igor Stravinsky, T. S. Eliot, Martha Graham
and Mohandas Gandhi, emphasises the cognitive domain associated
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with the creator as well as social and historical contexts. Gardner (1993:
23–5) sees creativity as a confluence of intrinsic motivation, knowledge
of a field and particular cognitive skills. Thus, ‘the creative individual is
a person who regularly solves problems, fashions products or defines
new questions in a domain in a way that is initially considered novel but
that ultimately becomes accepted in a particular cultural setting’
(Gardner 1993: 35).
The systems view of creativity has been further enhanced by

Csikszentmihalyi, who is also known for his idea of creativity as flow – that
is, the state of mind we get into when we forget about time and become
absorbed in an activity. According to him, creativity is the process that
can be observed only at the intersection where individuals, domains and
fields interact. Thus, creativity is the product of these three shaping
forces: ‘[a] set of social institutions, or field, that selects from the varia-
tions produced by individuals those that are worth preserving; a stable
cultural domain that will preserve and transmit the selected new ideas or
forms to the following generations; and finally the individual, who brings
about some change in the domain, a change that the field will consider to
be creative’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1988: 325; emphasis in original). Crea-
tivity is not the product of single individuals, but of ‘social systems
making judgements about individuals’ products’ (1999: 313). The level
of creativity depends just as much on individual creativity as on ‘how well
suited the respective domains and fields are to the recognition and dif-
fusion of novel ideas’ (1996: 31). Because creativity is constructed
through an interaction between producers (who draw on different
materials, skills and knowledge) and their different audiences (who judge
according to their own values and standards), the criteria for what con-
stitutes creativity vary from one domain to another. Csikszentmihalyi
(1999: 316) postulates that we need to view each mode of creativity in
relation to the communities, social organisations and institutions in
which creativity is judged and endorsed. ‘What is meant by creativity is
not a real objective quality but refers only to the acceptance by a particular
field of judges’ (1999: 316). Csikszentmihalyi’s approach can be criti-
cised for being too consensual, as it overlooks the fact that creative acts
can be ignored or suppressed by judges. ‘In other words, he plays down
the personal and political struggle that characterised the making and
breaking of authorities and institutions themselves’ (Pope 2005: 68).
Gruber, Gardner and Csikszentmihalyi, the three main representatives

of this holistic or systemic position, share many common ideas. They all
suggest that creativity – identified as contributions to original ideas, dif-
ferent points of view and newways of looking at problems – takes time and
involves an active search for gaps in existing knowledge.Theydemonstrate
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that creative work can be carried out only in the social and historical
context of its making. Their definition of creativity as ‘any act, idea,
or product that changes an existing domain’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1996: 28)
focuses on the creative product rather than the creative process or person,
and sees creativity as a phenomenon that results from the interaction
between these three elements or systems. The systems-oriented approach
combines two of the key elements of the conceptual definition of creativ-
ity – novelty and acceptability or appropriateness – as any contribution to
an original idea rests on the consensus judgement of some social group at
some point. This holistic perspective, in contrast to the more atomistic
view of creativity, perceives creativity as a process that takes place within
the context of a particular environment and that can be observed only
at the intersection at which individuals, society and culture interact. The
three writers are also in agreement that creativity should be defined as the
production of both novel and appropriate work, where ‘novel’ refers to
original work, work that could not be predicted, and where ‘appropriate’
refers to the usefulness of the product towards a certain need (Sternberg
and Lubart 1999).

In general, this new systems approach, in contrast to the traditional
psychological view of creativity as a process existing in a single person,
conceptualises creativity as existing in the larger system of social net-
works, domains and fields of enterprise. As a consequence, the indivi-
dual responsible for products that are judged to be creative is seen as
only one of the many elements necessary for the process of creation. The
systems view of creativity, while pointing out the role of social networks
and contexts, does not preclude the notion of the creator as an indivi-
dual. Although systems-oriented approaches range from views that are
more socially oriented to views that are more individual-oriented, none
of them totally loses sight of the creative person or the creative process.
Sternberg (1988), for example, argues that all aspects have to interact to
generate creative performance. Furthermore, all researchers within this
paradigm suggest that to understand creativity it is necessary to know
what characteristics are associated with creative individuals, how the
attributions of creativity are made and what conditions are most
favourable to creative performance.

In sum, in the last fifty years the psychological study of creativity has
shifted from attempting to answer the question ‘what is creativity?’ to
posing the question ‘where is creativity?’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1988: 325).
As researchers have come to the conclusion that creativity is never the
result of individual action alone, this question cannot be answered solely
by reference to one person and that person’s work. Without a culturally
defined domain of action in which innovation is possible, the person
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cannot even get started. And, without a group of peers to evaluate and
confirm the adaptiveness of the innovation, it is impossible to
differentiate what is creative from what is simply statistically improbable
or peculiar.
Although psychological studies are still in need of ‘effort to synthesize

the various approaches of the past into an integrated theory’ (Csik-
szentmihalyi 1988: 338), their proposed holistic theory of creativity is very
relevant for any sociological attempt to understand the phenomenon.

What is the nature of creative action?

Despite the importance of creativity, the phenomenon has occupied
only a marginal position in the sociological tradition ( Joas 1996). Even
twentieth-century sociology, with the sole exception of pragmatism,
which located creativity in everyday human activity and conceptualised
creativity as a natural endowment of human beings that allows them to
infuse reality with meaning and to create a social world (Dewey 1934),
preferred to shy away from studying creative activity. There are several
reasons why a systematic sociological theory of creativity has not so far
been attempted. The first reason why creativity has not been con-
sistently integrated into general sociological theory may be found in the
fact that there is an important individual dimension to creativity that is
hard to get at from a sociological perspective. Secondly, the idea of
creativity has failed to capture sociologists’ attention, as most social
science relies implicitly on a teleological conception of action, and
therefore neglects indeterminacy and ambiguity of action. Another
reason why sociologists have not been interested in creativity is con-
nected with the fact that they often pay more attention to the estab-
lishment of patterns, constraints and social reproduction rather than
creative activity. For example, both structuralism and systems theory
paid more attention to established patterns and forms than to change
and innovation.
Nevertheless, although creativity has been, by virtue of its indivi-

dualistic flavour and the nature of sociologists’ interest, marginalised in
a sociological approach, this discipline is well equipped to bring out the
social and group dimensions of the phenomenon. A sociological argu-
ment that ‘creativity does not belong to persons, but travels in groups;
it is concentrated in space and time’ (Fuchs 2001: 188) offers a con-
ceptualisation of creativity that leads us in the direction of investigating
unusually creative periods and schools. Recently, moreover, several
sociologists have discussed creativity, whether directly or indirectly.
Cornelius Castoriadis’s The Imaginary Institution of Society (1987) was
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one of the first books to focus on the notion of creativity and the role of
judgement in identifying it. Castoriadis discusses the operation of
creativity at the level of the individual subject and at the level of society,
as well as the creative and imaginary character of language. According to
him, individual-radical imaginaries and social-collective imaginaries are
mutually constitutive. Castoriadis proposes that the creative nature of
praxis results in the self-creation of humanity; in other words, that each
society brings into being its own mode of self-alternation in the process
of institutionalisation. While we explain the new in terms of the old
narratives or in terms and categories of situations already experienced,
to recognise the new as such one must be in a position to judge it. In
short, without disregarding categories brought in by language, we are
unable to grasp the new. The difficulty related to the problem of the new
escaping logical insights can be exposed, according to Castoriadis
(1987: 108), by focusing on the tension between what is new (the
instituting society or history in the making) and what is given (the
instituted society or history already made). Thus, from Castoriadis’s
perspective, the question of the new is a question of judgement; at the
same time, the practice of judgement does not necessarily include logical
reasoning.

The crucial role of judgement in our understanding of the problem of
the new can also be also found in Hans Joas’s insightful book The
Creativity of Action (1996), which revises action theory based primarily
on the pragmatist understanding of human action as situated creativity.
Criticising the predominant models of action, Joas accords a central role
to the notion of creativity as something that is performed within situa-
tions that call for solutions. The Creativity of Action’s model of creative
action, developed with the help of the pragmatist’s viewing of creativity
as the liberation of the capacity for new action, presupposes that the
routine dimension of action and the creative dimension of action com-
plement each other. This argument, together with Joas’s (1996: 197)
claim that ‘even acts of the utmost creativity assume the persistence of a
bedrock of underlying routine actions and external conditions which are
simply taken as given’, offer a conceptualisation of the relationship
between habit and creativity that establishes a duality between the two.
Yet such an approach ignores routinised creative action; therefore,
Joas’s perspective misrepresents the pragmatist view, which recognises
that there are some ‘tensions’ between creativity and habituality in its
action-conception, ‘but not in the manner suggested by Joas’ (Kilpinen
1998: 178). Furthermore, Joas’s assumptions about the agent’s cap-
ability to monitor the world and reflexively process the information
received are not clearly stated (McGown 1999). In addition, Joas’s
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theory does not acknowledge the highly problematic nature of our
judgement of situations and the importance of pre-existing social cate-
gories for forming judgements (McGown 1999). Although Joas has
failed to construct a fully satisfactory action theory and to ensure a shift
from philosophical analysis to sociological theory, he has nonetheless
convincingly shown that the concept of creativity should have a much
more central place in sociological theorising.
Our discussion of the sociological approaches to creativity suggests a

need to take into account the creative dimension of all action by incor-
porating into analyses of action the notion of reflexive rather than pur-
posive intentionality. It also implies a need to accept the central role of
judgement in identifying creativity and a need to acknowledge the highly
tentative, problematic nature of our judgement of situations and the
importance of past experiences in forming judgements in the present.

What are the forms of creativity?

In order to expand a sociological analysis of creativity, we need to search
for an approach that can help us to address the unresolved problems and
tensions of the main sociological approaches to creativity. This task can
be accomplished by moving beyond the conceptualisation of the notion
of creativity as a single, unproblematic unitary concept and beyond the
viewing of creativity as something independent of social and cultural
contexts. A good starting point is Joas’s (1996) argument that, in order
to see creativity as both an exceptional and a ubiquitous phenomenon,
we should take account of the creative dimension of all human action
and include the concept of ‘situation’ as a basic category in such an
approach. The pragmatic theory of situated creativity means that the
individual action should always be considered within its situational
context. Under this approach, situations are defined in relation to our
capacities for action and actors are seen as testing out and revising their
courses of action. In William I. Thomas’s (1923) elaboration of the
definition of situation, which allows us to take account of both the
subjective and objective aspects of the situation, the distinction between
means and ends is only an analytical and temporal one. Joas finds
Thomas’s conceptualisation of situation a suitable replacement for the
means–ends schemata as the primary basic category of a theory of
action. According to him, in this conceptualisation of situation not only
is full recognition given to the subjective components involved, but also
the emergence of the problem is not seen as ‘constructed as the result of
subjective caprice because the actors are confronted by problematical
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qualities of the world which provoke them into performing definition
work’ ( Joas 1996: 131).

Following the reviewers’ argument that Joas makes too much of the
dichotomy between habitual and creative action, Benjamin Dalton
addresses this shortcoming by stressing the simultaneous presence in all
action of habitual and creative elements, and by incorporating
Bourdieu’s idea that creativity can arise directly from the interaction
between habit and specific concrete situation. The characteristics of
Bourdieu’s idea of habitus ‘are extremely useful for deepening Joas’s
conceptualization’ (Dalton 2004: 614). The core of his conceptualisa-
tion of habitus offers us ‘the possibility of unifying habitual and creative
elements in a theory of action that neither depends on ascribing a
separate origin and operation to creative ‘‘tendency’’ nor on toggling
between habitual and creative moments in the unfolding course of
practical challenges’ (614). As habitus organises the way in which
individuals see the world and act in it, dispositions and frames of per-
ceptions are at once historical, social and individual. Although people
internalise ‘the immanent law of the structure in the form of habitus’
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 140), they are still capable of creativity
within the limits of the structure. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, like the
pragmatists’ notion of situation, allows us to argue that prevailing
situations are imposed on us (although our reactions to them are not),
and to see creativity as the necessary adaptation of practices to specific
contexts of action. Nonetheless, this notion, although it permits us to
conceive of creativity as the interaction between habitual action and
specific environmental conditions, fails – because of its rather reductive
assumption about human nature being motivated solely by a self-
interested competition for status – to ‘incorporate a robust conception of
creative agency’ (Dalton 2004: 613). Therefore, the revised notion of
creativity should combine the strength of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus
with Joas’s conceptualisation of creativity as a response to the ‘frustra-
tion of prereflective aspirations’.

Starting with Joas’s (1996) description of creativity as a response to
the interruption of habitual activity or an innovative adjustment so as to
re-establish habitual intentions, it can be argued that the situation-
relatedness is constitutive of all creative action. Such a recognition that
every situation contains a set of possibilities for innovative adjustments,
together with an understanding of creativity as the reinvention of
meanings so that they can ‘fit’ into already existing patterns and into
newly emerging patterns, suggest that innovative inputs originate at the
point of the intersection of situation-rooted and socially valid relevance
systems. ‘We are always in the act of fitting an ever-changing reality so
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that there is no fixed or final goal to be attained. Rather, at each moment
the ends and the means are both described as the action of making every
aspect fit’ (Bohm 1998: 58). In other words, creativity occurs in a wide
range of situations, and in order to account for it we need to know
something about both the subjective and objective dimensions of the
situation. To start with the subjective component of situation, it can be
argued that a person’s individual definition of a situation prompts her or
his search for solutions or necessitates innovative adjustment. Our
judgement of a situation reflects the correspondence, or the lack of it,
between the actors’ expectations or aspirations and their perception of
the situation. As such, it is associated with our past experiences and
knowledge that we have as a result of living in our culture.
In other words, it is habitus, ‘the system of durable dispositions to

act that are produced by objective structures and conditions but are
also capable of producing and reproducing those structures (Bourdieu
1977: 72), that organises the way in which individuals see the world and
act in it. Since it does not determine our actions totally, as it still permits
‘regulated improvisation’ and the ‘conductorless orchestration’ of
practice (Bourdieu 1977: 72), it allows us to see creativity as our
response to the ‘frustration of prereflective aspirations’ caused by a given
situation ( Joas 1996: 144–5). When the fit is imperfect, when the
expectations, based on past experiences, provide an unsatisfactory
comparison and when therefore routine conduct based on habitual
confidence is simply not enough, such a situation inspires and mobilises
creative responses. In addition to the perceived level of imperfection in
the correspondence between aspirations and a given situation, another
factor that galvanises people to search for creative solutions is a threat or
risk to their aspirations and routines. However, it is not only situations
perceived as representing high levels of frustration or risk that may assist
creativity. The perception of a situation as fitting expectations can
also be conducive to creativity, because feelings of comfort and ease
release the actor’s attention and, by the same token, facilitate flow – the
state of mind we enter when we become absorbed in a creative activity
(Csikszentmihalyi 1988: 325).
As creativity originates at the point of intersection of the objective

dimension and the subjective definition of a situation, we also need
to consider the objective aspect of the situation. Although this is dis-
cussed in more detail in chapter 4, we can note here the fairly obvious
point that the nature of the social order, seen as embedded in the
informality and formality of interactional practices, determines the
objective characteristic of the situation. Consequently, the relationship
between formality and informality decides the amount of pressure put
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on people to conform and influences the nature of people’s creative
responses (Misztal 2000). In other words, the relationship between
formality and informality determines not just the scope of peoples’
freedom to innovate and be creative but also the directions and kinds of
possible creative actions. In short, creative responses are contingent on
the nature of the relationship between formality and informality, with
both a high level of informality and a high level of formality seen as
responsible for actors’ search for creative solutions to a situation.

To sum up, as formal and informal rules both go into making the social
order, the relationship between formality and informality, together with
the perception of a given situation as putting people at ease, satisfying or
not satisfying, or presenting risk to their pre-existing aspirations and
routines, provide us with a good description of situations facilitating
creativity, offering therefore an opportunity to investigate various forms of
creativity. If, instead of focusing only on extreme situations, we add a
third type, an ‘in-between situation’, the two axes, the type of situation
and the nature of the relationships between formality and informality,
generate a matrix with nine possible forms of creativity (see table 2.1).

While the first axis refers to different types of situation as measured by
the perceived level of required adjustment, the second axis, referring
to how formal or informal the nature of the system is, also allows the
identification of three positions on this scale. The process of for-
malisation, located at one extreme of the scale, describes a trend
introducing formal ways of regulating interaction and therefore con-
tributing to an increase in the predictability of social life. Formalisation,
by removing the responsibilities for negotiation from the participants,
may reduce their mutual trust and understanding and can lead to ‘a
reduced concern for particulars of situations and to an increasing rigidity
of action’ (Wagner 1996: 99). At the other extreme there is the process
of informalisation, which ensures emancipation from external con-
straints and contributes to the demise of predictability as it brings a
higher level of structural insecurity. It also provides for a large space for

Table 2.1. Forms of creativity

The perception
of the situation

The nature of the system

Formalised Balanced Informalised

Ease/comfort Invisible elbow Improvisation Insight
Uncertainty Charismatic inspiration Collaborative exploration Rationalisation
Frustration/risk Taming anxiety Taming chance Taming ambiguity
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interactive indeterminacy or uncertainty and a higher level of reliance on
informal negotiations. Here the emphasis is on the indeterminacy
of interaction and the fluid nature of social reality, and on the role of
spontaneity and creativity in shaping social encounters. In the middle of
the scale we can place the balanced relationships, those somewhere in
between the processes of formalisation and informalisation.
We start our discussion of the nine cells of the matrix with the three

forms of creativity that are located in the first column of the matrix and
that are characterised by the same relatively high level of formality but
by different levels of the perceived danger in a given situation, respec-
tively a high level of ease/comfort, some uncertainty (the middle line of
the matrix) and a high level of frustration/risk. The first form of crea-
tivity in this formalised institutional framework plotted along the com-
fort/frustration axis is the kind of innovative action that emerges from
conditions of routine, which can be called the ‘invisible elbow’ principle
(Tilly 1997). The idea of the invisible elbow draws, of course, on Adam
Smith’s concept of the ‘invisible hand’, which suggests the optimisation
of collective consequences from narrow self-interest. Charles Tilly’s
(1997: 39) substitution of ‘the invisible elbow principle’ for the invisible
hand aims to show that, while social life contains errors that result
in unaccepted consequences, it also ‘teems with error correction and
responses, sometimes instantaneous, to unexpected outcomes’. The
invisible elbow form of creativity points to the varied and constant
adjustments we make to the existing constraints and conditions and to
correct and improve the unintended consequences of prior actions. This
type of episodic innovation is illustrated by the situation in which,
not having a hand free to close a door, we use an elbow to slam it –
sometimes successfully, sometimes missing it completely. To some
degree this type of action is similar to adhocism, particularly in the sense
that both of these two actions serve an immediate need. While both
forms of creativity are answers to a particular purpose, the invisible
elbow type of creativity takes place under conditions of limited choice,
where the existence of rules, barriers and restrictions puts limits on our
choice and demands creative adjustments or innovative arrangements
that can immediately fulfil specific requirements. As examples of the
invisible elbow form of creativity we could quote various strategies of
coping with the limitations of authoritarian systems.
At the mid-point between the two extremes there is a space occupied

by ‘charismatic inspiration’, where dynamic changes responsible
for increasing the system’s capability to react flexibly to internal and
external challenges are produced. According to Weber ([1914] 1968),
who places great emphasis on the role of charismatic leaders and their
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movements in the shaping of social dynamics, social change is brought
about by a set of values and institutions, and charismatic heroes and
prophets are truly revolutionary forces in history. For Weber, charisma,
as a revolutionary force in history, involves the attributes of authority by
disciples and followers. The charismatic breaking of tradition may be
regarded as creative insofar ‘as a personality and mind of originality of
imagination perceives a profound gap in the adequacy of the prevailing
tradition and seeks to fill that gap, while acknowledging his derivation
from it’ (Shils 1981: 229). Charisma is opposed to all institutional
routines, and challenges formalised structures; a genuinely charismatic
situation is ‘direct and inter-personal’, and the ‘creative entrepreneur’ is
characterised by ‘the inner freedom’, an imaginative, spontaneous ‘flight
of genius’ (Gerth and Mills 1946: 52–3). However, an emphasis upon
the exceptionality and spontaneity of the charismatic man or woman
does not minimise ‘the mechanics of institutions’ (54). On the contrary,
Weber tries to grasp what is retained of the heroic and enthusiastic work
in the institutional order. ‘The achievement of the charismatic person is
an accomplishment of an original imagination working within a tradition
and modifying it in important respects but not leaving it completely
behind him. His imagination is aroused by incompleteness in the tra-
dition for what he perceived as a task which must be reckoned with’
(Shils 1981: 229). We can point here to the role of Nelson Mandela in
initiating political creativity in South Africa, in the recasting of the field
of power and in the re-formulation of the structure of public authority
and the form of governance.

At the end of the spectrum, under conditions of high risk and for-
malisation, creativity takes on the form of the taming of anxiety. This type
of innovative action occurs when structural conditions undermine con-
sensus or an old definition of the situation. It can occur in the case of
science due to the persistence and accumulation of anomalies, which resist
assimilation. According to Kuhn (1962), whose account of scientific
revolutions relates decisions to change a given paradigm to the social
psychology of the scientific group involved, such a loss of consensus can
result in radical change. When a new definition of the situation becomes
public and acted upon, the group rejects the old paradigm, or the previous
conventional basis for evaluation. It can also happen when people acting
contrary to the restrictions imposed by the political authority constitute a
transformative political power. The creativity of political action, seen as a
result of the construction of an interactive definition of the situation in an
authoritarian political setting, has been described by Arendt (1963) as a
lost treasure of the revolutionary tradition. Arendt’s description of the
experience of public freedom by the French Resistance suggests that
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such dissenting action grants a sense of freedom, not only because they
‘acted against tyranny and things worse than tyranny . . . but because
they had become ‘‘challengers’’, had taken the initiative upon themselves
and therefore, without knowing, or even noticing it, had begun to create
that public space between themselves where freedom could appear’
(1963: 4). Dissidents’ radical work therefore expands the scope of
freedom, calls into question the old paradigms and conventions and
radicalises the public definition of the situation.
Our next three forms of creativity are located in the middle column of

the matrix and are characterised by the same balance of formality and
informality but by different levels of the perceived danger in a given
situation. The first form, a successful creative interaction between
people who are at ease, free from formalised rigid rules and regulations
and in a relatively safe environment, can be described as improvisation.
Improvisation occurs under conditions of informalisation and comfort
and refers to a spontaneous, collaborative process of creating and
sharing experiences in real time. This first form of creativity, rooted in
the relationships that are established by the reciprocal sharing of others’
experiences and not using scripted lines, is founded upon the common
experience of living simultaneously in the same dimension of time, and
can be illustrated by such activities as improvisation in jazz, where
participants work within a framework of agreement on procedures and
outcomes yet avoid too rigidly prescribed texts (Tilly 2000: 723). It
describes something more than just the process of coordinating human
action as it is a creative process in action, unplanned, without a basic
script as one is performing some activity. In an improvisational perfor-
mance the collaborative role of the audience is also of importance
(Sawyer 2001: 102). Jazz-style improvisations generally rely on relatively
fragmented and variable social structures and proceed ‘through
improvised interaction, surprise, incessant error and error correction,
alternation between solo and ensemble action, and repeated responses
to understandings shared by at least pairs of players’ (Tilly 2000: 723).
Improvisation, as a social phenomenon, is ‘an organised, collaborative
social practice occurring in the context of a specific artistic community’
(Martin 2002: 134). Seeing improvisation as a social phenomenon ‘in
which the impulses and aspirations of individuals must somehow be
reconciled with the configuration of normative conventions that con-
fronts them’ (Martin 2002: 141) makes the point that it is not so much
the free play of individual creativity but a collaborative and collectively
organised practice.
The second form, a successful creative interaction between people who

are relatively free from immediate rules and regulations, yet embedded
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within wider formalised structures that provide them with codes of
behaviour and a relatively satisfying environment, can be described as
collaborative exploration (or ‘exploring the world together’). Creative
achievement is accomplished mainly through purposeful work, which
indicates a certain degree of mastery of a domain, and is characteristic of
science, in which discoveries become a formalised part of a shared
knowledge.While jazz-style improvisations generally rely on free and real-
time collaborative adaptation, a science-style creativity typically rests on
complex and relatively balanced formal/informal structures. Whereas the
first form of creativity can be seen as coming close to balancing proximity
and individual autonomy, this second form faces a difficult task in trying
to balance autonomy and control. This is a result of the fact that, with the
growing size of the group, new channels ofmonitoring are needed, leading
to the emergence of administrative structures, although it does necessarily
mean the reduction of actors’ autonomy (Schutz 1964: 77). This requires
the introduction of a type of monitoring that will reduce people’s suspi-
cions about the inequality of burdens without, however, infringing on
their autonomy. Consequently, collaborative exploration can be suc-
cessful only when the distinctions between the formalities of the front of
the stage (techniques, methods, procedures, administration) and the
backstage informalities (collegiality) are drawn up in a flexible manner, to
allow for any specific adjustments required in particular conditions.
Kuhn’s (1962) investigation into what research is typically like, most of
the time, in any well-established and productive scientific field fits this
picture. It is devoted largely to the elaboration and extension of some
generally accepted concrete scientific achievement. The attraction of the
achievement is that it can, when given the status of an authoritativemodel,
serve as the basis for further research (as a scientific paradigm that is never
judged or tested; it itself is the basis for judgement in normal science,
which relies upon consensus).

The third form of creativity, marked by a relative balance between
informality and formality and a high level of frustration, is a ‘taming of
chance’, or normalisation, since it refers to the kind of breaching of the
normal registered as ‘chance’. The taming of chance can be seen as ‘the
most ideological tool of the twentieth century’, as it allows for an eva-
luation of events in terms of normalcy and deviation from the norm
(Hacking 1990: 169). The positive valorisation of the ‘normal’ has
ensured the widespread appreciation of the notion and it has been built
into many projects in social sciences, medical practices and public
policies, as well as resulting in the growing significance attached to the
collection of social statistics in terms of normality and pathology
(Canguilhem 1989: 246). ‘Throughout the Age of Reason, chance had
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been called the superstition of the vulgar. [ . . . ] The rational man,
averting his eyes from such things, could cover chaos with a veil of
inexorable laws. The world, it was said, might often look haphazard, but
only because we do not know the inevitable workings of its inner springs’
(Hacking 1992: 1). From the beginning of the nineteenth century the
taming of chance was assumed to be a part of the notion of progress as it
was seen to be capable of imposing order on variations and enhancing
the processes of regulation and normalisation (Foucault 1975). Thus, it
can be said that taming chance is a form of creativity that manifests itself
through the development of something new to bring order out of chaos
or eradicate the abnormal.
Moving now to the third column of our matrix, we can observe that

there are three forms of creativity plotted along the comfort/frustration
axis. First, at the top of the spectrum characterised by high levels of
comfort and informality, creative actions can best be described as
‘creative insight’. A low level of frustration, in combination with a lack of
formalisation of the rules of conduct, can enhance the chance of an
original insight or intuition and facilitate this type of creativity, which
brings together intense intellectual and emotional involvement. Such
creative intuition, which arises from a degree of vagueness ( James 1890),
can be illustrated by, for example, artistic groups or so-called ‘hot
groups’. Hot groups are spontaneously emerging groups that are char-
acterised by openness and flexibility in their organisational structures
and that generate excitement and intuitive solutions. Although they are
rare, their fluid structures and small size, alongside their members’
exceptional intellectual and emotional involvement, make them very
successful (Leavitt and Lipman-Blumen 1995: 113). Puzzling over the
sources of creative imagination in science, politics and arts, Bailyn
(2003) notes that creative minds stimulate each other, interaction and
computation have a generative effect, sparks fly as a result of disagree-
ment and rivalry, and whole groups become creative. Similarly, Isaiah
Berlin (1999) explains the unusual creativity of the decade of the 1840s
in Russia in terms of the intensely personal nature of the contacts and
the frequency of exchanges between intellectual friends.
Second, at the middle of the comfort/frustration scale, we can talk

about the process of rationalisation. According to Weber (1968), the
establishment of a new order can be achieved not only through charis-
matic personal forces but also through the process of rationalisation,
which brings about an impersonal adaptation to values or material goals
and which serves to demystify and disenchant the modern world.
Rationalisation involves many features, among which the most impor-
tant is the growth of procedural formality and goal-setting behaviour.
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Rationalisation is a socially and historically differentiated and multi-
dimensional process and has a variety of meanings; for example,
Weber draws a distinction between practical, theoretical, formal and
substantive rationality. Without going into great detail, Weber’s view
is that it is possible to say that all types of rationality are changing
the world; for example, theoretical rationality involves an attempt to
transcend the world by according it some sort of logical meaning, while
substantive rationality involves a choice of means to ends guided
by some broader set of human values (such as Calvinism, for instance).
The process of formal rationality – ‘the best means to an end is chosen
on the basis of universally agreed-upon rules, regulations and laws’ – can
be illustrated by ‘bureaucratic rationalization . . . revolutionizes with
technical means, in principles ‘‘from without’’ ’ (Ritzer 2001: 181). It
first changes the material and social orders, and through them the
people, by ‘changing the conditions of adaptation and perhaps the
opportunities for adaptation, through a rational determination of means
and end’ (Weber [1914] 1968: 1116). In short, the process of ratio-
nalisation results in the creation of more complex, more calculated,
coherent and abstract systems.

Third, at the end of the spectrum, there is the ‘taming of ambiguity’,
which is an innovative process occurring under a relatively high level of
frustration/risk. The taming of ambiguity, by bringing irregular events
under control and by developing imaginative solutions to emergent
problems, reduces the complexity of and the hardship experienced in
the system. Such a lowering of the level of difficulties, when successful,
is followed by a process of routinisation, which is ‘one of the principal
continually operating forces in everyday life (Weber [1914] 1964: 372).
In other words, this form of creativity is ‘purposeful action aimed at
routinizing and ordering life to make shared existence predictable from
one day to the next’ (Davis 1994: 99). The taming of ambiguity, being a
result of ‘striving for security’, is a form of creativity that manifests itself
through the development of something new and through explorations of
uncharted areas in order to meet ‘the objective necessity of adaptation’
(Weber [1914] 1964: 370). Since such pioneering achievements tend to
be routinised, it can be said that routinisation is a final stage of creative
actions, helping to tame ambiguity in a situation underwritten by a high
level of informality.

To sum up, viewing creativity as being socially and culturally con-
structed offers some interesting possibilities for our study of the role of
public intellectuals.However, since creativity is seen as occurring in awide
range of situations, we need to ask if creativity in science or business is one
thing and creativity in politics another. Among the main theorists of
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creativity there is no agreement whether creativity is domain-specific or
not, with some asserting that creation is local to a particular domain of
expertise, while others assume a lack of difference between the various
kinds of creativity and stress the universals in creativity (Tardif
and Sternberg 1988: 431). Although there are universals in creativity
(Tardif and Sternberg 1988: 431), it can be argued that creativity is
context-specific. The main reasons for this claim are that creativity, as
interaction between producer and audience, is directly connected
with social systems making judgements about individuals’ products
(Csikszentmihalyi 1999: 313), and that this evaluation varies from one
context or domain to another and can be fully appraised only according to
the criteria of a particular field of activity. Since ‘creation can be democ-
racy and the Parthenon and Macbeth, but it is also Auschwitz, the
Gulag . . . ’ (Castoriadis 1996: 8), the role of judgement is especially
important in the public sphere.
Since our main focus here is on public intellectuals’ engagement in

shared projects of imagining a better democratic future, we are inter-
ested in one specific type of creativity, namely ‘civic creativity’, con-
ceived of as creativity that provides us with ideas on how to democratise
and humanise the workings of modern societies. Creativity of this type,
although expressed in various forms, is characteristic of all the public
intellectuals in our sample. The twelve public intellectuals who won the
Nobel Prize, apart from creative activity within their different domains,
responded creatively to challenges posed to the health of democracy and
the well-being of their nations. The particular forms their civic creativity
took depended on their specific social and political contexts.
Drawing on Arendt’s (1958; 1978) observation that politics is

an inherently risky and uncertain enterprise, as well as on her con-
ceptualisation of creativity as ‘the problem of the new’, it can be said that
public involvement requires both creativity and courage. Because of the
very nature of their activity, which consists of nothing less than changing
the world, public figures’ creative imagination – that is, the ability to
recast the world anew and to think freshly, originally and innovatively – is
rooted in a disposition to take risks. Its cultivation depends upon
enhancing our ability both to break through conventional wisdoms, old
habits and affiliations and to re-formulate the old structures in fresh ways
(Arendt 1958). Since such creative contributions to societal well-being
frequently demand courage, in the following chapter we scrutinise the
nature of this essential aspect of public intellectuals’ engagement.
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3 Courage: acting on conviction

The changing nature and status of courage

In this chapter I discuss what the social sciences, in general, can tell us
about the complex phenomenon of courage, and look for answers to
these questions: what is courage? Does courage require a particular
knowledge or belief component? What are the relationships between
courage, risk and difficulty, courage and loyalty to the group and
courage and nonconformity?

The notion of courage, which – alongside love – is the most popular
topic in world literature (Miller 2000: 8), is still commonly discussed in
terms derived from the Greeks, for whom courage was one of the most
important virtues. Our contemporary understanding of this notion comes
from Plato’s and Aristotle’s analyses of courage as virtue, while Socrates,
a historical exemplar of someone risking death for his beliefs, is seen as the
epitome of intellectual and personal courage. The argument that the
flourishing of democratic values is associated with the cultivation of
courage also goes back to classical Greek democracy, where the courage
to speak up ( parrhesia, or an act of truth-telling that involves risk) was an
essential element of the functioning of democracy (Rossbach 1999: 3–4).
As Arendt (1958: 186) notes, courage was the main political virtue, and
only ‘that man who possessed it could be admitted to a fellowship that
was political in content and purpose and thereby transcend the mere
togetherness imposed on all – slaves, barbarians and Greeks alike’. The
centrality of courage to political life meant that courage was an indis-
pensable characteristic of the hero and the core condition of democratic
freedom. ‘Classical Athenians believed not only that democracy was
founded on courage, but also that democracy had special resources to aid
in producing courage’ (Balton 2004: 83). Pericles, in the famous funeral
oration in honour of the dead during the first year of the Peloponnesian
War (421 BC), praised the Athenian democracy for making the good life
available to its citizens by guaranteeing the joy of a free society and
stressed that this guarantee is based on courage (Balton 2004: 84–5).
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For the Greeks, courage was one of the most important virtues to be
testedon thebattlefield.This viewof courage, as embodied in the accounts
of Plato and Aristotle, assumes that the courageous person had to have
noble ends and had to be credited with possessing courage in battle.
Aristotle retains physical courage as the primary case, although he extends
its exercise to a political and moral context. For him, courage, the first
moral virtue,must be performed for the sake of nobility, and the honour of
courage is found in deeds that are not subject to necessity or utility (Kateb
2004: 48; Comte-Sponville 2003: 57). Aristotle’s definition of courage as
the disposition to act appropriately in situations that involve fear and
confidence moves towards transforming it into ‘a generalized enabling
virtue’ (Rorty Oksenberg 1988: 305). Courage is a matter of ethical con-
sideration, and therefore people’s responses to fear dependon their degree
of virtue; for example, a virtuous man would not fear poverty but would
fear dishonour in battle (Aristotle [350 BC] 1962: 68–70). The link
between courage and honour means that courage is inseparable from the
choice required for moral responsibility, and from the human capacity for
deliberation and its demands (Miller 2000: 149). Since courage is the
virtue ‘both worthy of practice by morally serious individuals and as
emphatically honourable from the perspective of the community’s poli-
tical leaders’ (Ward 2001: 84–6), Aristotle insists on the cultivation of a
courageous disposition for the sake of the city’s political needs. He also
argues that courage, as a kind of ‘balanced deliberation in a tight situation’
(Walton1986: 6), requiresmoderation,whichmeans that the riskswe take
must be in proportions to the ends we seek; it is admirable to risk your life
for a noble cause but unreasonable to do so out of sheer fascination with
danger (Comte-Sponville 2003: 58). As Lee Ward (2001: 85) notes, the
ultimate effect of Aristotle’s discussion of courage is to challenge the
simple distinction between the moral and intellectual virtues.
Plato, through the literary device of Socrates debatingwith two generals

in Laches, also reworks the notion of courage into a more broadly defined
concept. In the Platonic dialogues, Socrates proposes that courage con-
sists in ‘knowledge of what is and is not to be feared’ (quoted in Schwartz
2004: 351). Plato’s image of a courageous philosopher who never con-
fronts any fear identifies courage with knowledge and assumes mastery of
the fear. This concept of courage, as a form of moral virtue that involves
knowledge both of the self and of the ends for which a danger was faced,
exposes the importance of the intellectual elements of the courageous
action. Although Plato does not offer a positive theory of what courage is,
his reworking of it proposes a shift of emphasis from military courage to
political and moral courage – an attitude identical with practical wisdom.
The definition that Plato proposes in the Republic, when Socrates defines
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courage as the ‘reservation of the belief inculcated by the law through
education about what things are to be feared’ (quoted inKateb 2004: 42),
has moved far away from characterising the particular dispositions exer-
cised in courage and stresses the cultivation of the virtue. This more
intellectualist definition of courage that is being put forward claims that
courage is synonymous with knowledge and wisdom, that ‘the extremely
wise are the extremely bold, and being extremely bold are extremely
courageous’ and that the practice of philosophy requires courage
(Socrates in Protagoras, quoted in Hobbs 2000: 116). This concept of
courage is illustrated by the life of Socrates himself: a life of perpetual
philosophical questioning, and a life without fear either on the battlefield
or in the civic arena. Despite the fact that such a conceptualisation is too
idealistic, its account of the relationship between knowledge and courage
has maintained its appeal for centuries.

The Greek debates about courage placed it among the most impor-
tant virtues, and presented it as standing out from the other virtues not
only on account of the ‘mysteriousness of its psychology and its capa-
cities to generate good stories’ (Miller 2000: 77) but also because of its
links to knowledge and honour. Nevertheless, the ancient Greek phi-
losophers have left us with many unanswered questions, and with the
realisation that courage ‘is an impossible subject’ (Kateb 2004: 39).
Consequently, despite the richness of the debates and despite a long
history of fascination with and glorification of the idea of courage, this
value is still the subject of many controversies, and it continues to
demand scholarly rethinking.

The existence of contradictory views on the nature of courage and on
its role in the public realm can be explained, to some degree, by the
concept’s links with historically bound values and ideas – or, in other
words, the fact that each civilisation ‘has its fears and its corresponding
forms of courage’ (Comte-Sponville 2003: 44). The fact that we in the
West have given up on the aristocratic search for military glory these
days and do not appreciate the masculine culture of courageous warriors
illustrates the changing nature and status of courage, and supports the
assertion that there are connections between each civilisation’s views of
what is good and its chosen heroes – and, by the same token, its idea of
courage.

This line of arguing has been proposed by Niccolò Machiavelli
([1513] 1988), who holds that the role of courage, and therefore also its
main traits, reflect the dominant activities of the city. When the main
preoccupation of the city state was statecraft, risky and courageous
actions by the wise prince were in demand. In the changed conditions,
when the primary activities of the city are mercantile, courage calls for
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radically different dispositions from those required on the battlefield:
‘An energetic, inventive, bold imagination, a capacity to envision a
distant benefit and unexpected means – a whole set of entrepreneurial
capacities are required to carry out the exercise of courage’ (Rorty
Oksenberg 1988: 307). This new bourgeois ethic’s valuation of com-
mercial life means the recession of the aristocratic honour ethic, which
stressed glory, won in military pursuit (Taylor 1989). A next step in the
historical evaluation of the value of courage is illustrated by Alexis de
Tocqueville ([1835] 1968: 248), who shows how democracy modifies
courage in a new and democratic direction.
The classical definition of courage also calls for reconsideration

because of its masculine overtones, its accent on the physical and military
aspects of courage and its assumptions about the role of courage in
political and moral life. Firstly, today we object to the fact that women
used to be excluded from the category of great heroes, and we reject the
definition of courage in gendered terms as solely a characteristic of men.
Such a conceptualisation of courage is a result of the fact that courage
began as andreia – that is, as military manliness (Rorty Oksenberg 1988:
304) – and therefore it tends to be commonly associatedwith the physical,
usually violent, actions of soldiers. The Latin word for courage, fortitudo
(strength), also indicates the military connotations of the term (Tillich
1961: 5), and therefore it too prompts the question as to whether courage
has a role to play in peacetime.
The military connotation of the classical definition is the second

reason why this earlier approach to courage strikes an antiquated note to
people today. The idea that true courage has to be tested on the bat-
tlefield, in conjunction with the original association of the notion of
courage with war and with physical, masculine, militaristic bravery, have
been criticised by feminist writers in particular (Sparks 1997; Bethke
Elshtain and Tobias 1990). They all argue that the close ties between
courage and soldiering had institutionalised masculinity and located
women symbolically and politically as lesser civic beings, and that such
praising of courage in war projects a view of women that not only
reinforces women’s secondary status but also lays the basis for all other
forms of social oppression (Bethke Elshtain and Tobias 1990: xi).
Another area of divergence between the classical Greeks’ and our

perception of the role of courage is connected with the fact that we attach
less importance to the role of courage in public life. Granted, we fre-
quently use the classical perspective in political rhetoric, of course. For
example, Winston Churchill described courage as ‘the first of human
qualities, because it is the quality which guarantees all others’ (quoted in
Arendt 1961: 156), while John F. Kennedy ([1956] 1965: 21) praised
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courage as ‘the most admirable of human virtues’. But the claim that
courage by itself is not necessarily an attractive quality for public life has
also been voiced frequently since the beginning of modernity. For
Voltaire, for example – in contrast to Aristotle ([350 BC] 1962: 68–70),
for whom courage was the premier value and a good person was one
who feared ‘the right things, for the right motive, in the right manner, and
the right time’ – courage was not a virtue ‘but a quality shared by
blackguards and great men alike’ (quoted in Comte-Sponville 2003: 44).
Moreover, the main representatives of utilitarianism did not appreciate
the importance of courage as a public virtue.

In addition,we have a problemwith theGreeks’ claim that a courageous
soldier is onewho discounts his fear in his deliberations and therefore feels
no fear, and for whom the goal of victory is superior to all other values. To
surrender to fear is, according toAristotle, an evidence of a failure ofmoral
education, whereas acting courageously in the face of particular dangers
suggests that one had properly internalised the rules of moral life (Robin
2000: 1085). In Euripides’ ([410 BC] 1978: 77) play Iphigeneia at Aulis,
Agamemnon’s declaration that ‘it is Greece that compels me to
sacrifice . . . Greece must be free’ represents Aristotle’s notion of courage,
seen as a virtue the main characteristics of which are derived from the
political andmoral shape of the political community.Today, in contrast to
the Athenians’ ethical guidelines, which praised physical courage in the
service of the political community, we are less sure that the personal
sacrifices should at all be necessary or that they should outweigh legitimate
self-interest. Not only we have moved away from the unquestionable
celebration of the warrior’s courage but our attitudes aremore complex as
we tend to aspire, as Foucault suggests, to amore modest heroism, and to
heroism rooted in reflections on the right of an individual. As well as
admiring war heroes we also honour such people as Giuseppe Garibaldi,
who spared the life of an enemy soldier out of respect for his courage, and
such people as Joseph Schutz, a German soldier in World War II who –
when he had been ordered to execute captured partisans – crossed over
to them and got shot together with them (Swedberg 1999: 521–2). Fur-
thermore, as the sense of belonging to national communities and its
corresponding moral obligations are now often questioned, some go even
further and argue: ‘If I had to choose between betraying my country
and betraying my friend, I hope I would have the guts to betray my
country’ (from E.M. Forster’s ‘What I believe’, quoted in Singer and
Singer 2005: 249).

Finally, the classical Greeks’ view of courage as the most honoured
virtue, of the greatest importance to the ‘good life’, differs from our
modern, less definite, less solid and less affirmative ideas about the
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relationship between courage and morality. In contrast to the classical
view of courage as ‘the greatest of all virtues: because unless a man has
that virtue, he has no security for preserving any other’ (Samuel Johnson,
quoted in Boswell [1791] 1998: 298), sceptics, such as Machiavelli and
Thomas Hobbes, argue that humans are incapable of acting out of any
other motives than self-interest and do not view courage from within a
moral framework (Kateb 2004: 39–42). Machiavelli ([1513] 1988), who
professed the primacy and the necessity of interest over reason and
morality, rejected the classical understanding of courage as being too
idealistic and not practical enough for ensuring political power. Not
being concerned with courage’s indiscriminatory capability to serve good
or evil, Machiavelli ([1513] 1988: 59) stressed the political significance
of a risky and courageous action by a wise prince, for whom, in order to
enable a city to rise to prosperity and fame, it was much safer ‘to be feared
than loved’. In short, Machiavelli appreciated courage as a crucial
instrument in the building of state power. In his view, courage is by no
means a morally positive quality in itself (Rorty Oksenberg 1988: 306).
The recent debate initiated by Susan Sontag’s remark that the hijackers
responsible for the 11 September 2001 attacks were not cowards since
they were willing to die for a cause they believed in has again raised the
question of whether courage is morally neutral or not (Pears 2004). We
are faced here with the existence of contrasting views as to whether
courage is moral or immoral in itself, and this lack of consensus is one of
the main obstacles in today’s theorising about courage.
Our understanding of the notion of courage is alsonot helpedby the lack

of consensus among political theorists on the role of courage in public life
and liberal political theorists’ relative silence on the subject. The main
voice stressing the importance of political courage in the public domain
belongs to Arendt (1961: 156), who asserts, while following the classical
tradition, that courage is ‘one of the most cardinal political virtues’ as it is
the necessary condition for political action.Courage is ‘demanded of us by
the very nature of the public realm’ because ‘in politics not life but the
world is at stake’ (156). In contrast to the argument that the essential
quality for politics is courage, many liberal theorists ‘have strived to tame
the concept of politics, emphasizing the importance of gentler qualities
such as toleration, civility, compassion, and reasonableness over themore
bellicose quality of courage’ (Scorza 2001: 637). For numerous liberals,
the traditional political concept of courage is seen as being outdated, too
anachronistic and vital solely to aristocratic character (Shklar 1989).They
reject Hobbes’ idea that rational fear must be taught on the grounds that
not only does it sustain selfhood but it also helps to transform civil society
into an instrument of the state.Hobbes ([1651] 1991: 483) sawcourage as
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a form of hope that is particularly destructive because it could lead to
irrational resistance, acts of private revenge and disruption of the public
peace. Since one of the main assumptions of contemporary liberalism is
that fear arises in the absence of laws, education, moral principles and
institutions (Robin 2000: 1087), liberal theorists, in contrast to Hobbes
([1651] 1991) but likeBarondeMontesquieu ([1748] 1989), identify fear
with undemocratic political systems. They claim that citizens in demo-
cratic societies do not need to respond to fear or demonstrate courage
(Shklar 1989). In similar ways to Montesquieu ([1748] 1989), who
asserted that learning fear is a dehumanising goal of despotic education,
today’s liberals assume that fear is predicated upon the destruction of civil
society. Additionally, followingMontesquieu, who was among the first to
praise the allegedly gentler manners and habits of commercial society,
liberals argue that modern states have no special need for courage as this
virtue impedes rather than promotes commerce (Scorza 2001: 645).

The fact that in Western culture the notion of courage has been
closely connected with the idea of the ‘hero’ – that is, an individual who
commits an approved act of unusual courage – has also contributed to
this concept’s complexity and unwieldiness. Courage, in the ancient
literary conception of the hero, ‘is virtually taken for granted in a man
who is favoured by the gods, as the hero is presumed to be, and who is
even endowed with certain inherited traits of divinity’ (Trilling 1972:
85). Throughout history the ideas of courage and the hero have been
more important in some literary strands than in others. For example, the
Romantic period is connected with the notion of Byronic courage, seen
as deriving from the militancy and passions of spirit, whereas the
Victorian era is perceived as being characterised by calm submission to
the law of things without any emotional personal engagement. Whereas
in twentieth-century American culture, at least as exemplified in its
movies, there was a predilection for powerful moral dramas in which
courage is ‘grace under pressure’ (Ernest Hemingway, quoted in
Kennedy [1956] 1965: 21) and a hero ‘is one who looks like a hero’
(Robert Warshow, quoted in Trilling 1972: 85). Furthermore, each
culture has a different notion of how courage encounters fear and what
constitutes the public sphere of life, the arena in which courage can
appear (Schwartz 2004). Moreover, not all cultures develop the idea
of courage. For example, the Jewish tradition is characterised by an
indifference to the virtue of courage. The Hebrew Bible and rabbinic
commentators provided a different conception of courage and its
relation to fear, and seem to suggest that the life of virtue and religious
devotion does not require the heroic quality (Schwartz 2004: 349–358).
‘In the Rabbinical literature there is no touch of the heroic idea. The

Courage: acting on conviction 71



Rabbis, in speaking of virtue, never mention the virtue of courage, which
Aristotle regarded as basic to the heroic character. The indifference of
the Rabbis to the idea of courage is the more remarkable in that they
knew that many of their number would die for their faith’ (Trilling 1972:
85). In this alternative tradition from Jerusalem, the greatest examples
were the courageous Hebrew prophets who were intellectually perfect
and morally good, although not free from fear (Schwartz 2004: 355).
And, finally, another impediment in theorising about courage is con-

nected with the fact that there are many different kinds of courage. For
example, we can differentiate between intellectual, military, physical and
moral courage. This diversity also suggests the multiplicity of mutual
links, which further enhances the difficulties in understanding this phe-
nomenon. Although the term ‘moral courage’ did not appear in English
until the nineteenth century, the notion of fortitudo moralis, as ‘the
capacity and resolved purpose to resist a strong but unjust opponent’
(Immanuel Kant, quoted in Rorty Oksenberg 1988: 300), was employed
in philosophical texts. Today this notion seems to mean ‘the capacity to
overcome the fear of shame and humiliation in order to admit one’s
mistakes, to confess a wrong, to reject evil conformity, to denounce
injustice, and also to defy immoral and imprudent orders’ (Miller 2000:
254). Though acts of moral courage – that is, acts ‘in the service of others
and more or less free of immediate self-interest’ (Comte-Sponville 2003:
47) – are not the same as civil courage – that is, acts of courage ‘which
embody the values of civil society’ (Swedberg 1999: 522) – we cannot
easily separate moral and civic motives. This difficulty is a result of the
fact that there are some moral, individual reasons for taking the duties of
citizenship seriously. Moreover, acting on moral principle is often a
political act, in the sense that ‘you’re not doing it for yourself. You don’t
do it just to be in the right, or to appease your own conscience; much less
because you are confident your action will achieve its aim. You resist as an
act of solidarity – with communities of the principled and the disobedient;
here, elsewhere; in the present, in future’ (Sontag 2003: 6).
Although Plato had already noted that philosophers are the most truly

courageous of people and Cicero had already suggested that ‘the coura-
geous deeds of civilians are not inferior to those of soldiers’ (quoted in
Miller 2000: 10), the modern term for civil courage (Zivilcourage) was
coined in 1864 by Otto von Bismarck, who contrasted it with courage in
war situationswhere it is a formofobedience; thus, courageous soldiers are
simply followers of orders (Schwan 2004; Swedberg 1999). Civil courage,
as ‘behaviour that relies on an individual decision motivated and
legitimated by the fundamental value of human dignity for whose pro-
tection the courageous individual behaves in a nonconformistmanner and
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takes a personal risk’ (Schwan 2004: 113), describes courage differently
from both military courage and civil disobedience. Civil courage does not
necessarily include acts of physical courage. Yet, because we ‘will always
need physical courage’, whichmeans that we should aim not to ‘confine it
morally’ (Kateb 2004: 68), democracy, in order to take full advantage of
courage, needs tomake sure that both types of courage – physical andnon-
physical – are inspired by civil values. Courage that has no civic value in
itself, regardless of whether it involves a physical component, does not
enrich democracy. Richard Swedberg (1999: 522), who recognises the
increasing importance of civil courage for the health of democracy, gives
an example of an act of physical courage that is not at the same time an act
of civil courage. He suggests that racists who stand up to an audience of
anti-racists may be showing physical courage but they do not show civil
courage, because racists are hostile to the values of civil society andwant to
impose their own values. Therefore, when we describe courage as a civic
virtue, we have to speak of ‘civil’ courage.

Courage: risk and difficulty

Following the ancient Greek view that courage is to be found in the
mastery of fear, empirical psychology identifies this character trait
primarily with a low sensitivity to fear (Rachman 1978; 2004). Experi-
mental psychologists, who lack interest in the normative element of the
notion, delineate courage as a functional relationship between sets of
stimuli and responses (Walton 1986: 80). Such an approach, and a defi-
nition of ‘courageous behaviour’ mainly in terms of observable events
such as bodily signs and chemical processes, orient psychological studies
towards the measurement of less psychophysical reactions in people
subjected to stress under controlled conditions. One of themain results of
clinical studies that assume that courage is ‘persistence in dealing with
a dangerous situation despite subjective and physical signs of fear’
(Rachman 2004: 173) is the discovery that ‘individual characteristics
might make some particular contribution to the execution of acts of
bravery’ (169).

