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REFACE

 

This collection of essays is based on a series of talks given at the 

 

Boston Colloquium for Philosophy

of Science

 

, March 3 – 4, 1997, under the title “Einstein in Berlin: The First Ten Years.“ The meeting

was organized by the 

 

Center for Philosophy and History of Science

 

 at 

 

Boston University

 

 and the

 

Collected Papers of Albert Einstein

 

, and co-sponsored by the 

 

Max Planck Institute for the History

of Science

 

. 

Although the three essays do not directly build upon one another, we have nevertheless decided to

present them in a single preprint for two reasons. First, they result from a project that grew out of

an earlier cooperation inaugurated by the Berlin Working Group “Albert Einstein.“ This group was

part of the research center “Development and Socialization“ under the direction of Wolfgang Edel-

stein at the 

 

Max Planck Institute for Human Development and Education

 

.
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 The Berlin Working

Group, directed by Peter Damerow and Jürgen Renn, was sponsored by the Senate of Berlin. Its aim

was to pursue research on Einstein in Berlin with particular attention to the relation between his

science and its context. The research activities of the Working Group are now being continued at

the 

 

Max Planck Institute for the History of Science

 

 partly, in cooperation with Michel Janssen, John

Norton, and John Stachel.

Second, by presenting our contributions under a common cover we wish to express our conviction

that Einstein’s scientific achievements in Berlin and their intellectual, institutional, and cultural

context should not be separated. Let us, therefore, briefly characterize each contribution with an

emphasis on common perspectives and mutual relations. All three of the essays presented herein

interpret Einstein’s activities as one among other possible reactions to external challenges, be they

the political crisis of the First World War, the intellectual crisis of classical physics, or the demands

of a new institutional organization of science. A further common perspective is that the intellectual

resources which Einstein drew upon in his reactions were deeply rooted in various nineteenth cen-

tury traditions which shaped, in particular, his image of science as the lonely search for a concep-

tually unified understanding of nature by members of an elitist 

 

république des savants

 

. In spite of

his classical understanding of science, of its protagonists, as well as of its place in society, when

faced with the challenges of the early twentieth century, Einstein responded quite differently in the

scientific, institutional, and political realms.

 

1 For a report on the activities of the working group, see Castagnetti, Damerow, Heinrich, Renn, and Sauer, “Wis-
senschaft zwischen Grundlagenkrise und Politik: Einstein in Berlin.“ Arbeitsbericht der Arbeitsstelle Albert
Einstein 1991-1993, Max-Planck-Institut für Bildungsforschung (1994) [http://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/staff/
tilman/arbeitsbericht_toc.html].
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The first essay (“Albert Einstein in Politics – a Comparative Approach“) argues that Einstein’s

active involvement on behalf of democracy, so different from the position of a majority of sci-

entists, can only be explained if one considers Einstein’s specific understanding of democracy

as well as the historical context of his membership in the social group of natural scientists. Was

Einstein’s uncommon political reaction comparable to his conceptual breakthroughs in sci-

ence? Was he in fact a revolutionary both in politics and science as some have argued?

In the essay it is shown that, in contrast with his scientific thought, Einstein’s political thinking

and behavior was not characterized by radical breaks with respect to that of his contemporaries.

Instead it is argued that, like many humanities professors and some exact scientists, Einstein’s

thinking and behavior bore elitist traits and was influenced by his self-image as a ‘scientist’.

But by generalizing the model of the “true scientist“ to a model of an ideal individual opposed

to dominant values of the society, Einstein increasingly assumed the role of an involved intel-

lectual. This role, with its critical distance from the dominant social and political standards, set

him apart from the majority both of humanities professors and of natural scientists. Einstein’s

political thinking and acting as an intellectual was, however, nevertheless largely structured by

traditional ideas about the dominant role of the individual, and in particular, of the morally and

intellectually “elevated“ individual in society. Thus, as an intellectual, Einstein felt that he be-

longed to an “elite of values,“ a position that determined his understanding of democracy. His

political thinking was 

 

not

 

 pluralistic, in the sense that he did not acknowledge competing social

groups with conflicting interests. In summary, while witnessing the contemporary disarray of

the social and political foundations, Einstein remained under the spell of rather old-fashioned

and naive ideas about society, and essentially denied part of the social and political reality with

which he was confronted in his Berlin years.

The second essay (“The Rediscovery of General Relativity in Berlin“) addresses Einstein’s trail

blazing scientific break-through during his Berlin years, the creation of general relativity in

1915. This breakthrough is interpreted as a reaction to a foundational crisis of moribund classi-

cal physics that was, at least as Einstein clearly realized, only sharpened, rather then resolved

by the special theory of relativity of 1905; the conflict between Newton’s theory of gravitation

and the demand by both field theory and special relativity that no physical action propagate fast-

er than the speed of light. At first sight the task of reconstructing the complicated path which

Einstein followed in founding the field equation of general relativity in 1915 confronts the his-

torian with two main alternatives: if his difficulties were predominantly of a technical nature,

the discovery of the field equation could be recounted as a comedy of errors with a brilliant be-

ginning, some deviations, and a happy conclusion. If Einstein’s difficulties were, however, of

a conceptual nature, his eventual success would have to be interpreted as a case of serendipity,

as a lucky finding that cannot be accounted for by the quality of his heuristic starting point.
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These two extreme alternatives, however, both fail to provide a rational account of the concep-

tual development from classical and special relativistic physics to the physics of general rela-

tivity. They also fail to take into account any non-trivial interaction between heuristics and

formalism.

An analysis of this interaction, as evidenced in one of Einstein’s research notebooks, suggests

a third, alternate account of Einstein’s discovery of the gravitational field equation. In the

course of his work on the problem of gravitation, two distinct and complementary strategies

(the “physical“ and the “mathematical“ strategy) emerged for the construction of suitable can-

didates for the differential operator entering the left hand side of a tentative gravitational field

equation. These two strategies guided a mutual adaptation of Einstein’s heuristics and the math-

ematical formalism which he explored during his search for a field equation, thus accounting

for conceptual development in the case of general relativity. The creation of general relativity

is thus analyzed not as a result of Einstein’s creativity, but as a process of conceptual transfor-

mation in a situation of crisis. But the essay also emphasizes that Einstein’s success in following

his two strategies is closely linked to the fact that his heuristics aimed, from the beginning, at a

conceptual integration of different knowledge traditions of classical physics.

A contemporary attempt to exploit Einstein’s integrative capabilities in the conceptual realm

for an organization of science is the topic of the third and concluding essay (“Directing a Kaiser

Wilhelm Institute: Einstein, Organizer of Science?“). The foundation of the 

 

Kaiser-Wilhelm-

Institut für Physik

 

 under Einstein’s directorship, promoted by an influential group of Berlin

physicists, administrators, and industrialists, was an attempt to take advantage, in the search for

a theory of atomic physics and radiation, of Einstein’s ability for conceptional integration. The

creation of the institute aimed, at the same time, at an adaption of research funding both to in-

creased differentiation within physics and to the ever more important role of Planck’s quantum

as a germ of crystallization of a growing field of knowledge. The essay argues, however, that

Einstein, with his independent mind, his stress on intuition and on individual achievement, and

with his single-handed search for conceptual unity, did not fit into such plans. As a director he

had little interest in managing his institute and, when involved in science politics proper, was

not very successful. The failure of the attempt to exploit Einstein’s integrative capabilities in

the conceptual realm for an organization of science can be interpreted as indicating a new stage

in the social organization of science. In fact, the integration of knowledge from physics and

chemistry that was required for the formulation of the later quantum mechanics could no longer

be achieved by the intellectual work of a single outstanding individual such as Einstein.

