
guest comment
Einstein: Amateur Scientist
In the last years of Einstein's life, he be-
came involved in an emotional imbroglio
associated with the investigations of the
McCarthy era. It started with his re-
sponse to an appeal for help by William
Frauenglass, a teacher of English in a
Brooklyn high school. Frauenglass had
been called to testify about his political
opinions before the Jenner Committee,
and he appealed to Einstein for advice
and support.

Einstein responded with a letter, which
he authorized Frauenglass to quote. It
appeared on the front page of The New
York Times for 12 June 1953. The fol-
lowing quotation from it can now be
readily found, since it is one of five of
Einstein's remarks in Bartlett's Familiar
Quotations:

Every intellectual who is called before
one of the committees ought to refuse
to testify, i.e., he must be prepared . . .
for the sacrifice of his personal welfare
in the interests of the cultural welfare
of his country . . .This kind of inquisi-
tion violates the spirit of the Constitu-
tion.

If enough people are ready to take
this grave step, they will be successful.
If not, then the intellectuals of this
country deserve nothing better than
the slavery which is intended for
them.
These words of Einstein brought very

stern rebukes from a number of direc-
tions, including an editorial in The New
York Times itself.

Einstein's unhappiness with the
course of events and with the response to
his statement reached a climax more than
a year later, in November 1954, when he
made what his biographer, Ronald Clark,
calls one of Einstein's "most quoted"
statements, although it does not appear
in Bartlett: He wrote:

If I would be a young man again and
had to decide how to make my living, I
would not choose to become a scientist
or scholar or teacher. I would rather
choose to be a plumber or a peddler in
the hope to find that modest degree of
independence still available in
present circumstances.
The plumbers were very pleased with

this statement, and they presented Ein-
stein with a certificate of honorary mem-
bership in their craft. But the scientific

and academic communities were under-
standably very displeased with this re-
nunciation of their mode of life by a man
who was certainly one of the greatest sci-
entists of all time, and whom they re-
garded proudly as one of their own.

Einstein's meaning was clarified, how-
ever, as the result of the initiative of a
young student, Arthur Taub (now Pro-
fessor of Clinical Anesthesiology at Yale
Medical School), who wrote to Einstein,
chiding him for appearing to abandon
science for plumberdom. Taub saw to it
that the reply was published in the col-
umns of the Reporter, where the remark
had originally appeared, immediately
after Einstein's death. Taub wrote that
Einstein's answer "is especially significant
now that the world has lost the living
mind of one of its greatest friends. I hope
this letter will be of value to students
contemplating science and life."

The letter from Einstein, in full, is as
follows (translated from German):

You have completely misunderstood
the intent of my remark. I wanted to
suggest that the practices of those ig-
noramuses who use their public posi-
tions of power to tyrranize over pro-
fessional intellectuals must not be ac-
cepted without a struggle. Spinoza
followed this rule when he turned
down a professorship at Heidelberg
and (unlike Hegel) decided to earn his
living in a way that would not mort-

gage his freedom. The only defense a
minority has is passive resistance.
Those words warrant the most careful

consideration by students of Einstein the
man. Not only was it his final comment
on a controversy that had been simmering
for years and had deeply engaged him, but
by invoking as a model the career of Spi-
noza, he was, in his final days, harking
back to someone who had been a lifelong
hero, and to whose example and ideas he
had turned at several points in his life.

What was Spinoza's way of earning a
living that enabled him to preserve his
intellectual independence?

Casual biographers of Spinoza refer to
him as a "lens grinder," an occupation
that does not seem very different from
Einstein's originally stated preferences for
the careers of plumber and peddler. But
a more careful examination of the facts
about Spinoza's life, with which Einstein
can be presumed to have been very fa-
miliar, gives quite a different impres-
sion.

Spinoza lived in a time when two opti-
cal inventions—that of the microscope
and of the telescope—were literally
opening men's eyes to new dimensions of
the universe. These two instruments
were the keys to vast treasures of knowl-
edge about biology, astronomy and
physics. Their design and construction
presented scientific and technical prob-
lems of the highest order of difficulty and
of contemporary importance. It was to
the solution of these problems that Spi-
noza turned his attention as a means of
earning a living.