Empirical psychologists, searching for proof that courage is syn-
onymous with the absence of fear, study various groups of people who are
capable of carrying out fearless acts. Investigations into courageous
actions by astronauts, firefighters, bomb disposal specialists, parachutists
and soldiers come up with evidence that people performing such fearless
acts ‘appear to be unusually resilient’ and show ‘a muted psychophysical
reaction when subjected to stress under controlled conditions’, and
that their declines in fearfulness were accompanied by increased levels of
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self-confidence (Rachman 2004: 159–60). Drawing conclusions on the
basis of studies into wartime experiences, such as air raids and combat
operations, it is argued that people are capable of adjusting to living with
and coping with fears, and that they became increasingly courageous as
they became more experienced (Rachman 2004: 149).
Although the majority of scholars accept the definition of courage that

suggests that risk is involved in courageous actions, studies of fear are
often criticised for identifying courage with the absence of fear and
overlooking the importance of the object of courage (Walton 1986: 82).
One such study that identifies courage with the absence of fear is the
landmark sociological research into American soldiers in wartime carried
out by Samuel A. Stouffer et al. (1949). Rejecting this investigation’s
claim that airmen displayed significantly more courageous behaviour
than other combat soldiers, Douglas Walton (1986: 81) points out that
such an approach does not set soldiers’ psychological belief that the
situation is dangerous against a background of their expectations about
normal fears and desires. According to him, although fear is often present
in the initial stages of a courageous act, ‘the emotion of fear is not, as such,
an essential characteristic of the courageous act’ (82). Judgements about
courageous acts should be not tied to the emotion of fear, not only
because there are people who are fearless but not courageous but also
because the level of perceived risk and the level of competence could be
different. A courageous act must be worthwhile or the risk acceptable,
which means that an act of courage requires that the agent justifiably
believes that her/his act is dangerous, but it will have good results or
benefits (Wallace 1978: 81). Furthermore, to be truly courageous, an act
must overcome real difficulty or danger.
So, courage contains an element of ‘difficulty’ as well as an element

of ‘danger’. Since it has to do with the overcoming of an obstacle to gain
some end, it therefore refers to an outstanding determination – for
example, a disabled person who overcomes his or her disability through
persistence and ingenuity (Walton 1986: 94). We may call such a person
courageous even if overcoming fear was not the main problem in her or
his action. Defining courageous actions by their difficulty follows
Thomas Aquinas’s view of courage, which notes that ‘it belongs to the
virtue of fortitude to remove any obstacle that withdraws the will from
following the reason’ (quoted in Walton 1986: 94). In other words, we
can say that a courageous individual is a person who opposes obstacles,
overcomes difficulties, tends to set aside the normal fear and is capable
of taking risk. ‘Courage is identified against the background of beliefs
about what is objectively difficult, risky or dangerous; its attribution
rests on assumptions about what is normally feared or found difficult’
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(Rorty Oksenberg 1988: 302). If moral courage – that is, the virtuous act
that serves others – is a matter of readiness to take risks and to cope with
oppositional confrontation, it can be argued that courage is the neces-
sary element of altruistic behaviour in institutional settings in which
a concern for the plight of others requires courageous conduct. This is
confirmed by Samuel P. Oliner and Pearl M. Oliner’s (1988) study of
courageous people who rescued Jews under the Nazis, as well as by
Nechama Tec’s (1986: 163) investigation, in which the overwhelming
majority (85 per cent) of the Jews rescued described their helpers as
courageous.

For their study The Altruistic Personality: Rescuers of Jews in Nazi
Europe, Oliner and Oliner interviewed 700 people: 406 rescuers, 150
survivors and 126 non-rescuers. They found that the courageous indi-
viduals cared more than the others about people outside their families. It
can be said that what distinguished rescuers from non-rescuers was ‘their
strong sense of attachment to others and their feeling of responsibility for
the welfare of others, including those outside of their immediate family’
(Oliner and Oliner 1988: 249). The ethical values of care and inclu-
siveness that characterised rescuers, together with their ability to follow
their own moral imperatives, even when these were in opposition to the
values and norms pervasive in their environment (Tec 1986), make them
exemplary cases of civil courage. Their brave conduct is explained by
their ‘sense of being a certain kind of person: of living by some standards
rather than others’ (Glover 1999: 383). Firstly, their strong sense of
moral identity is connected with the fact that their parents had set high
standards for them. Moreover, the parents of rescuers were significantly
less likely to emphasise obedience, as only 1 per cent of rescuers (as
against 9 per cent of non-rescuers and 12 per cent of bystanders) said that
their parents taught them obedience (Oliner and Oliner 1988: 162).
Secondly, their brave conduct is a result of high standards being imposed
by their other networks and affiliations. There are many examples of
courageous actions that had their origin in people’s dedication to pro-
fessional standards, religious beliefs, patriotic commitments or an aca-
demic or scientific truth. Finally, the studies suggest that people’s
courageous behaviour is also connected with their ability to sustain and
cope with risk, or their ‘readiness to act despite perceived risk’ (127). The
people who helped, while being fully aware of what punishment was
attached to the rescuing of Jews, ‘refused to focus on it’, and conse-
quently did not allow ‘these negative forces to overpower them and saw
life-threatening activities in less threatening ways’ (Tec 1986: 190).

There are also some useful ideas for analysing civil courage in studies
of whistle-blowing cases. Whistle-blowers are people who disclose the
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illegal, illegitimate or unethical practices of their companies to persons
or organisations that may be able to effect action (Near and Miceli
1985: 4). The violation of professional standards is the most common
cause of whistle-blowing. As professional ethics can often take on
the status of a moral absolute, whistle-blowers are a good example of
individuals with the courage of their convictions. Their willingness to pay
the penalty for dissent suggests that whistle-blowing, as a process of
speaking out in the public interest, shares many features with non-violent
dissident action (Martin 1999). Seeing formal channels as tending to
be ineffective, whistle-blowers, in order to achieve some success, must
often base their tactics on mobilising the public. Whistle-blowers seem to
be ‘ethical dissenters’, whose efforts can be influential in initiating protest
movements (Jasper 1997: 137–46). For example, James Jasper (1997:
134) shows how a protest by a scientist whistle-blower, ‘a man sustained
by a clear moral vision, a belief in a set of rules: those of scientific
methods’, contributed to the anti-nuclear movement.
The ethical dilemma faced by whistle-blowers refers to conflicts

between the ethics of their professions and their other obligations. The
disclosure of information by whistle-blowers can involve risk because,
especially in organisations in which there are no legal provisions or
ethical codes that protect such actions, they frequently put their careers
on the line and personal relationships at risk. Consequently, they
‘usually finish up pariahs rather heroes’ (Singer and Singer 2005: 213).
While altruism, in situations when compassion demands courage, takes
on the quality of civil courage, whistle-blowers’ willingness to defend
their ethical concerns demands courage in situations in which such a
defence presupposes endangering the membership of, loyalty to and
safety of the group. Although, typically, whistle-blowers are mainly
concerned with the truth and the reality of their employment, while
courageous citizens are concerned with a wide range of civic values and
public issues, both groups, in order to be successful, need to challenge
the existing rules (Donaldson and Werhane 1995). Moreover, whistle-
blowers’ actions, such as, for example, their concern with the quality of
public services, can also benefit a wider public and, in turn, enrich civil
society (Hunt 1995). Nonetheless, as the actions of whistle-blowers are
indications mainly of employees’ anxieties over work-related problems
and dangers rather than indications of a public concern with the state of
civil society, studies of whistle-blowing cases can illuminate only specific
aspects of acts of courage.
In addition to situational demands, competence and confidence also

contribute to the execution of courageous acts. Studies show that there
is a positive relationship between self-confidence and people’s capacity
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to sustain and cope with risk, which in itself is an important factor in
explaining their courageous acts (Rachman 1978; 2004). ‘The best
preparation for courageous action is the preparation for action; com-
petence and confidence in competence’ (Rorty Oksenberg 1988: 303).
Moreover, it seems not only that competence and confidence contribute
to courageous performances but also that they are both strengthened by
repeated and successful practice (Rachman 2004: 173). In other words,
it can be argued that it is not fearlessness that account for courageous
behaviour but competence, experience and self-control (Ruff and
Korchin 1964). Such a conceptualisation of courage, which includes
as a part of it the confidence connected with one’s ability to cope with
risk and difficulties as well as one’s experience in coping with risks and
difficulties, stresses self-control. It therefore contradicts Aristotle’s
approach, which assumes that a really courageous soldier is one who
feels no fear rather than one who feels fear but controls it (Pears 2004).
The Aristotelian view of fear, in contrast to our view of fear as an
involuntary, affective emotional reaction, was morally informed and
grew out of the particular political requirements of a society (Robin
2000). For Aristotle, ‘discounting fear is a rational procedure and not an
exercise of the will in self-control’, and because such a discounted fear is
no longer the problem there is no need for self-control, which is –
according to Aristotle – ‘an inferior substitute for virtue’ (Pears 2004: 19).

All the same, the difference between these two concepts of fear is not
unbridgeable. Although, on the one hand, today’s psychology and
neuroscience enrich our knowledge about fear as emotion, on the other
hand the social sciences also enhance our understanding of the social
roots and social effects of fear. Defining fear as not simply a matter of
individual psychology, as developed in studies of fear that show that
politicians and the media frequently contribute to public anxiety
(Glassner 2004), in studies of the political use of fear (Heller 2004) and
in studies of the impact of fear on an increased conformity to cultural
norms (Pyszczynski 2004), helps us to recognise the validity of a more
comprehensive, comparative and contextual approach to fear, and
therefore also to courage. The dilemma caused by the existence of the
two views of courage – as true virtue and as a special case of self-control,
each rooted in different evaluations of self-control and two different
concepts of fear (Robin 2000; Pears 2004) – can be solved by analysing
the case of courage in a particular social context and by seeing courage
not as primarily a matter of readiness for danger but, rather, as the very
practical matter of being able to carry out the relevant actions to over-
come difficulties in risky situations. In short, courage refers to an
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outstanding determination, despite danger, to remove obstacles or solve
problems.

Allegiance to the group and nonconformity

In Aristotle’s notion of courage, its main characteristics are derived from
the moral duty to one’s community. Yet many studies show that,
although courage, as a virtue, presupposes some form of selflessness, it is
not necessarily directly motivated by moral obligation to a wider com-
munity. For example, the study by Stouffer et al. (1949) shows the great
importance of primary group loyalty. Stouffer’s team (450–3) learned
that soldiers returning from the war most often said that their actions on
the battlefield were sustained by the strong group ties that developed
during combat, and that they kept fighting to get the war over so that
they could go home. This conclusion has been supported by many
studies showing the role of close ties in sustaining soldiers’ war effort.
For example, Shils and Morris Janowitz (1948) confirm that it was the
influence of primary group loyalties rather than Nazi ideology that
sustained the fighting of Germany’s Wehrmacht soldiers, even as Berlin
fell. Many further studies have also confirmed that ‘the execution of
courageous acts will be enhanced by the support of a tightly integrated,
familiar, small group of people’ (Rachman 2004: 172).
Some input on the role of allegiance to the group in shaping people’s

conduct can be found in Emile Durkheim’s theory of societal integra-
tion, which grants centrality to norms and values and sees solidarity as
rooted in either commonalities or social differences. Durkheim argues
that no society could exist unless its members acknowledge and make
sacrifices on behalf of each other. His definition also centres on self-
lessness and relinquishing one’s own interest in favour of obedience for
the sake of society. According to Durkheim ([1915] 1973: 151), mor-
ality begins with ‘disinterest, with attachment to something other than
ourselves’, and therefore there is no moral act that does not imply a
sacrifice. Though absolutely disinterested behaviour ‘is an ideal limit
which can never be attained in reality’, it is not merely ‘a sort of
agreeable ornament to social life’ but its fundamental basis (152–3).
Furthermore, Durkheim, like Weber, in an indirect way connects cour-
age with religion. He argues in Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912]
1971) that the believer gets strength from his or her contact with God;
and it clearly seems as if people with courage have more strength than
others. ‘The believer who has communicated with his god is not merely a
man who sees new truths of which the unbeliever is ignorant; he is a man
who is stronger. He feels within more force, either to endure the trials of
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existence, or to conquer them’ (44). Despite the fact that they are the
underlying cause of those ‘great creative rituals’ that give birth to new
ideals, Durkheim is totally silent on the issue of variations in the structure
of religious beliefs. Although Durkheim ‘indicates that anomie is
somehow associated with moral innovation’ (Lockwood 1992: 131), he
does not have much to say about morally challenging action and nor-
mative innovation, which can raise aspirations and create expectations
that cannot be realised within the existing system of social hierarchy and
therefore facilitate nonconformist action. It was Merton, not Durkheim,
who developed the theory of anomie, which considers various forms of
individual nonconformity as consequences of normative innovation.

Merton, while discussing nonconformity as a type of reference group
behaviour in Social Theory and Social Structure (1968: 185–248), shows
how dissenting behaviour can be analysed from a sociological perspec-
tive based on reference group theory. He proposes that criminal
deviance might be studied as a specific variant within the larger social
process of ‘innovation’. After distinguishing two major forms of
deviance, nonconforming behaviour and aberrant behaviour, Merton
([1949] 1968: 235–6) argues that some ‘degree of deviation from cur-
rent norms is probably functional for the basic goals of all groups. A
certain degree of ‘‘innovation’’, for example, may result in the formation
of new institutionalized patterns of behaviour which are more adaptive
than the old in making for realization of primary goals’ (236). He also
assumes that nonconformity and deviant behaviour initiate two different
paths of normative morphogenesis – that is, normative innovation and
norm evasion (220). In the process of normative innovation, unlike in
the case of norm evasion, the agent questions the validity of norms
themselves, and this is therefore of relevance to our discussion of civil
courage.

While rejecting the idea that civil courage can best be analysed as a
form of deviant behaviour, Merton ([1949] 1968: 413–15) suggests
that, although there are some similarities between the behaviour of the
nonconformist and the criminal (neither lives up to the morally founded
expectations of the others with whom they are engaged in the system
of interlocking statuses and roles), the differences are even more
important. Firstly, nonconformity, in contrast to criminality, is public,
as the nonconformist does not try to hide her or his departures from the
prevailing norms of the group. Secondly, while the criminal does not
have an interest in changing the values of society, the nonconformist
challenges the legitimacy of the norm from the beginning. Thirdly, the
criminal is not driven by disinterested motives, while the nonconformist
aims to change the norms of the group, and therefore he or she
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supplements the norms that he/she takes to be morally illegitimate with
norms having an alternative moral basis. Merton, looking at ‘courageous
highwaymen’, such as Oliver Cromwell or Jawaharlal Nehru, calls this
type of nonconformist public behaviour ‘rebellion’: ‘Rebellion involves a
genuine transvaluation, where the direct or vicarious experience of
frustration leads to full denunciation of previously prized values’ ([1949]
1968: 209–10). This concept has a very wide denotation, while at the
same time referring to exceptional episodes. It applies to a wider cate-
gory of occurrences than only courageous defenders of civic values, as it
can include innovators, pioneering scientists and religious prophets.
Merton ([1949] 1968) defines courage as being ‘functional for the

persistence and development of groups in accord with ultimate values –
it elicits respect, even in those complex instances where it is apparently
being used, not for the group but against it’. Courage, while fitting into a
general category of nonconformist behaviour, is, according to Merton, a
unique type of behaviour, because it is driven by disinterested motives
and aims at changing the values of society. He views the ‘courageous
nonconformist’ as somebody who departs from prevailing norms for
wholly or largely disinterested purposes. Merton ([1949] 1968: 418–19)
says that the nonconformist is ‘prepared to accept, if not to welcome, the
almost certain and painful consequences of dissent’. In short, Merton
rejects the idea that civil courage can best be analysed as a form of
deviant behaviour and argues that crime and delinquency, on the one
hand, and nonconformist behaviour, on the other, represent two dif-
ferent sociological types of behaviour.
Merton’s concern with the consequences of the power of allegiance to

the group is indicative of a broader interest of American sociologists in
the post-war period. While reflecting on Weber’s anxiety connected with
a pervasive institutionalisation of the ‘iron cage’, US researchers in the
1950s and 1960s focused their attention on the relation between
organisational life and conformity. Investigations of conformity in
bureaucratised contexts, seen as a prime threat to the American spirit,
dealt indirectly with the issue of the conditions obstructing civil courage.
Many American studies written in this tradition, such as David
Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950), W.H. Whyte’s The Organization
Man (1956) and Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man (1966),
have become sociological classics. This type of study was inspired by
Tocqueville’s warnings about the consequences of mass democracy, and
by the writings of John Stuart Mill on the role of public opinion as the
new barrier to freedom.
According to Tocqueville ([1835] 1968), citizens of democracies

follow popular opinion not because they are forced to obey it but
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because such nations accord them with material sameness, which
enhances isolation and conformity. It is a culture of fear, with its main
characteristics – namely conformity and anxiety – reducing people’s
ability to form their own independent judgements. In contrast to weak
conformists in democratic societies, aristocratic ‘individuals have
something of greatness and strength which is all their own’ (643). They
are courageous and have trust in their own superiority because they ‘are
tied by history to a long tradition of heroic exploits, and this gives them a
sense of buoyancy, enabling them to rise above the tides of common
opinion’ (Robin 2000: 1096). Like Tocqueville, Mill was apprehensive
of the tyranny of the majority, and saw the freedom of the individual as
the first criterion of social good. He identified conformity and a lack of
unorthodox thinking as one of the main societal dangers. Mill saw
questioning and challenging the dominant views as one of the highest
forms of virtue. He held that ‘the mere example of nonconformity, the
mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service’ to society
(Mill, quoted in Riesman 1950: 301) because not giving in to the fear of
what people might say is a way of promoting the long-term interest of
society and thereby performing a social role of exceptional value.

For Riesman (1950: 301), as for Mill, the freedom of the minority
stands in danger of being encroached on by the majority, as today people
are governed ‘by signals from outside’. Riesman follows Tocqueville’s
argument that, under equality, the intimacies of life become more
important and the culture of equality produces conformity. Since, in the
culture of material sameness, there are no common links between people
to hold them firm and together, citizens abandon their concern for what
is occurring outside the intimate sphere. Riesman (373) argues that
‘men are created different; they lose their social freedom and their
individual autonomy in seeking to become like each other’. Con-
temporary conditions produce ‘conformity in the adjusted majority and
force great numbers into anomie’ (300). Only autonomous individuals,
people who have freed themselves of the restrictions that their culture
imposes, are courageous, because autonomy comes about ‘always as the
result of a continual struggle with the forces of the culture which
opposes it’ (300). Even more importantly, only autonomous individuals
can be courageous, because only nonconformists can undertake
unpopular actions or can stand up in defence of their values. Con-
temporary autonomous nonconformists’ ways of rebelling and finding
their own values are much less clear-cut than they were in the past.
Because of contemporary societies’ style and sensitivity, courageous
actions are becoming more complex than they were in the more regu-
lated societies of the past. Consequently, Riesman (305) asks: ‘In what
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spheres does autonomy exist today, when the older barriers have
crumbled and can serve neither as defence nor as observable for a life-
long agenda of attack?’
At least a partial answer to this question is provided by Whyte’s 1956

study, which echoes Tocqueville’s and Weber’s concerns that the pro-
cess of rationalisation and democratisation would ‘wipe out diversity
and creativeness’ (Tocqueville [1835] 1968: xi). According to Whyte, in
the world of large corporations and complex bureaucracies, it is the
organisation man who illustrates a conformist adjustment. The more
democratic atmosphere has, moreover, made the individual’s indepen-
dence more difficult. The organisation man, intimidated by a belief in
belonging as the ultimate goal for individuals, thus becomes ‘more adept
at concealing hostilities and ambitions, more skilfully ‘‘normal’’ ’
(Whyte 1956: 397). Nevertheless, despite his loyalty to the organisation
and suburban community, he knows he is different: he feels isolated and
‘a fraud who is not what he seems’ (397). As the denial of any conflict
between the individual and the group, and a belief in the group as the
source of creativity, lead to considerable mutual deception, a lack of
autonomy and courage to stand up for one’s beliefs is the cost paid for
the adjustment.
The same problem is noticed by Marcuse, who suggests that non-

conformism and criticism are not valued in a society capable of satis-
fying the need of its citizens. ‘Independence of thought, autonomy, and
the right to political opposition are being deprived of their basic critical
function’ (Marcuse 1966: 1). American democracy, although on the
whole providing for a better and safer society, appears to be the ‘most
efficient system of domination’ (52). Seeing comfort and safety as
instruments of social control leads Marcuse to question the value of
cultural equality and to admire the dying of ‘the oppositional, alien, and
transcendent elements’ of the higher culture (57). Since to ‘liberate the
imagination . . . presupposes the repression of much that is now free’
(250), he attempts to inspire an acknowledgement of the real meaning
of one-dimensionality – that is, its role in preventing ‘genuine self-
determination’ (42).
Riesman’s, Whyte’s and Marcuse’s works demonstrate that large-

scale social trends that shape allegiance to the group and the main
institutions are responsible for changes in modes of conformity, and, by
the same token, for changes in the nature and status of courage. In order
to further our understanding of the significance of courage in public life,
we need to enquire into what it is that inspires or motivates courageous
actions.
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Civil courage as value-rational social action

In Durkheim’s perspective, in contrast to Merton’s approach, which
sees courage as the essential part of normative innovation, there is no
explicit discussion of courage. Nonetheless, since social solidarity
in modern societies does not mean uniformity and since social harmony
is best served by not denying the differences, Durkheim ([1895] 1966:
71–2) is forced to acknowledge that it ‘would never have been possible
to establish the freedom of thought we now enjoy if the regulations
prohibiting it had not been violated before’. Thus, in order to explain
moral innovation, Durkheim introduces examples of courageous beha-
viour. For instance, while discussing the trial of Socrates in The Rules of
Sociological Method, Durkheim points out that Socrates’ courageous
behaviour was perceived by Athenian law as ‘criminal’, even though his
crime was ‘his independence of thought’, which ‘served to prepare a new
morality and faith which the Athenians needed, since the traditions by
which they had lived then were no longer in harmony with the current
conditions of life. Nor is the case of Socrates unique; it is reproduced
periodically in history’ (71–2). The recognition of the innovative sig-
nificance of courageous behaviour is also evident in Durkheim’s ([1915]
1973: 47) calling on intellectuals during the Dreyfus Affair to become
publicly involved in this ‘interest superior to the interests of individuals’.
In such a crisis situation, ‘courage is required to rebel against public
opinion’ (40) and scholars should ‘leave their laboratories . . . to draw
nearer the masses, to involve themselves in life’ (59). Finally, Durkheim
([1915] 1973: 34) also approaches the notion of civil courage while
talking about the purpose served by ‘a great man’. He proclaims ‘a great
man’ to be ‘the benefactor of humanity’, because such a man, by
revolting against injustice, ‘defends the rights of the individual and
defends at the same time the vital interests of society, for he prevents the
criminal impoverishment of that last reserve of collective ideas and
feelings which is the very soul of the nation’ (53–4).

While Durkheim introduces examples of courage rather incidentally,
Weber addresses the notion of civil courage in a more direct way. His
writing suggests that the first individuals who stood up in defence of
their convictions and/or civic values, even at the risk of paying a high
price for this conviction, were people who rebelled or deviated from the
religion of their society. Those who first showed civil courage were the
prophets of the Old Testament who preached their messages in ancient
Palestine. Nonetheless, Weber’s contribution to our understanding of
civil courage extends beyond the notion of the prophet who cour-
ageously defied public demands in order to impose his own message,
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and even more generally beyond the notion of charismatic authority that
is ‘of necessity revolutionary’ (Shils 1968: 387). Weber’s major input is
connected both with his general argument that in most, if not all, actual
cases the causes of social action are mixed and, more specifically, with
his idea of ‘value-rational’ action. Weber investigates when and under
what circumstances ideals become a powerful force in human action,
and argues that culture influences action by shaping people’s ends and
the means they think will achieve them. While interests provide the
motivating force or engine of action, ideas frequently determine ‘the
tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest’
(Weber [1915] 1946b: 280). It can be said that, whereas individuals are
usually motivated by a combination of ideal and material interests, in
the case of civil courage ideal interests clearly predominate. Weber’s
([1914] 1968: 24–5) ‘value-rational’ action, one of his four types of
action, describes courageous conduct well, since it is defined as the
action that is inspired by ‘a conscious belief in a value for its own sake’
and as the action that it is carried out ‘independently of its prospects of
success’. Pure value-rational orientation always involves demands that,
in the actor’s opinion, are binding on him. It is only in cases in which
human action is motivated by the fulfilment of such unconditional
demands that it is called value-rational. Such an action is always per-
formed in obedience to ‘imperatives’ or the fulfilment of ‘claims’ that
the agent believes to be imposed on him (Weber [1914] 1968: 25). This
type of action is determined by a conscious belief in the value for its own
sake, for some ethical, aesthetic, religious or other forms of obligation,
and examples include ‘the actions of persons who, regardless of possible
cost to themselves, act to put into practice their convictions of what
seems to them to be required by duty, honor, the pursuit of beauty, a
religious call, ‘‘personal loyalty’’, or the importance of some ‘‘cause’’ no
matter in what it consists’ (25).
Both value-rational social actions and acts of civil courage, like all

actions inspired by ideal interests, are infrequent occurrences. Further-
more, ‘value-rational’ action is a ‘limiting case’ and a not very coherent
type of action, because it refers to the rational achievement of ends that
cannot themselves be chosen rationally. The ends of value-rational
actions are socially learned and individually constructed; thus, by defi-
nition, no action can be wholly value-rational. When people submit to
extreme pain and certain death in pursuit of some learned values, such as
duty or honour, they act ‘regardless of possible cost to themselves’ (25).
This type of action cannot therefore be defined in terms of efficiency but,
rather, in terms of effectiveness, or ‘in terms of weighing of consequences
of different courses of action’ (Turner and Factor 1994: 38). One
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example of value-rational action is Martin Luther’s decision, despite
being aware that ultimately he would be punished, to give a truthful
account of his teaching, while facing the Emperor Charles V during his
second hearing at Worms on 18 April 1521. Luther’s famous words,
‘Here I stand; I can do no other’, are now proverbial in German. Inter-
estingly, Weber ([1918] 1978: 224) quotes Luther’s statement to illus-
trate what he means by the idea of a ‘mature’ intellectual who ‘feels his
responsibility for the consequences genuinely and with all his heart acts
according to the ethics of responsibility’.

Weber’s other concepts, such as the notions of ‘conflict’, ‘convention’
and a typology of social relationships, can also be of help in getting
a better handle on civil courage as a sociological phenomenon. After
including what these notions capture as an important aspect of courage,
namely that it is behaviour regardless of the actor’s lack of power to reach
his or her goal, a Weberian perspective on courage can be summarised as
defining civil courage as ‘a form of value-rational social action; more
precisely, it can be characterised as an action inspired by ideal interests,
which is carried out irrespective of its chances of success, and which
entails a conflict, typically by challenging a law or a conviction’ (Swed-
berg 1999: 517). Seeing courage as nonconformist and inspired by ideal
interest behaviour assumes that such action is a result not only of an
individual’s strength but also of her or his capacity for reflection on what
is right. The requirements of reflection on rights and an orientation
towards ideal interests make courage an essential aspect of democratic
culture (Schwan 2004: 109). Noticing this affinity between civil society
and civil courage, Swedberg (1999: 523) points out that civil courage is
closely linked to many dimensions of civil society, such as freedom of
expression, the rights of the individual, the right to form associations, and
toleration. Although today’s discussion of civil society ‘never touches on
the problem of civil courage and the difficulty of the individual to stand
up to a hostile majority’, the notion of civil courage ‘could contribute to
the development of the concept of civil society’ (523).

These observations offer useful starting points for thinking about a
typology of courageous actions associated with the values of civil society.
The insight generated from our discussion so far suggests that, in order
to develop such a typology, we should focus our attention on the nature
of the interplay between courage and risk and on the nature of the
relationship between allegiance to a group and nonconformity. Firstly,
we should recall the importance in the explanation of courageous
actions of such factors as people’s capacity to overcome real difficulties
in risky situations. The emphasis on risk, or the ‘readiness to act despite
perceived risk’ (Oliner and Oliner 1988: 127), suggests that in the first
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step towards a sociological approach to the courageous actions of public
intellectuals we should discriminate between the levels of risk run by
such individuals. Secondly, we should make the type of relationship and
allegiance to the group a focal point of analysis. This means as a result
that we should concentrate on the nature of social order, as embedded
in the informality and formality of interactional practices, because it
determines the amount of pressure put on people to conform (see
chapter 2) These two axes, the type of situation (as described by the
level of risk) and the nature of the relationship between formality and
informality (seen as determining the scope of people’s freedom to search
for solutions to the situation), can serve as the basis for the construction
of a matrix of forms of courageous actions. The same two axes have
been used to build our table 2.1. Here, however, since we are interested
in courageous actions (that is, actions in a situation perceived as risky),
our table 3.1 does not include the previous table’s first row (which
describes the situation of ‘ease/comfort’) or its middle column (which
refers to a balanced relationship between formal and informal rela-
tionships). Thus, our new table consists of only four forms of coura-
geous conduct, seen as responses to challenges and problems in
situations in which the levels of risk and uncertainty are more than
comfortable and in which actions oriented towards change demand
courage.
This matrix delineates the four basic types of courageous conduct

demanded in different situations. The formal and informal systems of
relations differ in terms of the nature of the pressure they put on their
members, and therefore also in terms of the tactics and strategies that
are mobilised in order to solve the perceived difficulties of the situation
effectively. In the informalised system, in which members tend to belong
to informal groups with relatively strong boundaries, so that they cannot
escape scrutiny from and interaction with other group members, the
pressure to conform is resisted by challenging authority and obligations,

Table 3.1. Forms of courage

The perception
of the situation

The nature of the system

Formalised Informalised

Uncertainty Challenging the rules Challenging authority/
obligations/commitments

Frustration/risk Breaking the rules Breaking authority/
obligations/commitments
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as well as by questio ning the membe rship of and commit ment to the
group. In the formalis ed system, in whic h control is ensure d in a distant,
imperso nal way through bureaucr atic rules, the p ressure to conform is
resis ted by chall enging its m ore abstract rules, codes and roles . Fur -
thermo re, not only is the pressu re to conform achieve d in differe nt ways
but it is also assoc iated with diffe rent costs. The low er le vel of risk under
whic h ‘challen ging the rules’ an d ‘cha llenging authori ty/obl igation s/
commit ments’ occur means that the se form s of cond uct require less
extreme steps. Both form s of courage under the conditio ns of a high
level of risk (‘breaking the rules’ and ‘breaking authori ty/obl igations/
commit ments’) dem and more radical cond uct. At the same time, the
form s of courage in the same column, althoug h charac terised by
differe nt levels of risk, refer to a no nconfor mist stand under systems
with a similar type of capacity to exert conformist pressure – or, in other
words, with similar types of relations and rules, whether formal or
informal.

The next chapter, in order to develop a general typology of int ellec-
tuals’ public involvement, brings together various sociological approaches
to creativity and civil courage, understood as being disinterested,
motivated by the ideals of civil society, nonconformist and involving
coping with difficulties and risky behaviour.
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4 Typology of engagements

Intellectual marginality and creativity

The central aim of this chapter is to bring together the various sociological
approaches to creativity and courage, and to propose a general typology of
intellectuals’ public involvement that, I hope, can advance our under-
standing of intellectuals’ public practice. Aswe have already observed, the
accounts of the social history of intellectuals in European and American
political life often paint a contradictory picture. In someof them loneliness
and marginalisation are seen as the prerequisites of creativity, while
estrangement and alienation are presented as essential preconditions for
intellectuals’ progressive radicalism, and therefore trust in their courage.
In other descriptions of intellectual life, however, intellectuals are shown
as well-integrated members of vibrant communities, in which collabora-
tion and gift-like exchanges flourish. My aim is to examine sociological
approaches to intellectual creativity and intellectuals’ stance vis-à-vis the
public so as to suggest much-needed alternatives to both: to the stereo-
type of the creator as a marginalised genius and to the presentation of
intellectuals as engaged radicals.
The image of the intellectual as a detached, estranged outsider owes

much to the Romantic concept of creativity as being located in the
atelier of the artist and as being an expression of artists’ inner feelings.
This model, further enhanced by Benda’s powerful and even more
idealistic formulation of the Romantic view of creativity, has established
the myth of the importance of loneliness, solitude and alienation from
the mundane problems and concerns of society as sources of universal
truth and the creative power of intellectuals. The illusion of the mar-
ginalised intellectual, which claims that intellectuals’ isolation is the
necessary precondition of knowledge and impartiality, also owes much
to Georg Simmel’s concept of the stranger and Mannheim’s association
of intellectuals’ unattachment with their interest in ‘the whole’, or their
tendency, ‘even though it is unconscious, towards a dynamic synthesis’
(Mannheim 1949: 160).
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In his classical sociological conceptualisation of the stranger, Georg
Simmel (1950: 407) stresses that the stranger’s ability to attain objectivity
is a result of the more abstract nature of the relationship between her/him
and the group, which is determined by the relative proportions of nearness
and remoteness. Following Simmel’s perspective, many scholars seem to
view intellectuals, implicitly or explicitly, as strangers of a specific type, or
as ‘displaced persons’ (Pels 1999: 67) who are capable of attaining
objectivity. The association between knowledge, objectivity and home-
lessness is elaborated in Mannheim’s (1949: 154) notion of the relatively
detached intellectual who is able to develop an outlook that is sensitive to
‘the dynamic nature of society and its wholeness’. According to Man-
nheim (1949: 157), the unanchored social position provides intellectuals
with such a sensibility and understanding that ‘the tendency towards a
dynamic synthesis constantly reappears’. These ‘free-floating’ intellec-
tuals, liberated from the compulsion of narrow commitments, are the
‘bearers of syntheses’, or the sole representatives of the ‘total perspective’,
corresponding to ‘their interest in the whole’ (143–4).

Mannheim’s view of the intellectual overestimates the diversity of
social backgrounds among intellectuals, while at the same time over-
stating their ability, despite their heterogeneous commitments, to attain
universal truth. Even more problematic is Mannheim’s equating of
‘relative detachment from the economic interest of capitalists and pro-
letarians with freedom from all forms of interested thought and conduct’
(Ringer 1969: 292). In contrast to Mannheim’s claim that intellectuals’
‘uprootedness’ is the guarantee of their impartiality, empirical studies
demonstrate that intellectuals’ free-floating status can provide ‘fertile
ground for radical antagonism to the existing order’ – radicalism of
either a leftist or a right-wing orientation (Karabel 1996: 212). In
addition, the rhetoric of ‘marginality and independence is quite capable
of accompanying conformity’ (Osborne 1996: xvi), as free-floating
intellectuals’ competence can be ‘on loan and for sale to anyone’ (Said
1994: 47). Finally, homelessness exposes intellectuals to failure and
social instability, as Mannheim (1949: 159) noted himself. Thus, maybe
Mannheim’s thesis should be seen either as a utopian dream of intel-
lectuals’ objectivity, their freedom of ideological entanglement and
therefore their ability to attain universal truth, or as ‘a bid for power
made on behalf of the knowledge class’ (Bauman 1995: 232).

In spite of all critical evaluations of the thesis, the myth of the ‘free-
floating’ intellectual has become the professional ideology of intellec-
tuals (Bourdieu 1993: 43). This illusion is continually being reinforced;
its latest re-formulation can be found in Said’s (1994: 44) idea of ‘the
exilic intellectual’, which stresses that being in exile carries with it some
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rewards and the possibility of developing a wider, more complex, less
conventional understanding and ‘even more universal idea of how to
think’. His discussion of the conditions and significance of exile follows
Theodor Adorno’s ([1946] 1984) endorsement of the role of exile in
enhancing the intellectual’s creative and critical capacities. Said (1994:
47; emphasis in original) sees himself as ‘the exilic intellectual who does
not respond to the logic of the conventional but to the audacity of
daring, and to representing change, to moving on, not standing still’.
Exile, understood as a metaphorical condition, is one of the circum-
stances that enhances the intellectual’s feeling of displacement and is
therefore likely to be a source not of adjustment but of restlessness and
criticism. Said’s romantic presentation of the intellectual as a lonely
creator who is also an engaged fighter in the name of solidarity with the
oppressed, as we have already noted in chapter 1, does not address the
tensions between lonely individuality and solidarity (Collini 2006: 428).
Moreover, Posner (2001) and Fuller (2005) question Said’s self-
presentation as a marginal intellectual by pointing out that Said was well
linked to various professional circles and social movements and that he
enjoyed a high level of international recognition and status.
Very similar doubts about the role of marginality are articulated by

Jacoby, who in his relatively recent book The End of Utopia: Politics and
Culture in an Age of Apathy (1999) expresses his contempt for con-
temporary intellectuals’ celebration of their marginality, which he sees as
more ‘a pose’ of ‘the self-defined outsiders’ who ‘are glad to be con-
summate insiders’ (Jacoby 1999: 123). Posner (2001: 60) also suggests
that, with the cost of exit from the public-intellectual market being very
low for an academic, the modern public intellectual may be ‘marginal’
after all, ‘but not in the dangerous sense in which Socrates found himself
marginalised’. The role of marginality as the condition of intellectual
production is also rejected by Bourdieu (1993: 43), who, contrary to
Mannheim’s vision of the detached intellectual, suggests that intellec-
tuals ‘are a (dominated) fraction of the dominant class’. Instead of the
marginality, Bourdieu stresses the ambiguity of intellectuals’ dominated/
dominating status, which explains a number of the stances that intel-
lectuals adopt in politics.
The idea of the importance of marginality as the prerequisite of crea-

tivity is more directly criticised by the studies that stress the positive role
of commitment and networks in the production of knowledge. These
approaches do not focus on the relationship between marginality and
proximity as the potential source of impartiality but, rather, emphasise
dynamics and commonalities in the formation and development of
scientific communities. For example, the notion of marginality is totally
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rejected by functionalist theory, organisation analysis and Mertonian
scholars in the sociology of science, knowledge and culture; they have all
made a strong case for seeing intellectual production and creativity as
being linked positively to the resources and networks of established
organisations,mainstreamcultures and societal elites (Merton1973;Cole
andCole 1973; Crane 1972). The concept that these perspectives have of
the ‘scientific community’, seen as a group the members of which are
united by a common objective culture (Hagstrom 1965), has established
the tradition of empirical research on scholarly communities that assumes
that core networks are essential for the development of intellectual crea-
tivity, argues that scientific research typically occurs in social networks of
colleagues and analyses creativity in its own right (Collins 1974; Crane
1972; Goldgar 1995; de Solla Price 1963; Latour and Woolgar 1986).
Such a sociological approach, in contrast to a more individualistic stand,
which suggests that the notion of creativity is a matter of psychology,
asserts that creativity is a collective phenomenon collaboratively created
by individuals and that, as such, it is not reducible to explanations in terms
of the individual. Describing exchanges that take place in the scientific
field on themodel of gift exchange, studies of this type stress the benefits of
network centrality in the production of knowledge and propose that the
density of networks of exchange is responsible for their participants’ ability
to cooperate for mutual benefit, because the norm of reciprocity that is
built into these relations typically makes ‘every participant better off’
(Taylor 1982: 29).

More recently the importance of marginality in the constitution of the
intellectual has been implicitly questioned by several studies, which
exemplify how the collegial sociability of researchers involved in the
informal exchange of information secures the distribution of rewards
and prestige and facilitates innovations and new ideas. This type of
investigation asserts that informal networks among scholars, in both the
past and the present, attest to the importance of sociability in con-
structing the creative community. Historical and sociological reviews of
the role of sociability in expanding the intellectual collaboration and
creativity, such as Anne Goldgar’s (1995) studies of the functioning
of the Republic of Letters, Harry M. Collins’ (1998) interaction ritual
chains theory and Michael P. Farrell’s (2001) notion of collaborative
circles, directly address the issue of the relationship between marginality
and intellectual creativity.

The Republic of Letters, which functioned from the fifteenth century,
provides an exemplary illustration of the collegial sociability of researchers
involved in scholarly exchange. It existed ‘only in the minds of its mem-
bers’, it had ‘no formal manifestation’ and its rules were unwritten, while
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its ‘regulation and even its membership were nebulous at best’ (Goldgar
1995: 2). This informal community of scholars was based on informal
interactions, which branched ‘into an extensive network of connections
available to provide information and help of all kinds’ and which con-
structed the foundation for ‘the invisible institutions of the Republic of
Letters’ (26). The Republic of Letters’ social structure, which was based
fundamentally on personal contacts, with sociability being a social tech-
nique to draw scholars closer together for self-protection and social
cohesion, greatly enhanced its members’ creative productivity.
Collins also (1998; 2004) follows the tradition of empirical research on

scholarly communities that assumes that core networks are essential for
the development of intellectual creativity, and argues that scientific
research typically occurs in social networks of colleagues, analysing
creativity in its own right. In his book The Sociology of Philosophies (1998)
Collins aims at finding the explanation for global intellectual change, but,
unlike Merton’s (1973) analysis of simultaneous scientific discoveries, he
stresses conflict. Collins’ (2004: 4) interpretation of ‘Durkheim through
the eyes of Erving Goffman’ allows him to introduce the notions of
interaction ritual and emotional energy to argue that intellectual creativity
is concentrated in chains of personal contacts and that the greatest con-
centration of creative emotional energy is to be found in face-to-face
relationships at the centre of networks.He criticisesmost popular views on
the nature of intellectual creativity (that ideas create ideas, individuals
create ideas, culture creates ideas) and argues that it is the intellectual
community that is paramount in producing ideas. Collins interprets rises
and falls of ideas as the outcome of competition between rival intellectual
networks, which can be based on either real relationships or imagined,
symbolic ones. The networks pattern suggests that ‘eminence breeds
eminence’ and that all creative individuals have relatively high degrees of
emotional energy concentrated in their work (Collins 2004: 192).
Collins (1998: 31) asserts that creativity implies ‘new ideas’, but that

these ideas cannot be ‘too new’, as, in order to be important and suc-
cessful, they need to be recognisable, which means that they need to
stand ‘in relation to the ongoing conversation of the intellectual com-
munity’. The crucial features of creativity are the identification of
unsolved problems and convincing others of the importance of solving
them. Intellectual dynamics obeys the ‘law of small numbers’, in that at
any period of history there are at least two, but usually no more
than six, schools of thought in mutual contention, the numbers being
dictated by the logic of what drives intellectual developments. If there
are fewer than two schools this situation yields no conflict, whereas if
there are more than six the result is an unstable squabble that soon
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resolves itself, via synthesis, into a more manageable number of con-
testants. Ideas are shaped not only by the combination and further
development of ideas and techniques from prior networks but also ‘by
oppositions, formulating a stance in controversies that attract the most
attention’ (2004: 195).

What drives intellectual history in this view is conflicts within net-
works, as creative thinking is a process of making collations in the mind,
positively as well as negatively. Creativity occurs in a situation of rivalry.
‘Rival intellectual chains depend tacitly upon each other, and structure
each other’s direction of thought’ (2004: 194). Collins’ (1998: 875)
theory of intellectual production maintains that ‘conflict for attention
space’ is a fundamental fact about intellectuals, a fact entailed by the
structure of the intellectual world, which allows only a limited number
of positions to receive much attention at any one time. Faced with this
situation, intellectuals necessarily ‘thrive on disagreement, dividing the
attention space into three to six factions, seeking lines of creativity by
negating the chief tenets of their rivals, rearranging into alliances or
fanning out into disagreement’ (876). Intellectuals owe their success to
their position in the networks of other intellectuals, as it is ‘intellectuals’
experience in the network of intellectuals that constitutes them as
intellectuals and shapes the content of their thinking’ (2004: 358).
Collins (1998: 52) asserts that high degrees of intellectual creativity
‘come from realistically invoking existing or prospective intellectual
audiences, offering what the marketplace for ideas will find most in
demand’. Although he recognises that creativity, as the property of
intellectual networks, is shaped by the material bases of intellectual
production (patronages, educational organisations, etc.), as changes in
these material conditions destroy some networks’ lineages and open
opportunities for others, he does not pay much attention to the impact
of the macrostructural conditions on individuals’ or groups’ identities,
nor to their impact on the level and forms of creativity. Consequently,
his theory does not provide explicit indications of the role of individual
creativity and does not offer a clear vision of the relationship between
individual and collective creative action.

The issue of the relationship between marginality and intellectual
creativity has also been recently discussed in Farrell’sCollaborative Circles:
Friendship Dynamics and Creative Work (2001). Farrell (16–18) rejects
conventional theories of creativity, which propose that creativity requires
isolation and individuation, and argues that the creative person,
embedded in a relationship ‘with a selfobject, feels more cohesive and
centered, more free to explore untried or even objectionable ideas’. By
combining the findings of biographies, intellectual history and social
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science theory, Farrell presents case studies of five collaborative circles –
that is, primary groups ‘consisting of peers who share similar occupational
goals and who, through long periods of dialogues and collaboration,
negotiate a common vision that guides theory work’ (11). Emphasising
the commonalities in the formation and development of circles, Farrell
asserts that collaborative circles that develop innovative visions are
formed in a place that acts as a magnet, ‘where the high-status masters are
gathered, but within the valleys on the periphery of that network’ (267)
and flourish in turbulent cultural environments, ‘where two or more
visions of a discipline vie for centrality in a single place’ (271). Successful
collaborative circles usually form radical networks, in which members, as
they are cut off from powerful mentors in their particular field, tend
to synthesise elements of the old perspectives and to conceive an alter-
native vision of their own. Such a vision consists of ‘a shared set of
assumptions about their discipline, includingwhat constitutes goodwork,
how to work, what subjects are worth working on, and how to think about
them’ (11).
In the light of the evidence from Goldgar’s, Collins’ and Farrell’s stu-

dies, the view of intellectual creativity that stresses loneliness and mar-
ginality, uprootedness and exile as the conditions of universal truth and
creative power can be classified as amyth that does not really confront the
reality of intellectual production. The reliance on an identity built around
marginality not only represents a real impoverishment of intellectual
creativity but can also aggravate the irrelevance of intellectual work for the
general public. Thus, questioning the significance of the marginalisation
thesis brings to our attention the issue of the intellectual’s position within
networks in the production of knowledge and the issue of the centrality of
links between public intellectuals and audiences. Since in order to serve
the well-being of society the intellectual needs a public, the relationship
between intellectuals and their audiences, developed from a position of
acknowledged achievement, should be the main focus of any study of
intellectuals’ public practice.
Intellectuals’ links with their public these days are often presented as

being accidental, redundant and not really meaningful (Bauman 1995).
All the same, in contrast to a common assumption that intellectuals’
public ‘barely extends beyond the campus walls’ (Robert S. Boynton,
quoted in Collini 2006: 242), some intellectuals are successful in
combining an academic standing with a genuine following among a
non-academic audience. The most prominent among them are black
writers and academics, such as Cornell West (1996: 134), who suc-
cessfully speak ‘for’ as well as ‘to’ their audiences. In this role, the
intellectual as ‘critical organic catalyst’ shares some identity and interest
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with a group on whose behalf he or she acts. For West (1996: 135), the
issue of the intellectual has to do with ‘the relation between those who
have a deep commitment to the life of the mind and its impact on public
life, of all sorts’. He sees himself as ‘caught between an insolent American
society and insouciant black community; the African-American who
takes seriously the life of the mind inhabits an isolated and insulted
world’ (1999: 302). Here, the marginality is seen not as the issue of
the intellectual’s isolation/estrangement but, rather, as the problem of
the nature of her or his ties with the audience. Thus, in contrast
to Bauman’s (1992a: 90) claim that today the intellectual, like everybody
else, is the stranger who ‘is universal because of having no home and no
roots’ and that this rootlessness ‘revitalizes everything concrete and thus
begets universality’, West (1993) thinks that the intellectual is faced with
the task of revitalising the old, or searching for new, publics.

In summary, in order to occupy the role of public intellectual suc-
cessfully, writers, academics, artists and journalists need to reach a
position of acknowledged achievement (made possible due to the
intellectual’s central position within networks in the production of
knowledge) and need to establish links with publics that can legitimise
their authority. Any further discussion of intellectuals’ relations with
non-specialist publics requires a clarification of what it takes to establish
bonds with a general audience.

Intellectual engagement and courage

Just as popular as the idea of the intellectual being marginal and
‘detached’ from society are two other beliefs: the first, that being an
intellectual means being deeply engaged in the issues of the day, and the
second, that being an intellectual means adopting an oppositional stance
towards power or the existing order. In other words, it is assumed that
intellectuals are progressive radical thinkers who are engaged in politics.
The first issue, the dilemma of detachment versus engagement, or
whether intellectuals should put their knowledge and creative disposi-
tions to social or political use, is widely discussed, with some voices
suggesting that intellectuals ought to avoid engagement at all costs, while
others encourage intellectuals to immerse themselves almost to the point
of drowning.

For instance, Gramsci (1971: 9) argues that ‘the intellectual could not
but be political’, thus conceptualising intellectuals as essentially political
entities, and so dismissing the possibility of intellectual autonomy as
utopian. In addition, Sartre (1974: 230), an influential supporter of full
immersion, suggests that an atomic scientist is not an intellectual when
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working on the atomic bomb but becomes one when signing a letter of
protest against nuclear arms. He argues that to be an intellectual is to be
something other than a technician, an expert or even a scientist, as true
intellectuals do not protest against the use of the bomb ‘on the grounds of
any technical defects it may have, but in the name of highly controversial
systems of values that see human life as the supreme standard’ (230–1). Yet
Sartre did not recognise that his ‘scientist-intellectual might just as easily
be the pro-bomb Edward Teller as the anti-bomb Robert Oppenheimer’
(Goldfarb 1998: 32). Even more importantly, such a definition also
overlooks the possibility that a courageous and civic-minded scientist-
intellectual can also move from being a Teller to being an Oppenheimer
(see chapter 7 for a description of Sakharov’s career, which illustrates his
journey from involvement in and support for the nuclear programme to
protesting against it).
In contrast to Gramsci or Sartre, other writers criticise committed

intellectuals for being blinded by passion and guilty of treason or
betrayal. Famously, Benda ([1927] 1980) demanded from intellectuals
an anti-political, anti-ideological position and a search for joy only in
the practice of an art or a science. Jürgen Habermas (1997) insists that
the intellectual must not seek power but should offer instead to assist the
public in making up its mind, particularly by undermining its immediate
sense of what it ought to believe and do. Foucault (1977), who holds
that the role of the intellectual is not to shape others’ political will,
advocates against engaging in political activities in the capacity of the
intellectual, as it would means telling the masses what to think. Yet
other commentators, notably Sartre’s long-time friend and rival Aron
(1957), suggest that the proper attitude for intellectuals is one of
scepticism and moderation. Finally, some hold that disengagement
would appear to be the fate of intellectuals because the development of
science will, in some unforeseeable future, solve political problems in an
objective way, or, more generally, that long-term processes will force
intellectuals out of the political sphere (Eyerman 1994). Additionally,
the issue of intellectuals’ political commitment never arises in the same
way in all countries. For example, German apolitical intellectuals dis-
covered, with the outbreak of war in 1914 and then with Hitler’s coming
to power in 1933, that the principled ‘unpolitical position’ can carry
great political meaning – in other words, that the issue was not the
engagement of intellectuals but, rather, their political disengagement
(Lassman 2000; Lilla 2001).
It seems that the core of the issue is neither engagement with, nor

disengagement from, public matters, since, as Lewis Coser (1965: 360)
has pointed out, detachment may at one and the same time be based on
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criticism of as well as ‘a deeply felt commitment to the ideals and central
values on which the society rests’. Walzer (2002: 140) goes even further
and argues that detachment is the result of criticism, not the pre-
condition of criticism. Lilla (2001: 207), who tends to scrutinise with
suspicion the motivation of thinkers who engaged in politics, argues that
both commitment and disengagement ‘fail to take us to the heart of the
matter’. What is really important is public intellectuals’ contribution
to societal well-being and their concern with matters of human sig-
nificance. If what counts is their ability to fulfil these tasks, what is often
required is the courage to defend their convictions and the courage to
assume rather than to decline their civic responsibilities.

The second belief – that is, the assumption that intellectuals can be
identified by their oppositional stance towards the status quo – still seems
to be very popular. Today, as in the last century, when on the whole the
typical intellectual was quite likely to assume that simply being dissident
qualifies writers and academics as intellectuals (Nettl 1969), ‘intellec-
tuals like to think about themselves as liberators and progressive thinkers’
(Bourdieu 1992: 18). The continuity of the image of the intellectual as
having an ‘anti-capitalist bias’ (von Mises 1960: 368), being condemned
for her/his ‘hostility to capitalism’ (Schumpeter 1947: 145–55) and
thinking about her-/himself ‘as the natural ally to the worker’ (de
Jouvenel 1960: 391) is sustained by many factors. Firstly, the myth of the
intellectual as a progressive radical is supported by studies of public
intellectuals that take a normative form and therefore reinforce the image
of the intellectual as ‘speaking the truth to power’. The persistence of this
widespread image of the left-wing radical intellectual can also be
attributed to the tradition inspired by Marxism and the centrality of
Mannheim’s theory. Another approach that helps to sustain the myth of
intellectuals as progressive radicals is the elitist theory, which associates
intellectual radicalism with the existence of an oversupply of intellec-
tuals, who, as an ‘intellectual proletariat’, become the ‘yeast of revolu-
tion’ (Michels 1932: 122–3). According to yet another view, the
radicalism of intellectuals can be explained by their fascination with
utopian projects (Hayek 1960; Fuller 2005).