The texts of the essays presented here differ only slightly from the lecture versions. A longer

version of the essay by Jürgen Renn and Tilman Sauer under the title “Heuristics and Mathe-



 

IV

 

matical Representation in Einstein’s Search for a Gravitational Field Equation“ is available as

a Preprint of the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science. It will be published in a forth-

coming volume of the Einstein Studies series based on the Fourth International Conference on

the History of General Relativity, Berlin 1995. Full versions of the essay by Giuseppe Castag-

netti and Hubert Goenner and of the essay by Britta Scheideler and Hubert Goenner are in prep-

aration and will also be available as Max Planck Institute preprints in the near future.

Berlin, in May 1997 Giuseppe Castagnetti

Hubert Goenner

Jürgen Renn

Tilman Sauer

Britta Scheideler
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ATURAL
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AND
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2.1 Politically active Scientists in Comparison

 

An examination of professors in the Reichstag provides a starting point for a comparison of the

natural scientists with their colleagues from other faculties. Among 62 professors belonging to

the Reichstag in the years 1871 to 1918, we find only 5% from the exact sciences.

 

4

 

 In 1900,

 

3 The professors of natural sciences are not or only marginally taken into consideration in the research concern-
ing the professorship and the educated classes in Germany (see Bildungsbürgertum, vol. 1-4, Brocke 1985,
Bruch 1980 and 1982, Jansen 1992, Ringer 1983, Schwabe 1969). Their affiliation to the Bildungsbürgertum
respectively to the Mandarins is silently presumed, though the knowledge of the natural sciences went beyond
the scope of the canon of humanistic knowledge. This humanistic knowledge was central for the corporative
socialization of the Bildungsbürgertum as well as for it's status and self-understanding as an elite of values
(see Langewiesche in Bildungsbürgertum, vol. 4, pp. 95-119 and Lepsius in Bildungsbürgertum, vol. 3, pp. 8-
18). It is therefore to be examined whether and to which degree the possession of humanistic knowledge de-
termined the status, self-understanding, life-style, communication-networks, the attitudes toward modernity
etc. of the professors of the natural sciences from 1890 to 1933. To answer these and further questions con-
cerning the coherence of exact scientists as a social group and the influence of typical patterns of values and
roles on their political behavior the authors have begun examining professors of physics, chemistry and math-
ematics in a comparative study. Such a study can draw material from papers concerning the self-understanding
of biologists by Harwood 1993 and 1996 as well as from the studies by Pyenson 1983 and Forman 1967 and
1994.

Schiller memorial day in Berlin, 1905 (Buddensieg et al. 1987, p. 222)
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their percentage of the total university professors was 10%

 

5

 

, though, and would have been high-

er if engineering academies had been included. Between 1919 and 1924 not a single represen-

tative from the natural sciences belonged to the National Constitutive Assembly or to the

Reichstag.

Another criterion for political activity of professors is their participation in associations not

bound to political parties, and in political declarations, publications and manifestos. This crite-

rion is more appropriate to the non-pluralistic understanding of politics of the majority of pro-

fessors who saw themselves as guardians of the common good, in contrast to presumedly selfish

interests of political parties and pressure groups.

 

6

 

Even if such a weaker criterion for political activity is used, both exact and natural scientists in

general were also less politically active than their percentage of the total number of professors

would indicate.

 

7

 

 In his study Döring lists 647 professors who signed more than one political

declaration in the years 1914 to 1933.

 

8

 

 According to our analysis, the list contains 8% exact sci-

entists whereas, in 1931, they made up 21% of all professors. Jansen, in his study of professors

at the University of Heidelberg, uses a more selective criterion: continued active political ex-

pression in the form of articles or books published.

 

9

 

 In this case, the proportion of politically

active natural scientists from all fields falls to zero. Thus, in comparison to his colleagues,

Einstein's strong political commitment made him an exception indeed.

 

2.2 Political Behavior and its Reasons specific to Scientists

 

The lower-than-average political activity of professors from the exact sciences does not indicate

political indifference. Presumably, they shared a common nationalistic and conservative posi-

tion, as is confirmed by several studies.

 

10

 

 Also, the central ideal of an international spirit in the

natural sciences did not reduce chauvinistic sentiments but, at best, induced a greater reserved-

ness in the 'battle of scholars' during the First World War toward their foreign colleagues.

 

11

 

4 See Brocke in Schwabe 1988, pp. 55-92, here pp. 72-82. The total number of exact scientists was 3.
5 See Ferber 1956, p. 197/98.
6 See Döring 1975, p. 248/49 and Schwabe 1988, p. 22.
7 Among the active members of political associations not affiliated with political parties in the German Empire

("Alldeutscher Verband", "Flottenverband", "Freie Vereinigung für Flottenverträge" or "Verband für Interna-
tionale Verständigung"), natural scientists were clearly underrepresented in comparison to their colleagues
from the humanities (see Burchardt in Schwabe 1988, pp. 151-214, here p. 211/212; Chickering 1975, pp. 151-
153).

8 See Döring 1975, pp. 256-272.
9 See Jansen 1992, p. 24/25, see also p. 102/103.
10 See Bayertz 1987, Forman 1973, Schroeder-Gudehus 1979.
11 See Eckert 1992, Forman 1973, Schroeder-Gudehus 1966 and 1979, Crawford 1992.
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A further reason for reduced political activity is to be seen in the higher-than-average induction

of natural scientists into military service

 

12

 

: military personell were forbidden to take part in po-

litical activities. Moreover, natural scientists could be satisfied with the status quo in the Ger-

man Empire. Contrary to their colleagues from the humanities, they benefited from an increased

prestige as a result of industrialization, which lead to a marked increase in positions for natural

scientists.

 

13

 

The feeling of political incompetence expressed by some natural scientists, due to their profes-

sional distance from politics, was a subjective but not an objective reason for reduced political

involvement. Obviously, disciplinary closeness to political themes did not necessarily lead to

greater political wisdom by the humanities scholars in solving concrete problems. Their will-

ingness to express political judgements is connected to their image of science. It was formed by

neo-humanism, based in particular in the humanities, and contained an urge to render science

fruitful for the creation of political systems and Weltanschauungen.

 

14

 

In contrast, an overwhelming majority of exact scientists sought to keep politics seperate from

their science. As Forman showed for physicists through his examples of the debate concerning

professional journals and controversies between competing professional societies, conflicts

within the discipline were not settled but harmonized, if possible.

 

15

 

 Physicists on the extreme

right like Stark were tolerated, and bound to the very organizations they battled against.

With the exception of mathematicians, exact scientists represented scientific concepts and

methods not based on neo-humanism. Thus, their interpretation of science did not imply an un-

derstanding of political roles similar to that expressed by their colleagues from the humani-

ties.

 

16

 

 However, it remains questionable whether the majority of exact scientists was content

with the more modest role as experts.

 

17

 

 After all, the generations up to 1890 were educated in

humanistic "Gymnasium", an institution designed to instill in students the ideals of a classical

education. For this reason, the physicist Voigt could acknowledge that he ascribed a high value

to exact thinking in the natural sciences for the formation of personality, but that the real edu-

cational force resided in history.