His skill as an instrument maker and
his insight into the underlying scientific
and technical problems of optical theory,
design, and manufacture brought Spinoza
a living that was ample for his modest
needs. Equally important, it brought
him the friendship and patronage of the
leading intellectuals and scientists of his
day, including Huygens and Leibniz,
whose scientific correspondence with
Spinoza is still extant, as is a treatise of
Spinoza's on the optical theory of the
rainbow.

Thus, it is clear that Spinoza was in-
deed a "professional intellectual," if one
understands by "professional" the em-
ployment by which one earns one's living.
He was what one would call today a self-
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guest comment
employed optical consultant and manu-
facturer, and he made his living by selling
his goods and services in the open mar-
ketplace that prevailed in the Western
Europe of his day, much as he might
today.

Spinoza used the relative freedom from
economic reprisal afforded by an open
marketplace to support himself as an
amateur philosopher in developing his
quite singular and far-from-popular ideas
on ethics and religious theory on which his
fame rests today.

Underscoring this interpretation of
Einstein's words is the fact that the model
Einstein held up for our attention re-
sembled significantly the model he him-
self had followed for the early, crucial
years of his own career. For when Ein-
stein graduated from the Technical In-
stitute (ETH) of Zurich in 1900, his non-
conformist personality deprived him of

; the academic post that was his first career
; choice. His first regular job was as a
I patent examiner in the Swiss Patent Of-

fice in Berne, where he remained from
1902 to 1909.

As the world knows, those were sensa-
tionally fruitful years. Not only did he
complete and publish in 1905 the work
that brought him initial and lasting fame,
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particularly the Special Theory of Rela-
tivity, but he is believed to have worked
out during those years much of the Gen-
eral Theory of Relativity that he pub-
lished later, and which represents sub-
stantially the remainder of his prime sci-
entific output. Thus Einstein, like Spi-
noza, made his mark principally as an
amateur, while supporting himself in a
noncontroversial intellectual occupa-
tion.

In recent years, scientists have wit-
nessed the ordeal of fellow scientists in the
Soviet Union and elsewhere who have
been deprived of their positions for es-
pousing political opinions unpopular with
the prevailing regimes. In the absence of
an open marketplace for their services, or
such products as they may have created,
they have simply been unable to survive
economic pressures and have been forced
to emigrate. Andrei Sakharov, the dis-
sident Soviet physicist, still has a slender
source of income as an Academician and
hence is able to hang on in the Soviet
Union. But he must be considered the
exception that proves the rule. Einstein's
perception that an open marketplace for
goods and services is an essential condi-
tion for an open marketplace for ideas
could not be more dramatically vindicated
than by the events of the past several
decades in the Soviet Union.

Einstein was perhaps naive initially in
urging intellectuals to martyr themselves
and their families on behalf of intellectual
freedom by defying the authority of con-
gressional committees. But in his final
words he clearly came to grips with the
realities of economic reprisal, and he
pointed to a road that is consistent both
with one's pride and self-respect and with
the demands of prudence and the ne-
cessities of survival.

The problems facing graduates in our
own day is highlighted by a recent com-
ment of Dean Roskovsky of Harvard that
the shortage of academic posts until 1995
is so acute that needs of academe can be
met by the output of a single major
graduate school!

Does this mean the end of the road for
a whole generation of scholars and scien-
tists? Not at all if we keep in mind as
models the careers of Einstein and Spi-
noza. Deprived of the opportunity to
pursue a career as a professional scholar,
or unwilling to do so, as in the case of
Spinoza, they yet succeeded brilliantly in
making their contributions as amateur
scholars—literally "lovers" of learning
and intellectual creativity.

Clearly, the moral for our own day
could not be more timely or apposite.
Amateurism in science and scholarship
have a brilliant tradition down through
the ages. The current shortfall of aca-
demic jobs for our next generation of ac-
ademics might presage a revival of that
brilliant tradition.
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