All the above approaches overstate the homogeneity of intellectuals’
political affiliations as well as the social uniformity of intellectuals’ social
position, while underplaying the importance of contexts and personal
choices. An appreciation of the variety of intellectuals’ positions and the
plurality of national circumstances can be found in more historically
informed reflections on the characterisation of intellectuals. Such his-
torical analyses of changes and continuities in the intellectual role
demonstrate that, although it is true that intellectuals have often taken
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sides with the dominated, they have done so much less often than they
could have done, and ‘especially much less often than they believe’
(Bourdieu 1992: 18). Since the nineteenth century there have been
many examples in which intellectuals’ engagement has involved a
‘potential transformation into apologists’ (Lipset 1963: 334), and many
examples of intellectuals who served authoritarian regimes and used
their knowledge in ‘service of anti-intellectual values’ (Lipset 1963: 333;
Aron 1957; Deak 1968; Lasswell and Lerner 1965). There are also
examples of anti-democratic gestures by intellectuals in democratic
societies. For instance, the German ‘mandarins, who helped to’ destroy
the Weimar Republic, not only ‘abandoned intellectual responsibility’
but ‘wilfully cultivated an atmosphere in which any ‘‘national’’ move-
ment could claim to be the ‘‘spiritual revival’’ ’ (Ringer 1969: 446).
Among new sociological investigations that attempt to test the sig-
nificance of the special appeal of leftist ideologies to intellectuals and
that try to address a wider range of causes of the intellectual radicalism,
we should mention Brym’s (1980; 1988) search for explanation why
intellectuals join leftist politics, Kurzman and Erin Leahey’s (2004)
review of intellectuals’ associations with the processes of democratisa-
tion and Jerome Karabel’s (1996) attempt to discover factors respon-
sible for intellectuals’ revolutionary stance.
According to Brym’s (1980) structural theory of intellectual political

affiliations, the social location and social identity of an intellectual
depend on the relative power of her or his society’s major classes and
groups at any given point in time. His search for the mechanism that
generates radicalism starts with questioning theories ascribing intellec-
tuals’ radicalism to their poor integration into the middle classes. Relying
on historical evidence, Brym (1980; 1988) argues that intellectuals, in
contrast to Mannheim’s view, are not without ties; that they can be
attached to different groups, with different degrees of power, and,
therefore, only by analysing their shifting social ties can we see their
political role. ‘The character of intellectual politics cannot be adequately
explained if we analyse intellectuals in isolation from their social context,
groups, associations and communities’ (1980: 72). Thus, the ideological
diversity of intellectuals is seen as a consequence not of their relative
classlessness or rootlessness but, rather, as a result of their complex
networks of attachment (58). Seeing intellectuals as not hanging sus-
pended between classes but instead tied, sometimes strongly, sometimes
less strongly, to different strata, Brym (1988) argues that, when the ties
binding intellectuals to workers were strong, intellectuals were relatively
democratic in their thinking, while a lack of ties resulted in a more elitist
ideology. This implies that the character of intellectual politics can be
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adequately explained only if we analyse the external networks that
embedded intellectuals within the class system and the power of those
groups to which they may become attached. Thus, it is intellectuals’
embeddednees in social networks and their shifting ties to changing
social groups, not their mal-integration, that has a major impact on their
choice of political voice.

The link early in the last century between intellectuals and progressive
politics is also a subject of Kurzman and Leahey’s (2004) study, which
analyses in detail the involvement of intellectuals in two waves of
democratisation (1905–12 and 1989–96). While testing the pro-
democracy stands of intellectuals, the authors, in contrast to Tocque-
ville, Bauman and Goldfarb, suggest that the relationship between
democracy and the intellectual is time-specific. Their study shows that,
prior to World War I, the intellectual identity was closely associated with
one form of political activism: democratisation movements (938–9). At
the beginning of the last century, when intellectuals’ affiliation with
democratic movements was a matter of pride and when such movements
were relatively visible and well organised, intellectuals saw themselves as
having an important role to play in the social and political life of
democracy. In the inter-war period, however, when intellectuals were
dispirited and disorganised, they turned more to anti-democratic
movements (944). Kurzman and Leahey (973) find that intellectuals did
play an important role in launching or facilitating democracy in the waves
of democratisation of the last century, and that intellectuals ‘provided
hegemonic leadership and organizational infrastructure for the democ-
racy movements of the early 20th century, while not in subsequent
decades’. Nonetheless, their findings refer to the emergence of democ-
racy, not to its preservation, and go no further than suggesting that, while
there is ‘elective affinity’ between the overall size of the intellectual class
and the likelihood of democratisation, this affinity may reveal itself only
in very particular social and political circumstances. Thus, this affinity is
time-specific, as the social basis of democratisation changes over time.
Finally, according to this study, intellectuals were the prime beneficiaries
of the successful democracy movements in the decade before World War
I, but they were harmed by the subsequent failure of these new democ-
racies (959, 974).

The recent disappointments of eastern European intellectuals
with other new democracies offer a new twist to Kurzman and Leahey’s
argument that intellectuals are rewarded by the emergence of
new democracies. The collapse of communism offered politically
active intellectuals a wide range of opportunities, including the possi-
bility of playing major roles in the processes of change, as writers of
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programmes, leaders of movements and parties and opinion-makers
(Bozoki 1999; Kempny 1999). As this exceptional historical moment
passed, however, the majority of intellectuals felt as if they were ‘losers
among the winners’ (Bernik 1999: 113) and ‘retired from the stage’
(Kempny 1999: 151). These developments in the post-communist
countries have further complicated the picture of the relationship
between intellectuals and democracy, by suggesting that intellectuals
‘are attracted to democracy as a concept, but their ardour tends to pall
when it becomes a working political system’ (Korosenyi 1999: 227).
In yet another attempt to clarify the nature of the intellectual’s political

affiliation, Karabel (1996) explains why intellectuals reach accom-
modations with the status quo and what it is that causes some of them, at
certain historical moments, to rebel. According to him, intellectuals are
influenced more by the social positions they occupy and the interests they
strive to defend than by any ethical mission or responsibility that they
may claim to have. Karabel identifies eight circumstances under which
intellectuals are most likely to adopt a revolutionary, or at least an
oppositional, stance towards the status quo. They include factors
describing national differences in terms of their culture, political and
social structure, social organisation, divisions and the strength of the
main classes. Karabel’s attempt to describe the conditions that make
intellectuals more likely either to align with the status quo or to take up
an oppositional stand captures the complexity of the differing national
conditions. Hence, it can be argued that describing intellectuals’ political
affiliations demands a historical approach that aims to identify the con-
ditions and processes shaping the actual political consciousness and
actions of different groups of intellectuals.
All these findings of the studies under discussion can be generalised

by pointing out that they stress that the best indicator of intellectuals’
engagement – or, in other words, their move from the via contemplativa
to the via activa – is the level of overall autonomy of the intellectual field.
It is Bourdieu (1988) who suggests that it is the independence of the
intellectual field from political and other interests that ensures that the
intellectual’s voice is heard. The autonomous field – that is, the field
characterised by a low level of openness to outside influences and a high
level of collective capital of accumulated resources – ‘chooses’ its own
strategies, norms and controls on entry and ‘obeys’ its own logic of
functioning (2004: 47). Nevertheless, while the level of autonomy of the
field predicts the strength of the collective voice of intellectuals, the
nature of an individual intellectual’s political stance is not necessary
explained by assuming that his or her endowment of capital describes his
or her position in the field. For instance, not all small capital holders ‘are
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necessarily revolutionaries’ and not all big capital holders ‘are auto-
matically conservatives’ (1992: 8). What accounts for differences in
stances are differences in dispositions, which are linked, through social
trajectory, to the values associated with the group of origin. These
reactions to events are ‘socially generated on the basis of situational
properties, not as these properties are in fact given, but as they are
perceived through the dispositions associated with a definite position
and trajectory in the academic and social space’ (1992: 11). According
to Bourdieu (1992: 11), this explains why ‘academics who occupy
similar potions synchronically may take up quite different lines of
political conduct’. Accounting for this paradox of his own life, Bourdieu
(2004: 109) describes himself as an intellectual with a ‘cleft habitus’,
and claims that his own experience confirms ‘the social law that [one’s
origins and] social position play a decisive’ part in one’s intellectual
practice. Hence, intellectuals tend to act either for the preservation or
for the redistribution of capital, depending on their particular life and
career trajectory.

To sum up, in order to construct a taxonomy of intellectuals’ public
engagement, we need to examine their life and career trajectories as well
as the broader socio-political context.

Recurrent patterns of activity

The study of public intellectual authority, or the reputation for being
likely to have important contributions to make to a society and for
having the capacities and courage to do so, needs to be ‘the study of the
making of careers’ (Collini 2006: 56). Thus, in the first step towards the
construction of a taxonomy of public intellectuals’ courageous actions,
we need to identify recurrent patterns in their activity. Such a study
of recurrent patterns of intellectuals’ courageous activity, or types of
intellectual engagement, assumes – following Bourdieu’s (1992) sug-
gestion – that in order to account for differences in the nature of
intellectuals’ public involvement we need to present an individual
intellectual’s social trajectory. In what follows we look at Philip Abrams’
and Swedberg’s approaches, as each of two perspectives treats the
individual’s stances and actions historically as the product of under-
standing processes of becoming rather than states of being.

According to Abrams (1982), in order to develop our understand-
ing of courageous action we should take notice of the sociology of
delinquency, which can enhance our comprehension of heroes. Abrams,
after bringing to our attention studies that view the deviant career as a
process of becoming, seen as being embedded in particular conjunctions
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of life history and social history, develops his historical sociology of the
moral career of an exceptional individual. While his explanations for
becoming divergent are centred on the idea of temporally organised
sequences, explanations of the processes that underlie becoming a hero
focus, in a similar way, on the social organisation of a moral career. Such
an approach allows us to articulate the conjunctions of life history and
social history, a two-dimensional time frame, and to demonstrate con-
tingencies in this type of career. In this way, becoming a revolutionary
hero, for example, should be seen as a result of ‘the process organised in
terms of sequences of characteristics but not pre-determined interac-
tion, probable but not prescribed episodes of action and response in
which an individual moves or is moved from one status to another’
(Abrams 1982: 272). Each heroic career is the dynamic realisation of a
distinctive sequence of probabilities, produced through sequences of
action, reaction and action in the setting of historically specific possi-
bilities and opportunities and constraints. According to Abrams’ (297)
historical sociology of the moral career of an exceptional individual, the
uniqueness of a hero is ‘not a matter of some elusively private personal
factors but of the diversity of movement available to historically located
individuals within historically located social worlds’. Thus, the analysis
of moral careers directs attention to the individuals’ biographies, which
reveal the chronology of interaction and the conditions that enable
those who embark on them to succeed or cause them to fail.
Swedberg, like Abrams, who sees life histories of ‘heroes and mon-

sters’ as being created by them and others through sequences of action,
reaction and action in a historically specific setting and views individual
moral careers as also being typical of collectivities, argues that there is
a certain order to episodes of courage. Courageous people are those
autonomous individuals who have freed themselves of the restrictions
that their culture imposes and are capable either of creating entirely new
alternatives or defending past values or of standing up to deviation from
the current values. Swedberg (1999) analyses these stages of individual
courage and shows that acts of civil courage are always embedded in a
social context and involve going through various stages. The classifica-
tion of the stages in episodes of courage, together with an account of the
moral careers of rebels, suggest that, though people rebel and initiate
innovations differently, there are not that many different ways of doing
such things differently. At the same time, although people may find
themselves in very different social situations, there are not that many
different kinds of social situation to find oneself in.
The life and career trajectory can be fully comprehended only if it is

situated within a broader historical and cultural context in which the
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role of the intellectual, as personal identity and social practice, takes
shape. Even the autonomous intellectual field is influenced by the
concerns and conflicts of the wider society. ‘Logic itself is the social
norm and it is exerted through the constraints (especially censorship)
socially instituted in a given field’ (Bourdieu 2004: 70). Following
Eyerman’s (1994) criticism of Bourdieu’s idea of the field, we can adopt
a more historical and dynamic study of the conditions of intellectual
production, which sees the role of public intellectual as being con-
structed out of particular traditions and bounded by the rules and norms
of specific contexts. The context of the formation of the intellectual
consists of the historically formed institutions, including the established
and emergent structures and the political, social and cultural move-
ments that provide the framework of intellectuals’ actions (Eyerman
1994: 94). Historical studies, such as Frank Jellinek’s ([1937] 1965)
exploration of the involvement of intellectuals in the Paris Commune
of 1871, or Fritz Ringer’s (1969) study of the German intelligentsia
in 1890–1933, all illustrate the role of national contexts in shaping
intellectuals’ public and political positions. Investigations of Russian
or eastern European radical intelligentsias, such as Berlin’s (1979)
description of the birth of the Russian intelligentsia, conceptualised
them as ‘the product of the cultural crisis which results from major
structural transformations of a national society . . . Under such crisis
conditions, an intellectual’s stratum may become a self-conscious,
committed and coherent intelligentsia’ (Turner 1994: 155).

More recent studies of the importance of historical contexts (Stapleton
2000; Lassman 2000) also show that intellectuals are rooted in cultural
settings with distinctive national traditions, which, when they include
well-established cultural repertoires of identity and action against
authorities, could become breeding grounds for oppositional stances.
The similar claim that a national framework constitutes the context for
intellectuals, as each country ‘offers markedly different paradigms of the
relationship of the state to the nation and of the place of public culture’
(Jennings 2000a: 785), has recently been elaborated by contributors to a
special issue of The European Legacy (2000). All the articles in this issue
testify that intellectuals until the second half of the twentieth century,
while claiming to be the consciousness of nations, were, in turn, shaped
by the national identities they helped to forge and were grounding their
arguments in a widely shared conception of national identity (Jennings
2000a). The plurality of ways in which intellectuals have been interacting
with their national publics, and the fact that the social practice of the role
of public intellectual differs from society to society, further testify to the
role of a specific cultural tradition and national context. So, despite the
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fact that the processes of European integration, multiculturalism
and globalisation redefine national identities and therefore also the role of
intellectuals, the conditions for an intellectual’s entrance into the public
domain still reflect the uniqueness of national traditions and the differing
nature of nations’ political systems.
A useful starting point for thinking about a typology of intellectuals’

engagement is to focus on the specific aspect of a national context – that
is, on a national civic context. Concentrating on the civic context
is essential, firstly because of the affinity between civil society and civil
courage (as discussed in chapter 3) and secondly because the civic
context, since it determines the intellectual’s access to an audience and
links with networks in the production and acceptability of discoveries
or inventions, affects the intellectual’s contribution to the well-being
of society. As the public intellectual must, by definition, ‘build out from
a relatively secure basis in one specialised activity and simultaneously
cultivate the necessarily more contestable perspective of a non-
specialist’ (Collini 2006: 57), access to the networks, media or channels
of expression through which the intellectual reaches her or his public is a
necessary condition for the performance of the role. Since different types
of civic context provide intellectuals with different opportunities to
address non-specialised audiences on matters of general concern, in the
construction of a typology we need to consider the socio-political
characteristics of the different backgrounds in which intellectuals’
interventions take place.
Generalising, we can say that, as structures of authorisation and jus-

tification evaluate what is acceptable and valuable, and what is to be
suppressed and not allowed, public courageous actions are much tied up
with the notion of civil liberty and the freedom of the individual. Civic
contexts in non-democratic societies are characterised by low levels of
accessibility for the channels, networks and media of communication as
well as by a relatively high level of risk associated with entering the
public domain. It means that, in such environments, successful fulfil-
ment of the role of public intellectual comes with higher costs and risk.
In contrast, in democratic societies, which offer a relatively high level of
intellectual independence and relatively free access to various channels,
networks, media and audiences, public intellectuals do not face
such limitations on their access to a wider audience. In undemocratic
societies, where the sphere of intellectual autonomy is limited, intel-
lectuals in order to spread their message need to defy the formal net-
works and channels of communication and rely on informal networks
and alternative channels. In other words, in the context of a formalised
and high-risk system, in order to address non-specialised audiences on
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matters of general concern, intellectuals have to reach beyond formal
networks.

The importance of networks, broadly understood, is also connected
with the fact that their nature and configuration explain the mechanisms
and dynamics that enhance a specific practice. How the network is
configured – how it influences the strength and centrality of individuals’
involvement – facilitates or inhibits their pursuit of alternative and
autonomous lines of interest. Moreover, social networks are not just
instrumental ties enabling or constraining involvement, they are also
‘networks of meaning’ (White 1992: 67), which define and redefine
identities through individuals’ interactions with other actors and groups
and the consequent shaping of their perceptions or preferences (Passy
2003). Such an approach allows us to identify intellectuals as members
of an emergent ‘category-in-a-network’, and therefore to relate dis-
tinctive kinds of courageous conduct by intellectuals to their positions in
differently structured networks and to different capacities for network
building. By combining all the recurring features of the previous tables
with our discussion of the significance of the civic context for shaping
the availability and autonomy of networks and audiences, we arrive at
our table 4.1.

Table 4.1, which is organised around the links between types of
network and levels of risk on the one hand and the nature of intellectual
and practical stances on the other, presents four ways in which public
intellectuals engage in courageous action. This matrix locates four basic
types of public intellectuals’ courageous conduct, to which I have given

Table 4.1. Types of public intellectual engagement

The perception
of the situation

The nature of the system

Formalised Informalised

Uncertainty Charismatic inspiration
Challenging the rules
Reliance on informal networks
HEROES

Rationalisation
Challenging authority/
obligations/commitments
Reaching beyond informal networks
CHAMPIONS

Frustration/risk Taming anxiety
Breaking the rules
Defiance of formal networks
DISSIDENTS

Taming chance
Breaking authority/
obligations/commitments
Reliance on formal networks
PIONEERS
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the names of dissidents, heroes, champions and pioneers. By comparing
types, or sociological abstractions created on the basis of conceptualised
and theoretically determined categories, I aim to describe the differences
between the various types of intellectual engagement. The category of
‘dissidents’ is defined by its location in a formalised system characterised
by high levels of risk. Dissidents are radicalised intellectuals who display
the exceptional courage demanded in societies in which the sphere of
individual autonomy is minimal, which impose impersonal control, and
in which the centre of power is remote and which, in consequence,
enhance reliance on informal networks. The category of ‘heroes’ is
defined by a combination of low risk and a formal system. Heroes
are charismatic intellectuals who challenge the formal rules and who
promote the good of the community. The category of ‘champions’ is
characterised by its location in an informalised and low-risk system.
Champions are public intellectuals who reach beyond their informal
networks to advance a particular group interest or a specific cause. The
category of ‘pioneers’ is located in the informalised system accompanied
by rather high levels of frustration. Its members are courageous intel-
lectuals who, in order to innovate and change, especially when the
system’s receptiveness to change declines, skilfully construct multiple
network resources far beyond their informal ties.
Even though the construction of the typology of public intellectuals’

actions has not been based on analyses of empirical incidences of
creativity and courage, it has been informed by my familiarity with the
lives, careers and actions of the selected laureates of the Nobel Peace
Prize whose life and career trajectories will be used to illustrate and
validate the four categories. The following chapters look at the ways in
which the winners of this prestigious award represent the four positions
created by combining kinds of networks with levels of risk.
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Part II

Public intellectuals: the case of the
Nobel Peace Prize laureates





5 Intellectuals for peace

The Nobel Prize: its history and significance

In order to provide both an illustration and a validation of the typology
of intellectuals’ involvement in the public sphere, I rely on the sample of
the public intellectuals who are the Nobel Peace Prize laureates. As I
have already mentioned in the introduction, there are many reasons why
I have employed this sample for the study of public intellectuals’ con-
tribution to the strengthening of the democratic values of their societies
and the global community. One of the main reasons is that this prize,
from its inception in 1901, has become an international institution, the
strict rules of the selection process ensuring that it is now a well-known
and highly respected peace prize. Since the Nobel Peace Prize’s pub-
licity and prestige also result from its association with other Nobel
Prizes, in order to understand fully its function and meaning we need
first to present the general ideas behind the Nobel Prize, its selection
process and the main mechanisms by which it functions. This is fol-
lowed by a closer look at the Nobel Peace Prize and by a general pre-
sentation of the sample, chosen as interesting examples of the four
categories of intellectuals’ engagement and as providing a significant
confirmation of the typology.

We owe the establishment of this prestigious international award
system to Alfred Nobel,1 who stipulated in his will (signed 27 November
1895 in Paris) that the accumulated interest from the sale of all his assets
was to be annually distributed in the form of prizes ‘to those who, during
the preceding year, shall have conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’
(Alfred Nobel’s will, in Sohlman 1983: 136). Nobel indicated that the
prizes should be for specific achievements or breakthroughs in science
rather than the lifetimes’ work of outstanding scientists and that they
should be given in five equal parts, three of which were to be awarded to
individuals who had made the most important invention or discovery in
the fields of physics, chemistry and medicine. The fourth award would
go to the person ‘who shall have produced in the field of literature the
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most outstanding work of an idealistic tendency’ (136). The fifth award
was to be for individuals who promote peace and work for peace
movements and for the prevention of war, ‘the horror of horrors, and the
greatest of all crime’ (136). The fact that the awards are the simulta-
neous endowment of prizes in several areas of human endeavour is one
of the most original features of this reward system.2

Alfred Nobel in his will wrote that ‘in awarding the prizes no con-
sideration whatever shall be given to the nationality of the candidates,
but that the most worthy shall receive the prize’ (136). Thus, from the
outset the aim of the Nobel Prizes has been to contribute to the inter-
nationalisation of science, literature and peace activities. Alfred Nobel
also intended his prizes to encourage promising young ‘dreamers’, as
they find it ‘difficult to get on in life’ (136). He also stipulated that the
prizes in science and literature should be distributed by Swedish insti-
tutions, while the Norwegian parliament (Storting) should be respon-
sible for the Peace Prize. After three years of negotiations over legal
recognition of the will, the Nobel Foundation was established.3 Also in
1900 the Swedish Academy of Sciences, the Karolinska Institute,
the Swedish Academy and the Norwegian parliament agreed to accept
the task of administering the prize. Following the establishment of five
Nobel Committees, each consisting of three to five members, as the
prize-awarding bodies in five different areas, on the fifth anniversary of
Alfred Nobel’s death – 10 December 1901 – the first prizes were
awarded (Sohlman 1983: 134). From the beginning up to the 2005
awards, there have been altogether 890 prize-winners (Stenersen,
Libaek and Sveen 2001: 292). The statutes of the Nobel Foundation,
adopted in 1901, stipulate that the prize-awarding committees are to
present each prize-winner with a diploma, a gold medal bearing the
image of the testator and an appropriate inscription, and a cash award
(see Lemmel 2001b).4 The prestige, honour and distinction associated
with the prizes mean that the laureates are celebrated as important
contributors to human development and recognised as crucial markers
of the major trends in their respective areas (Levinovitz and Ringertz
2001).
Except for the Peace Prize, which can be awarded to an institution,

prizes are awarded only to individuals. Nobel prizes are either withheld
or not awarded when no worthy candidate can be found and when the
world situation prevents the gathering of the information required for
reaching a decision. For instance, in the case of the Nobel Peace Prize,
the prize has been withheld twenty times in peacetime and was not
awarded ten times due to a situation of war (Abrams 1988: 258). An
individual may not be nominated posthumously, but a prize proposed
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for a person alive at the time may be awarded posthumously (as with
Dag Hammarskjold, the 1961 Nobel Peace laureate, and Erik A.
Karlfedt, the 1931 Nobel Prize in Literature laureate). It has been
known for prizes to be declined by their winners; for example, in 1964
Sartre refused to accept the Nobel Prize in Literature, arguing that a
writer should avoid both being ‘institutionalized’ and giving any
endorsement to the award system that symbolized an international
division between the Western and Eastern blocs (Richmond 2005: 4).
There have also been cases where governments have forbidden their
citizens from accepting the prize; for instance, Boris Pasternak, who was
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1958, was forced by the Soviet
authorities to decline the honour. Moreover, governments can introduce
a more general ban on acceptance of the prize, as happened in the case
of Germany when Adolf Hitler, who was enraged by the award of the
1935 Nobel Peace Prize to the anti-Nazi journalist Carl von Ossietzky,
forbade Germans in the future from accepting Nobel Prizes (Stenersen,
Libaek and Sveen 2001: 123).

A statutory rule limits the number of people sharing the prize to three
at most, while self-nomination automatically disqualifies the individual
(Lemmel 2001b). According to the statutes of the Nobel Foundation,
which aimed initially to protect the prestige of the prizes from adverse
publicity, no part of the prize deliberations could be made public, nor
could a prize decision be appealed. As the popularity of and interest in
the Nobel Prizes grew, however, secrecy also proved to be useful in
protecting the anonymity of the members of the prize-awarding com-
mittees (Crawford 1998). In 1974 the Nobel Foundation changed its
statutes, and as a result material in the Nobel archives is now to become
available to historians fifty years after an award was made.

In order to select potential and actual prize-winners, each year the
respective Nobel Committees invite nominations from a wide range of
informed individuals, including past prize-winners and professors in the
given disciplines from around the world. Having reviewed the nomi-
nations and commissioned expert studies of the most prominent can-
didates, each Nobel Committee decides its final choice of up to three (in
economics) laureates by a secret ballot. The annual presentation, pre-
sided over by the Swedish royal family, takes place in Stockholm and in
Oslo (Peace) on 10 December, the anniversary of Alfred Nobel’s death
(Abrams 1988).

The Nobel Prizes are not without controversy and criticism. One
of the most frequent comments concerns flaws in the selection
mechanism, namely the role of more than purely scientific criteria in
the processes of nominating individuals for, and awarding, the prize.
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Elisabeth Crawford’s (1984; 1992) studies, based on old documents
released from the Nobel archives, have brought a new insight into the
functioning of the system of selection and nomination and uncovered
the role of politics and culture in this process. Her investigation provides
evidence that one of the major factors determining where the nomina-
tions went was ‘the phenomenon of informal networks, centering on
research orientations and schools that linked the nominators, the can-
didates and their Swedish correspondents’ (1984: 108). The follow-up
examination of the nominations and nominees among physicists between
1901 and 1937 using network analysis discovered that, for getting a
large number of nominations, it could very useful to be mobile and to
know many physicists, particularly ‘the right’ ones – that is, ones with a
high reputation and many contacts (Reichmann, Beidernikl and Fleck
2005). Other studies assert that trends or fashions determine what kind
of scientific work is honoured, and that this explains why the ratio of the
numbers of prizes awarded for experimental as opposed to theoretical
discoveries changes with time and from one field to another (Crawford
1984; Karazijal and Momkauskait 2004). Despite Alfred Nobel’s wish
that nationality should not be taken into consideration in awarding the
prizes, and the consequent aim of the Nobel Foundation to promote
internationalisation, the nationality of a candidate has not been without
significance. Nominators’ tendency to propose candidates from their
own country and a trend to having clusters of nominations from ‘own’ or
other countries for a particular candidate mean that the country of
origin of a candidate is not without importance (Crawford 1992; 1984).
The Nobel Prizes, as the only international prizes of the same

importance as those in the Olympic Games (see britannnica.com/nobel/
nobelprizes/html), can be seen as a contest between nations. Although
the Nobel Prize’s working rests on an international community of sci-
entists and its honours are distributed throughout the world, it ‘came to
be used so extensively as the means whereby different nations took stock
of their achievements’ (Crawford 1984: 192). The common association
of the Nobel Prizes with a contest among the nations has contributed to
the prizes enhancing the ‘winner-take-all’ mentality which ‘masks the
realities of doing science in the late 20th century’, creating myths about
individuals who combine a range of attributes – scientist-achievers – and
about the innocence of science (Crawford 1984: 189). At the same time,
these illusions sustain the popularity of the prizes with the public, the
media and scientific communities throughout the world.
From the beginning of the Nobel Prize, its laureates ‘become

the ultimate symbol of excellence for scientists and laymen alike, while
the prizes in literature and peace, although more controversial than the
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others, also carry their share of international prestige’ (Zuckerman
1977: xii). The prize has had enormous influence on the direction of
research in many fields of science, on art, on the visibility of peace
efforts and on the fate of international organisations (Feldman 2001).
For most of its 100 plus years of existence the Nobel Prize has been
regarded as the supreme reward for scientific achievement, as it ‘carries
the distinction of being the only award of its kind that is regularly used
to indicate the importance of a scientist or a discovery, not only those
honored by the prize but also the select group of scientists and works
that are considered as being ‘‘of Nobel class’’ ’ (Crawford 1984: 3). The
Nobel Prize also owes its highly respected status to the fact that it was
created at the right time, and it has epitomised some of the principal
historical transformations of the age (Bernhard 1987: xxxiii). The
extraordinary success of the Nobel Prizes, seen as the most prestigious
awards for intellectual achievement, has sustained the institution’s
broad popularity around the world. The celebration of the centenary of
the first award ceremony in 2001, with the opening of both virtual and
real Nobel museums, received a great deal of attention, with millions
visiting the Nobel website (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 19). The
highest level of popular and media interest is enjoyed, alongside the
Nobel Prize in Literature, by the Nobel Peace Prize.

The Nobel Peace Prize: its aims and winners

The Nobel Peace Prize, administrated by the Norwegian parliament, is
for ‘the person who shall have done the most or the best work for
fraternity between nations, for the abolition or reduction of standing
armies and for the holding and promotion of peace congresses’ (Alfred
Nobel’s will, in Sohlman 1983: 136). The Storting elects five members
to the prize-awarding Norwegian Nobel Committee, the composition of
which reflects the strength of the political parties in the Norwegian
parliament. ‘Despite this arrangement, however, committee members
are not expected to represent a political party or persuasion’ (Abrams
1988: 13). Although nothing in the statutes prevents the Storting from
naming international members (Lemmel 2001b), only Norwegians have
ever been members of the committee. Moreover, until 1936 it was
members of the Norwegian government who were elected to the Nobel
Committee. As a result of controversy over the 1935 Peace Prize, it was
decided that members of the Nobel Committee who became members
of the government should be excluded from participation in the work of
the committee. For the following decades many prominent politicians,
though not members of the government, were selected by the Storting to
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serve on the Nobel Committee (Lundestad 1994). Further changes were
introduced after the controversy caused by the 1973 awards. In 1977 an
official rule was adopted prohibiting members of the government from
serving on the Nobel Committee, and the name of the committee was
changed from the Nobel Committee of the Norwegian Storting to its
present name: the Norwegian Nobel Committee (Tonnesson 2005).
From that year, although the formal rules for the appointment of
committee members have not been changed, it has become the custom
that members of the Storting should not be appointed to the committee.
Nonetheless, the majority of members still continue to be former par-
liamentarians with a long record of political activity (Tonnesson 2005:
13). In the first seven decades of the Nobel Peace Prize it was customary
for members of the committee, appointed for a six-year term, to
continue being re-elected until they decided to step down voluntarily,
but since the 1980s the tenure of both chairpersons and staff has
become shorter (Abrams 1988: 13).
The process of selecting a winner of the Nobel Peace Prize starts in

September, about a year before the prize announcement.The statutes give
only a limited number of people the right to nominate individuals and
organisations for the Nobel Peace Prize.5 After the organisations and
individuals qualified to nominate candidates send their proposals, which
must reach the Committee before 1 February of the year for which the
nomination is being made (for example, in 2005 the committee received
the record number of 199 nominations; thirty-three were put forward by
committee members, 163 were for individuals and thirty-six were for
organisations; Henley 2005: 2), the Nobel Committee members convene
for a meeting to decide on a shortlist of candidates (ten to twenty indivi-
duals and organisations). All the information about the shortlisted
candidates is distributed among the Nobel Committee’s specially
appointed permanent advisers, whose task is to write detailed reports on
each candidate. FromFebruary until August or September the committee
of five meets once a month. In October the Norwegian Nobel Committee
makes its choice, the prize-winners are contacted and during a press
conference the announcement of the laureates’ names takes place. The
Peace Prize is awarded annually on 10December inOslo, and the laureate
is expected to make a speech during the ceremony.
The Peace Prize differs from other Nobel Prizes in many respects.

Unlike the committees for the Swedish prizes, the Norwegian Nobel
Committee until as recently as the middle of the 1970s did not provide
any official reason for its decisions. In order to improve the media
coverage and reduce the criticism of the committee’s choice, this
practice was changed in 1975 (Abrams 1988: 16). Also, in contrast to
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the Prizes in science, the Peace Prize can be awarded to institutions as
well as to people. Furthermore, in contrast to other Nobel Prizes, the
Peace Prize is a political type of award, as to ‘decide who has done the
most to promote peace is a highly political matter, and scarcely a matter
of cool scholarly judgement’ (Tonnesson 2005: 11). Another important
feature of the Nobel Peace Prize is that it is the world’s most prestigious
prize, enjoying the highest international standing, because ‘almost
everyone knows about the Nobel Peace Prize, while so few have heard of
other respective prizes’ (Lundestad 2001a: 8).

Not only is the Nobel Peace Prize the most prestigious peace award,
and not only does it have the longest history and the most international
character of all peace prizes, but it also distinguishes itself from the 300
or so other peace awards by employing a very broad definition of ‘peace’
(Lundestad 2001a: 8). This broad definition and the fact that the award
has captured the most significant contributions to peace (with some
exceptions) account for its high level of popularity. In other words, the
existence around the world of huge public support for the aims of the
Nobel Peace Prize is directly associated with this award’s most dis-
tinctive feature – its moral and symbolic value. Both Nobel’s will and the
Nobel Committee’s practice are founded on a moral concept of peace.
‘The peace to be honoured is a peace that is rooted in hearts and minds;
the work to be credited is work for fraternisation, tolerance, trust, and
understanding’ (Sejersted 2004: 9). As Ann T. Keene (1998: 7) notes,
moral arguments provide a language with which to praise peacemakers
and condemn conflicts. For example, the award in 1935 of the
Nobel Peace Prize to Carl von Ossietzky, a German intellectual who
was already under arrest, was viewed mainly as a sign of moral and
symbolic approval of the struggle for peace. The prize also rewards
‘efforts to establish institutional environments which help human beings
to realise their better selves, or to ‘‘combat the evil principle in them-
selves’’, to return to Kant’s formulation’ (Sejersted 2004: 9). While
some laureates’ efforts have had more immediate results, as with Linus
Pauling and the Test Ban Treaty and Martin Luther King’s fight to
improve the status of minorities, the importance of the Nobel Peace
Prize cannot be measured by immediate political changes and respon-
ses.6 It is, rather, a symbol of goodwill, as it contributes ‘to turning
history into a moral endeavour’ (Elie Wiesel, quoted in Sejersted 2004:
9). In other words, the Nobel Peace Prize is not a ‘magic wand’ (Abrams
1994: 9). It serves only as a ‘microphone in the hand of the laureate’,
insofar as ‘voices that were barely heard before are suddenly listened to
with great interest, quoted in the leading newspapers, and received by
leading politicians’ (Abrams 1994: 9). With the Nobel Peace Prize
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laureates attracting attention as ‘symbols of goodwill’, the prize is seen
as a symbolic gesture aiming at creating and enhancing an atmosphere
of trust, essential not just for creating but also for maintaining a peaceful
society (Sejersted 2004: 9).
Taking into account this moral and symbolic nature of the Nobel

Peace Prize, it is not surprising that the award has caused so many
controversies. The level of controversy surrounding the prize is further
increased by its high level of popularity and by its politicisation. Another
fact that has clearly increased the criticism of the committee’s choices
and has put the prize at the centre of international public and media
attention, with some laureates being publicly described in such terms as
‘ ‘‘the most notorious liar’’ and the most ‘‘shameless traitor’’ ’ (Aaseng
1987: 7), has been the lack of an open exposition of the committee’s
criteria for the selection of winners. Consequently, the Peace Prize has
been more frequently criticised than the science prizes (Kauffman 2001:
16). Additionally, in contrast to the prizes in science, where any protests
have been carried out on behalf of the neglected individuals who were
not awarded the prize, in the case of the Peace Prize the objections have
been primarily against the award going to particular individuals.
The most controversial awards have been given to active politicians or

statesmen, who frequently have been selected on the grounds of parti-
cular actions they have taken, or in order to boost the chances for
success of a specific peace process (Sejersted 2004). Among the awards
that have been widely criticised has been the 1973 Peace Prize, awarded
jointly to Henry Kissinger, the US National Security Advisor and
Secretary of State, and Le Duc Tho, the chief North Vietnamese
negotiator, for the Paris agreement intended to bring about a ceasefire in
the Vietnam War and the withdrawal of US forces. On the other hand,
the Norwegian Nobel Committee has been criticised for failing to
award the prize to Mahatma Gandhi, the most famous pacifist of the
twentieth century. Controversies have also been generated by the fact
that the prize brings international or national conflicts to public atten-
tion. As such, it can be seen by national governments, especially in the
case of non-democratic authorities, as ‘interference’ in national matters.
For example, the award of the 1935 Peace Prize to Carl von Ossietzky
and that of the 1975 prize to Andrei Sakharov were both perceived by
the respective governments as interfering in their national matters
(Tonnesson 2005).
The Norwegian Nobel Committee has also been reproached for being

too responsive to national political interests and for its alleged failure to
follow Alfred Nobel’s wishes to favour peace workers and peace activists
rather than statesmen. When in 1906, one year after Norway’s full
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independence, the Nobel Committee of the Norwegian parliament,
chaired by Norway’s first foreign minister, awarded the Peace Prize to
Theodore Roosevelt, the president of the United States, questions were
raised as to whether ‘that decision was made primarily because it was
politically useful for a small nation which had just become independent’
(Tonnesson 2005: 11). As a result of this debate, for the next several
years (from 1907 to 1913) the prizes were awarded to traditional peace
activists.

Prior to the 1960s, peace meant the absence of war, specifically
between nations. With the awards to Luthuli, the South African Zulu
chief and president of the African National Congress, who was hon-
oured for his opposition to apartheid and his fight for civil rights in
1960, and to Martin Luther King (1964), peace took on an additional
meaning, and could be applied to the injustices within nations, such
as the use of secret police or imprisonment, suppression of political
freedoms, or censorship (Feldman 2001: 316). The Norwegian Nobel
Committee has increasingly come to define itself as believing ‘in
humanitarian assistance to the weak and the poor, in arms control and
disarmament, and more and more frequently in human rights generally’
(Lundestad 2001b: 187). Its decisions in the last few years signal the
emergence of a new criterion: ‘It is about how we live together, share
resources. . . . about the earth’ (Ole Danbolt Mjos, quoted in Henley
2005: 2). Thus, at present the aim of the Nobel Peace Prize is to support
and honour organised peace movements, peace negotiations, policies of
reconciliation, humanitarian work, world organisations, disarmament
and non-violence and to honour the struggle for human rights,
democracy and freedom.

The committee’s ability to modify its criteria and expand its definition
of peace in such a way as to make the prize more global and repre-
sentative has contributed to the growing world approval of the decisions
made by the Norwegian Committee, and consequently to the Peace
Prize’s international reputation. Although the committee still consists
only of Norwegians, and therefore receives criticism for being marked by
ethnocentrism and for being insufficiently autonomous, the high level of
approval of its decisions can be seen as furnishing significant proof of the
growing recognition of its political independence, international standing
and objectivity (Lundestad 2001a). Many developments suggest that the
committee has managed to avoid representing Norway’s national inter-
est; for example, to date only two Norwegians (the last in 1922, Fridtjof
Nansen) have received the Nobel Peace Prize (Tonnesson 2005: 11).
Moreover, the committee has consistently managed to speak with an
international voice. The Ossietzky award (in 1935), the Sakharov award
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(in 1975) and the Dalai Lama award (in 1989), all of which could easily
have jeopardised Norway’s relationship with the laureates’ respective
countries, suggest that the committee has been capable of a high level of
political autonomy (Tonnesson 2005: 11). Taking into account all the
above changes, as well as the fact that it is rather difficult to envisage
reforms that could create an independent committee, with the right
qualifications to judge who were doing the most or the best work for
peace, it can be argued that the Norwegian Committee has been rela-
tively successful in its efforts to represent the international community
(Tonnesson 2005).
To sum up, the publicity and prestige of the Nobel Peace Prize are a

reflection of its extensive and generally successful history and of the
growing identification of this prize with the voice of the international
community. Attempts by the Peace Prize Committee to strike a balance
between universal and culturally related factors have also been con-
tributing to the growing approval of the Nobel Peace Prize as an honour
in the ‘peaceful contest’ between nations (Crawford 1984: 204).
Additionally, the publicity enjoyed by the Nobel Peace Prize has been
enhanced by the media’s growing interest in personalities and the
celebrity culture (Holl and Kjelling 1994: 9). Nonetheless, the main
factor sustaining and enhancing the relevance and prestige of the prize is
the fact that it provides recognition and exposure for voices defending
the values of peace, human rights, freedom and democracy.

Public intellectuals as the Nobel Peace Prize laureates

From its beginning up to 2005, 114 Nobel Peace Prizes were awarded to
93 individuals (81 men and 12 women) and 21 organisations. The
spectrum of recipients of the Peace Prize varies from peace activists,
politicians, diplomats, and priests to members of various international
humanitarian organisations (for instance, Amnesty International, the
Red Cross, Doctors without Borders, the United Nations). With the
Norwegian Nobel Committee’s criteria gradually evolving, the type of
winner has also been changing. The Nobel Committee’s broadened
interpretation of ‘peace’ has given it the flexibility to adapt to new
concerns and challenges and this consequently has changed the type of
laureate.
During the first fourteen years (1901–14) the Norwegian Nobel

Committee recognised members of the organised peace movement, with
only two laureates ( Jean Henri Dunant, the 1901 winner, and Theodore
Roosevelt, the 1906 winner) falling outside this category and with
nineteen prizes going to those who represented either the parliamentary
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and broader peace societies or the international legal tradition. During
the First World War the Nobel Committee in neutral Norway did not
award prizes, apart from in 1917, to the International Committee of the
Red Cross (Lundestad 2001b: 169). The inter-war years (1919–39)
reflected Norway’s increasing involvement in international relations
(Lundestad 2001b: 169). The Nobel Committee’s selections during
this period were shaped mainly by the formation of the League of
Nations; at least eight of the twenty-one laureates had a clear connection
with the League. In the Second World War no peace prize was awarded,
as during the First World War, except to the International Committee of
the Red Cross in 1944, in recognition of the work it performed during
the war on behalf of humanity. The post-war ‘Cold War’ period,
with Norway becoming a member of the United Nations and with the
Norwegian Labour Party dominating national politics for two decades
(1945–65), witnessed Norway’s growing interest in human rights. This
trend was reflected in the decisions of the Nobel Committee to honour
many UN officials and departments. Statesmen and politicians con-
tinued to receive the Peace Prize after the Second World War, some
for negotiating peace treaties, others for promoting reconciliation
(Lundestad 2001b: 175–8). The 1964 Peace Prize awarded to Martin
Luther King has become one of the most famous Peace Prizes, and this
award also illustrates the committee’s new policy of intervention
(Feldman 2001: 317).

During the next period (1966–89) the committee continued to honour
individuals and organisations that had worked to strengthen the ethical
underpinnings of peace. The award also started to reflect the process of
globalisation, with prizes going to Asia and theMiddle East (five), eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union (two) and Africa (one). In this period
human rights represented the fastest-growing field of interest for the
Norwegian Nobel Committee, which moved towards awarding human
or civil rights activism – for example, honouring Amnesty International in
1977. Several awards (for instance, the 1979 prize to Mother Teresa)
continued the humanitarian tradition, while the disarmament category
was represented, for example, by the 1985 prize going to the Interna-
tional Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War. In contrast to the
first half of the century, general advocates of peace did not figure as
prominently in the Peace Prize list after the Second World War.

After the collapse of the Berlin Wall the Norwegian Nobel Commit-
tee’s decision to award the prize to the president of the Soviet Union,
Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1990 reflected the celebrations at the end of the
Cold War. The Peace Prize was awarded in 1991 to Aung San Suu Kyi
of Myanmar and a year later to Rigoberta Menchú Tum, the Indian
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campaigner for indigenous rights in Guatemala and the rest of Latin
America. In 1993 the committee awarded the Peace Prize jointly to the
leader of the African National Congress, Nelson Mandela, and the then
president of South Africa, Frederik Willem de Klerk, for their work
towards the peaceful termination of the apartheid regime, and for laying
the foundations for a new democratic South Africa (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001: 26).
Awarding prizes to Asians, Africans and Latin Americans, a trend

which started only in the 1970s, has continued in the recent period of
‘pluralistic globalization’ (Lundestad 2001b: 182). In line with this
global approach, comparing the last three decades (1975–2005) with the
first seven decades (1901–74) reveals that there were sizeable increases
in the number of people rewarded from Asia (from two to fourteen),
Africa (from one to seven) and Latin America (from one to five).
Looking at the geographical distribution of Peace Prize nominees, until
the mid-1970s, the majority came from western Europe: in the period
1901–25, 69 per cent; 1926–50, 54 per cent; and 1951–75, 37 per cent
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 292). In the period from 1976 to
1990 about 23 per cent of all laureates came from western Europe, with
a similar level from the United States and Canada (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001: 292).
In the whole history of the Nobel Peace Prize twenty-eight prizes have

been awarded to individuals and/or organisations associated with peace
movements, sixteen to individuals and/or organisations associated with
human rights, eleven to individuals and/or organisations associated with
humanitarian work and nine to individuals and/or organisations asso-
ciated with disarmament or non-violence (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen
2001: 292; author’s calculations). Human rights were not considered a
criterion until about 1960, following the development of the United
Nations charter and the declaration on human rights; only then did the
Norwegian Nobel Committee include the struggle for human rights
among the criteria for relevance to peace (Sejersted 2004: 6). Until the
mid-1970s the most honoured category was statesmen, who altogether
received thirty-four awards, but now the main three broad categories of
winners are peace brokers, providers of aid and campaigners for human
rights (Henley 2005: 1).The changes in the characteristics of the Nobel
Peace Prize-winners, with the balance shifting to humanitarian causes,
disarmament and the human rights category, as well as with the
increased number of women (who won nine prizes between 1976 and
2005, while only three prizes were awarded to women in the entire
period 1901–75), tend to reflect international values and the new poli-
tical climate. Following the realisation ‘that peace cannot be established
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without a full respect for freedom’ (Abrams 1994: 24), the committee
now gives awards to people and organisations involved in humanitarian
work, disarmament, non-violence and the struggle for human rights,
democracy and freedom.

My research on the different types of public intellectuals among the
Nobel laureates involved the use of several books, which together served
as a sort of Who’s Who? of the Nobel Peace Prize (biographies, mono-
graphs and websites that deal with the Nobel Prize as a whole, bio-
graphical directories and encyclopaedias). For example: a work
by Øivind Stenersen, Ivar Libaek and Asle Sveen, The Nobel Peace Prize
(2001), provides bibliographical sketches of 107 individuals who
received the prize between 1901 and 2001; a book edited by Tyler
Wasson (Nobel Peace Prize Winners, 1987) gives a detailed account of all
laureates between 1901 and 1986; Irwin Abrams’ The Nobel Peace Prize
and the Laureates (1988) covers practically the same period; Keene’s
book Peacemakers: Winners of the Nobel Peace Prize (1998) presents the
Nobel Peace Prize laureates from 1901 to 1997 in terms of their edu-
cation, occupation and major accomplishments; Nathan Aaseng’s 1987
book The Peace Seekers: The Nobel Peace Prize paints portraits of many of
the peace laureates; and the site of the Nobel e-museum contains an
impressive amount of data on all the winners. The richness of the bib-
liographical material available has allowed me to select from the entire
population of Nobel Peace laureates those individuals who fit the defi-
nition of public intellectuals. By scrutinising biographical characteristics
of the prize-winners, I have constructed a sample consisting of twelve
peace laureates who can all be defined as ‘public intellectuals’.7 They are
laureates who were (or are) writers, journalists, academics or scientists
and who spoke out about important social, political or cultural issues to
the general public outside their professional roles. All twelve of these
Nobel Peace Prize laureates, while working in academia or being free-
lance writers, artists or journalists, reflected on the social and intellectual
conditions of their respective countries in the hope of changing them
into more just and peaceful nations.

The sample of public intellectuals who received the Nobel Peace Prize
consists of three women (out of twelve female recipients in all) and nine
men. Five of the twelve come from the United States; this reflects the
overrepresentation of American citizens in the population of prize-
winners in general (there are twenty laureates from the United States
from a total of 112). Two individuals in my sample come from the
United Kingdom (twelve from the United Kingdom from the prize-
winners as a whole), one comes from Sweden (five in total), one from
Germany (four in total), one from Norway (two in total), one from the
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Soviet Unio n (two in total) and one from Argentin a (one in all, althoug h
there are five Nobe l Peac e Prize-w inners from the whole of Latin
America ). These twelve publ ic intel lectuals who receiv ed the Peace
Prize share man y com mon chara cterist ics. Fi ve intelle ctuals in my
sample are na tural scienti sts (Fr idtjof Nansen , the 1922 prize- winner;
John Boyd Orr , 1949; Linus Carl Pauli ng, 1962; Norm an Borlaug,
1970; an d Andre i Sakharo v, 1975 ), three are so cial sc ientists ( Jane
Addams, 1931; Em ily Greene Balc h, 1946 ; and Al va My rdal, 1982 ),
two are writers (Norman Angell, 1933 ; and E lie Wiese l, 1986 ), one is a
journalist (Carl von Ossietzky, 1935) an d one is an artis t (Ado lfo Pé rez
Esquivel , 1980 ). Some of the m, moreo ver, combi ne m any roles ; for
example Wiesel is a writer, journa list and professor of Judaic studies.
Interest ingly, all three women in my samp le are social scientist s.
The main commo n charac teristics of the select ed intelle ctuals are, by

definition, crea tivity (as they are pr oducers of ideas) and courage (a s the
Nobel Peace Prize is awarded for acts of bra ve and disint erested public
involvem ent, and for the courag e to work for, defend and sprea d civic
values, human right s, peac e an d democra cy). The y have worked cre-
atively in acade mia, journalism or cultu ral sphere s, wh ile also devoting
themselve s with great courage to attem pting to chang e the social and
intellect ual cond itions of their surrou ndings. In the live s of all the
women and men who are a par t of my sa mple, there have been inci-
dences of both civil coura ge and cre ativity.
In ord er to ide ntify an d describe the four m ain types of engageme nt

in publ ic affairs, I have used as much biographi cal data on the twelv e
Nobel laurea tes, sele cted on the basis of their fitting the ‘pu blic intel-
lectual’ category , as possible. After furth er research into each chos en
individu al’s life, career, achiev ements and publ ications , and by draw ing
upon a multipl icity of mater ial on their careers an d sc ientific, artistic or
journalist ic work, an d autobio graphica l and biographi cal acc ounts of
their lives (the data from biogra phies, mon ographs, diari es), I divid ed
my sample into the four categories. By examining their imaginative ideas
and programmes aimed at the expansion or defence of civic values and
by analysing their efforts to realise those innovative aspirations, which
frequently involved the risks of rejection, disapproval or even punish-
ment, I have classified the selected group into pioneers, dissidents,
heroes, and cham pions in the followin g way (see table 5.1).
The purpose of assigning each individual in the sample to one of the

four categories is to present four group biographies illustrating, and – at
least to some degree – verifying, the main categories of public intellec-
tuals’ involvement in the public sphere. My research has not resulted in
a standard biography, as this type of study investigates in depth the life
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of one person. Nonetheless, although my research focuses on numerous
individuals, it is not a conventional group biography either. Whereas
conventional group biographies focus on individuals acting together, on
their relations and mutual influences and their group’s efforts and
achievements, my version of the group biography provides a description
of individuals who never met, and who were not connected, yet whose
life stories display many similarities in terms of their creative and
courageous achievements in their professional and public lives.

The presentation of public intellectuals’ different types of engagement
takes place in the following four chapters, dealing in turn with the main
categories of intellectuals’ involvement in the public sphere: heroes,
dissidents, champions and pioneers.

Notes

1 Alfred Nobel (1833–96) was the inventor of dynamite, blasting gelatine and
smokeless powder, industrialist, technological optimist, global enterpriser,
world citizen.

2 Since 1968 a Nobel Prize has also been awarded in economics, its sixth field,
as that year the Central Bank of Sweden, in connection with its tercentenary
celebration, initiated a new award, the Central Bank of Sweden Prize in
Economic Science in memory of Alfred Nobel (Breit and Hirsch 2004: vii).

3 The Nobel Foundation, set up in 1900, is a private institution that manages
the assets made available through Nobel’s will for the awarding of the prize.
Its statutes provided for the establishment of the Nobel Committee and Nobel
Institutes. The Nobel Foundation represents the Nobel institutions exter-
nally, and protects their interests, but it does not participate in the selection
processes (Lemmel 2001a; Abrams 1988).

Table 5.1. Public intellectuals’ engagement

The perception
of the situation

The nature of the system

Formalised Informalised

Uncertainty HEROES
Jane Addams
Fridtjof Nansen
Elie Wiesel

CHAMPIONS
Norman Angell
Emily Greene Balch
Alva Myrdal

Frustration/risk DISSIDENTS
Carl von Ossietzky
Andrei Sakharov
Adolfo Pérez Esquivel

PIONEERS
John Boyd Orr
Linus Carl Pauling
Norman Borlaug
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4 The monetary amount that the Nobel Prize gives to the laureates depends
upon how well the Foundation has succeeded in managing its capital. In 1946
it was exempted from national income and wealth tax and local income tax.
This tax-exempt status, followed by further liberalisation in 1953, has led to a
gradual increase over time in the size of the Foundation’s main fund; thus in
2000 it was valued at about $1 million, and in 2005 it stood at 10 million
Swedish kronor – some £730,000, or about $1,282,400 (http://nobel.se/
nobel/amounts.html).

5 Nominators can be either current or former members or advisers of the Nobel
Committee, members of governments or national assemblies, members of the
Inter-Parliamentary Union, members of the International Court of Justice
and the International Court of Arbitration in The Hague, members of the
International Peace Bureau or members of the Institute de Droit International.
Also qualified are university professors of political science and law, history and
philosophy as well as Peace Prize laureates (Tonnesson 2005). In recent years
the Norwegian Nobel Committee has received over 140 nominations for each
annual prize. About 1,000 people submit their nominations for each prize. This
means that there are usually well over 100 nominees for each prize (www.
britannnica.com/nobel/nobelprizes/html).

6 The prize often does not produce the hoped-for results. For example, the
peace talks with North Korea initiated by Kim Dae-Jung, the 2000 laureate,
are stalled, while the Dalai Lama is still in exile, despite winning the prize in
1989. The 1991 winner, Aung San Suu Kyi, the leader of the opposition
against the military regime in Myanmar, received the award for her non-
violent struggle for democracy and human rights, but she has not yet been
released from house arrest and the military regime continues to hold power
(http://nobelprize.org/nobel/).