 

18

 

 This assumes that professors in the exact sciences under-

stood themselves as bearers of culture, but left the role of interpretor of the political and social

 

12 See Jansen 1992, p. 118, Martinetz 1996, p. 145, Rasch 1991, Willstätter 1949, pp. 249-252 and Übersicht
1915. Studies on the quantitative participation of scientists in World War I are still lacking.

13 See Jansen 1992, p. 15.
14 See Ringer 1983, p. 349. Therefore only a few humanities professors as e.g. Max Weber opted for a distinction

between science, politics and weltanschauung (see Weber 1992, pp. 71-111: Wissenschaft als Beruf).
15 See Forman 1967, pp. 161-201 and Richter 1973. For the exclusion of political discussions among the math-

ematicians in Göttingen see Behnke 1978, p. 28 and 32.
16 See Jansen 1992, p. 102/03 and Pyenson 1983.
17 See in contrast Burchardt in Schwabe 1988, pp. 151-214, here p. 213. Harwood puts the professors with a self-

understanding as experts into the category of "outsiders", characterized, in contrast to the mandarins, by their
distance from the self-understanding as culture-bearers due to their social origin (see Harwood 1993, p. 210).
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course of affairs to their colleagues in the humanities.

We will now investigate, through several examples, what kind of self-understanding made pro-

fessors from the exact sciences in the generations up to 1890 politically active, and compare it

to Einstein's interpretation of his political role.

 

2.3 Scientists and their Interpretation of their Political Role

 

The case of the applied mathematician Carl Runge is an example for political activity derived

from a self-understanding as a citizen. Before the First World War Runge had not much cared

about politics. Only after the summoning of the National Constitutive Assembly did he feel

obliged "to implement his will as a citizen. [...] As a result, he became a member of the Göttin-

gen section of the Democratic Party."

 

19

 

Einstein's support for democracy was not motivated by such an ideal of citizenship. On the one

hand, as we shall see, his self-appreciation as a moral authority went much further than partic-

ipation as a citizen. On the other hand, after 1915 he considered "belonging to a state as a busi-

ness matter, comparable to dealing with a life insurance company."

 

20

 

With the concept of "political understanding of the role as a professor" we shall characterize the

self image of those professors who claimed a political leadership role as a consequence of their

academic position. Such an interpretation of their role as an elite of values accredited by the

state very likely remained an exception for natural scientists because of their differing concept

of science. One exceptional case was the Berlin lecturer in physics, Leo Arons. He had been

stripped of his right to teach at Berlin University in 1900, because he had been active as a Social

Democrat. The whole faculty protested against the interference with the university's autonomy

because, to their knowledge, Arons had never acted as a university teacher for 'the party of rev-

olution'.

 

21

 

 Arons himself considered his political gagging by the authorities as "a degradation

of the rank of university teachers."

 

22

 

 Consequently, after the revolution of 1918, in a public let-

ter he challenged the universities, to take over a leading role as the moral and intellectual elite

of the new state.

 

23

 

18 See Voigt 1912, p. 13. The analysis of about 30 autobiographies as well as of numerous speeches supports our
view that the majority of the physicists, chemists and mathematicians born before 1890 felt obliged towards
this humanistic educational ideal. See also McCormmach 1976.

19 Runge 1949, p. 171.
20 Einstein 1916a, p. 212.
21 See Fricke 1960, p. 1088.
22 Justification of Arons, quoted from Koch 1919, p. 1100.
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That Einstein did not share such a political interpretation of the role as a professor becomes very

clear from his reply to Arons public letter: "In this war, the professors have amply shown that,

in political matters, one can learn nothing from them. On the contrary, it is imperative that they

learn something, namely to shut up!"

 

24

 

Lastly, we examine the cases of three Nobel Prize winners who derived the political under-

standing of their roles as natural scientists from both the presumably more exact methods of

their discipline and its advantage in factual knowledge. In the knowledge obtained through the

natural sciences, the chemist Wilhelm Ostwald believed he had found a 'law of nature' for the

social and political domains: "energetics". He spread this "scientific Weltanschauung"

 

25

 

 in ar-

ticles in journals dealing with social and political matters. The physicists Philipp Lenard and

Johannes Stark took on roles as political speakers, and justified this action on the basis of the

more precise thinking in the exact sciences. From the outbreak of the First World War Lenard

concluded that his colleagues from the humanities had failed to explain and control political de-

velopments, and he began to take on their task. He believed that he was particularly competent

because "no one can look for truth more earnestly and effectively [...] than the natural scientist

[Naturforscher], and it is only on truth that humanity will thrive."

 

26

 

 "As a natural scientist," who

only by an explanation free from contradictions "of the relation between cause and effect [...]

could become successful"

 

27

 

 both Lenard and Stark eventually found the missing mono-causal

explanation in Hitler's racial phantasies seen as a theory. Due to their interpretation of natural

science as a leading political discipline, their political agitation did not stop at the gates of the

university nor among their colleagues.

For Einstein, in contrast to these scientists, principles for society were not transferable from the

scientific method or body of knowledge - that would have contradicted not only his understand-

ing of "the essentially constructive and speculative nature [...] especially of scientific think-

ing"

 

28

 

 but also his definition of science. Einstein pointedly expressed a view that we already

can observe in earlier statements, when he wrote to Solovine in 1951: "What we call science

has the exclusive goal of determining what 

 

is

 

. The determination of 

 

what ought to be

 

 is some-

thing different, and not achieveable through [scientific] methodology."

 

29

 

 In Einstein's eyes, the

methodology of the natural sciences only applies to the laws of ethics to the extent that further

 

23 See Vossische Zeitung, 12 November 1918: Abendblatt. Reprinted in Arons 1918, p. 5/6. See on Arons’es
conviction that "the universities should take over the leadership", also p. 10 and 14. While Einstein praised
Arons as one of the few academics uninfluenced by the "prejudices of his caste" (Einstein 1919, p. 1055), Max
Schippel saw in Aron's "unwavering trust" in the leadershiprole of the universities in fact "a touch of pleasant
ideology and bias" (Schippel 1919, p. 1058).

24 Arons 1918, p. 3. See for Einstein as the author of this letter: Borchardt 1930.
25 Ostwald 1927, p. 226.
26 Lenard 1943, p. 79.
27 Lenard 1943, p. 6. See also Stark 1930.
28 Einstein 1979, p. 21. See also Einstein 1916b, p. 279.
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ethical rules could be logically derived from ethical premises.

 

30

 

Nonetheless, Einstein's understanding of his role in politics and society was closely tied to his

self image as a scientist. His letter to the physicist Hans Thirring in May 1933 makes that clear:

The representatives of science fail in their duty to defend moral and intellectual val-
ues because they have completely lost their passionate love of them - the mentality
of Giordano Bruno. This is the only reason why individuals of base and inferior na-
ture have been able to seize power [...].

 

31

 

With this statement, Einstein accorded scientists a significant influence over political events.

The scientists’ failure to act properly made the takeover by the National Socialists possible.

Einstein thus did not draw scientists' political role from their methodology or their knowledge,

but from a mentality specific to scientists. 

In the following, we examine the connection between Einstein's political involvement and his

understanding of a 'true scientist.' When we use Einstein's later term "wissenschaftlicher Men-

sch"

 

32

 

, translated as 'true scientist', we want to express his conception of a scientist who lives

for his science and has internalized the values it propagates.

3 S

 

CIENCE

 

 

 

AND

 

 S

 

OCIETY

 

: E

 

INSTEIN

 

'

 

S

 

 "T

 

RUE

 

 S

 

CIENTIST

 

" 

 

AS

 

 U

 

NIVERSAL

 

 I

 

DEAL

 

In his speech on the occasion of Max Planck's 60th birthday in 1918, Einstein characterized 'sci-

ence' as an autonomous field, independent from social and political goals.

 

33

 

 He laid out two mo-

tives defining a 'true scientist', both of which included a rejection of society. Paraphrasing

Schopenhauer, Einstein saw the first reason in a "flight from everyday life with its [...] hopeless

dreariness, from the fetters of one's own ever shifting desires."

 

34

 

 The second motive is a cre-

ation of a simplified picture of the world permitting an overview, in order to overcome "the

world of personal experience."

 

35

 

29 Einstein 1956, p. 104. The view that science does not provide principles for society or ethics is already, though
more implicitly expressed in Einstein’s article “Religion and Science“ from 1930 (see Einstein 1954, p. 39;
see also p. 12 and 40).

30 Einstein 1984, p. 53-55: Die Gesetze der Naturwissenschaft und die Gesetze der Ethik (1950). See in contrast
Holton 1986, p. 78.

31 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 235. Since Nathan and Norden 1968, sometimes omit passages, we translate from
the later german edition Nathan and Norden 1975.

32 See Einstein to Max von Laue, 26 May 1933, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 234 and Einstein 1984, pp. 56-59.
33 See Einstein 1954, p. 224: "Many take to science out of a joyful sense of superior intellectual power [...], many

others are to be found in the temple [of science] who have offered the products of their brains on this altar for
purely utilitarian purposes. Were an angel of the Lord to come and drive all the people belonging to these two
categories out of the temple, [...] there would still be some men [...] left inside. Our Planck is one of them, and
that is why we love him."

34 Einstein 1934, p. 108. As the english translation of Mein Weltbild and other sources by Sonja Bargmann
(Einstein 1954) is often not literal we translate in the following from the german original.
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Einstein's further comments are also borrowed

from the philosophers Schopenhauer and Spino-

za. The scientist, as the artist, by observing and

conceiving of the objective world, in its manifest

reason and harmony, frees himself by overcom-

ing his will, his passions and his urges. He ele-

vates himself through his pursuit of the truth

above "the shackles of selfish desire"

 

36

 

 and expe-

riences a pantheistic religious feeling. Einstein

later described this religious experience as "cos-

mic religiosity," only to be experienced by "indi-

viduals of exceptional endowments, and

exceptionally high-minded communities."

 

37

 

Einstein's ideas of an international republic of

scholars

 

38

 

 can be understood as such a commu-

nity, held together by the necessity of interna-

tional cooperation, common efforts to achieve

greater insight, and an intellectual and emotional

bond through 'cosmic religiosity'.

Although freedom from selfishness is connected

to the recognition of something greater than one-

self in autonomous science and art, Einstein

made the 'true scientist' his universal ideal: "The true value of a human being is determined pri-

marily by the measure [...] in which he has attained liberation from the self."

 

39

 

 Einstein's image

of society is based on this ideal. 

4 E

 

INSTEIN

 

'

 

S

 

 I

 

MAGE

 

 

 

OF

 

 S

 

OCIETY

 

Our presentation of Einstein's image of society is the result of an analysis of the available sourc-

es up to 1933 according to leitmotives. Although, or perhaps because, Einstein himself did not

reflect upon his socio-political views and their internal logic, certain basic, constant values and

 

35 Einstein 1934, p. 108.
36 Einstein 1934, p. 18.
37 Einstein 1934, p. 16.
38 See Einstein 1934, p. 19.
39 Einstein 1934, p. 10.

Max Planck and Albert Einstein, 1929
(Hermann 1979, p. 62; © Ullstein)
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modes of his thinking can be recognized. The model of the true scientist corresponds to

Einstein's late-idealistic, ideal individual, that is determined by "kindness, beauty and truth."

 

40

 

This ideal assumes that selfishness and lust will be overcome. Freedom from these passions al-

lows the individual to develop into the moral and "independent-minded person" Einstein's mod-

el society is based on:

It can easily be seen that all the valuable achievements, material, spiritual, and mor-
al, which we receive from society have been brought about [...] by creative individ-
uals. [...] The health of society thus depends quite as much on the independence of
the individuals composing it as on their close social cohesion.

 

41

 

Since the ideal individual that Einstein's model society is based on embodies "selfless, respon-

sible dedication to the service of the community"

 

42

 

, the association of such people can only lead

to a homogenous, harmonious society. Through this fixation on the selfless, moral individual,

conflicts of interest and the necessity for an institutionalized balancing of interests do not come

into play. Einstein's ideal individual therefore forms the element joining his image of society,

state and politics. His "political statement" in 1931 thus went: "I believe the most important

mission of the state is to protect the individual and make it possible for him to develop into a

creative personality."

 

43

 

As Jürgen Renn and Tilman Sauer have shown through the example of the conflict between the

classical theory of gravitation and the special theory of relativity, Einstein integrated different

areas of physics in a new theory without doing away with basic principles of these areas.

 

44

 

 His

image of society, in contrast, does not integrate but actually negates existing groups and their

different interests through his reduction of society to the moral individual.

This negation of competing social groups shows Einstein's conception of society and state to be

non-pluralistic. We will examine how this conception influenced Einstein's understanding of

democracy by following his political development until 1933.

From Einstein's fixation on the selfless individual his belief followed "that the fate of a commu-

nity is primarily determined by the level of its moral standards."

 

45

 

 He assumed, however, that

not everyone was able to achieve the necessary moral level. While the true scientist is able to

achieve freedom from the egoistic will and selfish desires, the average man, as Einstein cited

Schopenhauer, "can do what he wants, but not want what he wants."

 

46

 

 Therefore, a self-deter-

 

40 Einstein 1934, p. 8.
41 Einstein 1934, p. 11/12.
42 Einstein’s speech, 25 January 1932, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 178.
43 Einstein's article in The New York Times, 22 November 1931, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 167.
44 See their contribution in this volume.
45 Einstein to Thomas Mann, 29 April 1933, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 237.
46 Einstein 1934, p. 7.
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mined, moral minority had to be opposed to the majority of people, which were slaves to their

desires, urges and passions. This dichotomy is expressed by Einstein in 1926:

The rude masses are driven by dark passions that dominate both them and the gov-
ernments which represent them. [...] Those few who do not share in the coarse emo-
tions of the masses and who, unaffected by such passions, cling to the ideal of
brotherly love" form "the community of those who seek to abolish war as the first
step toward the moral regeneration of mankind.

 

47
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Einstein's claim to a moral leadership for 'true scientists' and artists thus resulted from this dis-

tinction between the masses, driven by primitive urges, and the minority able to determine its

will independently. As is evident from his numerous appeals for peace, justice, truth or the dig-

nity of mankind, he took over a role as public advocate for the social implementation of his ideal

individual derived from his conception of the true scientist.48

Through this universalization of ideals and values, valid in the autonomous sphere of science,

Einstein meets the criteria established by the sociologist Bourdieu for universal intellectuals.