7 My initial sample consisted of sixteen public intellectuals who had won the
Nobel Peace Prize. After further reading and checking of all the available
biographies and other materials, I reduced the size of my sample to twelve. I
excluded from my final sample Joseph Rotblat (the 1995 Nobel Peace Prize
laureate), who was a nuclear physicist and worked for peace. Joseph Rotblat
shared his Nobel Peace Prize with the Pugwash Conferences on Science and
World Affairs, a social movement that he himself created. He belongs to the
category of the ‘movement intellectual’ (Eyerman 1994: 198) – i.e. a category
that I am not concerned with for the purposes of this study. I also excluded
from my sample two professors of law (Louis Renault, the prize-winner in
1907, and René Cassin, the winner in 1968), as both of them, while
contributing to world peace, did so mainly in their professional capacities, and
therefore their contact with non-specialised audiences (i.e. the public) was
limited. I also eliminated from my sample Nicholas Murray Butler (the
president of Columbia University, who was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in
1931), because he was then one of the leading figures in the Republican Party,
and therefore was perceived as a ‘politician’ rather than a public intellectual
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 113).
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6 Heroes: legends in their own time

Realistic idealists

The notion of heroism, although frequently used, is rather ambiguous.
This ambiguity is a result of the fact that different traditions emphasise
different characteristics of a hero. In ancient Greece heroes were figures
of divine descent, endowed with great physical and moral strength. For
example, the heroes of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey were strong and
beautiful aristocratic warriors, borne to the supreme heights of their
deeds by a surge of power infused into them by the gods themselves.
The Christian tradition altered this concept, replacing prowess and
honour with spiritual purity. Now we think about heroes not as
mythological figures or brave warriors but, rather, as men and women
who exhibit great courage and exceptional qualities in pursuing noble
causes.

This ambiguity regarding the notion of heroism allows it to be put to
the service of various values and different causes, which, in turn, further
complicates its meaning. Heroic virtues can, for example, be appro-
priated by propaganda and made to serve nationalistic interests. Thus,
in authoritarian regimes ‘heroism’, basically, means a willingness to
march in rank and be a soldier. Democracies, on the other hand, tend to
have problems with heroes, as they cultivate suspicions about any
worshipping of the kind of overwhelming brilliance displayed by great
people. The complexity of the notion of heroism is also connected with
the different levels of realism assigned to heroes’ actions in terms of what
our ‘time says: [for] Don Quixote, the future will say ‘‘hero’’ ’ (Key,
quoted in Swedberg 1999: 521). Nevertheless, what makes heroes
legends in their own times is their unique combination of idealism and
realism. While a mythical hero ‘ventures forth from the world of com-
mon doings into a region of supernatural wonder’ (Campbell 1949: 30),
a modern hero’s success depends upon her or his victorious passages
through episodes of deliberation, action, sanction and diffusion
(Swedberg 1999). What goes on at each stage and what kind of social
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context supports the actions in each phase determine whether a hero is
seen as a Don Quixote – that is, as a ‘quixotic or impractical idealist’
(Walton 1986: 48) – or as a real ‘hero’ – that is, someone whose con-
tribution to the well-being of the community, possible due to a sound
combination of idealism and realism, is acknowledged.
Every country needs heroes, and they all tend to have their own lists of

great people who are admired for performing exceptional roles in their
history. National heroes are perceived as ‘engines’ or ‘motors’ of history,
embodying the key virtues of their culture and capable of great
achievements. In this spirit, Thomas Carlyle ([1840] 1924), who in the
middle of the nineteenth century reinvented the classical version of the
doctrine of heroic determinism, claimed that history is made by
exceptional individuals. In his lectures on heroes he argued that each
society, to prevent its civilisation from falling into moral chaos and
destruction, needs great men. Hence, heroes are seen as those capable of
exercising a great hold upon the imagination of their contemporaries,
and their legacy is the inheritance of great examples of extraordinary
beneficial deeds. Even today, in spite of the prevalent egalitarian and
celebrity chat show culture, the idea of heroism still calls to mind
countless images of daring and noble self-sacrifices. On the other hand,
the popular media’s romanticised stories of heroic achievements are
often received with scepticism.
Here, the label ‘hero’ is used to describe the type of public intel-

lectual who meets our criteria for inclusion in this category, as dis-
cussed in chapter 4. Public intellectuals included in this categorisation
are charismatic figures who bring about change as a result of their
ability to inspire and challenge the rules, while relying on informal
networks. Heroes, embedded in a context defined by the combination
of low risk and the predominance of formal structures, are public
intellectuals who, while promoting the long-term interest of society,
question the prevailing views and rules by their deeds and pro-
nouncements. They show us how intellectuals, in order to perform a
social role of exceptional value, may have to move beyond the dog-
matism and radical optimism of their native ideologies. In our sample
of public intellectuals whose national and international achievements
were recognised and rewarded with the Nobel Peace Prize, there are
three heroes, namely Jane Addams, Fridtjof Nansen and Elie Wiesel.
Their accomplishments in their professional fields, as well as their
successful public engagement in fighting for their ideas, made them
legends in their times. We will start with Jane Addams, who
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931 for her work in the
international pacifist women’s movement.
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Jane Addams: searching for democracy’s
middle ground

Jane Addams (1860–1935) was one of America’s first public intellec-
tuals: one of its most accomplished social reformers, one of its foremost
social democrats and one of its most pragmatic ethicists. She was a social
worker, social critic, suffragist, pacifist, sociologist and writer who pro-
moted the virtues of peace and democracy and who challenged the gap
between theory and practice.

Addams become a national figure by excelling in her three roles: as a
founder and head of Hull House (a settlement in a Chicago immigrant
neighbourhood), as a leader of reform and as a public intellectual. In the
course of her life she moved from being ‘the only saint America has
produced’ to being ‘almost cast out of society’ (Stenersen, Libaek and
Sveen 2001: 108). Although she was a much-loved public figure,
Addams’ stand for international peace, when most Americans glorified
war, transformed her into ‘the symbol for everything anti-American, the
betrayer of her country, the antithesis of what she had stood for so many
years’ (Davis 1973: 246). Today she is mainly admired as a social
worker, original thinker and theorist (Bethke Elshtain 2002a; Deegan
1988; Lasch 1965), whose thousands of speeches, more than a dozen
books and over 500 articles represent a coherent body of social and
political theory addressing the issues of social justice, cooperation and
democracy.1 Addams was ‘one of the first, and remains one of the most
important, among a group of social thinkers committed to commu-
nicating to a general audience that we have come to call ‘‘public intel-
lectuals’’ ’ (Bethke Elshtain 2002a: xxv).

Jane Addams, the daughter of an upper middle-class Protestant family,
grew up in the wealth and comfort of the post-civil-war decades. Her life
spanned both the gilded age and the progressive era, the periods char-
acterised by technological innovation, the rapid expansion of industry,
immigration and urbanisation, as well as the rise of populism,
progressivism and socialism. After finishing at the Rockford Female
College in 1882, Addams entered the Women’s Medical College in
Philadelphia, but her illness and depression after her father’s death forced
her to withdraw. Her recuperation over the next six years included two
trips to Europe, where in London she visited Toynbee Hall, the first
social settlement trying to educate the poor. Being a nineteenth-century
woman, Addams had limited life choices, yet, being one of the first
generation of college women who believed in knowledge and its appli-
cation in the service of the nation, she searched for opportunities to be
useful outside the domestic sphere. It was the visit to Toynbee Hall that
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gave her the idea for her future project, which would provide her with the
ability to help others and would offer her an all-absorbing vocation.
In 1889 Addams, together with her friend Ellen Starr, moved to

a poor section of Chicago, to a big house on Halsted Street, know as
Hull House, which quickly grew into an entire city block of buildings,
used every day by hundreds of migrants. The settlement was not a
philanthropic effort but an enterprise undertaken out of ‘the duties of
good citizenship’ (Addams [1893] 2002b: 45). It was also Addams’
creative solution to the dilemma of how to ‘be a respected and
respectable single woman with engrossing, satisfying work, who could
assert her authority’ and, at the same time, capable of ‘fulfilling
her family’s obligations and her friends’ expectations’ (Brown Bissell
2004: 110). The establishment of the settlement helped Addams to
expand the boundaries of the domestic sphere and to redefine her role in
the public sphere; thus, ‘the subjective necessity for social settlement’
was identical with the desire to ‘give tangible expression to the demo-
cratic ideal’ (Addams [1893] 2002b: 17). Nevertheless, at this time of
the triumph of northern industrial capitalism and expanded migration,
there were not only subjective needs but also objective reasons behind
the founding of Hull House. For Addams, the settlement was ‘an
experimental effort to aid in the solution of the social and industrial
problems which are engendered by the modern conditions of life in a
great city’ ([1893] 2002b: 16). Hull House, as a result of its pioneering
services, became a thriving social, cultural and intellectual centre, and
this achievement gave Addams and her co-workers ‘a strong sense of
being pioneers’ and ensured her ‘leadership in the national settlement
movement’ (Davis 1973: 93).
Addams’ work with the ethnic communities in Hull House drew her

into other areas of social reform. She established herself as a prominent
advocate for immigrants at a time of national anti-immigration senti-
ments and as a promoter of compromise in the midst of waves of labour
protests and strikes. Assisted by educated women like herself, Addams
became practised in lobbying, collecting evidence and statistics and
mobilising social support for labour legislation and labour mediation.
Her and her colleagues’ public campaigns resulted in many reforms, and
she also served on and worked on many city and state projects.2 Prac-
tically all the major reforms of the progressive era benefited to some
degree from Jane Addams’ support and involvement. By the end of the
nineteenth century her role as the founder of Hull House and as a
reformer, together with her increasingly important role in many local
and national organisations and lecturing and numerous articles on
topics related to Hull House, ethics, democracy, civic responsibility and
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social cooperation, had established her national reputation. She became
‘a symbol of rectitude and reform’ (Levine 1971: 81) and was perceived
as ‘the feminine consciousness of the nation’ (Davis 1973: 134). As she
became ‘a celebrated public figure’, Addams was proclaimed to be one
of the greatest American woman (Bethke Elshtain 2002a: xxx) and was
seen as ‘an altruistic heroine who served society by bringing together all
its best aspects’ (Levine 1971: xi). Addams solidified her reputation in
the country as ‘the most admired woman’ (Knight 2005: xvii) by pub-
lishing in 1910 a book about her experiences at Hull House. Twenty
Years at Hull House immediately became a classic, and it is still recog-
nised as one of the best examples of autobiography.

Hull House not only introduced Jane Addams to the reform move-
ment but also initiated her relationship with a wider world of scholar-
ship. The settlement house, which was a focal point of interest for many
universities, helped to bridge the division between academia and the
wider community. Through the regular lectures and public discussions
it hosted, Hull House attracted ‘many of the intellectuals of the Anglo-
American world’ (Phillips 1974: 55). This collaboration provided
Addams with contacts with the intellectual elite; for example, she
established a friendship with John Dewey, whom she met in 1894. Her
relationship with the University of Chicago was mutually beneficial.
Addams contributed to the creation of both sociology and social work as
academic disciplines at the university, while many researchers adopted
the settlement house as a social laboratory for urban sociology. Her
career as a sociologist started her cooperation with Albion Small and
many urban sociologists. In 1895, as a result of this collaboration,
Addams and her colleagues in Hull House published Hull House Maps
and Papers, the fundamental sociological survey of sweatshops, tene-
ment housing and preventable diseases and ailments in the neighbour-
hood. With this publication, Addams ‘came to think of herself as a
scholar, even as a sociologist’ (Davis 1973: 102), and she became an
active and careful researcher.

Jane Addams liked to speak on college campuses, and she gave series
of lectures at several universities (for example, in 1890 she lectured
at the University of Chicago on social ethics) and for the American
Sociological Society. While accepting many honorary degrees and
awards from several universities, she resisted all attempts to make her
a permanent member of any university faculty.3 Addams remained
an excellent ‘interpreter of practical sociology’ (Levine 1971: 90) who
believed that only through the ‘affective interpretation of others’ needs
and motives’ could social justice be achieved (Addams, quoted in Brown
Bissell 2004: 6). Her first book, Democracy and Social Ethics (1902),
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was already a good example of her interpretative social thinking and her
ability to combine a powerful cultural and political critique with a
constructive vision of American democracy.4 Addams’ ability to connect
thought and action, scholarship and reform was appreciated by Albion
Small, the first editor of the American Journal of Sociology, in the early
volumes of which she published five articles and in which her books
were positively reviewed (Hamilton 2003: 289). She also wrote for
several other scholarly journals, while continuing to publish in popular
magazines.
Addams, who achieved national and international success at a time

where most professions were closed to women, had not compaigned for
women’s right to vote until almost the end of the nineteenth century.
Later, however, she became an active and prominent supporter of voting
rights for women. Her participation in the women’s movement inten-
sified with her engagement in international efforts for world peace. She
always opposed what she called ‘dogmatic nationalism’ and was a
committed pacifist who viewed conflict and violence as the natural
enemies of social progress (Bethke Elshtain 2002a: 116). As early as
1907 she had published a book called Newer Ideals of Peace, in which,
drawing on her experiences from living together with migrants from
different countries in Hull House, she promoted the idea that all
nationalities should cooperate at the international level for the common
good. When, in 1915, women peace activists founded the Women’s
Peace Party, Addams, who viewed femininity as central to women’s role
as peacemakers, became its president and chaired the large peace con-
ference it organised in The Hague in 1915 (Abrams 1988: 116). After
the conference, she and other activists travelled to European capitals
to meet national leaders in order to mobilise their support for a
peace conference to be chaired by neutral countries. She unsuccessfully
tried to persuade President Woodrow Wilson to call a conference to
mediate a negotiated end to hostilities. When the United States entered
the First World War in 1917 Addams did not change her pacifist stance,
and virtually overnight she ‘who had been an American heroine,
representative of all the best of American democracy, was transformed
into a villain by her opposition to the war’ (Davis 1973: 251). For her
uncompromising stance in the name of mediation, war enthusiasts
labelled her as a traitor and denounced her as a dangerous and
‘an unpatriotic subversive out to demasculinize the nation’s sons’
(Alonso 1994: 208). Addams was put under government surveillance,
harassed, ostracised and vilified in the press (Stenersen, Libaek and
Sveen 2001: 108). After the end of the war the delegates from The
Hague met again in Zurich and formed a permanent organisation, the
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Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF),
with its headquarters in Geneva. Addams, in her role as the league’s
international president until 1929, and later as its honorary president,
pursued pro-peace activity until the end of her life.

Until the mid-1920s Addams, who spoke out against the mistreat-
ment of foreigners whom the government considered ‘disloyal’, was
accused of being a dangerous and radical communist (Davis 1973: 252).
She managed to rebuild her national reputation by engaging in relief
work. Slowly the hostility towards her declined, especially when in 1931
she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her work ‘for peace and
human brotherhood’ (Koht [1931] 2005: 1). In the same year, a feature
article in The New York Times presented her as a ‘heroine’ and as a ‘saint’
who was humble and respectful of others and who was ‘an amazing
example of the force of personality, of an obstinate idealism breaking a
path though our mechanized and highly regimented civilization’ (Alonso
1994: 215). By the time of her death, in 1935, she was again America’s
best-known and most widely hailed female public figure, praised for
being ‘a channel through which the moral life of her country flowed’
(Spanish 2002: 5).

Jane Addams was a public intellectual who promoted democratic
inclusiveness, pacifism, internationalism, feminism and a pluralistic
society in which assimilation did not mean an elimination of differences
(Levine 1971: 569). She believed that public intellectuals had a duty not
only to criticise but also to affirm: ‘They could not just tear down. They,
too, had to build’ (Addams, quoted in Bethke Elshtain 2002a: xxix).
Addams also assumed that writers and public intellectuals had a duty to
instil in ‘the educated a sense of social responsibility’ (Eyerman 1994:
118). She was one of the progressive era’s most effective social critics,
who never adopted a narrowly moralist approach and who wrote ‘the
most discerning studies of industrial society to be found in the literature
of social criticism’ (Lasch 1965: xiv). Although she was the public
intellectual who ‘helped make ‘‘progressivism’’ and ‘‘social justice’’
respectable causes to be taken seriously’ (Levy and Young 1965: vii), by
calling for cooperative relationships and by embracing altruism she
distinguished herself from other progressive intellectuals (Davis 1973:
201). She, more than any other contemporary progressive American
intellectual, insisted on the pre-eminence of kinship with ‘the other half’
of humanity (Lasch 1966: xv).

Addams, like other progressive intellectuals, attempted to operate in
the middle ground by ensuring that the expanding urban middle class
was aware of the importance of knowledge, cooperation and democracy.
Her insistence that the secret of success in all social action is cooperation
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and the harmony of her language, with which she propagated the
brotherhood of all and fought for social justice, were both rooted in
her belief in the possibility of finding common ground and mutual
interests in a common cause. According to Addams’ idea of civic acti-
vism, for democracy to function the entire community had to take an
affirmative role in securing the welfare of all so that every citizen could
participate in political life. Her call for the overcoming of social division
and her search for a balanced solution challenged the usual divide
between liberal and conservative views. Exploring ways to close the
gap between humanitarian theory and action, Addams promoted
reforms through direct action, but also argued that action had to be
preceded by thought; that ‘the activities of life can be changed in no
other way than by changing the current ideas upon which it is con-
ducted’ (Addams [1910] 1925: 243). Her ability to imagine and to bring
into being ‘the astonishing institution’, without which many would be
much worse off (Bethke Elshtain 2002b: 254), made her voice more
respected, as ‘people listened to her not because her words seemed right,
but also because she had put words into action at Hull House’ (Levine
1971: xi).
In addition to her enthusiasm for the ideal of a common culture and

‘practical knowledge’, Jane Addams was also ‘able to stand back from
what she was doing even as she was doing it’ (Bethke Elshtain 2002b:
xxix). She never became a dogmatic practioner of her ideology, and
always tended to favour flexible arrangements and more informal
solutions that allowed for higher levels of adaptability and modification
so as to include and adjust to the continuous flow of new data and
information. It was her preferred way of running Hull House’s affairs.
She learned there to keep herself in ‘readiness to modify and adapt’
her undertakings ([1910] 1925: 135). Consequently, she propagated a
strategy that ‘should never lose its flexibility, its power of adaptation, its
readiness to change its methods as the environment may demand’ (135).
Addams preferred to work behind the scenes, avoiding party politics,
and she always favoured ‘an unofficial commission or conference which
would act as ‘‘negotiators’’ between sides’ (Davis 1973: 116 and 237).
She also learned in Hull House that ‘life cannot be distorted by definite
rules and regulations; that wisdom to deal with a man’s difficulties
comes only through some knowledge of his life and habits as a whole;
and that to treat an isolated episode is almost sure to invite blundering’
(Addams [1910] 1925: 162).
Addams’ success in fulfilling her ambitions to become involved

in public issues was possible because of her creative redrawing of
her household boundaries ‘to encompass an entire city – her ‘‘civic
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housekeeping’’ – as an alternative to domesticity and as a sphere of
action’ (Bethke Elshtain 2002a: xxxv). Her achievements were a result
of creative literary and rhetorical talents. A part of Addams’ success,
aside from her own personal appeal, charisma and self-discipline, was
her courage to speak out on the main social issues. The courage of her
conviction and the wholeness of her vision, which ‘never mistook the
part for the whole’ (Tims 1961: 14), meant that she often defended
unpopular causes and that ‘she stoutly rebelled against any trend to
orthodoxy and conformity’ (Douglas 1960: xix). Her contemporaries
were often ‘shocked by her advocacy of strange, even radical causes, but
they respected her courage’ (Levy and Young 1965: vii). ‘Even when her
views were at odds with public opinion, she never gave in, and in the end
she regained the place of honour she had before in the hearts of her
people’ (Koht [1931] 2005: 2). Hence, Addams, who described herself
as a ‘writer and lecturer’, was admired not only for her creativity but also
for her courage (Knight 1997: 96).

Addams’ achievements also depended upon the fact that she was
integrated into supportive networks. Her success ‘must have come
from her ability to pick gifted people and to strengthen their hands as
they worked. She recognized the capacities of those around her, no
matter who they were’ (Hall 1960: 4). Addams had very close rela-
tionships with several women friends, while in her daily activities she
was surrounded by ‘adoring disciples’ (Davis 1973: 94). Her informal
network of colleagues and collaborators was very extensive, and she met
and knew many influential people from academia and other spheres of
life. Her accomplishment in running Hull House, and her achievements
in terms of industrial, labour and education reforms, as well as her
efforts for the women’s and peace movements, would not have been
possible without groups of collaborators, mainly well-educated women
keen, like Addams herself, to ‘put theory into action’ (Addams [1893]
2002b: 22).

Jane Addams’ advocacy of communitarian ethics and her efforts to
correct injustice, despite her lifelong nonconformity, earned her respect
and admiration from many. Her uniqueness grew out of her gift for
understanding and interpreting the economic and political realities of
industrialising Chicago, and for putting her ideas on the national
agenda, and out of her ability to initiate national debates. Addams’
significance was rooted in her ability to communicate to the American
public the main problems and difficulties faced by the immigrants in
the cities, and to convince the nation that ‘the welfare ideology,
and ultimately the welfare state, were both right and practical’ (Levine
1971: x).

Heroes: legends in their own time 133



Fridtjof Nansen: expanding responsibility from the
national to the international level

Fridtjof Nansen (1861–1930) was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in
1922 for his international humanitarian work in three areas: the re-
patriation of prisoners of war after the First World War (1920–2);
providing food aid during the famine in Soviet Russia (1921–3); and
work for refugees. Nansen was also a pioneering scientist, a researcher,
an explorer, a public intellectual and a statesman. His successes in these
fields made him a legend in his own time, and established his reputation
as one who ‘helped to mould the age’ (Huntford 1998: 1).
In the last decade of the nineteenth century Norway, the junior

partner in the union with Sweden, aspired to an independent status and
therefore needed heroes. Nansen’s national and international fame,
his numerous writings5 and his devotion to both national and interna-
tional causes well equipped him for this role. His first ever crossing
of Greenland and his Arctic expedition (which made the greatest strides
towards reaching the North Pole for nearly four decades) put his name
into the history books and gave Norwegians a sense of pride. Even
today Nansen’s status in Norway remains unchallenged, and he is still
seen and celebrated as a national hero.6 In 1999 readers of one of
Norway’s leading newspapers elected Nansen ‘Norwegian of the cen-
tury’ (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 91).
Nansen’s respected presence on the Norwegian public scene, as well

as his influence with the public abroad, can be seen as a result of his
capacity to bring together all his gifts and achievements in various fields
in the service of three further goals: helping his nation to achieve its
independence, contributing to the construction of a new world order
after the First World War and organising humanitarian relief efforts.
Although Nansen was successful in advancing all three of these causes,
he always took on public duties rather reluctantly. Even though he
enjoyed being a public figure, Nansen’s public involvement was only
ever in response to the needs and demands of either the nation or the
international community. Among his many accomplishments and
talents, being a scientist was his primary vocation, which he had chosen
very early in his life (Hoyer 1957: 19).
Fridtjof Nansen’s research career started in 1882, when, having stud-

ied zoology at the University of Christiania in Oslo, he was appointed
curator of zoology at the Bergen Museum. He devoted his time to
research, and, as he himself said, ‘For six years I lived in a microscope; it
was an entirely new world’ (Nansen, quoted in Reynolds 1949: 25).
Nansen, a promising young scientist, published many scientific articles,
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one of which won him the Bergen Museum gold medal in 1885. In
1887 he obtained his doctoral degree for the treatise that established
his reputation as a pioneer researcher into the structure of the central
nervous system. But he still had – as he wrote to his father – ‘a sneaking
longing for further experiences, for travel . . . ’ (quoted in Reynolds,
1949: 31). Nevertheless, since for him the pursuit of science came ‘first
and exploration second’ (Bain 1897: 150), he did not overlook science,
and consequently both his expeditions – the Greenland expedition
(1888–9) and the attempt to reach the North Pole (1893–6) – were
for scientific purposes; the observations made during his expeditions
represented enormous advances for meteorology and oceanography.
Moreover, Nansen’s accomplishments as an explorer were largely due
to the fact that, as a scientist, he was able to predict and evaluate the
difficulties that might be encountered, and he was accustomed to
the careful planning of each task, paying attention to details, and the
independence of scientific opinion.

The success and the boldness of Nansen’s Greenland expedition and
the bravery and imagination of the voyage of the Fram were enthusias-
tically recognised by the public, in Norway and abroad.7 The Arctic
expedition was proclaimed as ‘the most magnificent victory of science
and a proof that a scientific training, no less than courage, perseverance,
and physical endurance, is necessary in an arctic explorer’ (Bain 1898:
441). Although Nansen never actually managed to stand on either pole,
his status as a ‘father of modern polar exploration’ has never been
questioned because, without his inspiration, his brilliance in designing a
special ship (the Fram) and his pioneering pieces of equipment, Roald
Amundsen probably would not have made it to the South Pole andNorth
Pole. With the passing of the years Nansen’s polar explorations continue
to be known and admired, as he successfully ‘became the incarnation of
the explorer as hero’ (Huntford 1998: 1).

Nansen’s Greenland expedition resulted in two books and brought
him fame and an offer of a research job at the University of Christiania.
In 1896 Nansen was made professor of zoology, and this position’s
high prestige, and the resources attached to it, gave him the best con-
ditions possible for carrying out oceanographic research and investi-
gating the scientific results of the Fram expedition. The publication of
the findings, in six large volumes between 1900 and 1906, broke new
grounds in oceanic research and established his reputation as the ori-
ginator of the modern study of the polar seas and the present-day theory
of wind-driven currents, as well as one of the founders of modern
meteorology. In other words, Nansen, ‘having already become one of
the founders of neurology, had made himself the same in oceanography’
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(Huntford 1998: 390). From 1896 to 1917 Nansen devoted most of his
time and energy to scientific work, with the years 1896–1905 being ‘the
richest ones for science’ (Hoyer 1957: 164). The life of a university
researcher suited him, and he initiated the work that was to lead to a
classic study of the Norwegian Sea.
Nonetheless, in 1905, at a moment of national crisis, Fridtjof Nansen

took it ‘upon himself to exploit his reputation abroad in order to
advance the drive to Norwegian independence’ (Huntford 1998: 398).
He traded on his authority as a great explorer and as a known scientist to
awake the international public to his nation’s aspirations for indepen-
dence as well as to convince his countrymen that a peaceful dissolution
of the union was the best way forward. Through articles, a book, letters
to newspapers, interviews, speeches and contacts with influential peo-
ple,8 Nansen campaigned to ensure that the main European powers
supported a dissolution of the union with Sweden and that Norwegian
public opinion backed a diplomatic way of ending the union. In 1905,
as the drive to independence entered a critical phase, Nansen left the
university in order to take part in the negotiations with Sweden. With
independence achieved, he was asked to serve, from 1906, as his
country’s first ambassador to the United Kingdom. His achievements in
representing Norway’s interest brought him several offers of high poli-
tical positions, but, more interested in pursuing his research, he formally
resigned from the diplomatic service in 1908. As his interest shifted to
oceanography, Nansen was appointed the first professor of oceano-
graphy at the University of Oslo, and started work on making Norway an
important centre for oceanographic research. In the first decade of the
twentieth century, as part of his scientific work, he was on several
maritime expeditions, making observations that led to the publication of
numerous papers and a book on the Norwegian Sea (1909). This
and many other lasting contributions to oceanography, as well as his
work on the history of polar exploration, further enhanced his scientific
credentials.
In October 1918 Fridtjof Nansen was elected rector of the University

of Christiania, but he refused the honour. When the First World War
was over Nansen got involved in helping to create a new international
order by strongly promoting the idea of the League of Nations.
Although he did not consider himself a diplomat or a politician, Nansen
believed it was ‘his duty as an enlightened European citizen to help the
suffering’ (quoted in Vogt 2005: 8). When in 1920 the Council of the
League of Nations asked him to organise the repatriation of prisoners of
war, he accepted the challenge. In the same year he became Norway’s
first delegate to the League of Nations. From that moment, Nansen was
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to remain on the international stage as a central figure until his death
(Abrams 1988: 96). Although Nansen the scientist had become over-
shadowed by Nansen the humanitarian, ‘nevertheless a scientist he
was – heart and soul’ as he continued, wherever he went and whatever
he was doing, to collect facts and information, ‘anything that might
help to increase his knowledge of the world, its peoples and the laws’
(Hoyer 1957: 262).

In 1922, as the High Commissioner for Refugees of the League of
Nations, Nansen finalised the transport of some 430,000 soldiers from
camps in Soviet Russia back to western Europe. His accomplishment of
this task provided the League with its sole tangible result – ‘only one
thing done by the League’ (Huntford 1998: 498). This success led to
new duties; already in the summer of 1921 he had been given respon-
sibility for two more humanitarian tasks. The first was to find homes for
1.5 million refugees from the Russian Revolution (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001: 90). Under his aegis and with the help of the Red
Cross, the status of refugees was regularised and stateless people were
granted a special, so-called ‘Nansen’, passport. The second task, which
was to provide help to victims of the 1921–3 famine in the Soviet Union,
encountered obstructions, mainly on account of the Western powers’
fears that a food relief programme would strengthen the communist
regime. Moreover, Nansen himself was seen as being naive and
manipulated by Lenin, while his book Russia and Peace was perceived
as further evidence of Nansen’s pro-Soviet orientation (Vogt 2005;
Huntford 1998). All the same, despite the Russian Relief Committee
being dissolved by the League and despite the unwillingness of the
member states to finance the aid, Nansen’s aid programme continued.
Although he was unable to obtain loans from any government,
and therefore had to work outside the League and rely on private
charity, his relief mission still saved 20 million people. But Nansen
‘always thought that another 7 millions had needlessly died’ (Abrams
1988: 97), and – in protest – he resigned his post as the League’s High
Commissioner for Refugees (Patterson Meyer 1959: 99).

The following year Fridtjof Nansen was nominated for the Nobel
Peace Prize for his humanitarian work. In his Nobel address, Nansen
([1922] 2005: 6) did not hesitate to criticise those whom he saw as being
responsible for the unnecessary deaths of several millions of the victims
of the Soviet famine: ‘In all probability their motives were political. They
epitomize sterile self-importance and the lack of will to understand
people who think differently.’ Nansen’s public role did not end with the
Nobel Peace Prize, as the League of Nations then asked him to solve a
dispute between Greece and Turkey. He organised the resettlement of
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both populations; by the end of 1924 the exchange was complete.
Nansen also took on the cause of Armenian refugees; he publicised their
fate in many articles and in a book, and he also developed a plan for the
establishment of a homeland for them (Abrams 1988: 97). In 1926
Nansen accepted the honorary position of Lord Rector of the University
of St Andrews, in the United Kingdom. Until this death he continued
to write and speak on important public issues, as well as carrying out
his research and planning a new polar expedition. His state-sponsored
funeral (17 May 1930) attracted a large crowd and was used as a great
occasion for nation building (Vogt 2005: 11). The Norwegian state
proclaimed him a national hero, while the League of Nations paid tri-
bute to him by creating a refugee organisation in his name.
It would appear that Nansen’s many public projects succeeded

because he was skilful at exploiting his international fame as an explorer
and scientist. He was helped by the fact that it was an age ‘in which
personality still counted in policy’ (Huntford 1998: 404). Much could
be achieved by the magic of a name, and Nansen’s reputation, charisma,
‘celebrated charm’, heroic aura and power to inspire people to act
enabled him to sail ‘into the centres of power as if he had been some
national leader and not an itinerant spokesman for a suspect cause’
(Huntford 1998: 404). Secondly, many of Nansen’s achievements
would have been impossible without his links with influential people and
without the cooperation of his associates, colleagues and co-workers,
who helped him to carry out his research, expeditions and humanitarian
work. Nansen had many friends among national politicians and also
among international statesmen, mainly in the United Kingdom. In
Norway Nansen was a member of the so-called ‘Lysaker Circle’ of
intellectuals and artists, whose works and inspiration figured promi-
nently in the creation of Norwegian nationhood. One of the artists
from this circle used Nansen as a model for the medieval Norwegian
heroes, which ‘neatly symbolised Nansen’s elevation to a national totem’
(Huntford 1998: 386). Nevertheless, despite Nansen being seen as a
symbol of a national cause, his devotion to the idea of nationalism
declined when the union with Sweden was dissolved, and he even
started to warn against nationalism (Hoyer 1957: 260). Consequently,
he soon became a ‘stranger in his own country’ (Huntford 1998: 535).
This rather complex character of Fridtjof Nansen’s involvement

in public life did not start with the normalisation of Norwegian politics,
when independence was achieved. It was present right from the
beginning of his public engagement, and is most poignantly illustrated
by the complexity of the relationship between his private and public
personas. Initially Nansen acted as the self-appointed private advocate
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of Norwegian interests, as an independent public intellectual who took
it upon himself to advance the Norwegian drive to independence
through his writings and public speeches. At the same time, however,
he was treated abroad as an ‘agent for the Norwegian government’
(Huntford 1998: 411). On later occasions he acted as a private emissary
for the Norwegian government, and sometimes as a representative of the
Norwegian authorities. Even when he was formally appointed as the
Norwegian delegate to the League of Nations, Nansen’s position con-
tinued to be anomalous, as not only did he not draw a salary for his
work, he also did not consider it his duty to follow the governmental line
(Huntford 1998: 539). Because of his personal conviction that Germany
should be admitted to the League, and to the confusion of his own
foreign ministry, Nansen negotiated with the authorities in Berlin on his
own responsibility and without any instructions from the League.

Nansen was aware that formal organisations could restrict his scope
for manoeuvre and therefore preferred to rely on innovative ways out of
any impasse, which often involved challenging the established rules and
authorities, as well as accepting risk. His preparedness to take risks and
to subvert the formal rules in situations when he thought the
cause demanded it can be illustrated by his decision, while on a mission
to negotiate with the Americans for food provisions for Norway, to sign
an agreement securing large amounts of supplies ‘on his own respon-
sibility’ without waiting for his government’s approval of the conditions
(Hoyer 1957: 215). Nansen’s ‘fertile genius’ for inspiring solutions
(Reynolds 1949: 222) was especially helpful in the functioning of
his relief and aid missions. Failures to achieve some of his goals – as, for
example, with his unsuccessful attempt in 1905 to convince the German
authorities to support the Norwegian cause – Nansen blamed on
the rigidity of formal rules: ‘My journey wasted, blocked by a wall of
formalism. My time and trouble thrown away’ (quoted in Huntford
1998: 402; emphasis added).

Fridtjof Nansen, unwilling to adopt the accepted view and avoiding
partisan politics, always preferred to be his ‘own master and stand alone,
as it makes a person more independent and less likely to be turned aside
on to wrong paths by others’ (quoted in Hoyer 1957: 260). He was
persistent in his efforts to ensure the success of his ideas and projects.
For example, in the case of his relief mission for the victims of famine in
the Soviet Union, he had to struggle to ‘clear a path through all barriers
which stand between the victims of misfortune and their rescuers’, and
time and time again he ‘turned to the League of Nations for moral
support in his demand. In a powerful speech, the words of which still
ring in our ears, he argued before the League of Nations that the rescue
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of millions from death by starvation should not be impeded by political
consideration’ (Stang [1922] 2005: 5). Nansen would always express
and defend his views, whatever the cost involved; for instance, in the
case of Greenland, to the disappointment of his patriotic friends he
supported the Eskimos’ interests rather than Norwegians’ aspirations.
The same conviction enabled him, despite being labelled ‘a mouthpiece
of the Soviet regime’ and a ‘Russia-fancier’ (Huntford 1998: 513), to
render assistance to the victims of the Soviet famine and the Armenians.
Although on the world stage Nansen argued for international coop-

eration as the ‘only other salvation for mankind’, saying: ‘[N]o practical
politics are conceivable in a civilised society expect based on brotherly
love, reciprocity, helpfulness, confidence’ (quoted in Huntford 1998:
520), he could be quite authoritarian and elitist in domestic matters.
These conflicting views, unorthodox strategies and the complexity of
Nansen’s charismatic personality, rooted in the combined effects of his
confidence in his own abilities and his devotion to wider causes, are
responsible for the existence of contrasting images of Nansen. Some saw
him as ‘a high-minded world improver’ (Huntford 1998: 514), ‘the hero
with the big heart’, the saviour of the suffering or ‘Europe’s conscience’
(Hoyer 1957: 220), while others identified him as an authoritarian,
self-centred individualist (Vogt 2005), ‘a diplomatic privateer’ and ‘the
Assembly’s enfant terrible’ (Hoyer 1957: 220).
Fridtjof Nansen’s creative contributions in many fields, including

science and public life, consisted of making observations and knowing
what questions to ask. ‘His role was that of the enunciator of principles.
He was one of the great simplifiers’ (Huntford 1998: 1). He turned from
a study of ‘the microcosm to that of the macrocosm’ (Harvey Cushing, a
founder of neurosurgery, quoted in Huntford 1998: 456). Nansen’s
creativity and courage made him successful as a scientist, as a polar
explorer and as a public figure on the domestic and international stages.
He brought together all the powers that had led to his achievements in
the scientific and other fields in order to serve important national and
humanitarian causes. His nationalism was a part of a ‘spirit of the times’,
yet his internationalism and concern with victims and marginalised
groups was unique and inspirational.

Elie Wiesel: fighting against indifference

Eliezer Wiesel (1928–), commonly known as Elie, the Nobel Peace Prize
laureate for 1986, is ‘the world’s most famous Holocaust writer’
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 239). A Holocaust survivor, phi-
losopher, humanitarian, journalist and teacher, he has dedicated his life
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to recording the horrors of the Holocaust and defending human rights
wherever they are threatened.

Wiesel has written forty books to date in a variety of literary modes:
novels, plays, dialogues, portraits and legends, as well as Hasidic,
Talmudic and Biblical essays and tales.9 For his literary and human rights
activities, he has collected numerous awards.10 He is also a scholar who
has received more than 100 honorary degrees from institutions of higher
education and is amember of the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
At present Wiesel is AndrewW. Mellon Professor in the Humanities and
University Professor at Boston University.

Elie Wiesel was born in Sighet, a small Transylvanian town (now in
Romania) into a Jewish middle-class family. As a young boy he received a
religious education. In the spring of 1944 Wiesel, his parents and three
sisters were deported by the Nazis to a work camp attached to the
Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp. His father, mother and
younger sister perished. Elie, however, was sent on to the Buchenwald
concentration camp in 1945 as a slave labourer. After the American lib-
eration he was brought to France by a relief organisation. In 1948
he enrolled in the Faculty of Letters at the Sorbonne, where until 1951 he
studied philosophy, earning his living as a choir director, a teacher of the
Bible and a journalist. After his time at the Sorbonne he became the chief
foreign correspondent for a Tel Aviv newspaper. As a young journalist,
Wiesel travelled widely to collect stories for Jewish, French and American
newspapers (Wiesel 1996).

In 1958, having been persuaded by François Mauriac, the 1952
Nobel Prize in Literature winner, Wiesel wrote and published his first
book, La Nuit (translated into English as Night in 1960). The book, a
memoir about his experiences in the death camps, became an interna-
tional best-seller, and since then has been translated into more than
thirty languages. In 1956 Wiesel was assigned to New York as a cor-
respondent reporting on United Nations affairs for a leading Israeli
newspaper. In the same year he was seriously injured in a car accident,
and during his long convalescence, when he was almost deported as a
stateless person, he applied for US citizenship, which he obtained in
1963. He described himself then as ‘bit by bit moving from professional
journalism’, which no longer satisfied his creative aspiration, and turn-
ing to writing and teaching instead (Wiesel 1999: 14).

Elie Wiesel has become a prolific writer, publishing seven books
during the 1960s alone and another twelve in the following decade. He
also started to be sought as a public speaker; he lectured in many col-
leges and cities on the Bible, the Talmud, Hasidism and Jewish tradi-
tion, as well as on the Holocaust and the fate of other persecuted groups.
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In 1972 he was appointed Distinguished Professor of Judaic Studies at
the City College of New York, from which position he resigned after
three years. Subsequently he joined the faculty of Boston University,
where he remains to this day and continues to teach in the departments
of philosophy and religion. The growing interest in Wiesel’s writings has
found expression in many conferences devoted to his work (starting with
a conference entitled ‘The work of Elie Wiesel and the Holocaust
universe’ in 1976) and in a number of honorary doctorates (the first one
he received was in 1967). Wiesel’s fiction has come to be seen as a
significant contribution to the literature of testimony, not only because
of its subject matter but also ‘because of the way in which his
narrators unfold their stories with words suspended by silence in the
text’ (Berman 2002: 9). This ‘crucial and innovative narrative device, –
the use of silence as an artistic strategy – has been acknowledged as
Wiesel’s unique solution to questions about the Holocaust (des Peres
1978: 57).
Since the end of the 1970s Wiesel, as a witness for truth and justice

and as a survivor, has been accorded a ‘respect bordering on reverence’
(des Peres 1978: 49). In 1978 President Jimmy Carter asked him to
chair the commission charged with proposing the manner in which to
erect a monument to the memory of the Holocaust victims. Initially
Wiesel (1999: 182) did not accept the offer: ‘I don’t think this position is
for me. I am not a political person, I have no desire to become one . . . all
I want is time to write and study.’ In his role as the chairman of the
President’s Commission on the Holocaust, Wiesel recommended the
creation of a national day of remembrance and the US Holocaust
Memorial Museum. From 1980 to 1986 he acted as the founding
chairman of the United States Memorial Council.
In the 1980s ElieWiesel continued to pursue a distinguished scholastic

career, teaching classes in Boston University as well as lecturing exten-
sively at universities throughout the world. Through his writings and
actions he became an outspoken defender of human rights and supporter
of oppressed peoples. The liberation of Soviet Jewry became his most
urgent cause, but he was also concerned with the fate of refugees and
victims of oppression around the world. He defended the causes of
Nicaragua’s Native Americans and Cambodian refugees and protested
against South African apartheid (Wiesel 1999: 146). He also took part in
actions organised by humanitarian organisations; for example, in 1980 he
participated in a march for the survival of Cambodia. ‘I believe that when
human beings suffer I have no right to be elsewhere. How could I have
refused to go to the place were the refugees from the Cambodian mas-
sacres were dying of hunger and diseases?’ (1999: 90).
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Wiesel’s increasingly important role in the national and international
humanitarian movement, together with his growing visibility in the
printed and electronic media, established his reputation as America’s
‘moral leader’ (Abrams 1988: 248). His appeal to President Ronald
Reagan not to participate in a wreath-laying ceremony at a German
military cemetery at Bitburg, on the grounds that such a gesture could
suggest that the fallen German soldiers and the murdered Jews were
both ‘victims’ of Nazi oppression, further solidified his reputation. That
incident took place in 1985, when, in recognition of Wiesel’s con-
tribution to the nation’s moral standards, Reagan was presenting him
with the Congressional Gold Medal in a ceremony at the White House,
transmitted live by all the main television stations. In front of millions of
television viewers, Wiesel implored the president not to make a planned
visit to the military cemetery at Bitburg. ‘That place, Mr President’,
Wiesel pleaded, ‘is not your place. Your place is with the victims of the
SS’ (Wiesel 1995: 173). Wiesel’s courage in directly confronting the
political leader was widely appreciated, and he received hundreds of
letters of support. ‘By standing up to the most powerful man in the
world, the former refugee in me had in just a few minutes touched a
thousand times more people than I had with all my previous writings
and speeches’ (Wiesel 1999: 240).

In 1986 the Norwegian Nobel Committee’s press release ([1986]
2006: 1) announced that the Peace Prize for that year was going to Elie
Wiesel as ‘as one of the most important spiritual leaders and guides in an
age when violence, repression and racism continue to characterise the
world’. The committee further declared that Wiesel was ‘a messenger to
mankind; his message is one of peace, atonement and human dignity’
and that – with his message and through his practical work in the cause
of peace – he was ‘a convincing spokesman for the view of mankind
and for unlimited humanitarianism’ (1). Egil Aarvik ([1986] 2006: 1),
chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, in his presentation
speech further reinforced the view that Wiesel has become a powerful
spokesman for all victims and for humanity in general. Pointing out that
the fight for freedom and human dignity – whether in Latin America,
Asia, Europe or South Africa – had become Wiesel’s life’s purpose,
Aarvik (2) stressed the universalism of Wiesel’s message and the signi-
ficance of his roles as a ‘spiritual leader and guide’. Wiesel dedicated his
1986 Nobel Peace Prize to his fellow survivors, who ‘have tried to do
something with their memory, with their silence, with their life . . . they
have given an example to humankind not to succumb to despair’
(Wiesel [1986] 2006: 1). He explained that he writes because the world
‘had been silent during the Holocaust – that is why I swore never to be
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silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and
humiliation’ (1). He finished his speech by saying that we ‘must
remember the suffering of my people, as we must remember that of the
Ethiopians, the Cambodians, the boat people, Palestinians, theMesquite
Indians, the Argentinean ‘‘desaparecidos’’ – the list seems endless’ (13).
The Nobel Prize has endowed Wiesel with recognition, a wider

audience and higher prestige. Acquiring a larger forum and serving on
numerous boards of trustees and advisers have allowedWiesel to become
a very effective spokesman for human rights wherever they are
threatened. For example, in the early 1990s he lobbied the US
government on behalf of the victims of ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and
voiced his support for the victims of famine and genocide in Africa.
Through his speeches, actions and writings, Wiesel supports the goals
of international humanitarian organisations. The universalism of his
stance against injustice is rooted in his assertion that, by denying victims’
humanity, ‘we betray our own’ (Wiesel [1999] 2006: 4). Wiesel sees
respect for human dignity and life as a creative force; since the opposite
of love is not hate but indifference, ‘indifference is never creative’ (4).
The Nobel Peace Prize has also provided Elie Wiesel with money to

establish the Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity, which he runs with
his wife and which aims to advance the cause of human rights and peace
throughout the world. The Foundation’s projects reflect Wiesel’s ten-
dency to challenge the rules and the boundaries and his rather informal
manners and actions. In line with his belief that people with their moral
visions can inspire the world, the Foundation has been organising Nobel
laureate conferences with the aim of initiating change and action (Wiesel
1999: 369). Since Wiesel believes that only ‘those who fought for an idea
and an ideal that went beyond themselves’ (1996: 162) can provide
moral leadership, and since one of the main aims of the Foundation is ‘to
exercise moral authority in crisis situations around the world’ (Abrams
1988: 249), the Foundation brings together Nobel laureates and world
leaders to discuss the issues of peace, justice and education. The same
informal and direct strategy can be seen in Wiesel’s other actions. He is
prepared to cut through bureaucracy and use unorthodox informal
strategies to ensure that his voice is heard. For instance, he interrupted
his speech at the inauguration of the Holocaust Museum, turned to
President Bill Clinton and ‘urged him to do something – anything – to
stop the bloodshed in Bosnia’ (Wiesel 1999: 394). He relishes ‘personal
meetings, discussions, conferences, the exchange of ideas and recollec-
tions. The role of soul matchmaker suits me’ (Wiesel 1999: 220). Elie
Wiesel (1995: 76) celebrates friendship as the most important part of life
experience, as it is ‘never anything but sharing’, and relies on his informal
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network of very influential friends, which has included presidents and
prime ministers (for example, Golda Meir, the Clintons and François
Mitterrand, with whom he wrote a book: Memoir in Two Voices).

Wiesel, ‘one of the most-known Jews in the United States’ (Berman
2001: 17), is frequently criticised and attacked from both sides of the
political spectrum, as well by Jews (both from Israel and from the
Diaspora) and by non-Jews. Some of the very outspoken critics claim
that Wiesel is concerned only with the Jewish victims of the Holocaust.
In his response to this criticism Wiesel stresses that, even as he believes
that ‘not all the victims of the Holocaust were Jews but all the Jews were
victims’, he also acknowledges that one of the main questions is how to
reconcile ‘the purely Jewish aspects of the tragedy with its inevitable
universal connotations’ (Wiesel 1999: 180). While accepting that the
dilemma of how to balance the victims who were specifically Jewish with
the universality of all victims cannot easily be solved, Wiesel asserts that
the universality of the Holocaust must be realised in its uniqueness.
‘Remove the Jews from the Holocaust, and the event loses its mystery’
(1995: 110). He understands the imperfection, the risks and the com-
plexity of his stance, and that this makes him a ‘target’; ‘either as a
symbol of something or as a witness whose testimony is troubling I have
always rejected the notion of myself as a symbol’ (1999: 6). In other
words, he shows what Alfred Adler called ‘the courage of imperfection’,
which exists in writers’ willingness not to shy away from complex and
ambiguous answers in their search for the truth (Adler, quoted in Cargas
1976: 98).

Elie Wiesel is also criticised for his silence on the Israeli–Arab conflict.
It seems that his rather complex stand on this issue is a result of his
devotion to Israel, on the one hand, and his conviction that indifference
to human suffering ‘makes the human being inhuman’ ([1999] 2006: 4)
on the other hand. Although he admits that he may be guilty of ideal-
ising Israel, he also declares that, as a Diaspora Jew, he cannot take a
public stand on the Israeli–Arab conflict outside Israel because, ‘since I
do not live in Israel, it would irresponsible for me to do it’ (1999: 128).
Thus, ‘when I feel that I must raise the voice, I do it in Israel’ (134).
Hence, Wiesel pays a double price: not only for not criticising Israel
from outside but also for voicing his criticism from inside, within Israel.
For example, when in 1974, after the Yom Kippur War, he expressed in
the Israeli media his criticism of the hostilities, the Israeli prime
minister, Golda Meir, asked him to ‘take it back’, while the Israeli press
cried: ‘How dare someone who lives in America tell us what to
do’ (1999: 60). More importantly, he does not want to be a neutral
spectator to the suffering of the Palestinians. Wiesel recognises that the

Heroes: legends in their own time 145



Palestinian people has ‘the right to fulfill its destiny’ (1996: 310), and
when Palestinians’ human rights are violated, even when he knows that
what he is saying will displease many in Israel, he voices his con-
demnation. For example, after the massacre of thirty Palestinians as they
prayed in Hebron, he expressed his outrage in a speech given before the
European Council in Strasbourg (1999: 135).
Another criticism of Wiesel’s stance refers to his role in turning the

Holocaust into ‘the Holocaust industry’. Norman Finkelstein (2000)
accuses Wiesel and the American Jewish establishment of using the
Holocaust to enhance their own standing with American elites.
But putting the blame on Wiesel for today’s over-abundance of infor-
mation about the Holocaust – the ‘banalization of the Holocaust’ and
‘the marketization’ of the Holocaust – overlooks Wiesel’s own strong
opposition to the process of memory commercialisation and trivialisa-
tion. He protests against the exploitation of the Holocaust by the media
and business, fights against publishers’ exploitation of the topic, and
complains that there are too many Holocaust scholars and that ‘we have
come to the point where Jewish survivors no longer dare to speak out,
[as] the others always know better’ (1999: 122–3).
Elie Wiesel (1999: 389) sees his role above all as a writer, yet this

vocation was not his choice but was thrust upon him as a survivor and a
witness. He writes about the Holocaust because of his vow to keep the
memory alive of those who did not survive. To forget nothing is ‘the
obsession of survivors; to plead for the dead, to defend their memory
and honour’ (1999: 380). For him, recollection is a powerful tool in the
quest for understanding, justice and knowledge. Memory is a key
element of his work, as it raises consciousness, restores dignity and gives
life meaning. Since to ‘forget constitutes a crime against memory,
against justice’, a writer is duty-bound to give meaning to his survival
(Wiesel, interviewed in Berman 2001: 169). Thus, he does not believe in
art for art’s sake, and claims that ‘literature must have an ethical
dimension’ (1999: 336). In his case, life and art are inseparable: his
literature is a matter of his entire personality and his moral vision. It
would ‘be senseless’ to separate Wiesel the man from Wiesel the artist,
or his work from events in the world (des Peres 1978: 49). Wiesel (1999:
389) values the freedom and independence of his vocation, and stresses
that he has never been attracted to any political ideology or party and
that he does belong to any organisation or movement. ‘When I take a
stand, I commit to no one but myself. Sometimes I am right, often I am
not. So what? I learn from my mistakes’ (1999: 33). At the same time,
however, the task of the writer, according to him, is ‘not to appease or
flatter, but to disturb, to warn. To question by questioning oneself’
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(61). This leads him to ask himself which is more important, thought or
action? In answering this question, Wiesel seems to accept the Jewish
Masters’ opinion: ‘Study comes first, because study incites action’ (47).

This inseparability of thought and action and the wholeness of life and
art are two of the most fundamental characteristics of Wiesel’s position
that make him fit our category of hero. Furthermore, he, like other
heroes, believes that one person can change the world, and that there
may be times ‘when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but there
must never be a time when we fail to protest’ (1995: 147). Our self-
respect, writes Wiesel (1999: 220), demands that we choose danger over
resignation. We should never stop yearning and fighting for justice: ‘As
long as one dissident is in prison, our freedom will not be true. As long
as one child is hungry, our lives will be filled with anguish and shame.
What all these victims need above all is to know that they are not alone’
([1986] 2006: 3).

Elie Wiesel’s charismatic presence, his moral authority, his prolific
writing and his role as a ‘messenger to humanity’ have ensured his
international reputation as a ‘witness for truth and justice’ (Aarvik
[1986] 2006: 1). Wiesel may oppose questioning the uniqueness of the
Holocaust, but his message has a universal character. His work stands
for the fight for freedom and human dignity and encompasses all who
suffer, while at the same time reaffirming the principle that we have to
remember past injustices.

The wholeness of life and work

Jane Addams, Fridtjof Nansen and Elie Wiesel are heroes because of
their symbolic value for their respective communities. What makes their
status outstanding has to do first with their unique position as, respec-
tively, a creative thinker, a scientist and a writer and second with their
civil courage in the public sphere, where they exhibited faith in the
power of reason and belief in the potential for change in and the mut-
ability of society. As well as expanding the boundaries of the private and
the public, and combining realism with idealism, action with thought,
they inspired others with their moral visions and showed people how to
get things done by challenging the rules and by skilfully activating net-
works of informal contacts to achieve their aims. If we ask what further
unites Addams, Nansen and Wiesel – or, in short, what the meaning is
of our label ‘hero’ – an answer would be that, apart from their creative
minds and the fact that they had the courage of their convictions, it is
the wholeness of their life and their work. Their life and their work
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are interwoven to such a degree that it is almost impossible to tell
them apart.
A thinker, a scientist and a writer, their interventions in national and

international debates were almost invariably polemical, and occasionally
catalytic. Addams, Nansen and Wiesel all had a unique base for their
engagement with the public. They were charismatic people of many
talents, aspirations and interests combined with confidence in their own
abilities and their devotion to wider causes. Even more crucially, they
knew how to bring all their powers together in the service of their
important goals. They used their social and cultural capital accumulated
in one area – to put it another way, their creative achievements earned in
one field – to fight courageously for their causes in other areas. As heroes
they never wavered in preferring their scientific, artistic or creative
interests to a political career, resisting offers of political positions
and avoiding partisan politics. Nonetheless, all three of our heroes
were actively engaged in promoting the long-term interests of society,
thereby performing a social role of exceptional value. Their success in
questioning and challenging established rules and views came as a result
of the connectedness of their thoughts and actions. They avoided a
great many of the pitfalls that trap unrealistic idealists or extreme
radicals because they did not believe in being dogmatic, following
instead the path of compromise, mediation and searching for the middle
ground, all of which allowed them to occupy centre stage in public
debates. For example, Addams, unlike many social reformers who are
strict followers of their own specific programmes, was capable of being
very flexible and adopting a non-dogmatic stance (Bethke Elshtain
2002a: xxix). The heroes’ courage, paraphrasing Aristotle, was rooted
in their ability to find the middle ground between bravery and cow-
ardice, or between conformity and rebellion. They were not too radical,
as they were not attacking the vary bases of the system or the state;
nonetheless, their attitudes towards the political process, expressed in
their calls for change to many of its essential principles and rules, were
more than those of moderate reformers. They can be described as
realistic idealists.
Although each of these heroes lived in different societies, and

although only Addams and Nansen shared the same historical time,
there were nonetheless some similarities in their contexts. During the
main part of their lives, for example, all three faced relatively well-
structured formal systems with prescribed roles and clear boundaries –
in the case of Addams and Nansen nineteenth-century society’s
restrictions and norms, in the case of Wiesel his religious context.
Despite the temporal instability of their respective political, social and
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economic environments as a result of warfare (in the case of Addams
and Nansen the First World War, while young Wiesel tragically
experienced the Second World War), the dominant parts of their careers
and lives played out in relatively secure and stable environments. They
all registered a high level of social recognition and acceptance, which
allowed them to undertake their unorthodox actions of expanding
boundaries and challenging the formal rules.

The heroes’ success was also due to their capacity to construct wide
networks of friends and colleagues, which – in turn – enhanced the
achievement of their goals. The configuration of Addams’, Nansen’s
and Wiesel’s networks facilitated the pursuit of their autonomous lines
of interest because all three of them were gifted in constructing and
maintaining strong informal ties, the strength of which positively influ-
enced the outcome of their various actions. Even more importantly, the
heroes’ central location within a number of informal networks
(for example, Addams’ central position within her women’s circle and
her friendship with the University of Chicago professors) enabled them
to bridge, bond or transfer resources (such as reputations, credentials,
authorities, contacts) from one network to another (Lin 2001: 71).
Taking into account the nature of their networks, and the nature of their
contexts, it can be said that the cost of nonconformity for the heroes was
relatively insignificant.

What is it that differentiates heroes from pioneers, champions and
dissidents? Heroes, unlike dissidents, are not so much critics of power,
although this does not mean that they always go along with the domi-
nant views or attitudes. On the contrary, they question and challenge
them when such a course of action is necessary to promote the long-
term interests of society. Heroes, unlike dissidents, are not alienated or
excluded from society; rather, they are integrated into it, and, moreover,
they have authority and positions of influence within it. Heroes differ
from champions, as their aspirations reach beyond one-sided views, and
they exemplify excellence in generalised pursuits rather than in a narrow
specialisation. For instance, Addams did not pursue or act in the name
of any specific interest and insisted on being good not ‘to people’ but
‘with people’ (Brown Bissell 2004: 2). Heroes do have a lot in common
with pioneers, as both types contribute to change. They also share a
strong theme in breaking new ground. Nevertheless, heroes, in contrast to
pioneers and dissidents, become famous, achieving a status as a public
figure whose image as a ‘hero’ (Nansen), ‘a benevolent saint’ (Addams)
or ‘a messenger of humanity’ (Wiesel) takes on a life of its own. The
symbolic importance and the legacy of all three representatives of this
category have given a sense of pride to their respective communities.
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Furtherm ore, heroes exhibit a high degree of independ ence and
autonomy , wh ile at the same time enjoyi ng authori ty and pop ularity
within the ir respecti ve commun ities. To sum up, a hero is someon e who
is recogni sed by the public as an int ellectua l lead er with great se nsitivity
to collectiv e pro blems and whose own imag e is supp lanted by a legend.
Hero es are publ ic intelle ctuals wh ose unconven tional and courageo us

actions support an d enhance the ir comm unities’ well-be ing and moral
outlook. The cases of these thre e heroes show the importan ce of civic
activism as a way of enhan cing social coope ration, inclu sive dem ocracy,
univers al huma n rights and politica l altruism, not as ‘an agr eeable
ornamen t to so cial life’ but as ‘its fund ament al basis ’ (Du rkheim,
quoted in Passy 2001 : 3). Although civil courage and altru ism are no t
identical notion s, they can, under so me conditio ns, overlap, mainly due
to the fact that in some circu mstan ces there is a need for courage in
order to carry out altru istic actio ns. Civil courage is a necessary el ement
in altruistic behaviour when the functioning of civil society is restricted.
This is espec ially the case with dissi dents , the subjec t of the nex t
chapter.

Notes

1 Jane Addams wrote prolifically on a wide range of issues for scholarly journals
and for mass-circulation magazines, such as Ladies’ Home Journal (‘a politically
serious magazine at the time’), McClure’s and The American Magazine (Bethke
Elshtain 2002a: xxv). Some of her most important books are: Democracy and
Social Ethics (1902), Newer Ideals of Peace (1907), The Spirit of Youth and the
City Streets (1909), Twenty Years at Hull House (1910), The Long Road of
Woman’s Memory (1916) and Peace and Bread in Time of War (1922). Recently
her writings have been collected in Jean Bethke Elshtain’s book The Jane
Addams Reader (2002), and they are also available in the collection edited by
Emily Cooper Johnson, Jane Addams: A Centennial Reader (1960).

2 Addams’ support resulted in many reforms, such as Illinois’s first factory
inspection act (1883), the establishment of its first juvenile court (1899),
investigations into city sanitary and health conditions and laws to restrict child
labour (Alonso 1994: 203). Addams used her influence to support legislation
protecting female factory workers, ensuring compulsory school attendance
and improving workers’ conditions and industrial safety regulations. She was
part of a wider network of organisations; for example, she was a leader in
the Consumer League and served as the first women president of the National
Conference of Charities and Correction, was a chairwoman of the Labor
Committee of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs and served on
the Chicago School Board (Davis 1973).

3 Addams was the first woman to receive an honorary doctorate from Yale
University (1910), and this was followed by numerous honorary degrees,
including from Wisconsin University, Northwestern University, the University

Public intellectuals: Nobel Peace Prize laureates150



of Chicago and the University of California. She was also awarded Bryn
Mawr’s M. Cary Thomas Prize (1931) and received the Pictorial Review award
for ‘the woman who in her special field has made the most distinguished
contribution to American life’ (Alonso 1994: 215).

4 In Democracy and Social Ethics (1902), Addams argued that a new social ethics
was needed to solve social conflicts and to address the problems of urban life
in industrial cities. She insisted that society should develop a higher type of
collective social morality, in which the individual ‘shall be willing to lose the
sense of personal achievement, and shall be content to realize his activity only
in connection with the activity of the many’ (275, 206).

5 Fridtjof Nansen’s scientific books, such as The Norwegian North Pole
Expedition 1893–1896: Scientific Results (published in six volumes between
1900 and 1906) and In Northern Mists (published in 1910–11), are still classics
and required reading. His Norwegian Sea (1909) remains ‘an historical
milestone from the beginning of oceanography and a classic of its kind’
(Huntford 1998: 456). Nansen’s books about his Greenland expeditions, The
First Crossing of Greenland (published in two volumes in 1890) and Eskimo Life
(1891), were very popular, engaging and uplifting tales of discovery. His other
non-scientific books, such asNorway and the Union with Sweden (1905), Russia
and Peace (1923) and Armenia and the Near East (1928), discussed the most
important public issues of the day.

6 For example, the website of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (http://
odin.dep.no/odin/engelsk/norway/history/032005-990458/index-dok000-b-n-
a.html) presents Nansen as a national hero, one of the greatest Norwegian
men. ‘The Nansen heritage’, based on Nansen’s humanitarian activities in the
1920s, is actively used nowadays by politicians in Norway as a symbol for a
Norwegian humanitarian tradition and to strengthen the country’s images as a
peace arbitrator (Vogt 2005).

7 Nansen’s fame as an explorer brought him many scientific rewards, dis-
tinctions and honorary degrees (among others, from Oxford and Cambridge
Universities) and invitations to become a member of various geographical
and scientific societies. For example, in 1891 he received from the British
Royal Geographical Society the Victoria Medal for ‘all valuable and scientific
results of his expedition’ (Bain 1898: 44). In the spring of 1892 he delivered
twenty-nine lectures in the United Kingdom, where he was known to every
newspaper reader not only as the hero of the day but also as ‘a man
of science, a graduate from an institution of learning, a specialist in more
than one branch of natural history, and a man who knew how to write’
(Bain 1898: 106).

8 Nansen played an important role in ensuring the peaceful dissolution of
Norway’s union with Sweden, through his writing (for example, in his first
book to address public issues, Norway and the Union with Sweden, published in
1905), public speaking, lecture tours and lobbying. His patriotic speeches
during the public celebrations of his return from the polar expedition were
followed by a succession of articles in Norwegian magazines and newspapers,
which constituted his manifesto on the question of national sovereignty
(Huntford 1998: 400, 420).

Heroes: legends in their own time 151

http://odin.dep.no/odin/engelsk/norway/history/032005-990458/index-dok000-b-n-a.html
http://odin.dep.no/odin/engelsk/norway/history/032005-990458/index-dok000-b-n-a.html
http://odin.dep.no/odin/engelsk/norway/history/032005-990458/index-dok000-b-n-a.html


9 The list of Elie Wiesel’s books and articles is very long. Among others, it
includes Night (1958), Dawn (1960), The Accident (1961), The Town beyond
the Wall (1964), The Jews of Silence (1966), The Gates of the Forest (1966),
Legends of Our Time (1968), A Beggar in Jerusalem (1970), One Generation
(1970), Souls on Fire (1972), Night Trilogy (1972), The Oath (1973), Ani
Maamin (1973), Zalmen or the Madness of God (1974), Messengers of God
(1974), A Jew Today (1976), ‘Why I write’ (1978), Four Hasidic Masters
(1978), Images from the Bible (1980), From the Kingdom of Memory (1995), All
Rivers Run to the Sea: Memoirs vol. I, 1928–1969 (1996) and And the Sea is
Never Full: Memoirs vol. II, 1969– (1999).

10 Amongst the many literary honours bestowed on Wiesel are the Prix Rivarol
(1964), the Prix Médicis and the Prix Livre Inter (1980), the Jewish Heritage
Award (1966), the National Jewish Book Council’s award and the Médaille
de Vermeil. For his human rights activities, Wiesel has received the
Congressional Gold Medal (1985), the Medal of Liberty Award and the
rank of Grand-Croix in the French Légion d’honneur (Wiesel 1999).
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7 Dissidents: peaceful rebels

Intellectuals becoming political

InBertolt Brecht’s playTheLand ofGalileo, a character says to the scientist
who has denied his beliefs to avoid torture: ‘Pity the land that has no
heroes.’ To which Galileo replies: ‘Pity the land that needs heroes.’ This
exchange illustrates that, while the hero is the man or woman who lets no
obstacle prevent himorher frompursuing the ideas he or she has chosen, it
is the oppressive context that makes the scientist into the defender of the
threatened values. It also helps us to understand why powers that do not
encourage a variety of opinions are uneasy with heroic dissidents.

The first dissident, according to William Safire (1993), was the bib-
lical Job, who questioned God’s sense of justice, thus endorsing our
rights to make demands on unjust authority and making us morally
obliged to hold those in power accountable. Socrates, Jesus Christ and
Galileo Galilei are frequently mentioned as ones who courageously
defended their convictions. The British Enlightenment in the late
eighteenth century, according to Roy Porter (2001), was characterised
by a vibrant culture of dissent, with dissenting academics offering
alternative ideas to the prevailing orthodoxies. The impact of dissidents
such as Tom Paine and, later, intellectuals such as John Stuart Mill and
R. H. Tawney was crucial in defining the core principles of public life,
namely tolerance, diversity, pluralism and civic consciousness. In the
American tradition, the justifications for dissent and arguments about its
role are illustrated by Henry David Thoreau’s Resistance to Civil Gov-
ernment ([1849] 2005) and Martin Luther King’s Letter from Birmingham
Jail (1963). According to Thoreau, citizens worthy of the name must
withdraw their support of an unjust system. King, influenced by
Thoreau and Gandhi, argued that non-violent dissenting citizens help
publicise inequality and injustice (Sparks 1997: 88–90). Before the
collapse of the Berlin Wall, Havel, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Andrei
Sakharov and Natan Sharansky were the best-known dissidents in terms
of challenging the human rights record of their governments.
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The significance of dissent is also reflected in common wisdom. Here
the Hans Christian Andersen fable The Emperor’s New Clothes is a good
illustration of the importance of scepticism towards the conventional
answers, refusing to take anything for granted and the freshness of clear
vision. This tale offers us a broad definition of dissidents as people who
‘reject the pressures imposed by others, [and] perform valuable social
functions, frequently at their own expense’ (Sustein 2003: v). Yet such
a definition, by stressing the rejection of the views that most people
hold, or nonconformity, fails to grasp the uniqueness of dissent. The
majority of dictionary definitions make it clear that dissidents are
more than nonconformists, in that they are people who actively oppose
an established opinion, policy or structure, people who embark upon
altering society and act on the strength of their convictions. They
are contestants, objectors, protestors who confront and challenge the
prevailing political and social values. The notion of dissident, in
other words, encompasses ‘the often creative oppositional practices of
citizens who, either by choice or (much more commonly) by forced
exclusion from the institutionalized means of opposition, contest cur-
rent arrangements of power from the margins of the polity’ (Sparks
1997: 76).
The term ‘dissident’, moreover, is most often used to refer to political

dissidents, usually opposing non-democratic regimes, typically totali-
tarian or authoritarian. In such systems all opposition is potentially
dangerous, as ‘no distinction can be made between acceptable and
unacceptable opposition, between loyal and disloyal opposition, between
opposition that is protected and opposition that must be repressed’ (Dahl
1973: 13). Consequently, if all forms of opposition are treated as dan-
gerous and subject to repression, opposition that would be loyal, if it were
tolerated, becomes disloyal because it is not tolerated. ‘Since all oppo-
sition is likely to be disloyal, all opposition must be repressed’ (Dahl
1973: 13). In terms of Hirschman’s (1970) analysis of ‘voice’, ‘exit’ and
‘loyalty’, political dissent can be seen as the ‘voice’ of the criticism of the
policies, values or structures of a government that does not tolerate cri-
ticism. Although, under official pressure, dissidents could be forced to
‘exit’, they tend not to leave freely as leaving, like silence, means failure to
participate in collective political engagement. Neither do dissidents
simply change their minds, or remain silent, even when they are prose-
cuted. ‘Instead, to dissent is to maintain a principled oppositional stance
against a more powerful group while remaining politically and publicly
engaged’ (Sparks 1997: 83).
When all opposition is treated as dangerous and is subject to

repression, dissidents, unable to voice their opinion and under pressure
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of persecution, are likely to become radicalised. In other words, the
difficulty of ‘voice’, which increases when the official policy of repression
is accelerated, combined with outrage and despair, might prompt
the further politicisation of dissenters and their search for alternative
orders and solutions to their societies’ problems. Nonetheless, dis-
sidents, while expressing opposition in a system that does not allow for
opposition, are constantly challenged by their own apparent futility.
Thus, they do not see themselves as reformers acting in the real
expectation of being able to influence policy and events. ‘Instead, their
inner compulsion is a moral one. An obligation to speak out against
perceived injustice. It makes them optimists without concrete hope’
(Friendly 1979: xv). This attitude also distinguishes dissidents’ radical
protest from calls for revolution or insurrection. They do not campaign
for the replacement of political leaders or the destruction of the system;
their protest is limited ‘to articulating and dramatizing the ‘‘message’’ in
ways that will appeal to the normative orientations of the intended
receivers’ (Biddulph 1975: 97).

In our typology, the category of dissidents is defined by its location in
the formalised system characterised by a high level of risk for public
intervention – or, in other words, by a high cost for nonconformity.
Dissidents are public intellectuals who are defiant of formal rules in
societies in which the centre of power is remote and the sphere of
individual autonomy is limited. They are radicalised intellectuals who
display the exceptional courage demanded in societies that, by imposing
a high level of impersonal control and a high cost for dissent, encourage
risk avoidance and enhance reliance on informal networks.

In our sample of the public intellectuals who received the Nobel Peace
Prize there are three dissidents who defended and protected civic
rights. They are Carl von Ossietzky, Andrei Sakharov and Adolfo Pérez
Esquivel.

Carl von Ossietzky: a symbol for the ‘other Germany’

Carl von Ossietzky (1889–1938), Nobel Peace Prize laureate for 1935,
was a German public intellectual, journalist and writer who was editor-
in-chief of the most influential journal of Weimar Germany’s non-
partisan leftist intellectuals, Die Weltbühne (The World Stage). Ossietzky
wrote many articles on foreign policy and political and social issues as
well as theatrical and literary reviews.1 He ‘was a first-class journalist
and man of great courage’, whose opposition to Nazism radicalised
his stance (Deak 1968: 6). Ossietzky urged the Germans to create a
progressive, democratic and just nation under civilian leadership, and
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worked for Germany’s admission to the League of Nations and for the
rebuilding of a peaceful Europe. For his stand against militarism and
authoritarianism, Ossietzky was imprisoned in a concentration camp by
the newly elected Nazi regime in 1933. Prevented from accepting the
Nobel Peace Prize in person, Ossietzky died in 1938 as ‘the most famous
prisoner of the Third Reich and a rallying point in the fight against
Nazism’ (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 120).
Carl von Ossietzky was born in Hamburg, to which his parents had

moved from Upper Silesia. His Catholic father died when Carl was two
years old. His Lutheran mother’s second husband, Gustav Walther, a
sculptor and a social democrat, introduced him to liberal views and
Hamburg’s social democratic intellectual circle. With the help of his
father’s friends, Ossietzky was able to receive a very good education.
Although he refused to enter university he was ‘passionately interested
in literature and history’, and his aspiration was to become a writer
(Frei 1971b: 13). Intellectually a self-made man, he became nonetheless
‘remarkably erudite and cosmopolitan’ (Deak 1968: 50).
He started to earn his living working as an assistant court clerk in

Hamburg. By his early twenties Ossietzky had published poetry, book
reviews and theoretical reviews in several periodicals (Abrams 1988:
108). In 1908 he joined the Democratic Association and in 1912 the
German Peace Society, which were both ‘progressive upper bourgeoisie
organizations’ (Deak 1968: 50). These movements formed Ossietzky’s
political convictions, and he remained ‘faithful to the end to the philo-
sophies of these movements: social justice, peace through international
disarmament, free thought and militant anticlericalism’ (Deak 1968:
51). From 1913 Ossietzky regularly sent articles about pacifist and social
democratic movements to Das Freie Volk (The Free People), the voice of
progressive writers and activists from social democratic circles. Here
also Ossietzky published an article criticising German militarism, for
which he was for the first time summoned to appear in court and
charged with ‘an insult to common good’ and fined (Wasson 1987:
785). By this time Ossietzky had already gave up his job as a clerk and
devoted himself to journalism, ‘writing radical articles for little-known
journals, and holding literary lectures for small groups’ (Frei 1971b:
14). Even before the outbreak of the First World War the quality of his
writing, developed as a result of his artistic and professional ambitions,
had established him as a ‘full-fledged left-wing intellectual for whom
nothing seemed impossible’ (Deak 1968: 51).
In 1913 Carl von Ossietzky married Maud Woods, an English nurse

born in India who was a pacifist and a feminist, and whose educa-
tion and money gave him ‘the necessary impetus to a writing career’
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(Deak 1968: 51). During the First World War, because of his poor
health, Ossietzky was not called up for military service until 1916. His
war experiences in the trenches in France confirmed his pacifist ideas
and his feelings of responsibility for the future of Germany. On his
return to Hamburg he became president of the local chapter of the
German Peace Association and founded a short-lived periodical Der
Wegweiser (The Signpost) (Wasson 1987: 786). Invited to act as the
association’s secretary, Ossietzky moved to Berlin in 1919.

After the war Ossietzky, through his writing and speeches, established
his reputation as a supporter of social democracy, a pluralistic society,
anti-militarism and pacifism. In 1920 he resigned from his secretarial
duties because he could not combine them with his journalism. Still
loyal to the pacifist cause, he added to his pacifist convictions a growing
sympathy for socialism. Seeing the struggle for social justice as his
ethical obligation meant that his articles from now on critically
addressed not only the problems of German politics but also the issues
of social justice. Between 1919 and 1924 he was a member of the staff of
the Berliner Volks-Zeitung (Berlin People’s Paper), a democratic, non-
partisan and anti-war newspaper. Now ‘a full-fledged Berlin journalist
and no longer unknown’, Ossietzky flourished there (Deak 1968: 55). In
1921 he became an editor of Nie Wieder Krieg (No More War), the
Peace League’s journal, and an active participant in its actions, mainly
by delivering public speeches (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001).

In the early years of the Weimar Republic, between 1920 and 1924,
Carl von Ossietzky, still full of hopes for the republic, wrote well-
documented articles, moderate in tone, in which he called for the
democratisation of the judiciary, social reforms and the removal of the
old bureaucracy (Deak 1968: 57). In 1924 he joined the staff of Das
Tagebuch (The Journal), a relatively moderate political weekly. For the
next two years, as a responsible editor of the journal and a contributor,
he carried out his campaign against German militarism, which he saw as
the main enemy of democratic development in the country. From that
time on he became ‘more and more negative about the republican
movement’, as well as more sceptical about the ‘wisdom of the masses’
(Grossman 1963: 107). Gradually he developed a programme for action
that was no longer in support of but against the Weimar Republic. By
the late 1920s Ossietzky’s resentment at the failure of the socialists to
create a democratised Germany had reached such a level that he was
writing articles calling on the leaders of the republic to combat the
threats to democracy from both ‘extremes of left and right’ (Frei 1971b:
6), and to carry out reforms that would ‘reconcile at least the Left
extremists to the republic’ (Deak 1968: 57).
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From 1926 Ossietzky was affiliated to Die Weltbühne, the literary,
non-partisan journal of leftist intellectuals who considered themselves
the ‘tribunes of the German people’ (Deak 1968: 20). A year later, after
the death of Siegfried Jacobsohn, the founder of the journal, Ossietzky
was appointed editor-in-chief. Under him Die Weltbühne achieved world
renown as ‘one of the main forums of critical journalism in Germany’
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 121) as it gained in seriousness and
universality and ‘became more gracious and respectable, in the moral, if
not in the political sense’ (Deak 1968: 60). Ossietzky, already one of the
best in his profession, wrote ‘with elegance but also simply’; ‘his sources
of information were unimpeachable and above all, he had the courage of
his convictions’ (Deak 1968: 61). In the journal, in addition to theatrical
and literary reviews, Ossietzky published well-informed critical political
articles addressed to the educated public. He voiced serious concern
over the fact that ultra-nationalist forces were strengthening their posi-
tions, and aimed to weaken the prestige of the army and keep up the
pressure for the democratisation of the republic. His articles exposed the
increasing power of the ‘Black Reichswehr’ (the paramilitary forces),
which was becoming a ‘state within the state’.
In October 1927 Carl von Ossietzky was charged with condemning

the paramilitary organisations, tried for libel and sentenced to one
month in prison, although the appeal hearing changed the verdict to a
monetary fine (Fiedor 1986: 67). Undeterred, Ossietzky continued
writing articles describing the secret training and recruitment carried out
by the Reichswehr. He also wrote articles denouncing the judicial sys-
tem and revealed the increasing number of sentences for ‘betrayal of the
nation’ (Fiedor 1986: 80). In 1929, when Die Weltbühne published an
article by Walter Kreiser, an aviation expert, that exposed the German
aviation industry’s rearmament in violation of the Treaty of Versailles,
Ossietzky again came into conflict with the government. In 1931 both
Ossietzky, as the editor, and Kreiser were indicted for ‘espionage and
treason’ (Fiedor 1986: 68). During the trial Ossietzky’s pacifist past was
the main problem for the judges, who, being in favour of a strong army,
considered the terms ‘pacifism’ and ‘nation’ to be mutually exclusive
(Oppenheimer 2004: 359). Despite the fact that Ossietzky took upon
himself complete responsibility, and despite his defence of Kreiser, they
were both sentenced to eighteen months in prison for ‘betrayal of
military secrets’, while the copies of Die Weltbühne were destroyed
(Fiedor 1986: 68).
The harshness of the sentence can be attributed to several factors.

Firstly, it reflected the political context in which ‘the citizen is no longer
asked how he feels toward the republic but whether or not he is zealous
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about bearing arms’ (Ossietzky, quoted in Frei 1971a: 203). Secondly, it
was due to the growing irritation of the Reichswehr Command with the
anti-militaristic campaign of Die Weltbühne. Thirdly, ‘Ossietzky was a
victim of the reinvigorated administrative campaign against anti-
militarism’ (Deak 1968: 192). Ossietzky, unlike Kreiser, who shortly
after his trial fled Germany, refused to leave the country. ‘If you wish to
fight effectively against rottenness in a nation, you must do it on the
inside’ (Ossietzky, quoted in Patterson Meyer 1978: 105). He was
determined to turn the circumstances of his conviction into a major
political issue. In ‘Account rendered’, an article published in Die
Weltbühne on the day on which Ossietzky had to start his prison sen-
tence, after defining himself as ‘the dissenter’ and pointing out the
dilemma of subsequent German refugees, he explained that he preferred
to become ‘a living symbol of protest’ and therefore an ‘embarrassment
to the government’ (quoted in Frei 1971a: 89). He wrote that an
‘oppositionist who goes abroad soon finds no echo in his own country’,
while one who ‘wishes to fight effectively against the poisoned spirit of a
country must share that country’s general fate’ (89). Ossietzky hoped
that his arrest as the editor of a popular leftist, non-communist journal
would help to create a broad anti-fascist front: ‘However attractive and
flattering to Kreiser and myself are all these expressions of sympathy, the
issue should not rest here. Let us turn this movement of protest into a
political campaign against the powerful forces of counterrevolution . . .
The time for individual action is over’ (quoted in Frei 1971a: 93).

Analysing the motives and aims of his journalistic work, Ossietzky
said that he acted from conviction and that political ‘journalism is no
life insurance; the risks involved are its best driving force’ (quoted in
Frei 1971a: 90). He confessed that he did not belong to any party and
that his aim was to remain independent and to speak out as circum-
stances demanded. Die Weltbühne, which over the years had excelled in
its critical analyses of German affairs and which, as a result, was
attacked by both the right and the left, ‘will maintain the courage to
have its opinion in this country, which is shaking under the elephantine
tread of fascism’ (90). The majority of the leftist journalists and many
prominent liberals, including Albert Einstein and Thomas Mann,
joined in the campaign against Ossietzky’s imprisonment and against
the partisan judiciary. In November 1931 the first protest meeting of
the German League for Human Rights, appealing to everyone with a
sense of responsibility and justice, was attended by 3,000 people, and
the appeal was signed by 33,999 people (Deak 1968: 192). On 10 May
1932 Ossietzky, accompanied by many friends, entered the military
prison in Tegel.
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After serving seven months of his sentence, Carl von Ossietzky was
released as part of the December 1932 Christmas amnesty (Stenersen,
Libaek and Sveen 2001: 121). He returned to his journal, and made
even sharper accusations against militarisation, Germany’s ‘conservative
revolution’ and anti-Semitism. He warned that the deadly combination
of all three already meant that ‘[t]oday there is blood in the air’ (quoted in
Frei 1971a: 246). Although there were many ominous signs, such as
the burning of books – including Ossietzky’s works – and an increasing
number of imprisonments without charge, that left-wing intellectuals were
increasingly in physical danger, Ossietzky continued to attack Nazism.
During the last days of the Weimar Republic, in the article entitled ‘The
genie from the bottle’, he wrote: ‘Nobody dares any longer to question
publicly the nature of the right of the Reichswehr to sole domination’
(quoted in Frei 1971a: 147). Protesting against the fascisation of the
republic, he noted that ‘Germany accepts the censorship as a matter of
course, democratic principles no longer count for anything’ (147).
In February 1933, on the morning after the Reichstag fire and one

month after Hitler had become chancellor of Germany, Ossietzky was
again arrested, as an ‘enemy of the state’. He was imprisoned for a while
in Berlin, then later sent to concentration camps, first to Sonnenburg
and in 1934 to Papenburg-Esterwegn (Patterson Meyer 1978: 10). His
health, already weakened by a heart condition and tuberculosis, dete-
riorated under a regime of forced labour and mistreatment. An emissary
of the International Red Cross, after seeing Ossietzky, wrote: ‘A shaking,
deadly-pale something, a being which appears to have lost all feeling,
one eye swollen, his teeth apparently smashed, dragging a broken
and badly mended leg’ (Frei 1971b: 19). This testimony to Ossietzky’s
martyrdom moved many, and a compaign to save Ossietzky spread
around the globe, attracting the support of many liberal Western
newspapers and much liberal world opinion. On 23 January 1934 The
Times in London published a letter from Wickham Steed, a British
journalist, calling for support from the civilised world for the ‘German
Dreyfus’ (Frei 1971b: 19).
As the support for the campaign to release Ossietzky grew stronger,

his colleagues also started a letter-writing campaign to secure for him a
nomination for the Nobel Peace Prize. Subsequently, the German
ambassador to Norway warned the Norwegian government not to defy
Germany by awarding the prize to a ‘state criminal’ and a ‘traitor to
our country’ (Patterson Meyer 1978: 104). In the face of the growing
controversy, the Nobel Prize Committee decided not to award the peace
prize in 1935. As the petitions in favour of Ossietzky continued to
arrive, however, the matter became even more urgent and difficult. In
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November 1936, despite Berlin’s counter-propaganda and some voices
expressing concern that Ossietzky was too extreme in his warnings and
revelations about the Nazis and that he was a communist, the Nobel
Prize Committee retrospectively awarded the Peace Prize for 1935 to
Carl von Ossietzky for his courage and his ability to tell of what he saw,
for being ‘an unafraid witness for truth and justice’.2 The German press
was forbidden to comment on Ossietzky’s award and Hitler passed a
decree forbidding Germans in future to accept Nobel Prizes. The
committee played its hand carefully so as not to antagonise the Nazi
government, emphasising Ossietzky’s anti-militarist journalism and
never mentioning his mistreatment in German camps. It was clear all
the same that the prize was being awarded ‘in response to the inter-
national campaign on his behalf organized by German exiles and joined
by leading liberal and socialist intellectuals and politicians all over the
world’ (Abrams 1994: 32).

Ossietzky was transferred from a concentration camp to a prison
hospital, where he received notification of the prize. Although the
German government announced that Ossietzky was free to travel, he
was not issued with a passport. In bestowing the award on Ossietzky
in absentia, Fredrik Stang ([1936] 2006: 1), chairman of the Nobel
Committee, said: ‘Carl von Ossietzky is not only a symbol. He is
something quite different and something more. He is a deed and he is a
man.’ Stressing that Ossietzky did not belong to any political party and
that he was ‘not a communist; he is not in any sense conservative’,
Stang (1) described Ossietzky as a liberal with a ‘burning love for
freedom of thought and expression; a firm belief in free competition in
all spiritual fields; a broad international outlook, a respect for values
created by other nations’. In 1936 Ossietzky was formally released and
allowed to be moved to a private sanatorium in Berlin, where he died on
4 May 1938 (Abrams 1988: 128). In mourning Ossietzky, the world was
‘remembering a man of heroic courage and devotion’ who ‘defied the
Nazi power at its height and paid a bitter price’ (Emily Greene Balch,
quoted in Randall 1964: 420).

Carl von Ossietzky’s life and work, as with all German leftist intel-
lectuals, was deeply affected by the First World War, the Bolshevik
Revolution and the polarisation of German politics in the 1920s. All
these developments presented German leftist intellectuals with the
dilemma of whether to support the moderate socialists and their newly
created Weimar Republic or to work, by joining the German commu-
nists with their links to Moscow, to undermine Weimar’s bourgeois
compromise (Jay 1973; Laqueur 1974). The centrality of this dilemma
marked all leftist writers, yet Ossietzky’s solution to this problem, as his
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tragic fate exemplifies, distinguished him from the intellectuals who
opted to support one side or the other on the spectrum of socialist
politics, and from those who, like the Frankfurt School, chose a third
course of action, namely the purity of its theory over affiliation and
action (Jay 1973). Acting on the strength of his democratic convictions,
he refused to be a bystander in the political process when democratic
values were being threatened, and accordingly tried to transcend the
differences between the leftist parties and to offer a viable alternative. In
a speech to Berlin writers in 1933 he declared: ‘My flag is no longer the
black–red–gold banner of this degenerated republic, but the banner of
the united anti-fascist movement’ (quoted in Frei 1971a: 126). The
‘revolution’ which he initiated on the pages of Die Weltbühne, ‘however
imprecisely defined, was meant to revitalize both republicans and
communists, and to begin together on a common platform of antifascist
action’ (Deak 1968: 5).
Ossietzky’s radical attempt to bring together all the various anti-fascist

forces was mistrusted and criticised as totally unrealistic by the forces on
the left. At the same time, however, he was distrusted by the German
conservatives, who regarded the left-wing intelligentsia as a subversive
element engaged in the undermining of sacred German values (Laqueur
1974). Moreover, because of his pacifist beliefs and his claim that the
militarism of the right was bound to lead to a new world war, the con-
servatives regarded his views as treason. Nevertheless, pacifism was also
rejected by the communists, who regarded it as a petit bourgeois aber-
ration (Laqueur 1974). Additionally, Ossietzky, while always loyal to
pacifists, ‘found them exasperating’ (Deak 1968: 55). Unable to recon-
cile his longing for revolution with their pacifist convictions, Ossietzky
claimed that, although the ‘pacifists always had clean hands, and were
often outstandingly courageous; but to be quite frank they were even
more often outstandingly untalented’ (quoted in Frei 1971a: 173).
In his political commentaries Carl von Ossietzky was always above all

parties and critical of all parties. In the early years of the Weimar
Republic, a supporter of democratic reforms, he wrote that ‘for us
collaboration with a political party is foreign and unthinkable’ (quoted
in Frei 1971a: 173). Even in 1933, when he rejected the republican
cause, abandoned the idea of reform and recognised the necessity for
commitment, he still stressed the need for detachment from, and the
duty to be critical of, all parties. For example, even when writing in
support of the anti-fascist front, he started with criticism, admitting that
it ‘is not easy to make a critical assessment of a movement which one
would wish to see successful’ (quoted in Frei 1971a: 125). Since he had
‘received blows’ from all parties (202–5), he knew better than anybody
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else that being a non-party intellectual was costly. He was doubly
homeless, unwilling to identify himself with any party as well as unable
to find a place within the pacifist movement, while at the same time
being the target of the right. This isolation, although a close group of
friends remained, together with the growing seriousness of the political
situation, which he described as ‘tragic’, pushed him to opt for a radical
solution: ‘What is necessary now is not to be right; what is necessary is to
save all parts of the organised socialist working class from destruction’
(quoted in Frei 1971a: 206). Ossietzky called on all leftist parties to
forget their past controversies and ‘save us at the moment’. Failing that,
‘there is a need for good mediators, non-party men’ to do ‘everything for
socialism’ (206).

Although his belief in the leading role of the intellectual, as one who
would unify all progressive forces and carry out the revolution, was
rather too optimistic, it was the pressure of the national emergency
rather than his naivety that led him to call for the anti-fascist unity of the
socialist intelligentsia. Ossietzky, who always envied the French intel-
lectuals their unique status, aspired to enhance the role of public
intellectuals in Germany. In his reformist stage, together with his calls
for reforms to the judiciary and social reforms, he demanded the intel-
lectualisation of political life and the politicisation of the intellectual
(Deak 1968: 5). He wanted to restore the practice of open political
debate in which intellectuals should play the role of ‘the conscience of
Germany’; they should wake up the nation, as Zola and other French
intellectuals did during the Dreyfus Affair; they should ‘inspire the
opposition with an appeal to reason’; they should help Germany ‘to find
a way to decency’ by awakening its conscience (quoted in Frei 1971a:
119, 55). Despite these calls, German intellectuals remained powerless
and divided outsiders who received little respect, as social esteem was
reserved for university professors (Laqueur 1973). It was this absence of
space for left-leaning intellectuals in Weimar Germany, rather than
Ossietzky’s and his co-editors’ ineffectiveness, that explains the failure of
the Weltbühne programme. Although it is true that the Weltbühne jour-
nalists weakened their own position with their many inconsistencies and
ambiguities (Laqueur 1974), they were nevertheless able to recognise
the danger that militarisation posed to democracy.

Carl von Ossietzky proved that the left-wing intellectual can ‘over-
come the isolation traditionally imposed on the free publicist by thinking
about himself as a better sort of German who belongs to ‘‘the other
Germany’’ ’ (Deak 1968: 3). By aiming to transform Germany into a
democratic state committed to the ideals of true peace and freedom,
Ossietzky demonstrated that there are ‘the other Germans in Germany’.
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To prove the existence of another Germany was also the goal of those
campaigning for his nomination to the Nobel Peace Prize. For them, the
awarding of the prize to Ossietzky represented, as Thomas Mann wrote,
‘a symbolic justice for millions of anxious contemporaries’ (Mann,
quoted in Wasson 1987: 787).

Andrei Sakharov: from Hero of Socialist
Labour to state enemy no. 1

Andrei Sakharov (1921–89), the Nobel Peace Prize laureate for 1975,
and one of the greatest physicists in the field of thermonuclear physics,
later in his life engaged in a prolonged confrontation with the Soviet
state over issues of nuclear responsibility and human rights. His courage
and willingness to risk his career (as he was first demoted, then sacked
from his scientific post) in the fight against nuclear tests and in making
the Soviet state accountable to the world for its treatment of its citizens
established his reputation as an irrepressible critic of the regime and an
outspoken proponent of the values of freedom, human life and the
principle of non-violence. Because of this oppositional stance in defence
of human rights, Sakharov, the ‘father of the Soviet hydrogen bomb’,
became ‘state enemy no. 1’, and he was condemned to internal exile.
During the period of perestroika Sakharov became actively engaged in
the process of democratising Russia. Sakharov’s life, as is argued by
Ernest Gellner, well exemplifies the life of the twentieth century, in
which two ‘great things happened’: dramatic progress in physics and the
dramatic demise of Marxism (Gellner, quoted in Lourie 2002: 1).
Andrei Sakharov was born into the Russian intelligentsia. His father

was a teacher of physics who wrote popular scientific books. Andrei
shared his father’s passion for physics, which he studied in the physics
department at Moscow University. After spending the war as an
engineer in a mining factory, he continued with postgraduate study in
the Physics Institute of the Academy of Sciences. Sakharov’s interest in
atomic physics reached its height during that period: ‘I felt like the
messenger of the gods’ (Sakharov 1990: 84). Twice he rejected attempts
to enlist him to work on the Soviet hydrogen bomb project, but ‘the
third time, in 1948, nobody bothered to ask’ his consent (94). The work
came with many privileges but also with isolation, as it was carried
out in the seclusion of a nuclear research centre in the republic of
Turkmenistan. Sakharov worked on the hydrogen bomb under the
direction of the highly regarded Igor Tamm, a winner of the 1958 Nobel
Prize in Physics, who came to play a very important role in his life as he
influenced Sakharov’s approach not only to science but also to social
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questions. ‘What remain significant for me are the underlying principles
by which Tamm was guided: absolute intellectual integrity and courage
and willingness to re-examine his ideas for the sake of truth and readi-
ness to take action’ (Sakharov 1990: 122). In 1953 both Tamm and
Sakharov received the titles of Hero of Socialist Labour and Stalin
Prizes. The same year Sakharov, at the age of thirty-two, as the youngest
ever member, was admitted to the Academy of Sciences. In 1956 he was
awarded his second title of Hero of Socialist Labour (181).

At this stage, the nature of the weapon Sakharov and his colleagues
were building did not present any moral dilemma to him or his co-
workers. Their intellectual fascination, their patriotism and their
country’s recent history convinced them that their work was essential to
prevent further threats to the homeland: ‘I regarded myself as a soldier
in this new scientific war’ (Sakharov 1990: 157). Thirty years later, in an
interview, Sakharov said that he and his colleagues considered their
work to be absolutely imperative as a means of restoring the balance of
power in the world (quoted in Bailey 1990: 420). By the late 1950s,
however, Sakharov had ‘become profoundly disturbed by the con-
sequences of nuclear testing’ (1990: 577). This new awareness of the
human and moral implications of his work was a result of the con-
frontation with the terrifying consequences of the first test of a Russian
hydrogen bomb in 1953, caused by several safety measures being
overlooked. In 1957 he already felt ‘responsible for the problems of
radioactive contamination from nuclear explosion’ (202).

In 1958 Andrei Sakharov called on the government to cancel a
scheduled nuclear explosion and not to engage in any further testing, at
least of the hydrogen bomb. In 1961 he personally lobbied Nikita
Khrushchev, the first secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union, against resuming the explosions. Although his persistent letter
campaigns against tests and his pressure on the leadership to dis-
continue tests enraged Khrushchev, Sakharov’s effort laid the ground-
work for the 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty, signed in Moscow. With
hindsight, Sakharov was proud of his role in making this treaty, which
bans nuclear weapons testing in the atmosphere, possible. Nevertheless,
at that time, in the early 1960s, he felt ‘an awful sense of powerlessness,
[because] I could not stop something I knew was worrying and
unnecessary. After that, I felt myself another man. I broke with my
surroundings. It was a basic break. After that, I understood there was no
point in arguing’ (quoted in Dornan 1975: 362). For Sakharov, the
atomic question ‘was always half science, half politics, [it] was a natural
path into political issues. What matters is that I left conformism’
(quoted in Dornan 1975: 362). It was rejecting ‘conformism and
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conformists’ that started Sakharov’s road to dissent: ‘I developed a
moral consciousness gradually in the 1950s. I suppose the turning point
came when I sent a letter of protest to the Government against our
atomic tests in 1958 – and again in 1961’ (quoted in Bailey 1990: 235).
Andrei Sakharov’s initial dissenting actions, which took the form of

persuasion aimed at the Soviet political elite, coincided with the ‘post-
Stalin thaw’. His authority, rooted in his capacity as a top scientist, and
the temporary openness of the political system provided him with a
unique opportunity to voice his protest, connected with causes related to
his work, directly to the people in power. In his next step on the road to
dissent, Sakharov started to address general scientific and political
matters. In the years 1965–7, despite being ‘heavily involved in
demanding scientific work’, Sakharov (1990: 267) was actively engaged
in protesting against any restrictions on intellectual freedom. ‘The credo
of progressive scientists and progressive intelligentsia the world over is
the unconstrained discussion of all programmes, including the most
pointed’ (191). Motivated by his belief that where there is no freedom of
discussion there is no freedom of thought, and that where there is no
freedom of thought there is no freedom of enquiry, Sakharov joined in
the campaign to free genetics and biology ‘from the witch-doctoring of
Stalin’s favourite, Trofim Lysenko’ (Friendly 1979: xiii). In the
following years he protested against the official restrictions on freedom
of opinion and the abuse of human rights. For instance, in 1966 he
signed a collective letter to the party hierarchy warning against any
rehabilitation of Stalin and wrote letters to the general secretary, Leonid
Brezhnev, pleading for the rights of political prisoners and accusing the
communist Party of being ‘profoundly indifferent to violations of human
rights, the interest of progress, the security and future of mankind’
(Sakharov 1990: 416). Despite the fact that Sakharov kept his pleadings
and protestations within the channels of the Soviet system, measures
were taken to punish him: he lost his post as department head and his
salary was reduced.
From the mid-1970s Sakharov, deprived of access to the public media

and unable to rely on the Soviet authorities, increasingly had to use
alternative channels for spreading information, such as informal net-
works, publishing abroad, contacts with Western reporters and foreign
radio. His first step outside the official system was the publication of
Reflections on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence and Intellectual Freedom in the
United States in 1968, in which he put forward the ‘somehow utopian’
idea of a convergence of the two political systems, capitalism and com-
munism (Sakharov 1990: 283). His outline of a global programme for
mankind’s future was rooted in two interdependent theses: the first to the
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effect that ‘the division of mankind threatens it with destruction’ and the
second stating that intellectual freedom is essential to humanity. With
the 18 million copies of Reflections sold in the West, Sakharov established
his reputation abroad as a spokesman for the progressive, liberal Russian
intelligentsia. The publication of the essay in the West, together with its
circulation from hand to hand in the form of samizdat (self-published)
manuscripts in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, brought reper-
cussions. He was dismissed from the weapons laboratory and stripped of
his security clearance, and within a year he was transferred to the Insti-
tute of Physics in Moscow, where he remained engaged in theoretical
research in physics, until 1980. While still passionately interested
in theoretical physics, he devoted more and more of his time to human
rights and to studying a wider range of issues connected with war and
peace and other global problems.

With the growing realisation that ‘the technical, military, and eco-
nomic problems are secondary, the fundamental issues are political and
ethical’, Andrei Sakharov decided to take ‘an irrevocable step, a decisive
break with the establishment’ (Sakharov 1990: 267, 268). By launching
the Human Rights Committee in 1970, the aims of which were to
invesitigate and publicise violations of human rights in the Soviet Union,
with a stated policy of acting openly and legally, Sakharov took the stand
in the defence of the freedoms proclaimed in the Soviet constitution and
slowly established himself as his country’s most prominent dissident.
His participation in activities of this type brought him into close contact
with a new set of people. This new circle of friends, many of them
artists, historians and literary people who were already involved in
protests against the state’s abuses of power, provided him with the
resources and support for him to expand activities in defence of human
rights (Bonner 1986).

Through the 1970s Sakharov became the country’s best-known
spokesman for Soviet human rights. His policy was to express his
position openly and legally on various questions of public life, to oppose
human rights violations and unjust governmental decisions, to defend
the rights of ethnic and religious minorities and to write memorandums
to the government and reform projects. He also went on hunger strike,
twice, to call attention to the plight of political prisoners. In his articles
and books, which were published in the West and circulating as
samizdat manuscripts in the country, Sakharov exposed the reality of the
Soviet system and argued for democracy and pluralist reforms, such as
the development of a multi-party system, freedom of the press, freedom
to strike, freedom of movement and information and an end to the
privileges of the Communist Party.3 He also warned the West that,
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before agreeing to détente, the Western powers should set minimal
conditions. ‘There is no doubt that Sakharov was risking his life in
making such a statement when he warned against a rapprochement with
an undemocratized Soviet Union’ (Bailey 1990: 352).
Since public participation that was independent of party control was

not permitted in the Soviet Union, and since the regime considered it a
direct challenge to and fundamental criticism of the system, Andrei
Sakharov’s attempts to intervene in an open way were not tolerated for
long. Moreover, as Sakharov consistently made his case visible to an
international audience, the Soviet authorities increased their campaign
against him. The anti-Sakharov operation aimed to paint him as ‘a
dangerous slanderous assault on Soviet society, . . . an enemy of détente’
who defamed the Soviet state structures and distorted Soviet reality and
appealed to reactionary imperialist circles (Sakharov 1990: 197).
Newspapers, such as Pravda, accused Sakharov of ‘calling on imper-
ialistic states to take retaliatory steps against the Soviet Union’ (Bailey
1990: 319). The Soviet authorities tried to intimidate Sakharov in var-
ious ways: he was put under secret police surveillance and his family was
harassed. In building the case against Sakharov for ‘anti-Soviet activ-
ities’, open letters were published in many newspapers denouncing
Sakharov as a ‘traitor’, some signed by members of the Soviet Academy,
writers, artists and veterans, others by ‘simple people’. Sakharov con-
tinued to answer the authorities’ action with full publicity by talking to
foreign journalists and organising press conferences, which became a
‘transmission belt’ to the larger world (Hollander 1975: 260).
In 1975 Andrei Sakharov was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his

‘fearless personal commitment in upholding the fundamental principles
for peace’ and for emphasising that human rights ‘provide the only safe
foundation for genuine international cooperation and security’ (Lionaes
[1975] 2006: 1). Sakharov was presented as an ‘uncompromising’
fighter ‘against the abuse of power and all forms of violation of human
dignity’, with the comment that ‘he has fought no less courageously for
the idea of government based on the rule of law’ (Lionaes [1975]
2006: 1). In his Nobel lecture (delivered by his wife Elena Bonner – as
the state authorities refused to let him travel to Norway), Sakharov
declared that he shared it with prisoners of conscience and political
prisoners. He observed that progress and human rights are indissolubly
linked: it is impossible to achieve one of them if the others are ignored.
With the official Soviet media totally condemning ‘the imperialistic’
Norwegian reward and its recipient, it was no surprise that Yury
Andropov, the head of the KGB at that time, declared Sakharov ‘public
enemy no. 1’ (Lourie 2002: 276). When in 1980 Sakharov publicly
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opposed the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan, he was stripped
of all his state awards and of his titles of Hero of Socialist Labour and
exiled to Gorky. The exile was totally illegal, even according to Soviet
law: there was no trial, and its main purpose was to break Sakharov’s
contact with the outside world, specifically with foreign correspondents.
In Gorky Sakharov continued both his scientific work and his struggle
for human rights. He devoted an increasing amount of his attention to
individual victims of injustice, calling for an amnesty for all prisoners of
conscience and the abolition of the death penalty. Protesting against his
persecution and the persecution of his family, Sakharov went on two
hunger strikes. He lived in exile until 1986, when Mikhail Gorbachev,
the newly appointed general secretary of the Communist Party, per-
sonally called and invited him to return to Moscow and ‘resume his
patriotic work’ – in effect, to become the regime’s loyal opposition
(Sakharov 1990: 615).

Understanding that Gorbachev’s telephone call signalled that he was
serious about changing the Soviet system, Andrei Sakharov became
Gorbachev’s supporter, without, however, giving up on his indepen-
dence. Sakharov was, for example, an outspoken critic of Gorbachev’s
attempts to concentrate power in his own hands (Bailey 1990: 409). In
the period of perestroika, Sakharov took on responsibilities as ‘spokes-
man for the liberal intelligentsia’ and got actively involved in the process
of political change, hoping to foster the democratisation of the country
(Kline 1990: xvi). In 1988 he was elected to the presidium of the
Academy of Sciences, chosen as one of five directors of the Interregional
Group of People’s Deputies and made honorary chairman of Memorial,
the society founded to preserve the memory of Stalin’s victims. Only a
few days before his death, Sakharov, as a leading voice of the movement
for political reform in the Soviet Union, wrote a draft of a new democratic
constitution. At his funeral tributes were paid to him as ‘the incarnation
of intellectual courage and conscience’ (Kline 1990: xiv) and as ‘a moral
symbol for the West’ (Kelly 2002: 13). Sakharov did not want to become
just a symbol of a campaign for human rights, he wanted to implement
them in his own direct political practice. Although his struggle for human
rights during the Soviet period did not actually awaken the Russian
people and did not make him popular with ordinary Russians (as only
1.5 per cent of them named him the ‘man of the year’ in 1989; Gussejnow
1994: 284), Sakharov did have a chance to contribute to the democra-
tisation of his country during the period of perestroika.