These intellectuals are further defined by the practice of appealing to the values associated with

their autonomous field, such as moral power, unselfishness, reason and truth to become in-

volved in political activity and "exercise a type of moral authority."49

Thus Einstein as an intellectual belonged to an elite of values. This self-understanding was con-

nected to his self-image as a natural scientist. By deriving a universal ideal of the individual

from his ideal of the true scientist, Einstein yet did not act as a natural scientist, but as the rep-

resentative and advocate of values, valid independently from natural sciences. This makes the

difference between Einstein and those natural scientists mentioned before, whose elitist self-im-

age and political behavior were based on the knowledge or the methodology of natural science.

With respect to the humanities professors who derived universal values from their neohuman-

istic ideal of personal formation Einstein differed to the extent that he tried to replace the dom-

inant patterns by his values. A majority of the academic establishment did not question

47 Einstein’s contribution to the "Book of Friends" dedicated to the novelist Romain Rolland, Nathan and Norden
1975, p. 97/98.

48 Fölsing is right to say that Einstein could not have been urged into the role as a public person without his will-
ingness (see Fölsing 1993, p. 516).

49 Bourdieu 1991, p. 46. See also pp. 42-51. According to Lepsius, intellectuals, in criticizing society, make use
of values about which a certain social consent prevails. Typically, writers, publicists and scientists develop
into critically minded intellectuals because they professionally are busy “with the social transfer of abstract
conceptions of values“, and also because of their easy access to public media (Lepsius 1964, p. 87-89).
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dominating social and political standards as long as they guaranteed the social status of this

group.

5.1 Einstein's development to an intellectual

What was the reason for Einstein generaliz-

ing his ideal of the true scientist to a univer-

sal concept of the individual which he

turned against the dominant social and polit-

ical values? The reason is to be seen in his

critical distance to the society of the time.

From childhood on, he felt alienated from

the militarism and subservience of Wil-

helmine Germany. His status as an outsider

was also determined by the precarious eco-

nomic and social status of his parents,

whose electrotechnical business was always

on the brink of failure. As the son in a liber-

al, Jewish family he belonged to a discrimi-

nated minority. Their efforts at assimilation

caused significant internal conflicts of val-

ues for Einstein between the Jewish reli-

gion, enlightened liberal traditions, and an

authoritarian pressure to conform. He found

this conflict very disturbing, as his radical

rejection of all forms of prescribed authority after a brief-but-intense religious phase makes

clear.

In addition, he had not completely attended all the institutions of socialization Wilhelmine Ger-

many used to ingrain the values of the time: college preparatory school, the university, and the

military. He emigrated to liberal Switzerland when he was 16, which possessed a democratic

constitution that corresponded to his ideal of self-determination and his rejection of authority.

Also the relevant local contexts, as for example his experiences in liberal Aarau Cantonal-

school and his being influenced by his teacher Winteler, must be taken into account.

Einstein's heritage and socialization, as well as the resulting conflicts and possibilities for com-

parison led him to play an active role in replacing the given political and social ideals. This path

Einstein in Aarau, 1896
(Seelig 1954, p. 16)
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separated him from most colleagues, who shared his scientific ideals but fell back on the famil-

iar social and political conceptions mostly of a nationalist, conservative order.

His critical distance to the society of the time and its dominant values also separated Einstein

from the majority of those educated in the humanistic tradition. They certainly shared his late-

idealistic conception of the ideal individual, and his high regard for Goethe and Kant as intel-

Max von Laue, 1904 (Hermann 1979, p. 46)
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lectual and moral authorities. Einstein's opposition of the "rough masses" to the "spiritually and

morally elevated"50 humans was typical of the educated middle classes as well.51 It was unusu-

al, however, that he employed his ideal of the individual to advocate justice and democracy, and

criticize militarism, in society as a whole. The majority of Bildungbürgertum, that is the edu-

cated middle-class in the Kaiserreich, in contrast, supported an authoritarian state which guar-

anteed their social status, but did not embody their cultural ideals. These anti-democratic

tendencies also determined to a large extent the educated elite's attitude toward the Weimar Re-

public.52

We may assume that Einstein's success as a 'rebel' in physics strengthened his role as an outsider

with a critical distance to the dominating values in society upheld by all those defending the

status quo.

5.2 Einstein's contact to the intellectuals' movement

In his role as an outsider Einstein was backed by most authors, artists and publicists that the

physicist came in contact with during and after the war. They shared his critical distance to the

dominant values and further agreed on an essential pacifist stance, on concentrating on the in-

dividual, and on claiming a leading role in society because they provided a moral orientation.

Before 1933, Einstein corresponded, or was acquainted, with - among others - Alfred Döblin,

Wilhelm Herzog, Alfred Kerr, Käthe Kollwitz, Heinrich Mann, Erich Mühsam, Carl von Ossi-

etzky, Ernst Toller, Arnold and Stefan Zweig or Henri Barbusse and Romain Rolland.

These prominent individuals were considered prototypical 'left-wing intellectuals' already in

the 1920's, and Heinrich Mann was nearly a moral institution. In 1910, he had called the "men

of spirit and intellect" to action, saying they were obliged by the "spirit [Geist], to protect the

dignity of man."53 This concept of intellectuality and spirituality, expressed in the term 'Geist',

entailed not only intellectual capacity, but also the moral authority to represent universal values.

In Rolland's 1919 manifesto, "Intellectual workers, Comrades," Einstein and the other signato-

50 Einstein's press release, 23 May 1932, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 185. For Einstein’s conviction that there
were significant qualitative differences among people see also his letter to a young man in Prague, 4 November
1931, Einstein 1989, p. 84: “In principle I would not be opposed to killing individuals who are worthless or
dangerous in that sense [for the protection of society]. [...] What I value in life is quality rather than quantity,
just as in Nature the overall principles represent a higher reality than does the single object.“

51 Already around 1900 plans for an alternative society had been discussed by the Bildungsbürgertum in order
to defend the leadership claim in society of the educated against the demands of a democratic and pluralistic
society. In this way 'power of the best' and 'aristocracy of intellectuals' became key-words in the prewar dis-
course of the Bildungsbürgertum (see Bruch 1989, p. 83/84).

52 See Faulenbach in Schwabe 1988, pp. 225-246, here p. 245, Sontheimer in Schwabe 1988, pp. 215-224 and
Ringer 1983, pp. 186-207.

53 Mann 1960, pp. 7-14: Geist und Tat (1910), here p. 13.
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ries appealed to the "Servants of the mind. [...] Truth only do we honor; truth that knows nought

of the prejudices of race or caste."54

The implementation of these values, which, according to H. Mann and Rolland, demanded a

democratic and socialist society, was expected to take place through the moral instruction of the

individual by the intellectuals. H. Mann therefore believed in the essential role of the intellec-

tual as the "leader of every democracy", since he provided a model of "what was true, just, [...]

of what the eternal ideal individual is."55

The intellectual movement "Activism," organized in 1914 by Kurt Hiller, Alfred Wolfenstein

and Rudolf Kayser, who was to become Einstein's son-in-law, took this moral claim to leader-

ship one step further in calling for a political "rulership of the moral and spiritual [geistigen]

humans".56

The role of the committed intellectual that Einstein adopted led to a conflict with his self image

as a true scientist, driven to the autonomous sphere of science as an escape from the mundane.

In the next section, we will explore Einstein's political thought and activity between 1914 and

1933 in the light of following questions:

- How did the conflict between his roles as a scientist aloof from society and as a politically

involved intellectual influence Einstein's behavior in the social and scientific spheres?