Sakharov (1990: 476) disliked the role of ‘opposition leader’ into
which he was thrust. He always preferred to describe himself as
‘physicist’ rather than ‘dissident’ (Kline 1990: xiv). Yet his ethical
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position in the context of the Soviet abuse of human rights led him to
become a defender of human rights, which for him ‘constitute the basis
for fully human life and for international security and trust’ (1990: 409).
For Sakharov, the struggle, even if it was futile, needed to continue.
‘Because for us it is not a political struggle . . . It is a moral struggle for
all of us. We have to be true to ourselves’ (quoted in Dornan 1975:
369). His ethical stand and his focus on human rights brought him into
conflict not only with the Soviet authorities but also with other dis-
sidents. His protest against the injustices done to anonymous people
and his willingness to defend the right to emigrate were criticised by
the Russian dissidents and intelligentsia generally, who, according to
Sakharov (1990: 300), showed ‘a totalitarian thinking’ and a ‘collectivist
ethos’ in their assumption that abandoning the homeland ran counter to
civic duty. The most significant example of Sakharov’s disagreement
with dissidents is his conflict with Solzhenitsyn, who publicly accused
Sakharov of ‘playing the emigration tune’ and therefore not being
patriotic (Dornan 1975: 410).4 The independence that Sakharov
showed in this controversy reflects not only his rejection of the col-
lectivist mentality but also his preference for ‘the freedom of speaking
out as an individual’ (Sakharov 1990: 456). At the same time, though,
he found the close network of friends and dissidents very supportive,
essential to achieve his goals, and rewarding.
Andrei Sakharov was a humanistic liberal intellectual who believed

that a genuine and long-lasting system of international cooperation can
come about only if it is rooted in respect for individual rights. Despite
numerous harassments and threats to him and his family, Sakharov
never regretted his participation in the social struggle. Although Tamm
often spoke of Sakharov’s tragedy, ‘that he had to sacrifice his great
passion – elementary-particle physics – first to create an atomic and
hydrogen bomb, then sacrifice it a second time in the struggle for social
justice’ (Sakharov 1990: 221), Sakharov argued that, in fact, ‘the two
was one, or at least in close symbiosis’; he could not be effective in
human rights if he had not been the ‘father of the H-bomb’ (Lourie
2002: 22). While Sakharov preferred to think that ‘he went from a Teller
to an Oppenheimer’ (Lourie 2002: x),5 he is also compared to Gandhi,
with whom he shared ‘a mix of the moral and the political, defence-
lessness, a touch of sanctity, a quiet triumphancy’ (Lourie 2002: 401),
and to Galileo, with whom he shared ‘the spirit of liberty that animated
the growth of the new science’ (Bailey 1990: 1). Although some of
Sakharov’s programmes were over-optimistic, his integrity and courage
in speaking out on behalf of civil rights, peace and justice will be his
lasting contribution to the democratisation of his country.

Public intellectuals: Nobel Peace Prize laureates170



Adolfo Pérez Esquivel: a fighter for liberation

Adolfo Pérez Esquivel (1931–), the recipient of the 1980 Nobel Peace
Prize for his notable work in defending human rights, is an Argentinian
architect, sculptor, painter, teacher and activist. Pérez Esquivel, who for
nearly twenty-five years was a professor of architecture and sculpture at
the National Academy of Art in Buenos Aires, has devoted his life to
promoting human rights, peace and justice not only in his country but in
the whole of Latin America. His belief in and commitment to the
principle of non-violence in the struggle for social and political liberty
was fuelled by years of political and social instability, repression and
human rights violation during the periods of military rule in Argentina.
In the 1970s, inspired by Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence and by
liberation theology, Pérez became one of the most prominent Latin
American advocates of civil rights. He is a founder of Servicio Paz y
Justicia (Service for Peace and Justice – SERPAJ), an international
movement aiming to promote respect for human rights, including social
and economic rights. For his resistance to and campaigning against the
military repression, he suffered persecution in the 1970s. At present,
Pérez Esquivel travels widely on behalf of the anti-war movement and is
a member of many international bodies concerned with human rights
and non-violence.6

Pérez has achieved great success as an artist and won several awards
(Sanness [1980] 2006). As a sculptor he has worked in a variety of
different media, and his sculptures have been widely displayed in
Argentina’s museums, galleries and public places (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001: 223). He is the author, for instance, of the ‘Monument
to the refugees’ placed in the central headquarters of the United Nations
High Commission for Refugees and a sculpture of Gandhi unveiled in
Barcelona in 2000. As a painter, Pérez has worked in various media and
has exhibited internationally. He produced iconic paintings, for exam-
ple, to mark the 500th anniversary of the colonisation of the Americas by
Europe: ‘Latin America stations of the cross 1492–1992’. Pérez also
writes on experiences of non-violence in Latin America and on many
contemporary cultural, social and political issues.7 He has received
several awards and honorary titles,8 and has never ceased his activities in
the academic world.

Adolfo Pérez Esquivel was born in Buenos Aires. His mother died when
he was three, so it was his father, a fisherman who had emigrated from
Spain and who worked as a salesman for a coffee company, who took care
of the family (Bacon 1999: 471). Despite his family’s modest circum-
stances, he received a Catholic boarding school education. In 1956, after
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receiving a master’s degree from the National Academy of Art in Buenos
Aires, Pérez Esquivel became an art teacher and sculptor. Soon he had
become a well-known architect and artist whose sculptures could be seen
in various public places in Argentina (Sanness [1980] 2006: 2). In 1968
he was appointed professor of architecture and sculpture at the National
Academy of Art in Buenos Aires. Pérez Esquivel’s progress towards
political activism was born out of Argentina’s mounting political violence
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It developed gradually under the
pressure of the political instability, growing oppression and social and
economic problems in the country. Initially, while teaching in Buenos
Aires, Pérez was involved ‘peripherally with small organizations working
for peace’ (Bacon 1999: 471). He also helped with ‘the Young Catholics
organization, attending meetings, organizing events, and pitching in when
he had time’ (471).
Pérez became increasingly aware of the growing demands for change

in society. He was especially influenced by the growing social and
political problems and unrest, such as the workers’ and students’
uprising in Cordoba in 1966. Pérez’s decision to get involved in public
matters was also helped by liberation theology, which he got to know
while working with popular organisations involved in the Christian non-
violence movements in Latin America. Becoming increasingly influ-
enced by its offer of a new ‘language of opposition and this doctrine’s
carriers, namely the religiously inspired grass roots groups’ (Levine
1986: 827), Pérez adopted liberation theology’s focus on fighting for the
dignity of the poor in Latin America. The theology’s challenges to the
existing order and its emphasis that people, in order to liberate them-
selves, must first develop a critical consciousness became a powerful
motivating force for Pérez’s art and public involvement, while its
uniquely dense networks of informal contacts provided him with bases
for his activism.
In the late 1960s, after a series of events, meetings and conferences

with priests, protestors and lay volunteers across Latin America, Adolfo
Pérez Esquivel began writing and publishing a small monthly journal,
Paz y Justicia (Peace and Justice). The aim of this periodical was to
document human rights abuses, educate its readers about the ideas and
strategies of non-violent liberation and encourage people to work
together for peace and justice (Bacon 1999: 471). In Paz y Justicia, as in
his contacts with grass-roots groups, Pérez advocated ideas inspired by
Gandhi and Martin Luther King as well as by liberation theology. In
1968 he attended a conference in Montevideo, Uruguay, that aimed to
bring about change and development in Latin America through non-
violent liberation. During this meeting the decision was made to set up a
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joint organisation covering all non-violent groups throughout Latin
America, and Pérez’s Paz y Justicia was made the official journal of the
movement (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 222). Because of Pérez’s
calls for social justice and his criticism of military juntas, he was accused
of ‘playing into the hands of communism by criticizing the prevailing
system. We reject this accusation’ (Pérez 1983: 33). Claiming that his
‘own work is much too humble and modest to attempt to resolve all
these problems’ (51), nonetheless in his writing and actions Pérez
looked for an alternative: ‘We want something besides capitalism or
communism, something on the order of self-management and sharing.
In fact, participation is the basic element we seek’ (34).

As Pérez’s life took a new turn, ‘his sculptures and artwork began to
reflect the sufferings around him’ (Bacon 1999: 475). During the 1970s
Pérez travelled across Latin American as the continent’s chief promoter
of a doctrine of non-violence and as a supporter of oppressed groups. He
worked with isolated groups of rural and urban workers, indigenous
populations and people concerned about missing family members. Pérez
helped many peasant groups organise themselves, solidify and make
their voices heard. For example, he campaigned in favour of rural
communities evicted from their land in Ecuador, defended Christian
communities in Paraguay and facilitated the writing of local economic
development programmes in Brazil (Bacon 1999: 476). In 1975, because
of his work with popular oppositional organisations involved in the non-
violence movement, Pérez was detained by the Brazilian military police,
and in 1976 he was imprisoned in Ecuador and deported back to
Argentina. As he said himself: ‘Personally I don’t know how many times
I’ve been arrested, say, for a day, after a demonstration’ (Pérez 1983: 19).
His prison experience ‘became an integral part of his militancy, if only by
way of corollary’ (Antoine 1983: 6).

Despite the increased level of violence in Argentina, initiated by the
military junta’s policy of systematic repression following its seizure of
power in 1976, Pérez continued to express his opposition to the terror
and the violation of human rights. He strongly rejected the Argentina
military regime’s appeal to ‘national security’ as a justification for their
fight against armed guerrillas as it implied that there was no real dis-
tinction between war and peace. Military rulers, starting with Carlos
Ongania’s dictatorship (1966–70), while fighting subversive movements,
had ‘deliberately sought to create a climate of fear in order to control the
country economically, politically and socially’ (Bacon 1999: 473). Much
of Pérez’s efforts went into supporting the families of the victims of the
state terrorism and contributing to the formation and strengthening
of ties between popular human rights organisations. Pérez nonetheless
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condemned the violence and terrorism of both sides. Not only did he
denounce all the killings and the various kinds of repression committed
by the authorities, he also ‘denounced the killing of generals, colonels
and innocent relatives of military officials’ (Sanness [1980] 2006: 4).
Although he was able ‘to appreciate some of the motives that promote
terrorism inspired by the left’ (Sanness [1980] 2006: 4), Pérez (1983:
33), as a supporter of far-reaching social and political reforms, argued:
‘Terrorism of the left and terrorism of the right only add up.’ Hence,
when Pérez went on a hunger strike in 1970–1, he did so as a protest
against terrorism, both from the right and from the left.
The 1974 conference of Latin American non-violent organisations

established a joint permanent human rights movement, Servicio de Paz
y Justicia en América Latina. Adolfo Pérez Esquivel was elected secre-
tary general of this newly established movement and his journal, Paz y
Justicia, increased its circulation throughout Latin America. SERPAJ
defines human rights in a broad sense, and not only protests against
violence and terror but also ‘looks at the case of the peasant who has no
land and is dying of hunger’ (Pérez, quoted in Sanness [1980] 2006: 4).
Its chief task is to promote respect for human rights, a phrase intended
to include social and economic rights (Bacon 1999: 472). What is
unique about SERPAJ is that it is not a charity group but a movement
dedicated to awakening a critical consciousness in grass-roots commu-
nities, so that people can develop their own solutions to the problems
they face. ‘Pérez was careful from the beginning not to make the group a
movement but rather an iterative service that could grow and change as
different needs arose’ (Bacon 1999: 475).
The movement held frequent training courses in non-violent methods

in many countries and its activists helped people to develop a critical
awareness so that they could express their problems and organise them-
selves. Pérez, through his work with SERPAJ, provided support for var-
ious communities in their fight for their rights. Another example of Pérez’s
work is his support and help for the group of mothers who, every week,
mourned in Buenos Aires’ Plaza de Mayo the disappearance of their sons
and daughters having been kidnapped and killed by the security forces. In
1976 Pérez began to assist the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo (as they
came to be called) in their efforts to formulate their demands and grie-
vances to human rights organisations and the government, by organising
and tutoring meetings that helped the women to write for themselves a list
of objectives and a document stating the injustice committed (Bacon
1999: 473). He also initiated an international campaign aimed at per-
suading the United Nations to establish a Human Rights Commission to
record breaches of human rights in Latin America.
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In the context of growing terror and counter-terror and as the number
of victims, due to successive governments’ failure to solve the crisis,
continued to increase, Adolfo Pérez Esquivel was forced to take a more
active role and to accept a higher level of risk. In 1976, as the collision of
grass-roots religious activism with Argentina’s authorities led to further
repression, Pérez, who by this stage had been forced to abandon his
university position, travelled to Europe to gather support for his cam-
paign for the establishment of a UN commission to document human
rights violations (Abrams 1988). Argentina’s ruling generals accused
him of terrorism and he was arrested in Buenos Aires in April 1977.
Imprisoned without trial for fourteen months, he was tortured psycho-
logically and physically (Pérez 1983: 23). Even when he had, formally,
been freed, due to international pressure, he remained under house
arrest for the next year, subject to various restrictions, which lapsed only
with the re-establishment of democratic rule in the country in 1983
(Antoine 1983: 6).

Free now of all limitations on his movements, Pérez resumed his job
with Paz y Justicia as well as his artistic work (Stenersen, Libaek and
Sveen 2001). In 1980 he was granted the Nobel Peace Prize for his
activities for the poor and to promote non-violence, and because he
offered ‘an alternative to the solutions of the problems of a country,
eradicating the use of force and violence to reinstate respect for Human
Rights’ (Sanness [1980] 2006: 1). Pérez’s Nobel Peace Prize was an
embarrassment to the general staff of the Buenos Aires junta, which
quickly protested against the Nobel Committee’s ‘intolerable affront’ to
their national dignity (Antoine 1983: 6). Nevertheless, it took Argentina’s
government thirty-six hours from the Nobel Committee’s announcement
to draft ‘an explanation of its past actions against Pérez Esquivel’ (Bacon
1999: 471). In his acceptance speech, Pérez ([1980] 2006: 1) said that he
would like to receive the award ‘in the name of the people of Latin
America’ and ‘in the name of my indigenous brothers and sisters’. After
declaring that that there is ‘no higher interest than the human being’, he
noted that, for him, ‘a small voice for those who have no voice’, the Nobel
Peace Prize was ‘the highest honour that I can receive; to be considered a
servant of peace’ (1).

Adolfo Pérez Esquivel took advantage of the publicity that came with
the Nobel Peace Prize. He donated the prize money to SERPAJ and
used his new visibility on the international stage to further his cause
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001). He visited the United States and
Europe, where he spoke with Amnesty International, many leading
international journalists, the UN secretary general and members of
Congress. In addition, Pérez was awarded an honorary doctorate by
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St Joseph’s University in Philadelphia (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen
2001: 223). SERPAJ continued to grow in the years after 1980, and
Pérez remained its secretary general until 1985, since when he has been
its honorary president. As secretary general, Pérez intervened in the most
significant political trials related to the defence of human rights. In 1983
he embarked on a ten-day hunger strike in protest at the violation of
human rights in Argentina. Later in the year he went on another ten-day
hunger strike, protesting about the amnesty granted to members of
Argentina’s military accused of violating human rights. In 1990 Pérez
again used the hunger strike strategy to protest at the closure of one of
Argentina’s independent newspapers. Today Pérez, while still develop-
ing his artistic interests, heads a project devoted to working with children
in a situation of social risk. In addition, he continues to defend human
rights, by writing petitions and articles and participating in conferences.
Pérez’s success in building networks across all Latin America is not a

result of his charisma (Antoine 1983: 8). According to all accounts, he is
not a charismatic figure ‘who can take charge of a popular movement
and brand it with a spellbinding personality (Bacon 1999: 472). Neither
is his impact a result of political affiliation or an orthodox stand on social
and political issues. Pérez himself has declared: ‘We have no connec-
tions with political parties of any sort, much less armed groups. We act
by means of evangelical non-violence, which we see as a force for lib-
eration’ (quoted in Sanness [1980] 2006: 4). Pérez first established his
reputation as an artist, while his development ‘as a non-violent leader’
(Bacon 1999: 472) was a result of his courageous efforts to help people.
His achievements are connected with his ability to ‘create channels of
communication’ among people and groups who often are ‘not even
consciously aware of being non-violent in a technical sense’ (Antoine
1983: 8). He ‘coordinates the activities of a variety of groups fighting for
peace, justice and human rights’ (Antoine 1983: 2). Pérez is an ethical
dissenter whose efforts have been influential in getting Latin American
non-violence movements under way. Seeing formal channels as rela-
tively ineffective, Pérez tries to bring different people together and help
them, through informal means, to establish cooperative relations
(Antoine 1983: 8).
Adolfo Pérez Esquivel distinguishes his stance from that of liberation

theology by explaining that he encourages people to go beyond this
perspective to reach an understanding of the non-violent method of
struggle. He has also gone beyond just protesting against violence and
terror. Thus, it can be said that it is his principled, consistent and
courageous stand against violations of human rights of all kinds that has
earned him international respect. He also recognises the importance of
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human rights in terms of social justice. According to him, ‘peace is only
possible when it is the fruit of justice’ (Pérez [1980] 2006: 3). Both in his
writings and in his artistic work, Pérez promotes respect for people’s
rights and the dignity of human beings, and faith in the possibility of
change based on justice and the importance of truth.

Pérez found expression for his ideas in the words of Argentina’s poet,
Jorge Luis Borges: ‘My position on Argentina is purely an ethical one.
I cannot ignore the serious moral problem which arose in my country
with both terrorism and repression. In no way can I be silent in front of
all those who disappeared, I do not approve of any action where the end
justifies means. I am no politician’ (quoted in Sanness [1980] 2006: 1).
Because of his faith in liberation and non-violence as means of achieving
peace and justice and because of his long campaign against the violation
of human rights, Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, although unknown to the
international media, occupies a position of great moral authority among
the people of his continent who are devoted to peace and justice.

Challengers to political closure

In terms of our typology, dissidents are conceptualised as radicalised
intellectuals who defy formal structures and who display the exceptional
courage demanded in societies in which the sphere of individual auton-
omy is limited, in which impersonal control is imposed, in which the
centre of power is remote and which, in consequence, enhance reliance on
informal networks. As we have already seen, when comparing dissidents
with heroes, in order to explain the underlying difference between these
two categories we need to refer to the nature of their respective socio-
political environments. The same is true with reference to the differences
between dissidents and other categories of public intellectuals. In the
broadest terms, in non-democratic polities it is those intellectuals who
contest prevailing norms, decisions, laws and other arrangements of
power who face higher levels of risk. In other words, while politics is
always an inherently risky and uncertain enterprise (Arendt 1958), it is
under conditions of political closure that dissenters’ actions confront the
highest level of risk and unpredictability. Courage is a critically important
feature of being a challenger to political closure, as it enables and guides
action in the presence of fear (Bickford 1996: 148–53). Thus, as dis-
sidents’ criticism and protest come the closest to civil disobedience, their
courage is tested to a greater extent than the courage of heroes, pioneers
or champions. If courage is understood ‘as an active commitment to
persistence and resolution in the face of risk, uncertainty, or fear’ (Sparks
1997: 89), our dissidents provide a good illustration of this.
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Although, in democratic systems, civil disobedience is the most widely
recognised form that oppositional practices take, in non-democratic
polities even the non-violent direct action of civil disobedience is defined
by the political authorities as unacceptable and punished. According
to Jürgen Habermas (2002: 375), who writes about constitutional
democracy, civil disobedience, defined as the calculated breaking of
rules, is actualised in civil society in crisis situations so as to defend the
normative content of constitutional democracy ‘against the systematic
inertia of institutional politics’. Under political closure, however, there is
no civil society capable of keeping intact the communication structures of
the public sphere, and the government’s laws and institutions do not
accommodate free and open public discussion. As the public sphere is
not allowed to reproduce itself through communicative actions, any
attempt at criticism, opposition or protest that is public, principled and
symbolic in character becomes an illegal act. In contrast to civil dis-
obedience behaviour in democracies, which consist of deliberately illegal
acts undertaken mainly by collective action, dissidents’ actions are, by
definition, illegal acts by individuals. Moreover, these acts of protest
and criticism do not earn dissidents fame and recognition among their
countrymen. While heroes enjoy a high status as they symbolise their
nations’ proudest achievements, dissidents remain unknown to the wider
public at the time who are often suspicious of their motives (Feifer 1975).
The contrast between Sakharov’s low rates of popularity in his country
with Nansen’s status as Norway’s national hero illustrates this point well.
There are many similarities between our three dissidents. Adolfo

Pérez Esquivel ([1980] 2006) in his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance
speech directly expressed his solidarity with Andrei Sakharov, who, from
his exile in Gorky, sent him congratulations. They both stressed that the
causes of human rights violations were the same in Argentina and the
Soviet Union and that they understood ‘the gravity and the tragedy of
the problem’ facing the two countries. Sakharov added that Pérez’s
struggle for justice was ‘cherished by people who lived thousands of
miles away, in another world’ (quoted in Sanness [1980] 2006: 2). Pérez
and Sakharov, as well as Carl von Ossietzky, despite the high cost of
taking such a stand, did not ignore the problems that arose in their
countries. They shared the same sense of purpose, which came not only
from their shared positions vis-à-vis their respective regimes but also
from a recognition of the importance of values such as respect for
human rights, freedom of discussion and democracy. None of the three
was a member of a political party and they all relied on a small network
of friends and a few channels of communication through which to
attempt to publicise their ideas.
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Left-wing Weimar intellectuals and Soviet dissidents are often
compared to the nineteenth-century eastern European or Russian
intelligentsia, defined as ‘the politically aware, critically thinking seg-
ment of the educated class’ (Hollander 1975: 251). In political terms,
our three dissidents’ beliefs in the dignity of man and in the inherent
goodness of man, as well as their aspirations to enhance human rights
and democracy, were – like the Russian intelligentsia’s ambitions to
be ‘modernizers’ and ‘tribunes of their people’ (Berlin 1979) – often
unachievable. But in all cases ‘there was a need to tackle the impossible’
(Deak 1968: 5), as there was time neither for compromise nor for
moderation. All three dissidents demonstrated the need for intellectuals
to become political and to seek to universalise their claims.

Although the importance and the forms of dissent vary from country to
country, because of the dissidents’ focus on universal values and morality
the process of opposition ‘may be regarded as a universal one, char-
acteristic of all police systems’ (Skilling 1973: 92). This tendency to
universalise their claims and to take moral stands distinguishes dissidents
from our next category of public intellectuals, namely champions.

Notes

1 An extensive bibliography of Carl von Ossietzky’s publications can be found
in Kurt R. Grossmann (1963: 553–70). Also Istvan Deak (1968: 295–7)
compiled a list of Ossietzky’s works. Among edited collections of Ossietzky’s
writings the most significant are: Der Anmarsch der neuen Reformation
(The Advance of the New Reformation), Hamburg (1919); The Stolen
Republic: Selected Writings, edited by Bruno Frei, London: Lawrence and
Wishart (1971); Schriften, edited by Bruno Frei and Hans Leonard, two
volumes, Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag (1966) and Rechenschaft, Publizistik aus den
Jahren 1913–1933, edited by Bruno Frei, Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag (1984).

2 Ossietzky’s Nobel Peace Prize ‘was one of the most controversial ever made’
(Aarvik [1986] 2006: 1). Although he was not awarded the prize in 1935, the
following year the situation was resolved when two Nobel Committee
members (H. Koht and J. L. Mowinckel) who held positions with the German
government removed themselves from the committee’s work (Stenersen,
Libaek and Sveen 2001: 123). This, in the context of Germany’s threats and
the Norwegian government’s desire not to be seen as being responsible for the
prize, allowed the Committee to award the prize to Ossietzky in 1936.

3 Among Andrei Sakharov’s books published in the West are: Reflections on
Progress, Peaceful Coexistence and Intellectual Freedom (1968), Memorandum
(1971), Sakharov Speaks (1974), My Country and My World (1975), Alarm
and Hope (1979), Collected Scientific Works (1982) and Memoirs (1990).

4 In his Memoirs Sakharov paid tribute to Solzhenitsyn, but also stressed their
contrasting views on progress, nationalism, religion, the greatness of Russia
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and human rights. Sakharov also (1990: 409) declared that he disagreed with
Solzhenitsyn’s idealisation of pre-Soviet Russia, that he did ‘not share
Solzhenitsyn’s antipathy toward Progress’ and that they also differed on the
issue of civil rights. Sakharov further opposed Solzhenitsyn’s nationalist and
religious approach and did not accept Solzhenitsyn’s revolutionary, utopian
romanticisation of Slavophiles.

5 Initially, Sakharov was like Edward Teller, an American physicist who helped
to develop the hydrogen bomb and who was proud to have persuaded political
leaders of the necessity of building it. Yet, unlike Teller, Sakharov (1990: 100)
did ‘not have to go against the current in those years, nor was I threatened
with ostracism by my colleagues’. Sakharov (1990: 99) observed striking
parallels between his fate and Robert Oppenheimer’s, especially when the
‘father of the atomic bomb’, after he had tried to apply brakes to the American
hydrogen bomb programme, was declared by the US government to be a
security risk. But, unlike Oppenheimer, Sakharov did not try to retain his
standing with the authorities, and he did not feel physicists had ‘sinned’ by
working on nuclear weapons (Bailey 1990: 4).

6 In addition to being honorary president of the Argentine chapter of SERPAJ
and honorary president of its Latin American section, Adolfo Pérez Esquivel is
president of the Commission for the Investigation of Attacks on the Press and
Journalists in Argentina. He is president of the International League for the
Rights and Liberation of Peoples and a member of the Permanent Peoples’
Tribunal (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001).

7 Pérez has written several books and many articles, mainly on the topic of
human rights and the socio-political situation in Latin America. Among
Pérez’s publications are Christ in a Poncho: Witnesses to the Non-Violent
Struggles in Latin America (1983) and Walking Together with the People
(1995). He also writes frequently in Paz y Justicia and other journals on the
experiences of non-violence in Latin America and cultural, social and political
issues of the day.

8 Pérez was awarded Pope John XXIII’s Peace Memorial in 1977, a Citizen of
the World prize by the Boston Center for the 21st Century and the Pax Christi
International Award in 1974. He is doctor honoris causa at several universities,
professor emeritus at the National University of San Cristóbal de Huamanga,
Peru, and Principal at the University of la Pau, Barcelona. He was awarded an
honorary doctorate by St Joseph’s University in Philadelphia. Pérez is also
Doctor of Public Service, honoris causa, at the University of Rockhurst,
Missouri. For his role as a mediator between the Spanish government and the
Basque terrorist organisation ETA in 1995, Pérez was granted the Anne Frank
Award for the Culture of Peace in 1997 (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001:
223).
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8 Champions: promoting the cause

Influencing public opinion and campaigning
for reforms

A ‘champion’, in the most common understanding of the term, is either
someone who has won first place in a competition or someone who fights
for a cause. While the former stresses engagement in a contest and being
a winner in competition, the latter puts the emphasis on engagement in
acting or speaking on behalf of a specific reason or interest; on being a
defender or a promoter of an idea, project or purpose. What these two
definitions have in common is their indirect assumption that champions
deserve our admiration as winners in challenging competitions or as
achievers of noble goals.

Here, we employ the label ‘champion’ to describe a type of public
intellectual who meets our criteria for inclusion in this category, as dis-
cussed in chapter 4. The category of champions, located in the informa-
lised and low-risk sector, depicts public intellectuals who reach beyond
their informal networks to advance a particular group interest or to sup-
port a specific cause.Champions are scholars, writers and journalists who,
because of their devotion to a particular purpose, could be at odds with
the official creed of their country, yet generally their relationships with
the authorities, in contrast to dissidents, are not characterised by total
hostility. Not only do champions benefit from a higher degree of social
integration but, occasionally, they also have access to the wielders of
power, and sometimes they even move in the circles of power themselves.

Champions, as public intellectuals engaged in the defence and
enhancement of a sectarian interest, differ from Benda’s clercs or ideal
intellectuals, who are devoted to other-worldly pursuits and are not
involved with the this-worldly passion of politics (see chapter 1). Cham-
pions, in contrast to les clercs, are engrossed in the issues of the day,
participate in social movements and in debates in the public arena and
reach out to the public on an issue that they define as important. They are
public intellectuals who intervene in politics, engage with a specific
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audience and directly address topical issues of public and political affairs.
Although they do not act in the name of a ‘universal’, champions, who
believe that society should be founded on reason, do try to make science
into an effective public weapon. Champions do not conform to the canon
of academic disengagement, as they are not detached from practical
affairs. They support and call for reforms to rationalise systems that they
believe to be threatened by disorder and injustice. They are public intel-
lectuals who act upon the outside world, influence public opinion and
effect changes in the public sphere.
In our sample of public intellectuals whose national and international

achievements have been recognised and rewarded with the Nobel Peace
Prize, there are three champions. They are Norman Angell, Emily
Greene Balch and Alva Myrdal.

Norman Angell: dispelling illusions about
international politics

Norman Angell (1872–1967), born Ralph Norman Angell Lane, was the
1933 Nobel Peace laureate. He was a champion of liberal inter-
nationalism who wrote more then forty books and many articles on
international politics, in which he argued for the need for ‘a world
philosophy and a world conscience’.1 Angell was a journalist, philoso-
pher, writer, progressive educationalist and organiser whose mission was
to expose the fallacies about international politics by appealing to reason
and common sense. He was the acknowledged authority on war
and peace (Collini 2006: 309) who called for ‘nothing less than the
adoption of a new set of values which might ward off another major war’
(Bisceglia 1982: 27). His writing commanded a wide readership and his
readers’ recognition gave weight to Angell’s support for the cause of
internationalism. His celebrated book The Great Illusion ‘became a peace
classic’ (Abrams 1988: 121), and, although it was criticised for the
failure of its predictions, since the 1970s social scientists have returned
to Angell’s questions (Berger 2000: 43) and his ideas about the futility of
war now seem to have regained their validity (Fettweis 2003).
Angell was an intellectual whose public lecturing was always in demand

and whose books reached a wide audience. Statesmen, journalists, scholars
and educators all acknowledged debts to him. For example, Harold
Macmillan admitted in the House of Commons that his political thinking
had been influenced by Angell (Marrin 1979: 16). Angell’s accomplish-
ments were also praised by John Maynard Keynes (Marrin 1979: 16, 181).
What distinguished Angell from other writers, according to Harold Laski,
was ‘the possession of a common sense which amounts to genius . . . There
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is probably no man since Cobden who has been able to direct so general
and widespread an attention to the problems of international politics’
(Laski, quoted in Marrin 1979: 77). Angell, who believed that obstacles to
peace lay in ‘people’s minds’, made education ‘a remedy of war’ (Bisceglia
1982: 7) and aimed through his writing and lecturing, both in Europe and
in the United States, to confine nationalism to rational channels. In the
period between the wars Angell became an outspoken critic of the British
policies of appeasement towards Nazi Germany, and urged the United
Kingdom to open its doors to Jewish refugees. To his reputation and
prestige as ‘one of the oldest and most active internationalists’ and as a
‘prodigious lecturer and journalist’ he added his accomplishments as a
humanitarian (Bisceglia 1982: 5).

Norman Angell was born into the wealthy family of a landowner and
tradesman in Lincolnshire. After elementary schooling in England he
attended the Lycée de St Omer in France. At the age of fifteen he went
to Geneva, where he edited a biweekly English-language newspaper and
also attended lectures at the university. Despite his aspiration to be a
radical, inspired by reading Herbert Spencer, Thomas Huxley, Voltaire,
Charles Darwin and John Stuart Mill, contacts with Geneva’s interna-
tional revolutionary communities ‘imbued him with antipathy to
ideologies promising utopia as the outcome of violence’ (Marrin 1979:
23). In 1881, without getting a degree, he left Switzerland and emi-
grated to the United States (Angell 1951: 2–31). In California he
worked at various jobs: as a cowboy, a ditch digger, a vine planter, a
farmhand, a settler, a mail carrier and a prospector. Finally, he became a
reporter for the St Louis Globe-Democrat, the San Francisco Chronicle and
other newspapers (Angell 1951: 32–91).

In 1898 Angell returned to Europe. After a short stay in England
he moved to Paris, where he took up journalism and contributed articles
to American newspapers on the Dreyfus Affair. In 1899 he became
editor of the English-language Daily Messenger. In the early years of the
twentieth century Angell gradually became committed to the goal of
international cooperation (Keene 1998: 102). His observations on the
Spanish-American War, the Dreyfus Affair and the Boer War instigated
his first book, Patriotism under Three Flags: A Plea for Rationalism in
Politics (1903). This volume was a warning against the disastrous con-
sequences of liberal democracies’ tendency to act in irrational and
nationalistic ways. In 1905 Angell accepted the editorship of the Paris
edition of the Daily Mail, a position that expanded his perspective on
international affairs.

Although his editorial responsibilities gave him a certain status in
Paris, Norman Angell devoted an increasing amount of his time to

Champions: promoting the cause 183



writing and lecturing, especially after he had become a well-known
public figure. His fame was mainly due to the publication of The Great
Illusion in 1910. The book originated from a relatively small (126-page)
pamphlet entitled Europe’s Optical Illusion, which he published at his
own expense in 1909. The expanded work sold almost two million
copies and was translated into more than twenty-five languages (Ste-
nersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 116). In The Great Illusion, Angell
argues that war is an inadequate method for solving international dis-
putes. The subtitle of the book, A Study of the Relation of Military Power
in Nations to Their Economic and Social Advantage, suggests the nature of
‘the great illusion’. According to Angell, who followed the views of the
nineteenth-century enthusiast for free trade, Richard Cobden, war was
no longer profitable in an age of economic interdependence. No one
really wins the war; even the victorious nation is harmed, not only in
terms of human life but in markets, trade and general welfare. The
book’s preface holds that military and political power gives a nation no
commercial advantage, that it is an economic impossibility for one
nation to seize or destroy the wealth of another, or for one nation to
enrich itself by subjugating another. Angell also argues that imposing
reparation payments on defeated nations only plants the seeds for future
conflicts. With physical force a constantly diminishing aspect in human
affairs, the increasing factor, according to Angell, is cooperation. As
closer relationships of people and nations make cooperation necessary, it
is cooperation that brings prosperity and progress and peace.
Angell (1910) also warned, however, that wars would continue until

people recognised their uselessness, thereby suggesting the importance
of education in order to appeal to reason. The Great Illusion captured the
public’s imagination and provoked discussion all over Europe and
America. In the context of the growing concern for peace, it was the
right book in the right place at the right time. ‘Possessing the simplicity
and dogmatic clarity of Marxism, Norman Angellism appealed to the
idealism and missionary zeal of undergraduates’ (Marrin 1979: 118).
The publication of The Great Illusion started a popular movement for
international peace called ‘Norman Angellism’ and promoted the for-
mation of many Norman Angell Leagues. The ideas of the new peace
movement caught on particularly in English academic circles, while in
the United States Angell’s ideas were promoted by the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace (Abrams 1988: 121). During his
lecture tours through the United Kingdom, the United States, Germany
and France, Angell visited many leagues of ‘Norman Angellism’, which
grew into a movement supported by the Garton Foundation (Angell
1951: 164).

Public intellectuals: Nobel Peace Prize laureates184



The Great Illusion was also praised by many scholars and journalists as
a secular theory of international relations and a scientific study of war,
its causes and means of preventing it (Angell 1951; Marrin 1979). Its
publishing success was a result of Norman Angell’s ability to ‘articulate
and incorporate familiar ideas into a coherent system’ (Marrin 1979:
118). Nonetheless, although many scientists and liberal journals,
including The Economist and the Economic Review, applauded the book,
‘Angell was not immune from abuse’ (Marrin 1979: 166). He was cri-
ticised for a lack of originality and the claim was made that his ideas
were not scholarly and were eclectic, while others misinterpreted his
argument as a prophecy. For example, the leaders of the established
peace societies claimed that Angell was not saying anything that they
had not said before (Abrams 1988: 121), while the most common
misreading of his argument was that Angell deduced from the trend
towards financial interdependence not the irrationality but the impos-
sibility of war. The public’s belief that the book’s message was that
‘there could be no more war’, lamented Angell (1951: 151), was the very
opinion that the book aimed to destroy. According to its author, The
Great Illusion, despite being a publishing success and despite giving rise
to a theory and a movement, was a political failure, because ‘it did not
stop a war’ (Angell 1951: 149).

In order to devote himself to writing and public lecturing in support of
peace, Angell resigned from the Daily Mail in 1912. The following year
several of Angell’s friends established the periodical War and Peace as a
forum for his views (Wasson 1987: 27). Angell also wrote extensively for
American journals, especially the New Republic. His argument, that war
is irrelevant to the end it has in view, introduced the distinction between
older and newer pacifist conceptions. Angell’s estrangement from the
peace societies, which he dismissed as utopian, grew further with the
publication of his next book, in which he challenged the old pacifist
assumptions and the tenants of the diplomatic orthodoxy. The Foun-
dations of International Polity (1914), the chapters of which had been
delivered previously as lectures at various European universities, argues
that the political ideas that shape the conduct of states ‘are erroneous,
despite their general acceptance as self-evident and axiomatic: they are
the outcome of certain abstract theories at variance with the facts’
(Angell 1914: x). While repeating his argument about interdependence
and the decline in the effectiveness of physical force as a means of
securing services in a cooperative process, Angell urges ‘the political
reformation’ to ensure cooperation between nations (79). ‘We do and
must reason and talk about these things’, as public opinion ‘does not
descend upon us from the outside, is not something outside our acts,
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and volition, but the reflection of those acts: it is not made for us, we
make it’ (80).
Norman Angell further discussed the issue of the importance of public

opinion and the need to educate people in his 1926 book The Public Mind:
Its Disorders; Its Exploitation. He warns that the errors of public opinion are
more damaging than they used to be, both because they affect govern-
ment more decisively and because society has become more vulnerable as
it has become more complex (1926: ii). Adapting the political instru-
ments of democracy to the changed conditions of the modern world
requires, according to Angell (iii), educating the public more consciously
for social judgement, ‘for the art, that is, of thinking about common facts
correctly’. Using education to develop a sense of social obligation and to
rise above passions and nationalist fanaticisms relies on the existence of
responsible cultural and political elites as well as on the press, which does
not exploit human weakness; the press ‘does not create evils like
nationalism or race hatred’, and does not ‘intensify and fix more firmly
the type of character and the state of mind out of which those evils grow
and become more dangerous’ (1926: 135, 138). Hence Angell’s calls for
press reforms that would institutionalise the cause of responsible jour-
nalism and establish the rule of reason (Bisceglia 1982: 68). Angell’s
contribution to The Intelligent Man’s Way to Prevent War (1933), a book
edited by Leonard Woolf, asserts that in the modern world war is a result
of international anarchy and that the anarchy itself is not inevitable. Thus,
the problem of preventing war is the problem of replacing anarchy with a
system of international law and order. Ultimately, we need reforms rooted
in reason, and thus education must play a role in creating the psychology
of peace (Angell 1933: 59–62).
In the beginning of 1914 Angell toured the United States for the

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. In the same year he,
together with some friends, founded the Union of Democratic Control,
an organisation that sought to abolish covert diplomacy and that advo-
cated greater public control over the government’s foreign policy. When
the First World War broke out he formed the Neutrality League, a non-
partisan movement voicing reservations about the United Kingdom’s
participation in the war. However, Angell’s view on neutrality changed
the following year. Nevertheless, his attempts to lecture against neutrality
and isolationism in the United States were stopped short by the British
government. As the New Republic of 1 September 1916 reported, ‘The
British government has refused to issue passports to Bertrand Russell and
Norman Angell’ in order to prevent them ‘from fulfilling engagements
in this country to lecture’, because ‘it was feared that they might
talk about the war to Americans in unorthodox language’ (quoted in
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Angell 1951: 215). Not only was Angell denied a passport on the grounds
of subversion but the chief censor also introduced an embargo on his
journalistic works and correspondence. This caused a debate in the
House of Commons, with speakers demanding an explanation from the
government as to why Angell, ‘an independent critic of government’ and
‘a very distinguished publicist’, was not allowed to influence pacifist
opinion in America (Angell 1951: 222–3). When he finally managed to
visit the United States, Angell pronounced the doctrine of neutrality to be
obsolete, attacked isolationism and called for the establishment of a
new world organisation based on collective security (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001: 117). Through his lectures and articles in the United
States, and later in the United Kingdom, Angell publicised his proposal
for a permanent association of nations to protect international peace
and security. This proposal for a new international organisation that
would ensure world peace after the war had ended was read with
interest by President Woodrow Wilson, who later incorporated some
of Angell’s ideas into his own vision of a League of Nations (Wasson
1987: 27).

Between 1914 and 1920 Norman Angell wrote six books elaborating
the reforms necessary for ensuring security in a new international system
and discussing the future position of the United States in international
affairs.2 In 1918 he was an observer during the deliberations of the
Treaty of Versailles, which he found to run counter to his ideas as
expressed in The Great Illusion. As he said in his The Peace Treaty and the
Economic Crisis of Europe (1919), the Treaty of Versailles deserved to be
condemned as it contained the seeds of another war. He positively
valued the League of Nations, because it was based on the principle of
collective security, and he urged the United States to join it. In 1919
Angell founded the Fight the Famine movement to provide food,
medicine and clothing for the children from the regions of central
Europe devastated by the First World War. During the 1920s he
maintained his active involvement with war relief associations. At the
same time, he continued to work as a journalist and to write books and
articles, through which he upheld a constant commentary on world
affairs. Between 1931 and 1935 Angell wrote five more books, in which
he updated his basic conceptions, stated the case for cooperation as the
basis for civilisation and analysed the implications of patriotism,
nationalism and imperialism.3

Angell, who saw himself as a journalist and an author, ‘never avidly
sought public office’ (Bisceglia 1982: 25, 80). Making a living from his
books and journalism, he preferred acting outside politics in the role of
educator-publicist, ‘where I might hope to modify the climate of public
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opinion and make it easier for the politician to be relatively honest’
(quoted in Marrin 1979: 185). After the First World War, however,
Angell turned ‘reluctantly’ to politics (Marrin 1979: 185). In the 1920s,
despite being ‘a far too independent thinker to be trusted with respon-
sible adherence to the party line’, Angell decided to act directly upon
government through political means (Bisceglia 1982: 6). In spite of his
non-partisan appeal and the fact that his ideas were integral to liberal-
ism, his attacks on isolationism and calls for the establishment of a new
world organisation lost him his conservative connections and drew him
into cooperation with Labour (Abrams 1988: 121). After joining the
Labour Party in 1919 he took an active part in the debates on foreign
policy, became an adviser to its leader, Ramsay MacDonald, and helped
move the party to a position of favouring the League of Nations
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 117). In 1929 he won a parlia-
mentary seat and became a member of the Consultative Committee of
the Parliamentary Labour Party. ‘Angell’s task, his sole reason for
involvement with Labour, was to influence its policy in favour of revising
the Treaty of Versailles and in support of the League of Nations: all his
potential actions must ultimately be seen against commitment to col-
lective security’ (Marrin 1979: 191).
His chief problemarosewhen it becameobvious that his basically liberal

philosophy began to run counter to his Labour economics (Bisceglia
1982: 6). In 1931 he gave up his seat in the House of Commons, arguing
that ‘he could accomplish more as a writer and speaker’ (Wasson 1987:
28). The same year he was knighted in recognition of his public service.
Initially he refused the honour, but later he rationalised his acceptance by
saying that the knighthood gave him themeans to influence public opinion
evenmore effectively (Angell 1951: 320–2).Throughout the 1930sAngell
concentrated his efforts as a lecturer, author and journalist on the task of
educating the public on the League of Nations and on the principle of
collective security (322–5).
In 1934 Norman Angell received the 1933 Nobel Peace Prize, which

had been withheld in the absence of suitable candidates. In his Nobel
presentation speech, Christian L. Lange ([1934] 2006: 3, 1), chairman
of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, described Angell as ‘a great writer
and journalist’ and as ‘one of the educators, one of those who instruct
public opinion, who pave the way for reforms which the statesmen
attempt to carry out’. Pointing out Angell’s numerous organisational
initiatives and reform proposals, Lange praised Angell for having ‘the
courage of his convictions’ (3). In his Nobel lecture, Angell ([1934]
2006: 15) asserted that to prevent wars it is essential to educate people
so they have ‘a clear understanding of the elementary, the rudimentary
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principles upon which all human society rests, by means of which alone
it can be made to work’.

In the mid-1930s Angell’s estrangement from the pacifist peace
movement, which had started two decades before, heightened. Being
a chairman of the League of Nations Union’s publicity section, a
member of the Council of the Royal Institute of International Affairs,
an executive of the Comité Mondial Contre la Guerre et le Fascisme
(World Committee Against War and Fascism) and a member of the
Executive Committee of the League of Nations Union, Angell believed
in rational pacifism. His insistence that pacifism and internationalism
were harmonious antagonised many and led to numerous attacks on his
position. ‘The problems Angell encountered in his clashes with the
pacifists seemed to have been derived from his own inveterate ration-
alism. What Angell was trying to do would seem to be impossible.
He was trying to reason away conventions based upon a religious
and ideological faith’ (Bisceglia 1982: 186). Not only did he oppose
basing peacemaking on intensifying the fear of war but he also became
critical of the government’s policy of appeasement. When Italy invaded
Ethiopia Angell criticised the British government for refusing to inter-
vene or impose sanctions. Later he became an outspoken critic of
Neville Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement towards Nazi Germany
(Wasson 1987: 28). Increasingly afraid that Europe would come under
Hitler’s domination, he urged the United Kingdom to give shelter to
Jewish refugees. Angell’s concern for the refugees revealed ‘the essential
courage and decency of the man’ (Marrin 1979: 228).

With the outbreak of the Second World War Norman Angell volun-
teered his services to the Ministry of Information, proposing to go to the
United States to seek support for the British war effort. When he did not
secure any official mission, he went ‘entirely on his own as a private
person’ (Angell 1951: 335). By 1945 Angell’s collective security ideas of
the 1930s against fascism, based on the League of Nations, had become
the basis for a new post-war collective security programme led by the
United States and United Kingdom against the Soviet Union (Malcolm
E. Jewell, quoted in Bisceglia 1982: xiv). He stayed in the United States
until 1951, advocating a gradual move towards world government under
the aegis of the United Nations, working on cementing Anglo-American
relations and furthering international cooperation in general. He con-
tinued to write books and articles and to attend conferences; for
example, in 1960 he lectured at a conference on the reduction of world
tensions at the University of Chicago. In his last book, Defence and
the English-Speaking Role (1958), Angell gave critical analyses of the
expansion of the Soviet Union and the British Labour Party’s policies
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towards the Stalinist Soviet Union. In 1967 he received an honorary
doctorate from Ball State University, in Muncie, Indiana.
In order to champion reforms to reduce the anarchy of the interna-

tional system, Angell actively engaged in the work of many organisa-
tions. This ‘overcommitment’ seemed necessary to Angell in order to
spread his message; he was in need of the support and resources that
only formal networks could provide (Marrin 1979: 51). Such support
was essential, as Angell’s internationalist ideas attempted to ‘counter the
threefold opposition to those ideas by nationalist, pacifist and lukewarm
supporters of the League of Nations’ (Bisceglia 1982: iv). It was also
essential for the realisation of his aspiration to convert public opinion.
Angell’s determination to fight for the cause of international coopera-
tion, to advocate a new structure of international order, rested on his
faith in the benefits of education, because – as he noted in his Nobel
lecture – it was only by the application of intelligence to the manage-
ment of human relations that civilisation could be saved (Angell [1934]
2006: 15).
Norman Angell’s theorising about the politics of open economies was

undermined by the two world wars. Thus, until quite recently, his
internationalist ideas were seen as an illustration of ‘the creative function
of the erroneous idea’ (Marrin 1979: 7). Yet recent writings on the
process of globalisation admit that Angell ‘had already identified the
very same factors that today are imagined to be the motors of globali-
zation’ (Berger 2000: 43). In addition, his ideas about the uselessness of
war seem to ‘have been taken to heart by policy’ (Fettweis 2003: 109)
and to be ‘permeating American education’, as they are ‘in harmony
with contemporary thinking in social studies education’ ( John D. B.
Miller, quoted in Bisceglia 1982: xi). So, although until the 1980s
Angell was seen as one of those intellectuals ‘who have done more for
science and humanity with their magnificent errors than others have
done with their small truths’ (Marrin 1979: 8), his lasting importance
rests upon his efforts to lay bare illusions about international politics and
express his ideas of liberal internationalism.
Angell’s strong sense of mission, which he defined in his Nobel

Lecture as aiming to expose the fallacies that prevented people from
seeing clearly the true nature of the international system (Angell [1934]
2006), meant that, as many observed, he seemed to write the same book
over and over again. Angell himself saw his life’s efforts for peace as a
failure: he claimed that the outstanding fact about his work was that it
‘has not succeeded: it has failed all but completely: failed to affect in any
discernible degree the course and policy towards war’ (quoted in Marrin
1979: 15). While individual efforts could never prevent world wars,

Public intellectuals: Nobel Peace Prize laureates190



Norman Angell’s books, which spoke for liberal internationalism,
pleaded for a ‘community of nations’ to replace competitive nationalism
and promoted freedom and tolerance in international affairs and a world
governed by reason and experience, have served the cause of peace.

Emily Greene Balch: awakening women’s interest
in peace and internationalism

Emily Greene Balch (1867–1961) was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in
1946. She was only the third woman and the second American woman
to receive the prize. Emily Balch was a social reformer, economist,
sociologist, peace activist, writer and poet. Throughout her subsequent
careers of social work, college teaching and working for peace she was an
effective advocate for international cooperation and unity. Balch was
professor of political economy and sociology at Wellesley College in
Boston until 1918, during which time she wrote her major academic
works as well as carrying out her social reform work.4 The outbreak of
the First World War started her thirty years of pioneering for peace.
Balch was a co-founder and long-time executive of the Women’s
International League for Peace and Freedom and a member of many
other peace organisations.5 Her efforts to improve international rela-
tions included campaigns to promote international cooperation in non-
political fields. Balch’s imaginative proposals for working together
through the international authorities for solving peacefully the world’s
problems earned her her reputation among American peace activists as
one of their intellectual leaders (Bussey and Tims 1965).

Emily Greene Balch came from an upper middle-class family from
New England. Her father was a distinguished Boston lawyer who was a
secretary to Charles Summer, the senator, abolitionist and pacifist.
Balch’s education reflected the widening opportunities for higher edu-
cation available to women in the late 1880s. In 1886 she entered a newly
founded women’s college, Bryn Mawr. Although initially she was
attracted to literature and studied Latin and Greek, soon her interest
shifted to the social sciences. On her graduation in 1889 she was
awarded Bryn Mawr’s highest honour, the European fellowship. Balch
used the fellowship to study economics at the Sorbonne in Paris in
1890–1, where she carried out research on public relief for the poor. In
1893 the results of her investigation were published by the American
Economic Association as Public Assistance of the Poor in France (Wasson
1987: 48).

On her return to Boston in 1891, Balch devoted her energies to ‘the
improvement of conditions of life through social reforms’ ( Jahn[1946]
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2006: 1). She became a social worker with the Boston Children’s
Aid Society and, in the following year, she and several of her colleagues
founded a settlement house in Boston (Wasson 1987: 48). While
working as a head worker in the house and helping the poor and
unemployed, Balch also came into contact with many members of the
Boston sociological group, whose reforming activities influenced her
enormously. Nonetheless, although freelancing as a social worker did not
exhaust her aspirations, neither did it stimulate her enough. Despite her
desire to be ‘of use’, Balch abandoned full-time social work to pursue an
academic career. She hoped that as a college professor she would be able
to exert greater influence by awakening ‘the desire of women students to
work for social betterment’ (Randall 1964: 84).
To qualify herself as an academic teacher, Emily Greene Balch took a

course in the Harvard Annex in 1893 and the following year in the
University of Chicago (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 140).
Finally, in 1895–6, she went to Berlin to study the German social
welfare system and how a public employment exchange worked. In
Berlin, as in Paris, Balch managed to enjoy complete independence and
felt that she ‘took her life in her hands’ (Balch, quoted in Randall 1964:
74). In 1896, back in Boston, she accepted a teaching position in eco-
nomics at Wellesley College, where for the next twenty-two years she
taught courses on the theory of consumption, labour issues, socialism,
the role of women in the economy and several practical subjects dealing
with the issues of poverty, slums, crime and immigration. In 1900 she
was asked to organise Wellesley’s first course in sociology (Abrams
1988: 143), and she also offered the first college course on the subject of
immigration. Her teaching was not only innovative and enthusiastic, it
also had the advantage of a certain first-hand quality, as she used her
experiences gained as a social reformer to expand her students’ social
imagination (Wasson 1987: 48). In addition to her academic carrier,
Balch maintained an active interest in reform and trade union move-
ments. She was often asked to serve on state and municipal commissions
dealing with industrial relations and education, as well as performing
arbitration duties. In 1913 she chaired the Massachusetts Minimum
Wage Commission, which drafted the first minimum wage law (Abrams
1988: 143). Meanwhile, in 1902 Balch had taken part in the founding,
and became president, of the Boston branch of the Women’s Trade
Union League (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 141).
In 1905–6, in order to carry out her research on Slav immigration to

the United States, Balch took sabbatical leave from Wellesley College
and travelled through eastern and central Europe. During this time she
became increasingly convinced of the need for great social change in
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order to correct the competitive and unjust economic system. In 1906,
back home from Europe, Balch informed the Wellesley College
administration that she was a socialist. Although such a declaration
placed her in a vulnerable position, her professional standing was
such that her political persuasions had no consequence at that point
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 141). By this stage Balch’s repu-
tation as an excellent teacher and as a very imaginative productive social
scientist was firmly established. Her writings on the economic role of
women and various social problems were well received. The publication
of her book Our Slavic Fellow Citizens in 1910 brought Balch much
acclaim and praise for an original, comprehensive and well-researched
analysis of an immigrant community. In 1913 she received a new five-
year appointment as professor and chair in Wellesley’s department of
economics and sociology (Alonso 1994: 205). Not only did her job
provide her with satisfaction and social recognition, it was also her only
source of income, as after her father’s death in 1898 she had given away
her income from his estate (Randall 1964: 107).