- How did Einstein react to experiences that contradicted his ideals?

- How did the fixation on the moral individual influence his political thinking and behavior?

- How do Einstein's non-pluralistic opinions and his belief in a leadership role of the intellectu-

als relate to his engagement for democracy?

54 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 49-51. In Einstein's case too the equivalization of spirit and morality is striking.
In his 1932 contribution for Barbusse’s journal Monde he admonished that "those whose obligation it is to
guard our spiritual heritage [...] stand idly by watching our moral impoverishment" (Nathan and Norden 1975,
p. 196). See also on the equivalization as well as on the substitution of the term 'intellectual' by 'Geistiger',
Bering 1982, pp. 308-319.

55 Mann 1960, pp. 526-541: Schmutz und Schund (1926), here p. 540 and Mann 1928, p. 144.
56 Hiller 1918, p. 82. See also p. 112/113 and Kayser 1917/18, p. 78. The movement “Activism“ during the war

became the main melting pot of pacifist literary activity and of the oppositional currents in the middle-classes
(see Koester 1977, p. 345 and Habereder 1981, p. 57). With Hans Blüher and Gustav Wyneken large parts of
the youth-movement joined the "Bund zum Ziel", as the association was officially called since mid-1917. Fur-
ther collaborators to the publications of the union were among others Walter Benjamin, Max Brod, Richard
Coudenhove-Kalergi, Otto Flake, Hellmut von Gerlach, Alfred Kerr, Magnus Hirschfeld, Arthur Holitscher,
Karl Korsch, Heinrich Mann, Leonard Nelson, Carl v. Ossietzky, René Schickele, Hugo Sinzheimer and
Helene Stöcker (see Hiller1969, p. 98 and 107).
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6 EINSTEIN'S POLITICS BETWEEN 1914 AND 1933

The outbreak of the First World War brought about two experiences that shook Einstein's core

beliefs. First, the war contradicted his pacifism and his belief in the right of individual self-de-

termination. Secondly, the "battle of scholars," waged with slanderous attacks as well as nation-

alistic texts and appeals, was incompatible with his ideal of the moral true scientist and an

international republic of scholars.

How Einstein reacted to these experiences contradicting his ideals we will show for the social

and the scientific sphere. An example for his reaction in the social realm is his 1915 written ar-

ticle "My Opinion about the War".57 Here Einstein held the destructive urges of man and the

subservience and patriotism promoted in schools responsible for the war he opposed. His appeal

urged the people to prevent further wars by rejecting greed and replacing patriotism with cul-

tural values, and was thus based on his ideal of the individual. Einstein also joined the pacifist

"League for a New Fatherland" in 1915, a group that in 1918 established as its central goal the

development of the individual "on the basis of a truly intellectual and moral culture."58 The

League specified that the achievement of this ideal take place in a socialist republic and through

a policy of peaceful coexistence.

From Einstein's reactions in the social realm conclusions can be drawn giving answers to our

leading questions. 1. In spite of contradictory experiences he did not give up his ideal of the

moral individual. 2. His fixation on the individual determined indeed his political thought and

action and 3. his behavior in the social sphere was determined by his role as an intellectual. This

becomes clear from his commitment to universal values, instead of a withdrawal in silent op-

position.

Einstein's reactions to the "battle of scholars" showed the tension created by his role of an in-

volved intellectual and his self image of a scientist aloof to society. Einstein's colleagues such

as Fritz Haber or Max Planck were among the signatories of the October 1914 appeal "To the

Civilized World!" which justified the war and "German militarism" through its defense of Ger-

man culture.59 The physician Nicolai and Einstein wrote the counter to this piece in 1914, en-

titled "Appeal to the Europeans," which urged scholars and artists to support a "common world

culture" forbidding nationalistic passions.60 Einstein's ideal of the 'true scientist' was dealt a se-

vere blow by the fact that only two scientists signed the pacifist appeal.

The disappointment Einstein felt and his emotional ties to the community that shared his 'cos-

57 Einstein 1916a.
58 Zuelzer 1981, p. 252.
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mic religiosity' are clear in a 1915 letter to the physicist Ehrenfest: "Is not that small group of

scholars and intellectuals the only 'fatherland' which is worthy of serious concern to people like

ourselves? Should their convictions be determined only by the accident of frontiers?"61 Al-

though these fears turned out to be true, Einstein stuck by his ideal of the true scientist removed

from society.

His explanations for the nationalistic behavior of the scientists seems like an effort to maintain

his ideal at any cost. He blamed their failures on the influence of propaganda, and emphasized

in 1922 that "the attitude of the individual is everywhere far superior to official pronounce-

ments".62 Einstein therefore tried to protect scientists from social and political influence by rec-

reating the international republic of scholars as an autonomous, apolitical entity. The scholar's

interaction with the society-at-large should be limited to the scientists' and artists' preparation

of the proper climate for reconciliation between peoples, through their "creative work, lifting

man above personal and selfish national goals".63 Politics as such were expressly prohibited.

Einstein's "conviction that politics should not be allowed to impinge upon scientific endeav-

ors"64 showed him to be typical of other natural scientists in this respect.

To experiences contradicting his ideal of the 'true scientist' Einstein reacted in the scientific like

in the social realm: he did not give up his ideal. In contrast to his reaction in the social realm,

in his professional field Einstein did not take a strong position for his universal values: this

would have required, for example, a pronounced stand against the cooperation of scientists in

the gas warfare. By this neglect of social and political questions within science, his self-image

as a 'true scientist' aloof from society becomes obvious, a position contradicting his role as an

involved intellectual. Einstein's conception of the 'true scientist' makes it understandable why

he did not extend his public involvement on behalf of democracy to agitation among scientists.

Just a few days after the end of the war and the November Revolution of 1918, Einstein gave a

speech before the League for a New Fatherland that provides insight into his understanding of

59 The manifesto is reprinted in Wehberg 1920, p. 16/17. Shocked by the disintegration of the intellectual repub-
lic of scholars, Planck in 1915/16 tried to look towards a limiting of the damage done. He set himself into a
slight distance from the manifesto in a letter to the Dutch physicist Lorentz aimed at publication. Unfortunate-
ly, Planck’s view expressed in this letter: "that there are domains of intellectual and moral life that lie beyond
the struggles of nations, and that honorable cooperation in the cultivation of these international cultural values
[...] [is] indeed compatible with ardent love and energetic work for one’s own country“ had already been
proved wrong by two years of war (Max Planck to Hendrik A. Lorentz, published 12 April 1916 in the Rot-
terdam "Handelsblad", reprinted in Heilbron 1986, p. 78).

60 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 22/23. For details on the appeal see Goenner and Castagnetti 1996, p. 8/9.
61 Einstein to Paul Ehrenfest, 23 August 1915, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 30.
62 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 78/79. See also Einstein to Hendrik A. Lorentz, 21 September 1919, Nathan and

Norden 1975, p. 53.
63 Einstein’s contribution for the Club for the Cultivation of Social and Scientific Relations in New York, Sep-

tember 1920, Nathan/Norden 1975, p. 60.
64 Einstein to Hendrik A. Lorentz, 16 August 1923, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 82.
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democracy. The two basic pre-requisites for a functioning democracy are "the belief in the

sound judgement and will of the people and the willing submission"65 to this will. At this point,

the question becomes why this belief in a sound will of the people, that Einstein himself could

scarcely share, was so important. As early as 1915, Einstein summed up his observation that the

common man is easily manipulated in the quotation "vox populi, vox Rindvieh"66, that is vote

of a sheep. It seems that Einstein postulated a sound will of the people because a subordination

to the will of the majority, which might contradict his universal values, was unacceptable. In

his desire to ingrain such a sound will in the people, Einstein's harmonious conception of soci-

ety is reflected, in which moral individuals work for the good of the whole. There is just no

room for competing social groups with differing interests and values.

An essential character of liberal democracy is pluralism, that is the recognition of competing

social groups with different values and interests.67 Einstein's non-pluralistic understanding of

democracy became clear in the economic, political and social crises from 1919 on. Bitter over

the failure of his ideal of a harmonious society, rather than of a "sound will of the people,"

Einstein now spoke of "base mobs"68, easily molded by the press and the schools into "unre-

sisting tools"69 of interest groups. These groups appear in Einstein's writings only in a negative

light, as "commercial and political interests" that "systematically corrupt the sound common

sense of the people."70 Conflicts of interest are not recognized as legitimate and directed to the

proper forums for solution, but morally decried.

Einstein also condemned politics based on different interests. He did not discuss the function

of parties or the parliament at any point in his writings. Moreover in 1930 he thought it "nec-

essary [...] that one man should do the thinking and directing and generally bear the responsi-

bility" in a democracy. He went on to say "but the led [...] must be able to choose their leader."71

His suggestion that the President of Czechoslovakia be awarded the Nobel Prize in 1921 for

"never sacrificing his noble convictions to the success of Realpolitik"72 reveals his understand-

ing of politics as the implementation of ethical goals.

Einstein's fixation on the moral individual corresponded to his suggestions for solving social

problems by educating and ennobling mankind73 through the arts and the occupation with sci-

65 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 44. Very likely this speech was not given before students in the Reichstag, as
Nathan and Norden suppose, but in the meeting of the League for a New Fatherland on November 13, 1918.
In a report concerning this meeting a speech of Einstein is mentioned and which agrees with its contents (see
Berliner Tageblatt und Handels-Zeitung 47, no. 583 (14 November 1918), p. 3: “Eine Versammlung des
Bundes ‘Neues Vaterland’“).

66 Einstein to Hendrik A. Lorentz, 2 August 1915, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 30.
67 See Fuchs 1988 and Steffani 1969.
68 Einstein to Marie Curie, 25 December 1923, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 83.
69 Einstein to Sigmund Freud, 30 July 1932, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 206.
70 Einstein 1934, p. 9.
71 Einstein 1934, p. 8/9.
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ence. He was active in the Commission for Intellectual Cooperation to improve primary and

secondary education, and even appeared at meetings for adult education as a speaker. For

Einstein the education of the individual took precedence over the alteration of social and polit-

ical structures. In 1932, he wrote to Maxim Gorki: "May your work continue to ennoble men,

whatever form their political organization may take. Destiny will always be decided by what

the individual feels, wills and does."74 Thus, Einstein primarily evaluate economic, social and

political structures on how well they allowed the development of the idealized individual.

In 1930, with the threat to democracy from totalitarian ideologies already rising, Einstein traced

the "present manifestations of decadence" back to the fact that technical and economic progress

had lead to a more intense battle for survival and loss of autonomy, limiting the individual's de-

velopment.

Organization has to some extent taken the place [in technology, science and the
arts] of charismatic personalities [Führernaturen]. [...] In politics not only are lead-
ers lacking, but the independence of spirit and the sense of justice of the citizen have
to a great extent declined.75

Einstein's suggestion for a solution consisted in a well-planned division of labor, so that enough

leisure remained for the individual to improve himself. His assumption that the specialization

in the society and the degree of organization achieved can be easily turned around and that each

individual will use its leisure to improve himself could be questioned though.76

The theoretical physicist Einstein accepted specialization just as little in physics.77 He insisted

on an "understanding of science as a whole"78 that allowed an image of the world and a fruitful

72 Einstein to Nobel-Komitee, 19 January 1921, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 60. From this quotation, one may
be tempted to use the terminology of Max Weber and call Einstein a representative of a policy of “Gesinnungs-
ethik“. In contrast to “Verantwortungsethik“ it aims at a political realization of ethical values without taking
into account both the imperfectness of men and the consequences of political actions (see Weber 1992, p. 237/
38). In his letter to Willem de Sitter, 5 April 1933, Einstein, however, stresses the responsibility of those active
politically when supporting the view "that political leaders must all really be pathological because a normal
person would not be able to bear so tremendous a responsibility while being so little able to foresee the con-
sequences of his decisions and acts“ (Einstein 1989, p. 55). This letter and Einstein’s remarks concerning cor-
ruption by power (see Einstein to Kurt Hiller, 9 September 1918, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 42) lead us to
assume that he was held back from accepting direct political functions because of such a responsibility, and
because of the endangering of his ethical convictions due to political acting “that uses violent means and is
based upon a concept of Verantwortungsethik“ (Weber 1992, p. 248).

73 See Einstein 1934, p. 14.
74 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 221.
75 Einstein 1934, p. 12.
76 Einstein’s refusal to acknowledge developments which did not allow for regression becomes clear from his

remarks about modern arts. Although he recognized that the idea of an education of mankind through the arts
had become incompatible with modern arts, he did not give up this idea, but complained that “painting and
music have definitely degenerated and largely lost their popular appeal“ (Einstein 1954, p. 14). His attitudes
toward specialization in society and modern currents in the arts shows Einstein to be participating in the wide-
spread culture-criticism in the Weimar Republic.

77 See the contribution by Giuseppe Castagnetti and Hubert Goenner in this volume.
78 Einstein 1934, p. 33.
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development of the individual. He therefore condemned specialization, "which degrades the re-

searcher to the level of a common skilled laborer."79

From 1928 on, Einstein's involvement changed to a stronger emphasis of the educational and

leadership claims by the intellectuals. He no longer expected solutions to the most pressing is-

sues, such as disarmament, from the long-term success of his ideal individual, but from enlight-

enment and mobilization of the broader public. Einstein's faith in democratically-elected

governments appears to have been meager, since he held the rulers to be both representatives

of a people captured by past traditions80 and deeply corrupted through their access to power81.

He transferred the task of enlightening the public to the "intellectual leaders of the world"82,

79 Einstein 1934, p. 33.
80 See Einstein to the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, 3 July 1930, Nathan and Norden

1975, p. 124.
81 See Einstein to J. Hadamard, 24 September 1929, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 118: "We cannot afford to wait

until the governing classes in the various countries decide voluntarily to accept interference with the sovereign
power of their nation. Their lust for power will prevent them from doing so."

Einstein in New York, 1930
(Hermann 1979, p. 9; © Bettmann Archive, New York)
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and suggested a "radical pacifist association of renowned authors, artists and scholars"83 to be

headed by the physicist Langevin. Einstein's emphasis in the roles to be played by artists and

scholars thus changed from indirect ennoblement to direct moral and political involvement. The

experience that, in society, it is not moral individuals but competing interest-groups and orga-

nizations who are leading, did not make Einstein question his image of society. His fixation on

the selfless individual remained and only his patterns of action changed in that the morally ad-

vanced individuals should take over leadership and the education of the masses. Einstein's letter

to Freud from the beginning of the thirties illustrates both his self image as a member of an elite

that propagated universally-valid values and his non-pluralistic understanding of democracy:

Political leaders or governments owe their power partly to the use of violence, and
partly to their election by the masses. They can not be considered representatives of
the intellectually and morally superior part of the nation. The intellectual [geistige]
elite does not exert any direct influence on the history of the world today[...].84

This situation was to be changed through an international "association of intellectuals" which

should "gain a significant and wholesome moral influence on the solution of political prob-

lems"85 by taking the proper positions in the press.