The outbreak of the First World War had a powerful impact on Emily
Greene Balch, not just because she saw it as ‘a tragic break in the work’
that, to her, appeared to be ‘the real task of our time: to construct a
more satisfying economic order’ but also because it changed her own life
(Balch, quoted in Jahn [1946] 2006: 2). From the very start of the war
Balch, a pacifist since 1898, decided to devoted her energies to working
for peace. She joined Jane Addams in her efforts to keep the United
States out of the war and in her work for US mediation between the
warring sides. In 1915 Balch obtained a leave of absence from Wellesley
to participate in the International Congress of Women at The Hague.
During the course of this women’s peace conference she helped to
prepare the mediation plan for ending the war (Patterson Meyer 1978:
113). Balch was chosen as one of the six envoys to visit European
officials to urge upon them a concrete plan for attaining an early peace
(Randall 1964: 153). Balch had talks with Scandinavian and Russian
national leaders, as well as with President Woodrow Wilson, to try and
convince them of the idea of peace through continuous mediation.
Although Balch and the other activists saw the failure of their plans for a
governmental conference of neutrals, they did not give up, and in 1916
they supported and participated in the Neutral Conference of Con-
tinuous Mediation set up by Henry Ford. Balch, in addition to presiding
over many sessions and serving on the Mediation Committee, also wrote
two studies, one of which was a proposal for the international admini-
stration of colonies that anticipated the later mandate system of the
League of Nations ( Jahn [1946] 2006: 3).
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In order to work for peace and to participate in the women’s peace
movement, Emily Balch took another unpaid leave of absence from
Wellesley in 1917–18. She moved to New York, where she was not only
active in the Women’s Peace Party but also participated in the activities
of more adventurous peace groups, which advocated workers’ rights and
women’s equality and also called for radical socio-political changes
(Randall 1964: 218). Because of her contacts with radical and dissenting
groups, Balch found herself in ‘more politically radical waters than
Addams’ (Alonso 1994: 209). Consequently, in the context of the high
pressure for conformity in support of the war, Balch was criticised,
insulted and ridiculed by the press (Randall 1964: 239). Nevertheless,
despite these public attacks, the war period was a very productive time
for Balch. In cooperation with the American Union Against Militarism,
she published in 1918 Approaches to the Great Settlement, a book that
offered an objective account of the various peace proposals, parties,
issues and methods. Furthermore, throughout the war years, as a result
of her writing, activism and contributions to many international gath-
erings, Balch had acquired within national and international peace
movements alike a reputation as ‘a figure of wisdom and common sense’
(Alonso 1994: 209).6

While attending the International Congress of Women in Zurich in
1919, Emily Greene Balch learned that Wellesley College had decided
not to renew her appointment. Although the news was not a surprise
and although, in her own words, she had ‘overstrained the habitual
liberty of Wellesley College’, she felt the loss of her teaching job deeply
(Randall 1972: 79). The dismissal from Wellesley’s faculty for her anti-
war views left her, at the age of fifty-two, without an income, with her
‘professional life cut off short and no particular prospect’ (79). She
accepted an invitation to join the editorial staff of The Nation, a weekly,
in which she soon began publishing articles in support of the struggle for
peace (79). With the ending of the war she ceased to call herself a
socialist, not because she had moved to the right in her social politics but
because the word seemed to her to have moved more definitely to
connote the Marxist doctrine and because she felt a growing distaste for
labels that suited ‘only simple situations’ (Randall 1964: 125). More-
over, she turned her emphasis towards women’s international pacifism
as she discovered that this movement provided the most integrated
framework for the expression of her beliefs (Wasson 1987: 49). During
the 1919 conference in Zurich Balch took part in founding WILPF and
became its secretary and treasurer (1919–22), while Jane Addams was
elected president. Balch worked for WILPF for the rest of her life,
serving in various capacities.
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In the years 1919–22, during which she was secretary and treasurer of
the International Executive Committee of WILPF, Balch set up the
headquarters of the association in Geneva, organised its office finances,
developed branches in more than fifty countries and served as the
association’s chief representative at the League of Nations (Abrams
1988; Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001). She wrote reports and draft
resolutions, planned agendas, served on various committees and helped
to initiate international summer schools to promote peace, which
enjoyed great success and which had Bertrand Russell and Romain
Rolland among their speakers. Balch also put much hard work into
establishing and formalising links with various bodies, especially with
the League of Nations. On behalf of WILPF she worked with League
delegates and members of the secretariat. Balch’s scholarly knowledge
and her ability to reconcile divergent opinions and forge a working
consensus helped to make WILPF’s objectives heard loud and clear on
the international stage (Abrams 1888: 144; Wasson 1987: 48–9).

From 1922 on Emily Greene Balch divided her work between the
international WILPF and its US Section, holding important offices on
both sides of the Atlantic. In 1928–33 she served as president of
WILPF’s US Section, while in 1929–32 she was one of three chair-
women of the WILPF International Executive Committee. In the mid-
1920s she travelled for WILPF to North Africa, the Middle East and
central Europe, where she tried to inspire women’s interest in peace and
internationalism (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001). In 1925 Haitian
members of WILPF requested the International Executive Committee to
look into conditions in Haiti, which had been occupied by the American
Marines since 1915 (Randall 1964: 303). Balch, with five other members
of the mission, spent three weeks on the island examining the effects of
the US military presence on the condition of Haiti’s population. The
mission’s findings were published in the book Occupied Haiti (1927),
edited and largely written by Balch. Following her subsequent campaign
and struggle to get the solutions accepted, the US government carried
out almost all the mission’s recommendations (Wasson 1987: 49).

In 1928, after some weeks of campaigning and lecturing in England,
Ireland and Wales for the renunciation of war, Balch returned to
Geneva, where she worked on proposals for the internationalisation of
two fields that by their very nature transcend national frontiers: the sea
and the air. She saw reforms leading to the internationalisation of
aviation and the internationalisation of the waterways as the first steps
towards a world government, which, according to her, could only be
developed gradually, by expanding legislatures in one area after another
(Randall 1972: 162–6). Balch wrote many other specific proposals in
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which she expressed her ‘planetary concerns’, her idea of setting up
different supranational authorities for reaching agreements on different
matters. In 1932 she presented to the Council of the League of Nations
WILPF’s concerns over arms trafficking in the form of a well-developed
proposal under the title ‘Disarmament’ (Alonso 1994). She urged the
League of Nations to recognise the need to reform, revise treaties and
address not just diplomatic but economic questions as well.
In 1934 Emily Greene Balch acted again, this time without receiving

payment, as the international secretary of WILPF International in
Geneva. In 1935, on her return to the United States, Wellesley college
invited her to give the formal Armistice Day address. Her satisfaction
from the reconciliation with her college ‘revealed how deep the wound
had been when Wellesley failed to reengage her’ (Randall 1964: 326). At
the same time, Balch’s criticism of American isolationism and American
neutrality legislation placed her for the first time in opposition to the US
branch of the Women’s League ( Jahn [1946] 2006: 4). During the
1930s in the United States she helped many European refugees to
resettle there. Her book Refugees as Assets (1930) was an argument for
the US acceptance of refugees from Nazi Germany for economic, cul-
tural and humanitarian reasons (Wasson 1987). In 1937 she was elected
honorary president of WILPF International, the position in which she
continued to serve until her death.
The Second World War represented a difficult challenge for Balch as

it forced her to re-evaluate her pacifist views: ‘I went through a long and
painful mental struggle, and never felt that I had reached a clear and
consistent conclusion’ (quoted in Randall 1964: 340). When the United
States entered the war, in 1941, Balch concluded that defensive war
could be sanctioned, and wrote guidance for all the branches of WILPF
to reaffirm their loyalty to the country and government (Randall 1964:
344). While Balch’s reluctant approval of the American war effort was
seen by many as a sign of her realism, it also cost her a loss of status
among many ‘absolutist pacifist’ members of WILPF (Stenersen, Libaek
and Sveen 2001).
In 1942 the US branch of WILPF gave a public luncheon in Emily

Greene Balch’s honour, during which she delivered a speech entitled
‘Towards a planetary civilization’. Believing that education alone was
insufficient to change people’s attitudes towards international organi-
sations, Balch declared that what was really needed was new interna-
tional organisational structures, enhancing functional cooperation on
specific social, economic and cultural problems. In her presentation,
Balch stressed the need to rationalise the world’s relations in order to
reduce the negative consequences of the existing ‘national anarchies’.
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‘I see no chance of social progress apart from fundamental changes on
both the economic and the political side, replacing national anarchy by
organized cooperation of all peoples to further their common interests
and replacing economic anarchy, based on the search for personal profit
by a great development of the cooperative spirit’ (quoted in Randall
1972: 1963). Balch believed in the development of international unity
through a gradual process of establishing a world government that
would take charge of interests that concern all peoples. According to
her, an international administration, guided by the spirit of cooperation,
should consist of ‘a complex inter-weaving of functional arrangements
for common interests’ (quoted in Randall 1972: 166).

During the Second World War, despite her age, Balch worked hard to
provide support and help for moral and conscientious objectors and
refugees from Europe. She criticised the US government’s policy
towards Japanese-American citizens and helped to relocate Japanese-
Americans who had been forcibly interned by the US authorities in
camps (Randall 1964: 348; Abrams 1988: 144). All her work during the
war, although it did nothing to improve her standing with the govern-
ment, earned her the reputation of being someone who in a time of
distress could be both ‘good and intelligent’ (Randall 1964: 368). Even
more importantly, ‘her independence and intrepid behaviour earned
her many admirers’ (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 141). In
1946 friends in university circles set up a ‘Committee to Sponsor
Emily Greene Balch for the Nobel Peace Prize’. Interestingly, she was
recommended for the award by the president of Wellesley College, and
among many scholars supporting her candidature was John Dewey
(Keene 1998: 127). In his Nobel Peace Prize presentation speech,
Gunnar Jahn ([1946] 2006: 1), chairman of the Norwegian Nobel
Committee, said that Balch had been awarded the prize for her persis-
tent fight for peace and the unfailing courage of her efforts in promoting
international cooperation. Praising the realism and pragmatism of her
proposals and reforms, he ended by saying that Balch ‘has taught us that
the reality we seek must be earned by hard and unrelenting toil in the
world in which we live, but she has taught us more: that exhaustion is
unknown and defeat only gives new, fresh courage to the man whose
soul is fired by the sacred flame’ (5).

Emily Balch was an accomplished researcher and academic. Her
preoccupation with the ideas of peace, liberty and freedom did not
remain purely academic, however, as she turned readily from theory
to practice, from thought to action. She was a ‘brilliant woman intel-
lectual who bore the indefiniteness of her life with grace of stamina’
(Palmieri 1996: 187) and who had a real talent for constructing and
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restructuring organisational networks. Her imaginative proposals for a
gradual international coming together through functional cooperation
and the rationalisation of non-political matters are remarkable, because
her key conceptions and methods were rooted in reason and her scho-
larly knowledge. She found a way to capitalise upon her knowledge by
devising ways in which people could become interested in international
affairs and in finding solutions to such problems. ‘Though she never
held any high public office and made her contributions largely outside
governmental agencies, she managed through her tireless work of writ-
ing, travel, organisation, and more uniquely by effective and continued
letter writing, to achieve a wide hearing and influence’ (Randall 1964:
326). Without waiting for governmental action, she relied on the formal
networks of various peace and women’s organisations to propose and
carry out the required reforms. A typical example of her achievements is
her successful work to address the issue of the American military pre-
sence in Haiti. Although a public figure, Balch was most admired by ‘the
small group of educated, politically active women’ who regarded her as
their intellectual leader (Alonso 1994: 221). All her work can be seen as
realistic, detailed and based on scholarly research, leading to proposals
of the reforms that would be needed to enhance the rational organi-
sation of international affairs.
Emily Greene Balch, a practical scholar of the international peace

movement, continued her efforts for peace until the end of her life, when
she wrote: ‘Certainly my life, like other little lives, has not visibly
affected the course of events but I do not believe that any good effort is
wasted’ (quoted in Randall 1964: 289). Her legacy rests upon her
creative and courageous promoting of ‘planetary civilisation’ as the great
venture beyond nationalism.

Alva Myrdal: endorsing women’s rights and peace

Alva Myrdal (1902–86), the 1982 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, was one
of the most influential Swedish public intellectuals of the twentieth
century, anticipating the centrality of gender issues in the development
of the welfare state. She was a social scientist, educator and social
reformer, one of the founders of the Swedish welfare state, a diplomat
and a disarmament negotiator. Myrdal, as ‘the most influential intel-
lectual in the Swedish women’s movement’ (Ekerwald 2000: 345), was a
symbol of the fight to achieve progress for women towards greater
equality in all spheres of public life. Her lasting legacy rests upon
her contributions to the reform of family planning, housing and edu-
cation. Her writings and activities also provided powerful arguments in
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support of the peace movement in Sweden and internationally. Myrdal
published many books and hundreds of articles, gave numerous lectures
and speeches and directed large research programmes.7 Through her
writings and in her distinguished career she was an important source of
inspiration, exercised enormous power over public opinion and man-
aged to place on the international political agenda many topics that had
previously been excluded. Her persistent advocacy forced such issues
as gender, development issues, peace research and the problem of
poverty and hunger in the world to the top of the political agenda in
Sweden, and elsewhere. Myrdal received more than a dozen awards for
her peace and humanitarian work.8

Although initially most of Myrdal’s writings and organisational work
‘were on a part-time and voluntary basis with women teachers and
reformers’ (Ekerwald 2000: 342) and although she did not hold any
important position until she was in her forties, her later career included
many prominent jobs, provided her with a high-profile international
reputation and took her to many countries. She worked for many gov-
ernmental commissions and was Sweden’s second woman ambassador,
the highest-ranking woman in the UN Secretariat, chairman of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s
(UNESCO’s) social science section and one of the first female ministers
in Sweden. After 1949, when she headed the United Nations’ section
dealing with welfare policy, Myrdal’s concerns for equality, social justice
and public welfare became international in scope. Her work as Sweden’s
chief delegate at the Geneva disarmament conference 1962–6 estab-
lished her reputation as a symbol of the achievements and the ordeals of
the nuclear disarmament process.

Alva Myrdal (born Reimer), the daughter of a building contractor
who was a member of the Social Democratic Party and active in the
Cooperative movement, grew up in the little town of Eskilstuna (Abram
1988: 234–5). Determined to continue her education having left school,
after two years’ work in the local tax office and offering private tutoring
for girls in a local high school she entered Stockholm University, to
study the history of religion, languages and literature. She received her
BA degree in 1924, and the same year she married Gunnar Myrdal.9 In
the following years they pursued advanced studies in Stockholm,
London, Leipzig, Geneva and the United States, where Alva studied
psychology. She also travelled with her husband to the United States on
Rockefeller Foundation scholarships in 1929–30 and studied in Geneva
from 1930 to 1931. After their return to Sweden in 1932 Alva did
graduate work in philosophy and pedagogy, and earned a combined
master’s degree from Uppsala University in 1934. By the end of the
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1930s her primary academic interest was in child welfare, the family and
the role of women, on which topics she published many articles.
During the 1930s Alva Myrdal, who joined the Social Democratic

Party in 1932, was involved in the struggle for equal rights for women
and served on a number of commissions initiated by the Social Demo-
cratic government. Having gained power in 1932, the reformist party
undertook an ambitious programme of modernising industry and ratio-
nalising education and family life. ‘It was a period of the expansion of and
intervention by the state into both economy and society, also a period
when academically trained experts, armed with scientific rationality and
their particular expertise, began to seek inroads into the ruling circles of
society’ (Eyerman 1994: 151). Constructing the basis for the develop-
ment of social democracy through processes of dynamic state planning
and reforms gave a key role to social science. In this context, Myrdal’s
attempts to overcome traditional ways of thinking about the family
structure, education and the role of women were met with interest.
In 1934 the Myrdals published The Crisis in the Population Question, a

book which had an important influence on social policies throughout
Scandinavia and contributed to Gunnar’s and Alva’s growing reputa-
tions in the field of population problems. In the context of the Swedish
population crisis in the 1930s, when birth rates were declining, the
Myrdals, with the help of the new functionalist social science, made the
family an object of scientific investigation and administration and
asserted that ‘the family structure as well as moral and ethical values
were a function of social development’ (Eyerman 1994: 158). The book,
seen as ‘a manifesto of the Swedish Welfare’ (Ekerwald 2001: 542),
publicised and politicised the role of expert-intellectuals (Eyerman
1994: 158). The Myrdals’ ‘proposed reforms were radical’ (Ekerwald
2001: 548), and designed to improve conditions for the poor, women
and children and to counteract segregation and to promote equality of
opportunity. But the book also caused a scandal because of its open
discussion of contraceptives and sex education, and its call for radical
reforms such as housing subsidies for families with children, free health
care and a law forbidding employers to fire women who become preg-
nant was seen as posing a threat to culture and morals. As Alva Myrdal
travelled around Sweden ‘carrying her book’s message, more than one
irate listener stood up to scold her for not being at home with her
new baby. Merely to take up sexual matters was daring: for a woman to
co-author a book on such topics defiled her in the eyes of many’ (Bok
1991: 115). Although the Myrdals’ population policy now faced new
criticism, the positive value of their radical proposals, which directly
influenced the government’s decision to assume responsibility for the
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well-being of all children, regardless of the financial situation of their
parents, and prompted reforms in the fields of family, housing and
population policy, cannot be underestimated.10

The publication of The Crisis in the Population Question led not only to
the passage of social welfare legislation but also to Alva Myrdal’s par-
ticipation in government commissions on population and housing. As
the study’s co-author and a recognised authority in the field, she was
appointed to the Government Committee in 1935. In 1936 Myrdal
founded the Training College for Nursery and Kindergarten Teachers
and directed its work until 1948, gaining reputation as an expert in early
childhood education (Abrams 1988: 235–6). During the 1930s and
1940s she also played a leading role in the movement for the political
and economic equality of women. As chief secretary of the state Com-
mission on Women’s Work from 1935 to 1938, she edited a monthly
magazine for women members of the Social Democratic Party. As
the vice-chairwoman of the Stockholm Organisation of Business and
Professional Women in 1935–6, she sought to achieve feminist goals
through the market place rather than through political power or psy-
chological change. From 1938 to 1947 she served as vice-president of
the International Federation of Business and Professional Women. In all
her activities, Myrdal’s basic aim was to design and facilitate democratic
social policies consistent with a feminist conception of women’s rights.
Through her activities and writings she managed to put feminism on the
public agenda and raised the aspirations of her contemporaries about
what modern and emancipated women should and could achieve, both
at work and in the home. Her slogan, ‘The Working Woman’s Right to
Children and Marriage’, had an impact not only on the women’s
movement but on the whole of society (Frangeur 2002).

From the beginning of the Second World War, in which Sweden
remained neutral, Myrdal became concerned with the plight of refugees.
She was vice-chairwoman of the Joint Committee of Swedish Civic
Organisations for Cultural Relief in Europe. For her war work she was
decorated in Finland and in Norway (Abrams 1988: 235). During the
war she also lectured and wrote books, as well as columns for one of
Stockholm’s afternoon newspapers. In Contact with America (1941),
which she co-authored with her husband, their attempts to ‘arouse their
fellow Swedes to guard their freedom more forcefully contributed to a
greater awareness of democracy’ (Bok 1991: 147). Recognising that the
time was right for people to have the courage to speak out critically, the
Myrdals also encouraged individuals to protect their democratic ideals
and resist all who were trying to undermine them. In her own book on
population issues, Nation and Family (published in Sweden in 1941, in
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English in 1945), Alva Myrdal addressed many dilemmas connected with
the relationship between the social rights of citizens and women’s rights,
and provided a feminist account of the national welfare state. She showed
that issues of class and gender are both integral and proved that a feminist
perspective is a necessary ingredient in any adequate theory of the
national welfare state (Holmwood 2000: 35). While analysing procreation
in modern societies, Myrdal (1941: 49–55) focused on sexuality, identity
and social conditions and pointed out that it is impossible to separate the
personal from the economic motives behind having a child. She asked
what the principles ought to be underlying a responsible family policy and
looked at the measures that society should take in order not to only
counter poverty and suffering but also to promote a way of life that people
could aspire to. While stressing the democratic nature of the Swedish
efforts to shape a family policy, Myrdal (1941: 12–31) noted that only the
population policy of a democratic state can create ‘a new stronghold for
married women’s fight for their right to work’.
Myrdal’s writings and activities made her the most famous public

figure in Sweden (Ekerwald 2005: 3). In 1946, as an advocate of pro-
gressive educational methods, she was appointed to the Royal Com-
mission on Educational Reform and named chairwoman of the World
Council for Early Childhood Education. Three years later Myrdal, who
was known as an active supporter of the UN, was appointed director of
the United Nations Department of Social Affairs. During her stay in
New York she ‘was not only a civil servant in a big organisation but also,
obviously, a public intellectual, known at least by other public intel-
lectuals although perhaps not by the broad masses’ (Ekerwald 2005: 3).
In her new role, she enjoyed a degree of intellectual independence,
as working for the United Nations in the 1940s was ‘something like
working for an NGO today’ (3). In this role she coordinated projects
involving such issues as human rights, freedom of information, the
status of women, drug abuse and population growth. Myrdal not only
gave talks and interviews to the media but also had intellectual debates
with colleagues around the world and became ‘important in wide circles
in the progressive world top layer for formulating a social policy for the
world through the politics of the United Nations’ (4). In 1951 she
moved to UNESCO in Paris as the director of the Department of Social
Sciences, where she coordinated a major research project on racism and
was responsible for re-establishing scientific institutions destroyed dur-
ing the war and creating new research structures and universities in the
newly formed independent states (Bok 1991: 215).
In 1955 Alva Myrdal was appointed Sweden’s ambassador to India,

where she served for six years, during which time her work contributed
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to the promotion of international connections, tolerance and mutual
knowledge. For her efforts and goodwill she received the Nehru Award
for international understanding. During this period she was also helping
Gunnar with his book Asian Drama: An Inquiry into the Poverty of Nations
(finally published in 1968), to which she contributed much research and
the preliminary writing of some chapters (Bok 1991: 261). On her
return to Sweden in 1961, she initiated a campaign for European aid for
the developing countries. Through her lectures, her participation in
conferences and her writings she contributed to the development of a
new internationalism that stressed the West’s obligations to Third
World nations. ‘Her persistent advocacy forced the issues of poverty and
hunger abroad and of Swedish foreign aid to the top of the political
agenda’ (Bok 1991: 278). In the book Our Responsibility for the Poor
People (1961) and in many speeches, such as ‘Responsible citizenship in
the world’ and ‘A scientific approach to international social welfare’, she
urged people and governments to think globally, to lower trade barriers
and introduce other much-needed reforms to reduce the gap between
the nations.

In 1961 Myrdal was elected to the Swedish parliament and joined the
Cabinet, first without portfolio and then from 1966 to 1973 as the first
Swedish minister for disarmament (Bok 1991: 294). In 1962 she was
nominated Sweden’s representative to the Geneva disarmament con-
ference. During the negotiations there she played a very active role,
becoming the leader of the group of non-aligned countries, on behalf of
which she initiated a proposal for a nuclear ban. Representing eight non-
alliance nations, she worked hard and proved to be a resilient negotiator
who knew how to influence public opinion successfully (Herman 1993).
Because of her humanistic pacifism, which was practical rather than
radical, and because of her confidence that the road to world peace lay
in both nuclear disarmament and social development for all nations,
Myrdal was called the ‘conscience of the disarmament movement’
(Theorin 2001: 7). She became increasingly critical of the superpowers
and their unwillingness to disarm, and attacked both the United States
and the Soviet Union for increasing the probability of war. Nevertheless,
when denouncing both world powers for their failure in the arms
negotiations, Myrdal, a great believer in democracy, made it clear that
she did not regard their political systems as equivalent. Her courage to
speak up and to criticise world leaders and her practical work as a
reformer gained her ‘respect not only in her own camp but also among
her adversaries’ (Theorin 2001: 1). Although she did not manage to
achieve her goal of a complete ban on nuclear testing, she did succeed
in securing a partial ban. Her influence also contributed to Sweden’s
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unilateral renunciation of nuclear weapons in 1968, and later of all
chemical and biological means of warfare.
Until her resignation from all her government positions in 1973,

Myrdal maintained her interest in disarmament issues. ‘Alva Myrdal
became a one-woman crusade on behalf of disarmament’ (Keene 1998:
238). She gave many speeches, wrote numerous articles and published
an influential book, The Game of Disarmament (1976), which provided
powerful arguments in support of the peace movement. In the book,
while showing her remarkable mastery of scientific and technical
detail and her powers of analysis, she again expressed her criticism of
the superpowers as being chiefly responsible for the failure of the
disarmament efforts. Recognising the need for professional insight into
the disarmament debate, she helped to establish the Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute. Her crusade for disarmament won
her several awards, including the Nobel Peace Prize. In the Nobel
presentation speech, Aarvik ([1982] 2006: 1) stressed her work for
nuclear disarmament and women’s liberation as well as her contribution
to the building of the Swedish welfare state. He noted that, because of
her advocacy concerning the global issues of poverty, human rights,
refugees and disarmament, she belonged to ‘the world community’
while at the same time being ‘firmly rooted in Nordic constitutional
principles and its democratic ideals’ (2). In her Nobel Peace lecture,
Myrdal ([1982] 2006: 5) demonstrated that, despite her idealism and
her Enlightenment values, she was neither an uncritical modeniser nor a
naive believer in progress. She pointed out that the progress of tech-
nology, which is a driving force of our civilisation, can be exploited for
various means. While admitting that ‘we human beings do not seem to
have succeeded to make a choice quite consciously, nor how to steer the
considerable consequences’ (5), she argued that an attempt to moder-
nise any society must respect and educate its people, and that we can
and must be both practical and moral.
Alva Myrdal was ‘a true intellectual, continuously exchanging views

with scientists and leading politicians, who provided her with inspira-
tion for policy work’ (Theorin 2001: 2). Although she did not identify
herself as a sociologist (Ekerwald 2000: 344), Myrdal made significant
contributions to sociology. Moreover, the Myrdals, both jointly and
separately, not only ‘introduced and established American sociology
in Sweden’, but also ‘influenced 20th-century social thought, socio-
economic methodology, and public policy’ (Lyon 2001: 515). Alva
herself is probably best known among sociologists for the book she
co-authored with Klein, Women’s Two Roles (published in 1956), which
was praised for its important contribution to developing conceptions of

Public intellectuals: Nobel Peace Prize laureates204



modern womanhood, making gender issues central to the development
of democratic politics and opening debates on how to harmonise
women’s two lives – home and work. The authors, pointing to many
studies and relying on comparative statistics, advocated various mea-
sures and reforms to enhance women’s aspirations to combine family
and work.

Myrdal was a very innovative and creative thinker and writer, who
believed in the democratic form of government and the role of civil
society as the essential element of democracy. Her main frame of
reference was organised movements and the ruling Social Democratic
Party and she always courageously spoke up when democratic values or
processes were under threat. Being an active feminist during her time
and having experience of the state bureaucracy, Myrdal ‘was not afraid
to point out employers or politicians’ who were preventing women from
participating fully in social and political life (Frangeur 2001: 11).
Although many of her projects were met with strong opposition, she was
never stopped by difficulties: ‘I have never, never allowed myself to give
up’ (quoted in Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 225). Her pre-
paredness to struggle and not to surrender to difficulties, her reliance on
a solid foundation of scientific facts and her ‘very personal way of
concretising general ideas’ all contributed to her success in influencing
public opinion, and established her image as a ‘creator of public opi-
nion’ (Theorin 2001: 1–3). Myrdal proved herself to be one of the most
influential reformers and moulders of public opinion associated with
the ideology and praxis of social democracy in Sweden, and conse-
quently one of the most important contributors to the development of
democratic social policy worldwide.

In the context of the building of the Swedish welfare state, her role
as the expert creator of public opinion was not unusual, as Swedish
reformers of that time tended to combine the roles of expert-intellectuals
and agitators – ‘to become what can be called rationalizing intellectuals’
(Eyerman 1994: 151). ‘Rationalisation’ in the social democratic vocabu-
lary meant ‘bringing order to a disordered world, to a world ruled by
custom, rather than science, by power rather than reasoning’ (152). It
promised, through state intervention, stabilisation, steady growth, mod-
ernisation and social democracy. In this context, the idea of rationalisation
and social science ‘were given a key role’ (154). Alva Myrdal’s work
exemplified this idea, although she added to it her concern for ‘the
underdog’, as all her life, in her ownwords, she had ‘been championing the
underdog. I have worked for the equality of children with adults, of women
with men, of the poor with the rich, of poor countries with rich countries
and of lesser with strong nations’ (quoted in Coughlin 1986: 45).
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Trusting the positive power of reason
and communication

Norman Angell, Emily Greene Balch and Alva Myrdal can all be classi-
fied as champions, because their consciousness-raising critique of various
aspects of their societies was not an expression of protest or resignation
but a manifestation of their trust in the positive power of reason and
communication. They were more knowledgeable about the realities of
power than, for instance, heroes, and they were less convinced that voi-
cing mere ideas was sufficient to trigger desirable changes, and the out-
come of these two realisations was their attempts to educate wider
audiences and speak to power in support of a specific cause or interest.
The important part of all three champions’ creative lives took place in

the inter-war period. In the 1930s, according to many authorities on the
history of intellectuals, in many Western countries the emphasis was on
‘the oppositional, bohemian, or ‘‘alienated’’ position of the intellectual’
(Collini 2006: 148). The inter-war intellectuals were ‘alienated’ and
‘ideological rebels’, who, while rejecting the bourgeois culture, ‘could
not find anything to substitute for it except Bohemianism and an utterly
spurious proletarianism’ (Shils 1955: 11). In contrast to oppositional or
bohemian intellectuals, who only either protested against or rejected
reality, champions’ reaction to the ambivalence and uncertainties of the
inter-war situation was to consider what ought to be done. They took
more direct steps to realise their aspirations to humanise and rationalise
the workings of societies and communities of which they felt themselves
to be an integral part. In addition, as all three champions lived and
worked in many countries and as they combined patriotism with inter-
nationalism, they promoted the global perspective and called for a
cooperative, stable and orderly international system.
The term ‘champion’, as used here, presupposes the existence of a

political system seen as having the potential to benefit from some pro-
cesses of formalisation and rationalisation. It also assumes that the sys-
tem would be a liberal democracy, in which the consequences for open
criticism are not so dire as in others. Additionally, all three champions
increased their scope of freedom and independence by often working
abroad, mainly for international organisations – which, moreover, tended
to be in the relatively early stages of formation and therefore not yet
totally formalised and centralised. All the champions’ reformist efforts
were endorsed and initiated through their formal connections with var-
ious organisations, movements and political authorities. In their search
for responsive audiences, the champions were constructing and revita-
lising various formal networks, and the configuration of these networks
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enhanced their reformist programmes. All three intellectuals in this
category constructed and maintained robust formal ties, the strength of
which positively affected the success of their instrumental action. It can
be said, following Nan Lin’s (2001: 67) proposition, that the strength of
champions’ organisational ties facilitated their ‘access to better social
capital for instrumental action’. Moreover, their multiple roles and
memberships, by ‘bridging’ or ‘linking’ various movements and networks
together, consolidated and strengthened their opportunity to access
sources and the bases of their public authority (67–70).

The champions’ relationship with power, although it constituted only
one aspect of their larger networks, also allowed them to reach out to the
public. While Sakharov and other dissidents were faced with state
prosecution, the champions’ ideas were incorporated into the state’s
policies. For example, Alva Myrdal, who was a champion for women’s
rights and for disarmament, became a political insider, an MP, a
Cabinet member and even a minister, while many of her projects
have been incorporated by the Swedish welfare state. Her theoretical
work and her reformist activities provided support for the welfare state, a
new role for women, changes in family policy, the expansion of chil-
dren’s welfare and the peace movement, internationally as well as in
Sweden. Her involvement in the process of reforming the status and
welfare of women and children permits us to say that she was the
champion who established the link between scientific circles and a non-
specialist public.

While heroes believe that one person can change the world, champions
stress the need for dispelling old attitudes and awakening people to and
informing them about alternatives to such ‘truths’. Whereas heroes offer
their contemporaries moral guidance on important issues, champions act
upon the outside world, effecting changes in the public sphere. The
difference between heroes and champions is well illustrated by the com-
parison of Jane Addams’ high profile and Emily Greene Balch’s low visi-
bility on the American public stage. Addams’ charismatic personality, her
absorption in ‘great things’ and her work in the settlement house move-
ment, commonly perceived as ‘an extension of the domestic sphere and
traditionally occupied by women’ (Alonso 1994: 210), were widely
admired. Balch’s concentration on a more specific cause, pursing a pro-
fessional career and entering the world of international affairs, ‘a sphere
traditionally closed to women’ (Alonso 1994: 210), made her name
familiar only to a select group of people. Furthermore, while Addams
relied on an informal network of friends, Balch operated more on the
international stage and worked with politically oriented international
women’s movements and other international organisations.
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Cham pions are publ ic intellect uals who are com mitted modern isers
and who assum e mult iple roles as edu cators, moulders of public opinion
and expert s. Being very muc h bound up in the politic al realities of the
day, they voice powerful arg uments – base d on knowledge – in favour of
reforms , wh ich they also help to advoc ate, promote and impl ement .
Champi ons come with novel ideas but their m essage s, unl ike pione ers’
projects, are less ‘rev olutiona ry’. Our champi ons’ attemp ts to rat ionalise
the int ernational or nation al ord er were rooted in their arg uments for
reason, planning and coope ration. For exampl e, both Norman Angel l’s
and Balch’s proposals of reform were attem pts at the rational isation of
the an archy of the internationa l system, while Myrda l voiced and sup-
ported propo sals of reforms aiming to rational ise an d impro ve the stat e’s
functions and services. In other words, what makes champions different
from pione ers, who wi ll be the subjec t of our nex t chapt er, has to do
with their practicality, their involvement in institutional settings, their
lobbying skills and the gradualism of their proposed reforms.

Notes

1 Among Norman Angell’s many books, the most important are: The Great
Illusion: A Study of the Relation of Military Power in Nations to Their Economic
and Social Advantage (1910), The Great Illusion: 1933 (1933), The Great
Illusion – Now (1938), America and the New World-State: A Plea for American
Leadership in International Organization (1915), America’s Dilemma: Alone or
Allied? (1940), Arms and Industry: A Study of the Foundations of International
Policy (1914), For What Do We Fight? (1939), From Chaos to Control (1933),
Let the People Know (1943), The Menace to Our National Defence: London
(1934), The Money Game: How to Play It (1928), Patriotism under Three Flags:
A Plea for Rationalism in Politics (1903), Peace with the Dictators? A Symposium
and Some Conclusions (1938), The Public Mind: Its Disorders; Its Exploitation
(1926), The Steep Places: An Examination of Political Tendencies (1947), This
Have and Have-Not Business: Political Fantasy and Economic Fact (1936) and
The Unseen Assassins (1932).

2 The Dangers of Half-Preparedness: A Plea for a Declaration of American Policy
(1916), The World’s Highway (1915), The Political Conditions of Allied Success
(1918), The British Revolution and the American Democracy (1919), War Aims:
A Plea for a Parliament of the Allies (1917) and The Peace Treaty and the
Economic Chaos of Europe (1919).

3 The Unseen Assassins (1932), The Great Illusion: 1933 (1933), The Menace to
Our National Defence (1934), From Chaos to Control (1933) and Preface to
Peace: A Guide for the Plain Man (1935).

4 Among Emily Greene Balch’s most important publications are Public Assistance
of the Poor in France (1893), Approaches to theGreat Settlement (1918),Our Slavic
Fellow Citizens (1910),Women at The Hague (with J. Addams and A. Hamilton)
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(1915), Occupied Haiti (1927), Refugees as Assets (1930), The Miracle of Living
(poems) (1941), Vignettes in Prose (1952) and Beyond Nationalism: The Social
Thought of Emily Greene Balch (ed. by M.M. Randall) (1972). For a full list of
Emily Greene Balch’s publication, see Mercedes M. Randall (1972), which
includes a collection of documents, published and unpublished, and a
comprehensive list of her publications. Also see Swarthmore College Peace
Collection’s website.

5 Balch joined many organisations campaigning against US entry into the First
World War. She was a member of the Collegiate Anti-Militarism League, the
Fellowship of Reconciliation American Neutral Committee, the People’s
Council of America, the Liberty Defence Union, the Women’s Peace
Party, the American Union Against Militarism, the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom and the Intercollegiate Socialist Society
( Jahn [1946] 2006; Randall 1964).

6 Balch’s articles, such as ‘A double alignment’, ‘The war in its relations to
democracy and world order’ and ‘A time to make peace’, were regarded by
many as some of the most statesmanlike propositions on the settlement of
the European war that had appeared in any periodical (Randall 1964: 259).

7 Alva Myrdal’s publications include books written with her husband Gunnar
Myrdal, such as The Crisis in the Population Question (1934) and Contact
with America (1941), and her own works, such as Nation and Family (1941),
Women’s Two Roles (with Viola Klein; 1956) and The Game of Disarmament:
How the United States and Russia Run the Arms Race (1976).

8 These include prizes from West Germany, the Netherlands, India, the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the Swedish
Royal Academy of Sciences, the first Albert Einstein Peace Prize (1980) and
in 1982 the Norwegian People’s Peace Prize (Abrams 1988: 234). In 1981
Myrdal was awarded an honorary doctorate by the University of Oslo
(Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 226).

9 Gunnar Myrdal was a great scholar, winning the Nobel Memorial Prize in
Economics in 1974. Together with Alva he played an important role in the
shaping of the Swedish welfare state. Their book The Crisis in the Population
Question (1934) led to the passage of social welfare legislation in Sweden and
several other Scandinavian countries.

10 Recently Alva Myrdal’s work was criticised for supporting the Swedish
sterilisation policy. Yet, as Hedvig Ekerwald (2000: 345) notes, portraying
Alva as ‘a eugenic utopian is ‘‘a false image’’ ’. Moreover, her work needs
to be seen in historical context. Furthermore, in her 1941 book Nation and
Family Myrdal herself stresses the difference between Swedish efforts to
shape family policy, presented as being democratic, and the Nazis’ pro-
natalist and racist family propaganda.
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9 Pioneers: bringing science to politics

Visionary ways of shaping uncharted territories

Searching for definitions of ‘pioneer’ in dictionaries or on the Web, it
soon becomes clear that the main meaning of this term refers to a person
who originates or helps open up a new line of thought, art, research or
technology – an innovator who initiates or participates in new devel-
opments. Using this conception of the term, we describe the achieve-
ments of leading scientists by stressing that they are pioneers – such as a
pioneer of artificial intelligence or a pioneer in aviation. The second
meaning of the notion refers to a pioneer as a person who first enters a
new field or settles a new region, opening it up for others; in other
words, pioneers are the first colonists or settlers in a new territory. These
two definitions can overlap when pioneering refers to a situation in
which both actions take place simultaneously, when both activities – the
developing of something new and the exploring of uncharted areas –
occur at the same time. For example, with reference to the surgeons who
pioneered organ transplants, we suggest both they participated in the
creation of something new and that they went into a previously unex-
plored field of medical practice.
Our definition of ‘pioneer’, as developed in chapter 4, puts the

emphasis on this double meaning of the term. The category of pioneers
is located in the informalised system underwritten by a relatively high
level of frustration. Its members are scientists whose breakthrough dis-
coveries have earned them a reputation in the scientific community,
while their courageous acts in the interests of their community and
humanity in general testify to their sense of responsibility as scientists.
They are inventors of tools, products and theories, and at the same time,
as a moral force, they provide new insights into problems. Pioneers go
out of their way to have the community recognise the value of their ideas
and projects no matter what the resistance – and this both in the sci-
entific and in the political sphere. Their passion for solving nature’s
puzzles, together with their ethical responsibility for the knowledge they
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create, make them courageous public intellectuals whose creative
actions are invoked at the frontiers of knowledge and experiment.

Pioneers, believing that the discoveries of scientists should benefit
mankind, aim to ensure the absorption of their inventions into the day-
to-day functioning of society. When introducing their new methods,
products or ideas, they rely on skilfully constructed multiple network
resources that reach far beyond their informal ties. Despite the fact that
they live in modern, democratic societies that are open to change, pio-
neers often run risks in defence of their projects. When they are successful,
the process of routinisation follows, which entrenches the new actions,
methods or uses of the new products. Their pioneering actions tend not to
be embedded in encompassing and closed networks as the implementa-
tion of innovative ideas demands broader social reforms, for which reli-
ance on wider, and thereby less intimate, networks is necessary. Pioneers,
in contrast to champions, who are tireless advocates of a specific cause,
are more instrumental and incremental in their approach. Firstly they are
instrumental in the growth of their invention, especially in its early stages,
and then – by linking the consequences of that invention to general
principles – they get engaged in the fight for those general principles.

As the backdrop to their initiatives for change is a system that is less
centralised and formalised than in the case of dissidents, pioneers are
more successful in overcoming obstacles to that change than dissidents.
At the same time, in contrast to heroes, whose life has an epic quality,
they are not bestowed with instant recognition and lifelong celebrity
status. All the same, pioneers’ creative achievements grant them high
professional authority and public standing within the communities that
benefit from their innovations. While a hero is someone who is recog-
nised by the public as an intellectual leader with a great sensitivity to
collective problems and whose image is supplanted by the legend, pio-
neers are mainly scientists, who, despite the fact that their discoveries
contribute to the well-being of all, are not always well known and
remembered.

In our sample of public intellectuals who have won the Nobel Peace
Prize are three scientists: John Boyd Orr, Linus Pauling and Norman
E. Borlaug.

John Boyd Orr: freeing mankind from want

John Boyd Orr (Baron Boyd Orr of Brechin; 1880–1971), a Scottish
farmer, doctor, nutritionist, biologist, soldier, politician, professor,
chancellor of the University of Glasgow, banker, Member of Parliament
and the 1949 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, was the first scientist to win
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the Nobel Peace Prize not for his scientific discoveries but for the way
they were employed to promote cooperation between nations (Abrams
1988: 151). Boyd Orr was the creator of the world-famous scientific
organisation the Rowett Institute, in which he established a programme
of research on human and animal nutrition. His research had a sig-
nificant impact on British health policy and food policy during the
Second World War. He published an impressive number of original
research papers and ten books.1 Believing that, in order to solve the
problem of hunger and subsequently to create the basis for a peaceful
international order, agricultural and nutritional policies should be
coordinated, Boyd Orr propagated and fought for a new approach to
agricultural and nutritional problems on a world scale. As the first
director general of the Food and Agriculture Organization and a founder
of the International Emergency Food Council, not only was he inter-
ested in increasing agricultural production but he also tried to ensure an
equitable distribution of the food products among the nations. Boyd Orr
received more than a dozen honorary degrees from universities at home
and abroad, was knighted in 1935 and elevated to the peerage in 1948.2

John Boyd Orr was born in Kilmaurs, Ayrshire, as a son of a quarry
owner. He was educated at the village school, in which he later worked
for four years as a pupil-teacher (Keene 1998: 136). Between 1899 and
1902, after winning a Queen’s scholarship, he attended Glasgow
University for some classes and the teachers’ training college for others,
but the university education was ‘the most important’ (Boyd Orr 1966:
40). Because of the scholarship he was expected to go back to teaching,
so after graduating in 1902 he took a job as a teacher in Glasgow’s poor
district. After three years of teaching, Boyd Orr re-entered Glasgow
University in 1905 to study science and medicine. He then worked as a
GP for a short period, but when he was offered a two-year Carnegie
research fellowship he accepted and went to carry out research in
Glasgow University, and later in a newly created Nutrition Institute in
Aberdeen. During the First World War he volunteered for the army and
served as a military doctor for both the British army and the Royal Navy,
firstly in active duty and later as a researcher into military diet.
After the armistice Boyd Orr returned to the Nutrition Institute in

Aberdeen, from which he had had a leave of absence for the war. As the
first director of the institute, his task was to build it up from scratch,
establish its reputation and provide a vision for its expansion. All the
institute’s facilities were built as a result of Boyd Orr’s efforts, imagi-
nation, organisational skills and talent for raising money. Although he
worked with great enthusiasm, in his autobiography he says: ‘I still look
back with bitter resentment at having to spend half of my time in the
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humiliating job of hunting for money for the Institute’ (1966: 94). By
1927 the Rowett Research Institute, as it became known, had attained
an international reputation as a research centre. The status and profile
of the institute were further elevated by Boyd Orr’s decision to publish
a journal, Nutrition Abstracts and Reviews (Wasson 1987: 133). In 1932
he was elected a fellow of the Royal Society, an honour which, while
acknowledging his achievements as a scientist, also testified to the fact
that the institute was recognised as ‘one of the great research centres’,
which ‘set the seal of success on the long struggle to establish it’ (Boyd
Orr 1966: 101).

From his first days in the Rowett Institute, John Boyd Orr was engaged
in research, despite his various administrative duties. During his early
years there he carried out a study into the role of proteins and mineral
metabolism in farm anddairy animals. This investigation, which led to the
publication of his influential work Minerals in Pastures and Their Relation
to Animal Nutrition (1929), established his reputation as a highly success-
ful scientist. After 1927 Boyd Orr changed his research focus to human
nutrition and began to investigate how to improve people’s diets. His first
work devoted to human nutrition, Milk Consumption and the Growth of
School Children (1928), was based on dietary experiments carried out
among schoolchildren in the mining districts. It was followed up by a
whole series of papers dealing with the subject of human nutrition, the
topic which led to Boyd Orr’s growing concern with policy matters. This
new focus prompted him to conclude that the United Kingdom needed a
coordinated, scientifically based national food policy. His innovative
projects on how to improve the nation’s diet were, however, at odds with
official views on the matter. Unable to win government support for his
proposals, he became an active lobbyist and propagandist for enriching
people’s nutrition.

During the 1930s, Boyd Orr engaged in large-scale surveys of nutri-
tional problems in many nations. He became ‘a research scientist who
made the whole world his laboratory’ (Calder 1966: 23). This wider focus
facilitated links with international institutions and brought many foreign
scholars and students to the institute. The expansion of the research on
human and animal nutrition also brought the institute into contact with a
number of government-sponsored or other semi-governmental organisa-
tions (Boyd Orr 1966: 109). Although very realistic and still needing to
raise money, he continued to be very critical of official policies, pushing
for reforms to ensure improvements to diets and campaigning for changes
in food policy. For example, he agitated against the establishment of food
monopoly boards in the interests of producers. In 1934, during the
Chadwick Lecture, Boyd Orr criticised the agricultural marketing boards
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and urged the establishment of a comprehensive food and agricultural
policy based on human needs, which would absorb all home-produced
surpluses. This ‘annoyed the Ministry’, and Boyd Orr was of the opinion
that, since the institute was maintained by a government grant, the
director ‘ought not to be allowed to engage in propaganda against the
government’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 113).
The real confrontation with the government, however, came later over

the publication in 1936 of Food, Health and Income, which was based on
the extensive dietary surveys that had been carried out by John Boyd Orr
and his team. The study, which analysed the nutritive value of the diet for
each income group, found evidence that a large proportion of the British
population – nearly 50 per cent of the nation at that time (1933–4) – was
unable to afford an adequate diet and that 10 per cent of the population
was malnourished. When these results revealing the high level of mal-
nutrition in the United Kingdom were about to be published, the
authorities ordered civil servants who cooperated with Boyd Orr to
withdraw their names from the publication (Boyd Orr 1966: 114). The
report, being the first scientific evidence for the nutritional state of the
British people, was ‘political dynamite’, especially in the run-up to a
general election (Calder 1966: 15). Fearing that publication might be
prevented, Boyd Orr decided to make the results public as soon as poss-
ible. Accordingly, he presented the figures at the British Science Asso-
ciation’s annual meeting in 1935, and later issued a general statement
about the food position in the country (Boyd Orr 1966: 114–15). He also
engaged in a series of lectures, press interviews and presentations.
Although his disclosures were criticised and many newspapers carried

sensational reports, Boyd Orr had managed to ensure publicity for the
research results, and, consequently, in the 1935 election campaign every
candidate had to be ready to answer questions on nutrition (Calder
1966: 17). Nonetheless, the ministry continued to put up strong resis-
tance to informing the public of the undernourishment affecting many
citizens; even just before the book was to be published, ‘a Minister in the
government came to me and suggested that the report should be not
made public’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 117). Boyd Orr proposed that, instead of
trying to prevent the publication of the results of his research, ‘the
government should take the line that, owing to the great advance in the
science of nutrition, they had promoted this inquiry’ (117). Later that
year, ‘typically, in the British tradition, the government, which he had so
embarrassed’ gave Boyd Orr a knighthood (Calder 1966: 15).
The publication of Food, Health and Income the next year widened

the debate about nutritional problems, led to a public outcry and laid
the foundations for a positive nutritional policy. With the creation of the
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Committee against Malnutrition and with new social programmes, such
as milk at schools, starting to be publicly discussed, John Boyd Orr had
achieved his main goal: a close connection between health and agri-
culture was established. Furthermore, the Food, Health and Income
survey and the public discussion that followed were also responsible for
the sensible measures introduced by the British during the Second
World War. Boyd Orr, moreover, was directly involved, as a member of
Winston Churchill’s Scientific Committee on Food Policy, in the for-
mulation of the war rationing policy (Calder 1966: 15). The British
government’s war food policy also benefited from a book that Boyd Orr
co-authored with David Lubbock, Feeding the People in Wartime (1940),
which outlined a policy for the government that included rationing,
price controls and the regulation of agricultural production. ‘This
application of Boyd Orr’s ideas resulted in a far higher level of health
among the population than anyone had expected’ (Jahn [1949]
2006: 3). Yet Boyd Orr himself played ‘a curious role’ during the war,
because, although he had been the author of so much that was then put
into effect, ‘the establishment was still distrustful of him and his ideas
about feeding the people of the world’ (Calder 1966: 18). While the
British authorities were prepared to listen to him ‘as an adviser, and as a
member of commissions, on the practical needs of Britain in war-time,
they still regarded him as a visionary’ (18). Soon Boyd Orr had even
more proof that being a visionary pioneer, especially in wartime, could
be a cause of many problems.

Despite the fact that he was carrying heavy wartime responsibilities,
he also began to plan for the post-war years, especially the problem of
how to repair the damages to world food production and nutrition
programmes (Abrams 1988: 152). With the Food, Health and Income
survey also making diet an international issue, the League of Nations
appointed a special commission, the Technical Commission on
Nutrition, to enquire into world food needs and their relationship to
agriculture, health and economics. Boyd Orr, as a member of that
commission, helped to prepare statements of dietary standards and
projects to link the issues of health and agriculture on a world scale. In
1942, because of his leading role in the international plans to address the
war devastation and to improve levels of nutrition around the world, he
was invited by the Milbank Memorial Fund to visit the United States to
help to draft a world food policy based on human needs (Wasson
1987: 133). The trip was also envisaged as ‘free-lance diplomacy’ to get
‘the Roosevelt administration to revive the League of Nations plan for
food and agriculture’ (Calder 1966: 18). Subsequently, in 1943,
Franklin Roosevelt invited delegates from the Allied nations to Hot
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Springs, Virginia, to begin implementing plans for the third of his four
Atlantic Charter pledges, ‘Freedom From Want’. The UK government
did not appoint Boyd Orr to its national delegation, however, ‘in part
because he advocated international measures that might infringe upon
Great Britain’s ability to compete in the free market’ (Wasson 1987:
133). Moreover, Boyd Orr’s ideas on food policy were not in agreement
with ‘the traditional British view for cheap imported food and better
profits in industrial exports’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 160). In short, the British
government did not want him to go because ‘his views were, said one
telegram, ‘‘unorthodox’’ ’ (Calder 1966: 18). Nevertheless, despite the
fact that he did not participate in the Hot Springs conference, his views
strongly influenced its discussions and the projects that were adopted.
The resolutions of the conference, which called for the establishment of
a new world organisation, were ‘wholly in accordance with the line taken
by Boyd Orr’ (Jahn[1949] 2006: 3).
In 1945 John Boyd Orr retired from the Rowett Research Institute

and accepted two new positions: a three-year term as rector of Glasgow
University and a seat in the Commons representing the Scottish uni-
versities.3 In his many public appearances and newspaper articles he
expressed his support for the creation of the United Nations and its
objectives, and especially for its goal of banishing hunger and mal-
nutrition in the world, as he saw this aim as ‘the necessary step to
remove the potential cause of social and international unrest . . . Some
may think that this suggestion is impracticable idealism. It is the only
realistic approach to the problem facing mankind’ (Boyd Orr
1945: 163). Yet, despite his public voice in support of the idea of
internationalising food policy, the British government, while selecting
the members of a delegation to a conference in Quebec, once again
overlooked Boyd Orr. The UK delegation to this meeting consisted ‘of
active or retired civil servants who could be trusted to say what they were
told’ (161). Boyd Orr, who interpreted the British political elite’s
opposition to his idea for the global coordination of food policy as
resistance to any economic changes that might threaten their financial
interests, concluded that ‘the fight for a sane policy for peace and eco-
nomic prosperity was lost’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 161). All the same, when in
November 1945, at the last moment, he was asked to join the British
delegation as an adviser, he accepted the offer, because ‘it was my duty
to go’ (162).
At the conference Boyd Orr, although unprepared, gave one of his best

speeches, in which he criticised politicians for having little interest in
alleviating hunger and poverty and urged delegates to give a new agency
not only advisory but broad executive powers (Keene 1998: 137). The
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gathering showed its appreciation by appointing Boyd Orr as the first
director general of the FAO.4 He led this organisation, despite its initial
lack of authority and funds, in such away that it became amajor armof the
United Nations for improving the world production and equitable dis-
tribution of food. During his years in office Boyd Orr, who regarded
himself as ‘the torchbearer for the organisation and his job as the firing of
public imagination’ (Calder 1966: 20), made very valuable contributions
to averting famine in many developing countries, while at the same time
planning for their long-term food needs (Abrams 1988: 151).He began by
addressing the most pressing issue: the post-war food crisis. Under the
FAO’s umbrella he succeeded in creating the International Emergency
Food Council, an organisation that was in existence for three years and
that savedmillions fromdeath by starvation (Stenersen, Libaek andSveen
2001: 147).

Boyd Orr regarded the establishment of this organisation as one of his
most important achievements. His next idea was the establishment of a
World Food Board, which would be invested with strong executive
powers so as to be able to stabilise food prices on world markets,
stockpile food stores and make grants of surplus food to the neediest
countries. He travelled extensively throughout the world trying to get
support for his idea. Harold Wilson, the British Labour Party leader, in
his book The War on World Poverty (1953), explained that the main
reason why the proposal failed was that neither the United Kingdom nor
the United States would vote for it. The idea of the World Food Board
was ‘the first courageous attempt at supra-nationalism in history’, and
Boyd Orr was ‘two jumps ahead of history’ (Calder 1966: 21) – or, in
other words, the World Food Board was ‘too big a step to be taken all at
once’ (Jahn [1949] 2006: 4). The rejection of his proposal confirmed
Boyd Orr’s conviction that the FAO could not work for world unity and
that only a world government could take the necessary action. Thus it
was that in 1948, ‘very depressed’ that he had failed to get the nations of
East and West to cooperate in the fight against poverty, he resigned his
position as director-general of the FAO (Boyd Orr 1966: 217).