With the failure of the Weimar Republic, the idea of an 'elite rule' gained ground in left-leaning

circles. The "Weimarer Kreis" of pro-republic professors such as Alfred Weber, Lujo Brentano

or Friedrich Meinecke, developed the concept of a "Führerdemokratie." The 'Führerdemokratie'

consisted of competition between elites --not parties!-- for the peoples' votes in regularly sched-

uled elections.86

Rudolf Kayser's 1932 book on Spinoza, which Einstein read at the end of that year, can also be

understood as praise for the political institutionalization of the moral influence of the intellec-

tuals. In the book, Spinoza's idea of a democracy with "aristocratic leadership" through individ-

82 Einstein's message to the meeting of the War Resisters’ International, August 1931, Nathan and Norden 1975,
p. 158.

83 Einstein to Victor Margueritte, 19 October 1932, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 199.
84 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 203. The letter is written either 1931 or 1932.
85 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 203.
86 See Döring 1975, p. 252. See also pp. 207-231. The “Weimarer Kreis“ is linked to the liberal-democratic spec-

trum on the left of Weimar intellectuals. However, the endeavors of numerous of its members for limiting the
plurality of values in democracy and to opt for aristocratic corrections dissolve the commonly used dichotomy
between intellectuals on the left and right side, of modernists and those critical of modernity. Therefore, in the
recent literature concerned with the various lines of discourse among intellectuals in Weimar republic, the sug-
gestion was made to see a decisive distinction not between left and right but rather to ask for alternative posi-
tions within each of the particular discourses (see Gangl in Gangl and Raulet 1993, p. 9-11). As an example,
among the statements concerning modernity in the ‘sense’ of political plurality the dividing line runs between
concepts of a society tolerating contingency and concepts aiming at a removal of contingency, for instance, by
a claim to universal values in the name of reason (see Ruddies and Vondung in Gangl and Raulet 1993, p. 35
and 128). For the breadth and multiplicity of cultural criticism cutting across all political camps see also Peu-
kert 1987 und Harwood 1996.
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uals "of high intellectual rank"87 is discussed very positively. This position is not surprising,

since Kayser was a co-founder of the activist intellectual movement that had called for a polit-

ical aristocracy of intellectuals in 1916.

As we have seen, Einstein's political thinking and actions were based on an elite and non-plu-

ralistic attitude. His "spiritually and morally elevated"88 humans were not to exercise political

power, however - they were merely to exert a moral influence on the solution of political prob-

lems. Why did Einstein reject a claim to political leadership for the moral and intellectual elite?

After a discussion with Einstein in mid-1918, the leading representative of the 'Activism,' Kurt

Hiller, sent the physicist his brochure "A German Upper House," which called for a political

"rulership of the moral and spiritual [geistigen] humans".89 Einstein justified his rejection by

pointing to the corruption that accompanied a great deal of power.90 In addition, Einstein's con-

cept of the true scientist and artist, contributing primarily to the improvement of the individual

through science or art, excluded a direct role in politics.

7 CONCLUSION: EINSTEIN BETWEEN SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

1. Einstein's political thought and action was closely connected to his self image as a scientist.

Essential for this self-image was his belief that by observing the objective world the true scien-

tist overcomes his selfish desires and is thereby qualified to provide moral standards for the so-

cial and political realm. Such a self-understanding as a member of an elite of values was not

unusual among humanities scholars and with some natural scientists. What set Einstein apart

was the universalization of his ideal of the true scientist to a concept of an ideal individual and

its use as a counter pole to the dominant social and political standards. This role as an intellec-

tual, based on his critical distance from the status quo, separated him from the majority both of

humanities scholars and natural scientists.

2. Einstein's non-pluralistic understanding of democracy followed from his self-image as a

member of a moral and intellectual elite proclaiming universal values. This self-image was in-

compatible with the recognition of competing social groups with different values and interests.

Through its fixation on the selfless, moral individual, Einstein's political thinking was shown to

be elitist, non-pluralistic and idealistic due to its understanding of politics as the implementation

of ethical goals.

87 Kayser 1932, p. 294. See also Kayser 1917/18, p. 78.
88 Einstein’s press release, 23 May 1932, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 185.
89 Hiller 1918, p. 82.
90 See Einstein to Kurt Hiller, 9 September 1918, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 42.
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3. Einstein's reduction of complex structures in society, the state and politics to the individual

differed from his work in physics, in which he integrated independent fields in a conceptual

synthesis without reducing them to a single principle set in advance. Also for this reason he was

so much more successful in his scientific than in his social efforts aimed at creating a simplified,

manageable concept of the world.

4. Social experiences that contradicted Einstein's thinking did not cause him to question his ide-

als. In physics, on the contrary, he analyzed contradictions seriously and was prepared to con-

ceive of scientific concepts as temporary, or even to abandon them. This willingness made

learning processes possible which did not take place in the social realm. Einstein's differing re-

actions can be explained by his view of the true scientist seeking to flee everyday life, which

leads to a more intense occupation with scientific than with social phenomena.

5. Einstein's role as an involved intellectual contradicted his self image as a true scientist aloof

from society. This conflict between roles hindered him to become politically and morally in-

volved in the scientific realm to the same extent that he was in society at large. 

Einstein expected social and political involvement from natural scientists also in 1933. The fact

that their occupation with the objective world did not lead them to a selfless defense of ethical

values he could only explain through weakness of character.91 To the physicist von Laue he

wrote on May 26, 1933:

I do not share your view that the scientist [wissenschaftliche Mensch] should ob-
serve silence in political matters, that is human affairs in the broader sense. [...]
Does such restraint not signify a lack of responsibility?92

Einstein apparently did not recognize the contradiction between his call to action and his ideal

of the socially aloof true scientist. In spite of the Prussian Academy of Science's unfounded crit-

icism of him, Einstein stood by his ideal. In April 1933, he assured the Secretary of the Acad-

emy, Max Planck, his friendship "regardless of what has taken place 'on a lower level,' so to

speak."93

91 See Einstein to Thomas Mann, 29 April 1933, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 237: "Many others who could have
provided intellectual leadership [zu geistiger Führung Berufenen] had neither the courage nor the strength of
character necessary to draw a clear demarcation between themselves and those who, through resorting to vio-
lence, have made themselves the representatives of the state." Einstein easily could explain the takeover of the
National Socialists by the manipulativeness of people: "I see it this way: In Germany a small group of patho-
logical demagogues was able to capture and exploit the support of a population which is completely unedu-
cated politically" (Einstein to Paul Ehrenfest, 14 April 1933, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 234). In contrast, he
lacks an explanation for the behavior of scientists and artists: “The only curious thing is the utter failure of the
so-called intellectual aristocracy [in Germany]“ (Einstein to Willem de Sitter, 5 April 1933, Einstein 1989, p.
55).

92 Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 234.
93 Einstein to Max Planck, 6 April 1933, Nathan and Norden 1975, p. 233.
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