The next year, 1949, John Boyd Orr received the Nobel Peace Prize.
Jahn ([1949] 2006: 2), in his presentation speech, emphasised the ori-
ginality of Boyd Orr’s research, his unique ability to combine science and
policy, and his devotion to the coordination of agricultural and nutritional
policies, ‘not only in order to free mankind from want, but also to create a
basis for peaceful cooperation between classes, nations, and races’. In his
Nobel lecture, Boyd Orr ([1949] 2006: 5) singled out the disparity
between the standards of living in different countries as one of the main
factors behind international tensions. He donated the entire amount of
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the prize to organisations devoted to world peace and a united world
government. As a strong advocate of world unity and peace, Boyd Orr
believed in cooperation between all countries irrespective of their political
and economic systems. As he did not belong to any political party, he
thought that he ‘might be able to smooth over any differences’ that might
arise between delegations from different ideological camps (Boyd Orr
1966: 287). Worried about ‘the lack of vision of the politicians concerned
with international affairs today’ (211), he became a member, often
holding office, of many of the non-governmental organisations working
for a world government that would be able to prevent war and bring
about the cooperation of governments for the promotion of human wel-
fare (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 147).
Boyd Orr was granted the highest scientific status for producing

authoritative works as a result of his agricultural studies. Nevertheless,
as he moved from the study of agricultural problems and formulated the
foundations for a positive nutritional policy, and as his ideas gradually
became more comprehensive, some of his colleagues were soon
‘denouncing him for ‘‘bringing politics to science’’ ’ (Calder 1966: 16).
In reality, however, Boyd Orr was bringing science to politics. He
demonstrated that, in contrast to many press presentations of him as
‘a simple-minded idealist trying to promote an impractical project’, he
was a scientist worth listening to because of the depth of his scientific
argument and because of his courage in submitting suggestions dealing
with world economic affairs (Boyd Orr 1966: 174). In short, John Boyd
Orr was ‘the embodiment of the social-purpose of science’ (Calder
1966: 23). This, together with the firmness of his devotion to his
principal objectives, his antipathy to social injustice, and his resistance
to the expediency of politics and the ‘realism’ of conventional econo-
mists, allows us to see him as a visionary pioneer.

Linus Carl Pauling: opposed to making science
a ‘handmaiden of war’

Linus Carl Pauling (1901–94), one the most important American sci-
entists of the twentieth century, laid the foundations for the discovery of
the structure of DNA and was responsible for many cutting-edge dis-
coveries in chemistry, physics, crystallography and molecular biology.5

A survey in the British journal New Scientist in the mid-1970s ranked
him among the twenty most outstanding scientists of all time (Richards
1991: 34). He is the only person ever to have won two undivided Nobel
Prizes: in 1954 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his
research into the nature of the chemical bond and in 1963 he received
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the Nobel Peace Prize for his very successful efforts to mobilise the
international scientific community against nuclear testing.

Linus Pauling, the pioneer of chemical bond theory, was a scientist
who turned his energies to warning the public about the dangers of
nuclear war. Pauling published more than 1,000 articles and many
books, testifying to his originality and the wide range of his interests.6

Pauling’s high status within the scientific community is reflected in the
fact that he was the most decorated scientist of recent times, holding
honorary doctoral degrees from about fifty universities, including Yale,
Harvard, Cambridge and Oxford, receiving dozens of other awards and
being a member of some sixty scientific societies.7 He spent thirty-seven
years as a professor at the California Institute of Technology (Caltech),
which he left in search of greater freedom to continue his work for peace.
His life as an academic nomad lasted until 1973, when he started his
new institute to study nutrition and medicine. During the period of
McCarthyism in the United States, Pauling’s public protests against
nuclear testing and other allegedly ‘subversive’ activities made him a
controversial figure in American scientific and public life. He was sub-
ject to a temporary withdrawal of his passport and called to appear
before an investigative congressional subcommittee, and he was often
criticised in the media for his alleged leftist sympathies. Despite this, his
protests against further nuclear testing contributed to the signing of the
1963 Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which outlawed all but underground
nuclear testing.

Linus Carl Pauling was born in Portland, Oregon. His father, a
pharmacist, died when Linus was nine. Although the family lost the
shop, Pauling maintained the interest in chemistry that he had first
acquired by helping in his father’s pharmacy. It was this early curiosity
about how two different substances could turn into a third entirely
different one that fuelled Pauling’s career for the next eighty years. In
1917 he entered Oregon Agricultural State College. He worked in
various jobs through his undergraduate study to support himself and his
mother. After receiving a bachelor’s degree in chemistry and physics in
1922, he attended graduate school at the California Institute of
Technology in Pasadena. In his first year there he published his first
scientific paper, on the molecular structure of crystals, followed by four
more papers in his second year at the institute. In 1925 he was awarded
his PhD with the highest honours as well as receiving the Guggenheim
Foundation fellowship, which allowed him to study atomic physics in
Munich and in Copenhagen.

In 1927 Pauling returned to Caltech and took a job there as an
assistant professor of chemistry, in 1932 becoming a full professor. Over
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the next few years he revolutionised chemistry, first with the use of
X-rays to examine the molecular structure of crystals and later with his
application of quantum physics to the study of chemistry. The impor-
tance of his research in physical chemistry was recognised as early as
1931, when the American Chemical Society awarded him its prestigious
Langmuir Prize. With the publication in 1939 of The Nature of the
Chemical Bond, which earned him the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1954
and which is the most influential chemistry book of the last century,
Pauling established his reputation as the world’s best chemist (Abrams
1988; Keene 1998).
In the mid-1930s Linus Pauling turned his attention to biochemistry,

with a particular focus on proteins and theirmain constituents. In 1936 he
was appointed chairman of the Division of Chemistry and Chemical
Engineering and director of the Gates and Crellin Laboratories of
Chemistry at Caltech, positions that he held for more then twenty years
(Wasson 1988: 799). During the Second World War he aided the US
government’s defence efforts. Although he was a consultant to the
explosives division of the National Defense Research Commission and
hadmany contacts with governmental institutions, he did not have access
to any classified information about the atomic bomb because he had
rejectedOppenheimer’s offer to go toLosAlamos as head of the chemistry
section of the atomic bomb project (Pauling, quoted in Kreisler 1983: 1).
In 1942 Pauling and his colleagues succeeding in producing the first
synthetic antibodies, a substitute for human serum in medical treatment.
For his contribution to national defence he was awarded the Presidential
Medal of Merit in 1948 (Keene 1998: 173).
‘The nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki became a turning

point in Pauling’s life’ (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 176). They led
him to take an ethical stand and get involved in anti-nuclear activism.
Pauling, who believed that it was his duty as a scientist to inform people of
the consequences of radioactive fallout, began giving talks – ‘popular
talks . . . which were purely education, descriptive in nature, with little
political content. Rather soon, they began to involve the expression of my
own ideas . . . that the time has come when we must give up war’ (Paul-
ing, quoted in Kreisler 1983: 1). In 1946 Linus Pauling was asked by
Albert Einstein to join the Board of Trustees of the Emergency Com-
mittee of Atomic Scientists, popularly known as the Einstein Committee.
The most important task of this committee was to inform and educate
people about the change that had taken place in the world since the
invention of the atomic bomb. From the late 1940s on Pauling emerged
as a leading war activist, continuously campaigning against the testing of
nuclear weapons and the production of the hydrogen bomb. He and his
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wife, Ava Helen Pauling, were both active in the movement, lecturing,
holding conferences, petitioning the government and making known to
the public the issues surrounding nuclear weapons (Goertzel 1995).

During the McCarthy era Pauling was criticised for working for dis-
arming the United States, accused of ‘un-American antiwar’ activism
and of being pro-Soviet or a communist. ‘A statement was made that my
anticommunist statements hadn’t been strong enough’ (Pauling, quoted
in Kreisler 1983: 3). Although the harassment and intense interest in his
public activities by the authorities initially silenced him, the testing of
hydrogen bombs in the mid-1950s led to a new period in his political
activism. Pauling gave over 500 public lectures and wrote more than
100 papers and a book arguing strongly against the development of
nuclear weapons (Hager 1995: 549). In 1955, together with another
fifty-one Nobel Prize-winners, Pauling signed the Mainau Declaration,
which called for a renunciation of force as the final resort of policy
(Wasson 1987: 800).

In the early 1950s the authorities withheld his passport, on the grounds
that it was in the best interests of the United States. He was prevented
from travelling abroad even when he wished to attend scientific con-
gresses; for example, he was prevented from participating in the Royal
Society’s symposium in London on the biochemistry of DNA, and con-
sequently he miss the chance to view the crucial X-ray photographs that
inspired Watson and Crick’s vision of the double helix (Keene 1998:
174). As a result of the McCarthy period’s harassment, Linus Pauling
became isolated and ostracised. Believing that scientists had a special
moral responsibility to make generally known the consequences of
nuclear weapons and mobilise public opinion against their construction
and usage, he continued expressing his opinions, however. He was
threatened by the Internal Security Subcommittee of the Senate with a
year in jail for contempt of the Senate and harassed by the Internal
Security Subcommittee (Pauling, quoted in Kreisler 1983: 3), but he
refused to answer any question about his political beliefs and affiliations
as he perceived the McCarthy hearings as a threat to democracy (Hager
1995: 361). When asked by the California State Investigation Committee
on Education whether he was a member of the Communist Party, Pauling
said: ‘It seems to be that the beliefs that I have about the proper working
of democracy, the way that we can save this nation by preserving
democracy against attacks that are being made against it, require that I
refuse to answer any question as to my political beliefs and affiliations.
And so I say that I shall not answer’ (quoted in Hager 1995: 361).

Using his skills as a prolific letter writer and his network resources,
Linus Pauling initiated several international appeals (Hager 1995: 549).
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His best-known appeal is the 1958 petition, which was signed by 9,235
scientists from many countries, including some 2,000 American scien-
tists, protesting against further nuclear testing and asking nations to
reach an agreement to stop all testing of nuclear weapons.8 The petition
asked for ‘cessation of the testing of nuclear weapons on the atmosphere
where they were liberating radioactive fallout over the whole world that
would cause defective children to be born and that would damage living
human beings, causing cancer and other diseases’ (Pauling in Kreisler
1983: 3). It also made an issue of the responsibility of scientists for the
knowledge they create being central to the debate over the development
of the hydrogen bomb, and, later, to the justification of its manufacture.
It was in 1958 as well that Pauling published No More War!, a book that
shows how science had become ‘the handmaiden of war’ – that is, how it
helped people to think about war, to define new instruments of warfare
and to define new strategies. It also presents a rationale for abandoning
not just the further testing – and use – of nuclear weapons but even war
itself, and proposes that science should became a ‘handmaiden of peace’
(Kreisler 1983: 8). The same year Pauling participated in a widely
broadcast television debate on disarmament with Edward Teller, a
physicist who supported the project and helped to build the hydrogen
bomb (White 1988).
Pauling kept up the pro-ban momentum through such actions as

writing letters to world leaders (for example, he wrote to Khrushchev,
the Soviet leader), appearances on television, writing articles, giving
public talks, initiating lawsuits against the US Department of Defense
and the US Atomic Energy Commission, and the organisation of an
international conference of sixty scientists from fifteen countries in Oslo
to discuss the spread of nuclear weapons. His direct involvement in the
anti-nuclear activism and his argument that no human being should be
sacrificed to a scientific project finally brought some results. In 1963 the
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which outlawed all but underground nuclear
testing, was signed by the United States, the Soviet Union and the
United Kingdom. Noticing that the language President Kennedy used
in his speech announcing the signing of the partial test ban was very
similar to the language that he himself had used in defining the debate,
Pauling asked if this ‘was . . . an instance of power listening to science’
(quoted in Kreisler 1983: 4). The event also illustrates the change in
Pauling’s status: the transition from isolation to being listened to,
a transition that began with Kennedy putting political pressure on
the senate to approve the test ban treaty. This political sequence,
from the persecution of intellectuals during the era of McCarthyism to
‘the attention and favours perceived as being lavished on selected
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intellectuals during the Kennedy administration’ (Collini 2006: 232),
formed the context of Pauling’s political activism.

The year that the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty was signed the Norwegian
Nobel Committee announced that the Peace Prize reserved in the year
1962 was to be awarded to Linus Pauling. Jahn ([1963] 2006: 8), in his
presentation speech, emphasised that the treaty would not have been
concluded if ‘there had been no responsible scientist who, tirelessly,
unflinchingly, year in year out, had impressed on the authorities and on
the general public the real menace of nuclear tests’. While the com-
mittee appreciated the fact that Pauling, through his courageous efforts,
had contributed ‘to restoring to science its ideals’ (8), in the United
States his Nobel Peace Prize was not always seen in a positive light. For
example, Life Magazine published an editorial with the heading ‘A weird
insult from Norway – the Norwegian Nobel Committee awards the
Peace Prizes’, suggesting that Pauling’s highly ethical attitude and
campaign were of no value for the nation (Kreisler 1983: 3). In his
Nobel Peace Prize lecture, Pauling ([1963] 2006: 1) said that war and
science are connected and that scientists have an ethical responsibility to
work to prevent the use of nuclear weapons and to abolish war. He
spoke as a man of science who had great faith in the role of science, and
was optimistic that these great tasks could be achieved and that the
discoveries of scientists would benefit mankind. Pauling summarised his
intellectual position by saying that, while it was his ethical principles that
caused him to reach the conclusion that war had to be abolished, it was
his scientific calculation of the amount of human suffering that was
behind his protests against nuclear testing and nuclear war.

In 1964 Pauling left the California Institute of Technology to become a
professor at the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions, where
he stayed until 1969. In 1967 he also became a chemistry professor, first
at the University of California, San Diego, and two years later at Stanford
University (Goertzel 1995). In 1973, when his interest switched to
researching the impact of vitamins, he established the Linus Pauling
Institute of Science and Medicine in Palo Alto, California, a non-profit
organisation dedicated to biomedical research and nutritional education
(Keene 1998: 175). His public campaign propagating the benefits of
vitamin C and his book Vitamin C and the Common Cold established his
new image as a self-promoting pioneer of this vitamin. Again, Pauling’s
new mission made him a controversial figure. Although his powerful
connections drew the attention of many scientists to his claims about the
importance of vitamin C, the results of their testing were negative.
Despite the resultant rejection of his new idea by the medical establish-
ment, Pauling continued to seek recognition and evaluation of his claims,
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and he ‘persistently brought his considerable energy and well-developed
political skills, along with his powerful scientific and public prestige, to
bear on these ends’ (Richards 1991: 37). To the end of his life, when he
was ninety-three years old, Pauling remained devoted to the issue of
world peace as well as the work of educating people about health con-
cerns. A believer in science and in its discoveries, he also continued his
research: at the age of ninety-one, he claimed that he had published twice
as many papers between the ages of seventy and ninety as he had in the
preceding twenty years (Csikszentmihalyi 1996: 211).
Linus Pauling exemplified ‘the optimism and success of science in post-

war America’ (Hager 1995: 289). He was responsible for many cutting-
edge discoveries in chemistry, physical chemistry and molecular biology.
He understood the spirit of scientific discovery and the conditions
necessary for its generation. Pauling was passionately curious about the
universe, and consequently his work crossed the boundaries of disciplines.
As a young scientist, he had first revolutionised chemistry by using the
methods of physics, and later enhanced our understanding of biology by
using chemistry. His curiosity, his competitive attitude and his inter-
disciplinary approach led him to move from chemistry to physical
chemistry and then to biological chemistry, and later in his life to medi-
cine. Pauling’s successes in science can be attributed to his inter-
disciplinary, innovative approach, his curiosity, his application in testing a
wide range of ideas and his participation in many loosely structured
networks, which facilitated the exchange of information without, how-
ever, limiting his freedom to experiment or change his interests. The
geographical dispersion of institutions, the lack of cohesiveness of
American intellectual life and the trend towards specialisation meant that
the research community was bound together only through the exchange
of ideas in journals and during scientific gatherings. Although the post-
war period, characterised by a broad acceptance of the importance of
science, saw an increasing recourse to large-scale programmed research,
which therefore increased the centrality of the research community,
Pauling’s status, originality and wide-ranging interests, coupled with the
fragmentation and diversification of the scientific field, decreased the
likelihood of his participation in strong and closed networks. Despite
mainly working on his own, without being a member of an inclusive
research community, and despite crossing many disciplinary boundaries,
Pauling became a part of the scientific establishment thanks to his pio-
neering achievements, and was honoured by academia and professional
societies.
In the public sphere, by contrast, his work ‘appeared distinctly non-

conformist, where he battled the establishment, openly and defiantly’
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(Hager 1995: 358) and found himself at the centre of many controversies.
In his efforts to promote the ban on nuclear testing and his peace activism,
Pauling, while always only representing himself, relied on the peace
organisations and other associations and networks that supported the
opposition to the spread of nuclear weapons. Despite the fact that more
and more scientific research began to be sponsored and financed by the
federal government, and despite the fact thatmany scientists considered it
‘dangerous’ to take stands on public issues (Coser 1965: 308), Pauling
waged a constant campaign against war and its potentially nuclear nature.
His leadership ‘points to the way that we can move beyond that particu-
larism, that nationalism, toward a universalism’ (Kreisler 1983: 8).

Linus Pauling was a courageous public intellectual whose campaign
to stop nuclear tests and whose brave defence of democratic rights
during the McCarthy period exposed him to considerable risk. This,
together with his participation in many loosely structured networks,
which facilitated exchange without limiting his freedom to choose either
his topics or his methods, allows us to describe Pauling not only as the
pioneer of chemical bond theory and the pioneer of vitamin C, but also
as a highly important public intellectual who ‘put pace in the peace race’
(Hager 1995: 459).

Norman Borlaug: the father of the ‘green revolution’

Norman E. Borlaug (1914–), received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 for
his contributions to the world food supply. He is an American scientist,
plant pathologist and geneticist whose success in creating new varieties of
wheat has earned him an international reputation as the father of the so-
called ‘green revolution’, the dramatic increase worldwide in food pro-
duction in developing countries since themiddle of the twentieth century.
Borlaug’s outstanding contribution to the advancement of agricultural
science – that is, breeding short, stiff-strawed, fertiliser-responsive wheat
varieties – was significantly ‘complemented by his leadership in gaining
rapid adaptation and adoption of the new wheats and accompanying
technology, particularly in Mexico, India and Pakistan’ (Havener 1987).
Hehas also been concernedwith the human right of freedom fromhunger.
Being a ‘refreshingly unconventional research scientist’ (Lionaes [1970]
2006: 2), Borlaug was instrumental in exploiting the results of research
and technology in agriculture to enhance food production. Through his
public stand, which has emphasised that access to adequate food is the
moral right of allmankind and that themost important factor in alleviating
the food crisis is the commitment of governments to agricultural
investment, he has become influential in shaping public policy in many
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developing countries.He is nomere scientist interested inwheat. For him,
‘wheat ismerely a catalyst, a part of the picture’, while hismain interest lies
in ‘the total economic development in all countries’ (Borlaug, quoted in
Lionaes [1970] 2006: 6).
Norman Borlaug has published several books and more than seventy

articles,9 in which he not only discusses the scientific aspects of food
production but also addresses the social, economic and political obstacles
to and consequences of the green revolution. He is not only ‘a much-
sought-after public speaker’ but also a frequent contributor to articles in
influential publications such as the New York Times and the Wall Street
Journal (Hesser 2006: x). In addition to his scientific and humanitarian
work, Borlaug has been ‘an inspiring leader for many young scientists’
(Lionaes [1970] 2006: 3). In order to train young scientists from all over
the world in all scientific disciplines associated with food production,
Borlaug took an active role in the construction of a worldwide network of
international, national and local research and training centres. He is also a
founder of the World Food Prize (a ‘Nobel-like’ prize for food and agri-
culture), which since 1986 has been providing monetary recognition for
agricultural scientistswhohavemade inspiring contributions to improving
thequality andavailability of food in theworld.Forhis contributions to the
development of agriculture through cutting-edge science and his work in
hunger alleviation, Borlaug has received more than fifty honorary degrees
from institutions in eighteen countries and has been awarded the United
States’Medal of Freedom, the country’s highest civilian award, andmany
other civic and scientific awards.10

NormanBorlaug was born and raised on a small farm in Iowa run by his
parents, second-generation Norwegian immigrants. Borlaug acknowl-
edges that his childhood on a farm influenced his lifework. ‘I was born out
of the soil ofHowardCounty. Itwas that black soil of theGreatDepression
that led me to a career in agriculture’ (Borlaug 2005: 1). After graduating
from a high school at a nearby small town, Creaso, in 1932 he studied
forestry and plant pathology at the University of Minnesota, while
supporting himself by working in various jobs. In 1937Borlaug received a
BS in forestry and started to work as a forester, but later he decided to
resume his postgraduate studies in plant pathology at the University of
Minnesota (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 192).He obtained anMS
in 1940 and a PhD in plant pathology two years later. For the next two
years he worked as a microbiologist at E. L. du Pont de Nemours in
Wilmington, Delaware, where he was in charge of research on industrial
and agricultural bactericides (Wasson 1987: 119).
In 1944 Borlaug went to Mexico as a member of a four-person team of

agricultural researchers commissioned by the Rockefeller Foundation,
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to train Mexican agricultural scientists and teach farmers new farming
methods. As a head of the newly established Cooperative Wheat
Research and Production Program in the country, Borlaug was assigned
to organise the wheat-breeding project. As a geneticist and plant
pathologist, he was interested in research in genetics, plant breeding,
plant pathology, entomology, agronomy, soil science and cereal tech-
nology. Aiming to increase wheat production in Mexico, which at the
time was experiencing severe crop failures and had to import more than
50 per cent of its wheat, he began to breed a high-yield, disease-resistant
type of wheat (Wasson 1987: 119). Soon, in conjuction with Mexican
scientists, he started achieving success in trials to improve the quality
and quantity of Mexican wheat output. Borlaug’s feeling of urgency at
this stage (1948), dictated by his understanding of the needs of the
Mexican people, meant that research from the outset was production-
oriented. As he and his team ‘never waited for perfection’ (Borlaug,
quoted in Wasson 1987: 119), they accelerated crop production. ‘By
1948 Mexican wheat yields had increased dramatically’, but in the
1950s ‘much wheat was lost’ as the plants, mainly because of the
excessive use of fertilisers, grew too tall (119). So, in 1954, Borlaug
crossed Mexican wheat with a dwarf wheat strain from Japan. The
resulting semi-dwarf plant was a great success, as it was a tougher variety
of wheat: very high-yielding, disease-resistant and more suitable for
Mexican conditions (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 192–3). In just
two years, by 1956, as a result of the progress achieved under Borlaug’s
management, Mexico was self-sufficient in wheat for the first time. In
seven years’ time almost all Mexico’s wheat crop came from the semi-
dwarf varieties developed by Borlaug; the harvest in 1963 was six times
larger than in 1944, the year that Borlaug had arrived there (Hanson,
Borlaug and Anderson 1982).

At the beginning of the 1960s Norman Borlaug became director of the
International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (known by its
Spanish acronym CIMMYT) at Texcoco, close to Mexico City, and he
stayed in this position until his retirement in 1979. He spent these
sixteen years breeding high-yield dwarf wheat that resisted a range of
plant pests and diseases and yielded two to three times more grain than
traditional varieties. The Mexican experiments provided Borlaug with
important lessons about social (such as the old customs and habits of
farmers) and political (chiefly bureaucratic chaos and inertia) obstacles
to new methods. He also learned from his mistakes and ‘corrected them
before the production programs in India and Pakistan began’ (Borlaug,
quoted in Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 193). These new projects
started in the early 1960s, when the Rockefeller Foundation and the
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Mexican government sent Borlaug’s team to India and Pakistan, where
famine was imminent. Their task was to teach local farmers how to
cultivate these high-yielding wheat varieties with the aim of doubling
yields in both countries in the first year of implementation (Wasson
1987: 120).
Initially, however, Borlaug’s efforts to persuade the political leaders of

Pakistan to recognise the advantages of introducing the new Mexican
breeds of wheat into their country were slowed down by political bar-
riers, the local bureaucracies and the region’s cultural opposition to new
agricultural techniques. Despite this institutional resistance – being
‘confronted with bureaucratic chaos, resistance from local breeders and
centuries of farmers’ habits and customs’ (Borlaug 2004a: 2) – he stayed
in Pakistan and India, persistently working to convince all the parties
involved of the benefits of his project. His frequent confrontations with
officials, in which he was aiming to convince them of the merits of
introducing a new economic policy to encourage farmers to use new
production technologies, were not always easy. For example, after
Borlaug’s presentation of his argument to India’s deputy prime minister
Ashok Mehta, for several minutes ‘there was chaos with both of us
talking in loud voices at the same time. A flood of loud angry words was
emitted by both of us until we both ran out of breath and began to talk
in rational tones once again’ (Borlaug, quoted in Hesser 2006: 88).
By 1965 the threat of starvation convinced the governments to

allow Borlaug’s scheme to go ahead. ‘After a successful struggle to over-
come bureaucracy, prejudice, and even rumours to the effect that
Dr Borlaug’s variety of wheat would produce sterility and impotence
among the population’, Borlaug managed to secure the import of large
quantities of the new Mexican breed of seeds for Pakistan and India
(Lionaes [1970] 2006: 4). In spite of many difficulties, and in spite of
the war between India and Pakistan, Borlaug went on to organise the
growing of sufficient wheat to seed all the fields in both nations the fol-
lowing year. By 1968 Pakistan was already self-sufficient in wheat pro-
duction, while India, although not self-sufficient that year, achieved its best
results ever (Hanson, Borlaug and Anderson 1982). ‘This event was cele-
brated in India with the issue of a new postage stamp bearing the inscrip-
tion ‘‘The Indian Wheat Revolution 1968’’ ’ (Lionaes [1970] 2006: 5).
Following the successful results achieved in Mexico, India and

Pakistan, the new varieties of wheat were introduced into many devel-
oping countries. By the end of the 1960s the impact of Norman
Borlaug’s work with wheat varieties had become known as the ‘green
revolution’ (Stenersen, Libaek and Sveen 2001: 193). In 1970 the
Norwegian Nobel Committee, in ‘the hope that providing bread will
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also give the world peace’ (Lionaes [1970] 2006: 1), defined Borlaug’s
achievement as essential in any struggle for the basic human right of
freedom from starvation and declared that his work ‘had helped to turn
pessimism into optimism in the dramatic race between population
explosion and food production’ (Stenersen 2006: 4). The chairman of
the committee, Aase Lionaes ([1970] 2006: 1), in her presentation
speech said that Borlaug was receiving the award because, ‘more than
any other single person of this age, he has helped to provide bread for a
hungry world’. She stressed his courageous fight to reverse the food
shortage and the fact that he was ‘not only a man of ideals but essentially
a man of action’, as the green revolution was not only about ‘weeds and
rust fungus but just as much about the deadly procrastination of the
bureaucrats and the red tape that thwart quick action’ (2).

Borlaug saw his Nobel Peace Prize as recognition of the social and
economic achievements of the green revolution. In his Nobel lecture, he
emphasised that adequate food was the moral right of all mankind and
called on all countries to stop military spending and invest the money
saved in research and education designed to sustain and humanize life
(Borlaug [1970] 2006). He also expressed his belief in progress and
claimed that all successful action programmes had to be preceded and
accompanied by research.While acknowledging that there were still many
unsolved social and economic problems, he optimistically assumed that,
since human beings are rational, it would be possible in the next couple of
decades to eliminate hunger. To achieve actual progress, however, he
declared that we need scientific and organisational leadership (11–13).

Helping to develop the training necessary for a new generation of
scientists and scientific leaders has, consequently, become one of his
main goals. Realising, on the basis of his Mexican experience, that one
of the greatest obstacles to the improvement of agriculture in the
developing countries is the scarcity of trained people, Norman Borlaug
has been promoting and supporting international research and training
institutes and calling for an integrated international approach to the
issue. He encourages the development of independent, non-political
international training and research centres, as they are in a unique
position to assist national programmes and to develop international
collaboration (Borlaug [1970] 2006: 14). In order to increase the
opportunities for young scientists from developing countries further still,
Borlaug has initiated several projects, such as the World Food Prize
Global Youth Institute, the Norman E. Borlaug International Agri-
cultural Science and Technology Fellows Program (which consists of
scientist exchange programmes with developing countries) and the
Norman Borlaug University, an internet-based learning company for
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agriculture and food industry personnel. Borlaug (2005: 1), despite his
impressive success in agricultural research and production, believes that
his ‘most important legacy will be the young students who I inspire to
follow careers in science and agriculture’.
In the 1970s Borlaug’s humanitarian efforts continued in China,

where his technology, his policy suggestions and his training of young
scientists helped to increase wheat production by millions of tonnes
per year (Hesser 2006: 147–52). At the same time, however, envir-
onmentalists’ criticism of Borlaug’s green revolution for its reliance on
large-scale monoculture, input-intensive farming techniques, cross-
breeding, chemical fertilisers and pesticides ensured that ‘the man who
fed the world’ became the ‘forgotten benefactor of humanity’ (East-
erbrook 1997: 74). Thus it was that, despite his achievements and many
rewards, Borlaug remained unknown to the general public in the United
States. Moreover, many international organisations, such as the Ford
Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation and the World Bank, which
once sponsored his work, gave him ‘the cold shoulder’ (Easterbrook
1997: 74). With the intensification of environmentalists’ attacks on his
agricultural programmes and practices, Borlaug tried to address some of
these environmental concerns. For example, he declared in his Nobel
lecture that he shared with the environmentalists their concern about
the unintended consequences of the agricultural improvements and
about the relationship between food supply and population growth. He
also admitted that he realised that he had been too optimistic about the
green revolution, as it had not solved ‘the problem of poverty and
chronic under-nutrition afflicting hundreds of millions of people around
the world’ (quoted in Hesser 2006: 171). Nonetheless, he continuously
restates his belief that the green revolution was a change in the right
direction, as it ‘has won a temporary success in man’s fight against
hunger and deprivation: it has given man a breathing space’ (Borlaug
[1970] 2006: 17). It is ‘far better for mankind to be struggling with new
problems caused by abundance rather than with the old problem of
famine’ (17). Moreover, he warns us not confuse the use of organic and
chemical fertilisers: ‘Use all the organic fertilizer that is available, but
don’t try to tell the world we can produce all the food that is needed
without chemical nitrogen or other chemical fertilizers’ (quoted in
Schuff 2005: 2).
Since 1986 Norman Borlaug, as president of the Sasakawa Africa

Association, a non-profit, humanitarian foundation, has been working to
raise agricultural productivity in Africa (Pawson 1996). He is still actively
engaged in introducing small farmers in Africa to the best possible farming
practices. This task requires, as Borlaug (2004a: 2) knows from his
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previous experiences, confrontation with both bureaucratic constraints
and resistance from local farmers. Working with local breeders means
fighting old habits and customs, demonstrating to farmers the values of
science and technology, convincing them to adopt new ways of farming
and turning their new ways of farming, as soon as possible, into routine
and habitual behaviour (Borlaug 2004a: 2). In addition, since 2000
Borlaug has been working on ways to improve agricultural technology in
Africa in a partnership with the Carter Center, set up by former US
president Jimmy Carter in Atlanta. Their combined programme, Sasa-
kawa-Global 2000, aims to alleviate the food crisis in Africa through
teaching agricultural methods and through working with African gov-
ernments to implement effective agricultural polices (Pawson 1996). In
his writings, speeches and interviews, Borlaug underlines the message that
African governments need to address such issues as the funding of
research in the public sector, educating the public about agricultural
science and technology, and the unintended consequences of cheap food
policies in their countries (Borlaug 2000). Borlaug also takes the case of
Africa to the American public and their political leaders. He repeatedly
tells the US authorities and people that political stability in the developing
world is directly linked to the food supply. Warning that Africa could face
a human catastrophe on a scale the world has never seen, he calls for a
Marshall Plan for Africa. For many years Borlaug has publicly endorsed,
testified at Senate hearings and lobbied Congress in support of an African
Growth and Opportunity Act, a measure aimed at encouraging invest-
ment in Africa (Hagstrom 1997).

Apart from his public stand and his work for these African pro-
grammes, Borlaug’s current visibility on the public scene is connected
with his renewed confrontation with environmentalism. This time his
views on the issue of the application of biotechnology are a source of
controversy with the environmentalists. Complaining that, despite the
fact that the past fifty years have been the most productive period in
global agricultural history, agricultural science is increasingly criticised
and undermined by the opponents of biotechnology, Borlaug worries
that the debate over biotechnology in the industrialised countries
‘continues to impede its acceptance in most poor, food-insecure coun-
tries’, while new science and biotechnology have the power to address
these countries’ problems (Borlaug and Carter 2005). Recently, Borlaug
has publicly expressed his anger with attacks on agricultural science by
people who, ‘for political rather than scientific reasons, are campaigning
to limit advances, especially in new fields such as genetic modification
(GM) through biotechnology’ (Borlaug and Carter 2005). According to
him, such attacks, when there are so many hungry and suffering people,
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particularly in Africa, are especially destructive. Borlaug’s view is that
we must be more rational about our approach to risks and need to think
in broader terms, recognising, for example, ‘that the world cannot feed
all its 6.3 billion people from organic farms or power all its cities and
industries by wind and solar energy’ (Borlaug 2004b: 6). While the
benefits of technology should always be weighed against its risk in the
absence of sufficient experience to make a confident assessment of risk
we should not compensate for our lack of knowledge by simply over-
estimating the risk (2004b).
Now in his nineties, Norman Borlaug continues to work, dividing his

time between the Texas A&M University and CIMMYT in Mexico. He
still serves as ex officio consultant on wheat research and production
problems to many governments in Latin America, Africa and Asia.
Borlaug also continues to write and travel in the hope of inspiring fur-
ther breakthrough achievements to increase the quality and availability
of food throughout the world. In order to educate the public and the
authorities alike about what needs to be done to combat hunger, he is a
frequent contributor to newspapers and a regular speaker at interna-
tional conferences and various other public forums. He believes that
agricultural scientists ‘have a moral obligation to warn the political,
educational, and religious leaders of the world about the magnitude and
seriousness of the arable land, food and population problems that lie
ahead’ (Hesser 2006: 205).
Borlaug’s significant contribution to today’s world is his insistence

that our priority should always be the alleviation of hunger and that
decisions as to what technology should be used for this purpose need
to be based on informed debates about the limits and potential of
science and technology. Borlaug is a ‘distinguished scientist-philoso-
pher’ who has been ‘demonstrating practical ways to give the people of
the entire world a higher quality of life’ (Carter 2006: 1). His ‘unique
combination of technical innovation, idealism, energy, and impatience
with bureaucratic inefficiency took entire countries from starvation to
self-sufficiency in the space of a few years’ (Hesser 2006: 193). Norman
Borlaug holds the record ‘for longevity as a ‘‘persistent pioneer’’ in the
development of a new cooperative approach among the countries of the
world in the alleviation of hunger’ (Wellhausen 1997: 7).

Scientists addressing the problems
that affect humanity

All three of these pioneering scientists, John Boyd Orr, Linus Pauling
and Norman Borlaug, won the Nobel Peace Prize not for their scientific
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inventions but for the way they employed their discoveries to improve
human life and promote cooperation between nations. Although one of
the most important traits of scientific visionaries is utter absorption in
their projects, this single-mindedness did not prevent these three pio-
neers from becoming deeply involved with one or other of the two great
concerns: the nuclear arms race and hunger.

Pioneers, in their belief that society should be founded on reason, aim
to apply science in the best interests of humanity. They see science as a
path to a happier life for people – in other words, using science for the
purposes of advancing society’s well-being. They are opposed to making
science into a tool for the goal of undermining the welfare of all because
they believe that, when science is transformed into a means for the state,
it can become, for example, a ‘handmaiden of war’ (Kreisler 1983: 8).
We saw Linus Pauling’s efforts to prevent scientific discoveries from
being used for military purposes. His opposition to making science a
servant of the state helped American politicians and public to construct
their rationale for abandoning the testing of nuclear weapons and to
define new strategies. Moreover, Pauling’s opposition to making science
a ‘handmaiden of war’ raised the question of what the most intelligent
way is of dealing with the uses to which scientific discoveries can be put.
This issue presented a big challenge to Boyd Orr and Borlaug too, who
also used science to advance the purposes of general societal well-being.
All three pioneers believed that scientists are responsible for the use
made of scientific discoveries. Each of them felt that scientists have a
moral obligation to see that the uses that society makes of scientific
discoveries are beneficent. While Pauling was involved in trying to ban
the manufacture of hydrogen bombs and nuclear testing, Borlaug was
active in ensuring the usage/implementation of his agricultural inven-
tions, and Boyd Orr worked to make certain that his advances in the
science of nutrition were adopted as the basis of food policy.

Although the societies in which our three pioneers lived, in contrast to
the conditions in which the dissidents worked, provided them with the
ability to discharge their moral responsibility, there was still some cost
attached to exercising their judgement. These pioneers, despite living
in modern, mobile and competitive societies that were prepared to
embrace change, and despite responding to the perceived dangers of
hunger or war, were still running risks in pursuing their beliefs. All three
of them, while addressing the problems that affect humankind in gen-
eral, faced the possibility of being criticised (Boyd Orr, Borlaug, Paul-
ing), being overlooked (Boyd Orr, Borlaug) and even being harassed
(Pauling). The case of Pauling’s mistreatment shows what it entailed
for scientists to assume moral and political responsibilities during the
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McCarthy period. The cases of Boyd Orr and Borlaug illustrate the
process whereby links were first established and then strengthened
between the spheres of knowledge and enquiry and institutions of the
economy and the state, and how scientists can use these institutions as
instruments to advance their purposes even though their origins and
ends were entirely extrinsic to the institutions themselves. All three cases
demonstrate that the existence of international status, affiliations and
widely spread networks diminishes dependence on institutions.
In searching for the proper role of a scientist in a democracy, Boyd

Orr, Borlaug and Pauling felt that, as scientists, they had a special
contribution to make to society by virtue of their technical expertise.
Boyd Orr, who thought that as a scientist he had an obligation to be
involved in the political process, tried to became an adviser to the
government on the role of biological research in promoting human
welfare. However, as a visionary he complicated ‘the tidy files of gov-
ernment departments’ (Calder 1966: 15), and he was not always ready
to accept the compromises that the role of adviser necessarily deman-
ded. Boyd Orr’s efforts to apply the truth of science to removing the root
cause of the twin injustices of hunger and poverty led him to advocate in
his House of Commons speech that ‘the great advance of science which
had been applied in war’ should also be applied in times of peace, so as
to give ‘every citizen social and economic security’ (Boyd Orr 1966:
147). Borlaug was a trusted technical adviser to several governments (in
Mexico, India and Pakistan) while working at his research institute, yet
he assumed an outsider’s critical stance when he felt that either moral
scruples or technical considerations required a position different from
that ‘officially’ advocated. Pauling felt that, as a responsible scientist, it
was his duty to inform the public and protest against nuclear testing
and the development of hydrogen bombs and the justification for their
manufacture.
Pioneers have great faith in the role of science, which, to some extent,

exemplifies the optimism and success of science since the nineteenth
century. Their optimism, their belief that science could change the
world for the better, kept them involved. ‘The hope is that wisdom may
prevail and the great powers of science be applied in co-operation by all
nations to create a wonderful new era free from the intolerable evils of
war, poverty and disease’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 289). This anticipation of
success was also sustained by the research nature of the pioneers’ work.
Working in the laboratory offered them ‘a freer and more humane
experience in which all share and to which all contribute’ – one that was
full of the excitement of the discovery, decentralised and uncoerced in
the setting of its goals and agenda (Schweber 2000: 17). Comparing this
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type of working environment to a model of Dewey’s communicative
community, Silvan S. Schweber observes that such a context satisfies
‘one of the most exalted of human aspirations – to be a member of a
society which is free but not anarchical’ (17).

The pioneers’ creative production and scientific discoveries were
results, at least to some degree, of their crossing the boundaries of
various disciplines. Our three cases show that this switching from one
discipline to another happened not only because the ‘chances of success
(i.e. getting recognition, gaining a full chair at a relatively young age,
making an outstanding contribution) in one discipline are poor’
(Ben-David and Collins 1966: 460). Rather than the motivation of a
self-interested competition for status, the case study of the pioneers
demonstrates that crossing boundaries enhances scientific creativity,
both through what has been called ‘role hybridisation’ – that is, ‘fitting
the methods and techniques of the old to the materials of the new ones,
with the deliberate purpose of creating a new role’ (Ben-David and
Collins 1966: 460) – and through such factors as the urgency of causes,
curiosity, ethical responsibility and the attractiveness of new networks.

The second stage in the process of discovery or innovation is routi-
nisation. In other words, the role hybridisation, which is ‘facilitated by
the American university tradition of decentralization and competition’
(Bourdieu 2004: 68), is followed by the routinisation of new habits and
practices. While opening up a new line of thought and research is helped
by more informal, flexible structures that give individuals more auto-
nomy in seeking solutions to decision problems, the implantation of new
products and policies is enhanced by formalisation. All three pioneers
realised that formalisation is beneficial in the final stages of an innova-
tion, and all three fought for the establishment of new rules, practices
and habits that could reduce the potential ambiguity surrounding new
roles, new demands and new products. For instance, Borlaug stressed
the need to routinise farmers’ new agricultural practices in order to take
full advantage of the agricultural innovation.

Pioneers’ belief that the use of science is in the best interests of
humanity is similar to heroes’ aspirations to employ reason to enhance
societal well-being and cooperation between nations. They differ as well,
though, and this difference between heroes and pioneers can best be
illustrated by the similarities between Borlaug’s and Boyd Orr’s ideas on
the relationship between peace and food production and Jane Addams’
thoughts in her book Peace and Bread in Time of War. While all three were
concerned with the links between hunger and international tensions, the
pioneers brought a depth of scientific argument and policy vision to the
line of reasoning, while Addams drew a general moral vision. In contrast
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to pioneers’ aims of addressing the problems that affect all humankind,
champions try to use science as a solution to a specific problem or a
group’s concerns. As already mentioned, dissidents, because of the closed
nature of their political context, lack pioneers’ wide network of contacts
and their independence from the institutions of the state. To conclude,
pioneers are courageous public intellectuals whose actions are invoked at
the frontiers of knowledge and experiment and who try to use the
advances of modern science for the benefit of all.

Notes

1 John Boyd Orr’s books are Milk Consumption and the Growth of School Children
(1928), Minerals in Pastures and Their Relation to Animal Nutrition (1929), The
National Food Supply and Its Influence on National Health (1934), Food, Health
and Income (1936), Food and the People (1943), Fighting for What? (1942),
Food: The Foundation of World Unity (1948), Feeding the People in Wartime
(1940; with David Lubbock), The Wonderful World of Food: The Substance of
Life (1958) and As I Recall (1966).

2 Boyd Orr received many academic rewards and titles. Apart from being a
member of the Royal Society, he was also an honorary member of the
American Public Health Association and the New York Academy of Sciences.
His other honours included the Harben Medal of the Royal Institute of Public
Health, the Lasker Award of the American Public Health Association and
membership of the French Légion d’honneur. Boyd Orr was also awarded two
medals for his contribution to the First World War (Wasson 1987: 134).

3 Boyd Orr was elected as Member of Parliament for the Combined Scottish
Universities in a by-election in April 1945 as an independent, and kept his seat
at the general election held shortly afterwards. He resigned in 1946 (Wasson
1987: 134).

4 Initially Boyd Orr accepted the position of director general of the FAO only
for two years, arguing that it ‘was long enough to get the organisation
established with executive powers if governments could be pursuaded to
agree, and not too long if that should prove impossible’ (Boyd Orr 1966: 163).
He wanted the FAO to be an answer to the atomic bomb.

5 Although the race for the discovery of the structure of DNA was won by James
Watson and Francis Crick of Cambridge University, who in 1953 discovered
the double-helix shape of DNA (for which they were jointly awarded the
Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine in 1962), it was Pauling’s work that
had laid the foundations for the discovery. Watson himself acknowledges that
when he says that, if Pauling had not been there, and if it had not been for
their big rivalry, it probably would have been much more difficult for him and
Crick to have made the discovery (Goertzel 1995).

6 Among Linus Carl Pauling’s books are The Nature of the Chemical Bond
(1939), The Structure of Molecules and Crystals (1942), No More War! (1958),
Vitamin C and the Common Cold (1970) and How to Live Longer and Feel Better
(1986).
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7 In addition to his two Nobel Prizes, Pauling received the Award in Pure
Chemistry of the American Chemical Society (1931), the Davy Medal of the
Royal Society of London (1947), France’s Pasteur Medal, the International
Lenin Prize (1971), the National Medal of Science of the National Science
Foundation (1975), the Award in Chemical Sciences of the National
Academy of Sciences (1979) and the Priestley Medal of the American
Chemical Society (1984) (Wasson 1987: 801).

8 The Bomb Test Appeal said in its first two paragraphs: ‘We, the scientists
whose names are signed below, urge that an international agreement to stop
the testing of nuclear bombs be made now. Each nuclear bomb test spreads
an added burden of radioactive elements over every part of the world. Each
added amount of radiation causes damage to the health of human beings all
over the world and causes damage to the pool of human germ plasm such as
to lead to an increase in the number of seriously defective children that will
be born in future generations’ (Pauling [1962] 2006: 3).

9 Among Norman Borlaug’s publications, the most important are Wheat
Breeding and Its Impact on World Food Supply (1968), Norman Borlaug on
World Hunger (edited by Anwar Dil; 1997), Land Use, Food, Energy and
Recreation (1987), Meeting the Challenges of Population, Environment, and
Resources: The Costs of Inaction (co-authored with several other distingushed
scientists; 1996), Finite Resources and the Human Future (also co-authored;
1976). For the whole list of Borlaug’s writings and speeches, see Hesser
(2006: 233–7), and for his speeches online visit www.usda.gov/oce/forum.

10 Among these many honours and rewards, Borlaug values especially the
naming of a street after him in Ciudad Obregon, the wheat capital of
Mexico. In 2002 he was awarded the Public Welfare Medal from the US
National Academy of Sciences and in 2003 he was a recipient of Sigma Xi’s
John P. McGovern Science and Society Award. In 2006 Borlaug was
awarded the Padma Vibhushan, India’s second highest civilian honour, by
the president of India (Keene 1998: 136). His boyhood home in Howard
County, Iowa, is being preserved and run by the Norman Borlaug Heritage
Foundation.
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Conclusion

The via contemplativa and the via activa

The Nobel Peace Prize honours the highest achievements in creativity
and courage: it shows ‘modern fame at its most dignified’ (Feldman
2001: x). It bestows recognition and authority and confers upon the
laureates some kind of nobility: ‘The Nobels are really knighthoods of a
new and unusual kind, perhaps the only true aristocracy in our demo-
cratic levelling age’ (Feldman 2001: 1). This book’s aim in embodying
the four types of creative and courageous public intellectual in the
twelve ‘Nobels’ has not been to offer us idols to worship but to illustrate
the different ways in which intellectuals can contribute to societal well-
being and democracy. Its goal has been to sketch a perspective from
which can be derived a more general typology of intellectuals’ public
involvement, which, I hope, can advance our understanding of intel-
lectuals’ public practice.
To develop a theoretical framework for an understanding of intel-

lectuals’ contributions towards the betterment of society and the
enrichment of democracy, we started with the question of what gives
intellectuals the authority to speak out to a general audience on broad
issues. The comparison of the four types – dissidents, heroes, champions
and pioneers – allows us to say that the public intellectual’s special
authority is constructed through his or her performance of the role with
a sense of creativity and the effectiveness of his or her own voice in
effecting social change within a set of historically specific cultural and
social relations. Public authority, rooted in the intellectual’s creative
imagination and civic courage, develops in the course of what she or he
does and depends upon a variety of conditions and resources, among
which the nature of her or his networks and the costs of nonconformity
are the most crucial. It starts with the recognition of creative achieve-
ments. The creative figure is in a position to capitalise on his or her
reputation by speaking to a non-specialist audience on broader public
issues. The reputation for scientific or artistic achievements can be
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traded or exploited in order to advance a specific cause or issue. In their
pursuit of public authority intellectuals compete with one another, and
this competition is helped by creative achievements and creativity in
constructing their networks, along which others can be recruited and
ideas can be exchanged.

Our outstanding exemplars also show a unique capacity to reduce
tensions between specialism and generalism, between engagement and
detachment and between intellectual action and civic responsibility – or,
in other words, the tensions between the via contemplativa and the via
activa. Their lives and careers confirm Weber’s ([1918] 1978: 212)
observation that, in order to achieve the optimum balance of intellectual
engagement and detachment, there is a need to discover how to com-
bine the ability to ‘contemplate things as they are with inner calm and
composure before allowing them to affect one’s action’ with ‘a passio-
nate commitment to a realistic cause’. All twelve public intellectuals in
our sample, at different times in their lives and in different ways, but all
with relative success, managed to combine ‘hot passion and cool judg-
ment [ . . . ] within the same personality’ (Weber [1918] 1978: 213).
Their examples illustrate that a solution to this ancient dilemma – the
relationship of the via contemplativa to the via activa (where the latter, as
active engagement in doing something, is always rooted in the world of
people) – is associated with the possession of good judgement in the
public domain. Since there are no methods that have turned out to have
a clear advantage in this respect, and although there is some knowledge
that can illuminate a given situation and therefore can be useful (Berlin
1996), what makes intellectuals’ contribution to the democratic project
successful is their democratic imagination, which is itself stimulated by
their knowledge of a given specific area and their democratic values.
While creative thinking and imagination are indispensable ingredients of
good political judgement, intellectuals’ knowledge and comprehension
of the specific issues and their civic concern with justice and other
matters of human significance, especially when supported by some
understanding of the workings of the world of politics, can lead to
inspiring insights and the actions that flow from them.

Traditionally, until the beginning of the modern age, the via activa
had a negative connotation, while the appreciation of contemplation as
the philosopher’s way of life ensured the primacy of contemplation
(Arendt 1958: 12–15). It is in Plato’s writings that ‘the eternal and the
life of the philosopher are seen as inherently contradictory and in con-
flict with the striving for immortality, the way of life of citizens’ (Arendt
1958: 20). With the modern age came a reversal of the traditional
hierarchy between action and contemplation; the problem now is not
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how to embrace the via contemplativa and stand apart and alone, as
Benda ([1927] 1980) suggested, but how to ensure that both con-
templative and active attitudes contribute to our lives. Nonetheless, in
contrast to Benda’s claim, intellectuals do not inhabit a realm of pure
values. Our exemplars were firmly rooted within their respective socie-
ties and their values, norms and laws, and they were concerned and
affected by their communities’ problems and dilemmas. The nature of
their contexts enhanced or obstructed their capacity for finding a solu-
tion to the tension between engagement and detachment, yet all twelve
intellectuals in our sample achieved some success in combining the via
contemplativa and the via activa, even though in all cases the tension
between these two states was never totally eliminated.
The lives of our public intellectuals show that the tension between

intellectual action and civic responsibility is a result of several factors. In
broad terms, such a conflict arises from the fact that intellectual and
political actions are different kinds of action and because they cannot be
practised simultaneously. The tension is also a result of the fact that
intellectuals ‘have had more sense of responsibility for the maintenance
of traditions of intellectual achievement than they have for the well-being
of their political and civil collectivities’ (Shils 1990: 306). The majority of
our twelve intellectuals, although they sometimes entered the political
fray, tried to stay above all political parties and work towards finding
common ground, without, however, compromising their democratic
convictions. Despite their persistent nonconformity, they believed that
public intellectuals had a duty not only to criticise but to affirm as well.
The tension between engagement and detachment was solved dif-

ferently in different socio-political contexts. For example, under con-
ditions of political closure, we witnessed the politicisation of the
intellectual, as illustrated by the case of Ossietzky’s attempt to alert
Germany to the dangers of militarisation. On the other hand, in rela-
tively informal and open systems, the perception of opportunities for
change enhanced champions’ optimistic engagements. Generally, it can
be said that the nature and scope of engagement is influenced by the
level of risk – that is, the anticipated danger of engaging in a specific
public activity. If we are resistant to the intellectual’s function, as some
scholars are (for instance, Jennings 2000a), we should, like Habermas
(2001), look forward to a new, cosmopolitan model of the intellectual.
Our discussion of what gives intellectuals the authority to exercise

their judgement shows a wide range of intellectuals’ input into societal
well-being, their relations with different publics and different dimen-
sions along which intellectuals relate to, and help shape, the political
process. Our twelve public intellectuals who won the Nobel Peace Prize,
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while establishing the link between academia and non-specialist publics,
courageously upheld and acted upon core civic values. They provide us
with evidence of the importance of civil courage, because the risk was an
inherent part of all their activities, including the creative process of
constructing the new, solving the difficulties of social and political life
and building a reputation for making important contributions to societal
well-being. Thus, while remembering Aron’s (1957) observation that in
Western democracies criticism can no longer be regarded as proof of
courage, and admitting that democracy offers many incentives for
engagement, it can still be argued that courage is needed. If we want to
have an educated public and educated politicians, we need to continue
to find among our ranks the successors – the contemporary reincarna-
tions – of our exemplars. In that way we can make our own contribution
to reinforcing the view expressed forty years ago by the sociologist Lewis
Coser (1965: 312), that there ‘are good reasons to believe that a breed
that has produced . . . Linus Pauling . . . is nowhere near extinction’.
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