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INTRODUCTION

A House of Refuge

M

oments of conception are, perhaps, necessarily contingent and precarious. Certainly, it was so in the case
of the Institute for Advanced Study, for its founders, Louis Bamberger and his sister, Caroline Bamberger
Fuld, had other plans when they sent their representatives to Abraham Flexner to ask for advice on how to
found a medical school. And, it was only by fortunate timing that the Bambergers had retained the resources to
enable them to devote $5 million to the project, because they had sold their business to Macy’s for $11 million
in cash, as well as some of Macy’s stock, shortly before the Great Crash of 1929.
But the seed Flexner planted in their minds was not for a school to train physicians; rather, it was set to
germinate into his own dream, a new type of institution: an institute for advanced study. Others had also been
dreaming such dreams. In the dark days before the end of the First World War, the Norwegian-American
economist Thorstein Veblen proposed in his influential book The Higher Learning in America that, in order to
reestablish international communication between academics after the conflict, an institution should be established
in the United States, where scientists and scholars of all nations might come to work together. He referred to
this institution as a house of refuge and entertainment, a nice term for the Institute, which, from its earliest days,
has provided its Faculty and Members with a refuge from the pressures of the contemporary university, and
entertainment in the sense of academic diversion as well as lodging and hospitality.
The Bambergers made it clear from the start that discrimination on the basis of race, religion, or gender was
to have no place at the Institute. In their invitation letter to the first Board of Trustees, they wrote on June 4,
1930, “We feel strongly that the spirit characteristic of America at its noblest, above all the pursuit of higher
learning, cannot admit of any conditions as to personnel other than those designed to promote the objects for
which this institution is established, and particularly with no regard whatever to accidents of race, creed, or sex.”
And they stipulated that this applied to the Institute’s staff as much as to its Faculty and Members.
The Institute was born just as the Great Depression was deepening and fascist regimes were spreading through
parts of Europe. Its early development continued through the Second World War, the beginning of the Cold War,
and the McCarthy era in the United States. These events could not fail to have a major impact on the Institute
and provide it with challenges, both ethical and operational, but also with opportunities both for constructive
responses and for its own development. Indeed, in important ways they shaped the Institute and its ethos.
In 2017, the Institute again found itself in uncertain times, with what might be dark clouds on the horizon.
The presidential executive order, issued on January 27, banning travel and immigration into the United States
from seven predominantly Muslim countries, generated great concern and discussion among the Institute
community. One reaction of the community was to try to understand current developments, and the responses
that the Institute could make to them, in the context of the challenges that the Institute had faced in the past and
what it had been able to do to address them. Members from various Schools formed themselves into a History
Working Group that produced three articles published in the Institute Letter, which are now reprinted here.
The first of these articles discusses how the ethos of the Institute was shaped at its foundation. In the three
years of gestation, from the Bambergers’ announcement of the founding of the Institute for Advanced Study
to its coming into being in the fall of 1933, Flexner considered carefully how he should realize his dream.
Although, in large part, his motivation was to address the deficiencies he perceived in the American higher
education system, confused as to purpose both in the provision of undergraduate education and in commitment
to fundamental research, Flexner’s perspectives were international, shaped by European models, particularly the
development of the modern research university in Germany. When he set out his first thoughts for the Institute’s
Trustees in December 1930, he said that he would explore “this country and the cultural countries of Western
Europe” for “the talent likely to carry the Institute to success.”
The first two professors he signed up for the new Faculty in 1932 were Albert Einstein and Oswald Veblen,
a mathematician at Princeton University and the nephew of Thorstein. Einstein, of course, had felt impelled to
leave Germany by the rise of Nazism. When he and his wife arrived in the United States in October 1933 to take
up his post at the Institute, Flexner arranged for them to be taken off the SS Westerland quietly before it reached
New York harbor, partly for security reasons.
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Like his uncle, the younger Veblen had also been thinking about the need for research institutes, and, as early
as 1923, he had written to Abraham Flexner’s brother, Simon, the founding director of the Rockefeller Institute
(now Rockefeller University) to seek his backing; Simon had referred him to Abraham. Veblen had already
played a major role in the development of mathematical training both in Princeton and nationally. Even before
he was appointed to its Faculty, he was providing guidance on the development of the School of Mathematics, as
the Institute’s first School, to Flexner, who confessed that “mathematicians, like cows in the dark, all look alike
to me.” Given two such strong-willed and visionary individuals as Flexner and Veblen, tensions were inevitable,
and, indeed, they persisted strongly on a number of issues until Flexner stepped down as Director in 1939.
The Institute’s Founding Ethos in Our Precarious Present, with which this booklet begins, describes the
interactions between Flexner and Veblen as a stream of academic refugees from Europe developed just when
the Institute was about to open in 1933. Flexner found a conflict between the need to give assistance and find
openings for displaced scholars, on the one hand, and one of his primary purposes, to use the Institute’s resources
to provide opportunities for the development of young American academics, on the other. With Veblen’s urging,
Flexner gradually became more active in aiding those seeking to leave Europe, and, to an extent, the Institute
became a house of refuge in a more literal sense than Thorstein Veblen had foreseen.
Among the many distinguished scientists forced out of Germany in the early 1930s was Emmy Noether,
whose seminal work in algebra and theoretical physics had already secured her a permanent place in the history
of mathematics. The second article, Emmy Noether’s Paradise, explains how Veblen helped secure her position
at Bryn Mawr and how she was invited to give one of the first lecture series at the Institute, before her tragically
early death in April 1935.
After Noether’s death, Albert Einstein wrote to the New York Times to extol the achievements of his fellow
refugee. Following the First World War, in what was then hoped to be the dawn of an age of scientific optimism,
Einstein had become a world-famous cultural icon, renowned for demonstrating the power of abstract thought to
master the physical universe. With the events of 1933, he became as well the epitome of the displaced intellectual,
the academic refugee, and he was very willing to exploit his fame and status in support of others, of all stations,
fleeing oppression and tyranny.
For the last two decades of his life, which he spent at the Institute, Einstein continued to speak out in support
of the liberal causes he believed in and against the suppression of freedom of thought and speech. The third
article reproduced here, Einstein, Plumbers, and McCarthyism, recounts how, in the two years before his
death, Einstein took a very public stand against McCarthyism, supporting its victims, withstanding vilification
from McCarthy himself, and attacking practices “which have become incomprehensible to the rest of civilized
mankind and exposed our country to ridicule.”
To accompany the three articles, the History Working Group produced an exhibit, A Scholar’s Paradise,
in the World, which illustrates, largely through correspondence drawn from the Institute’s archives, how the
rapidly deteriorating situation in Europe as the Institute began its work influenced its plans for recruitment of
Faculty and Members and motivated it to provide assistance to displaced scholars; how later Einstein campaigned
for intellectual freedom during McCarthyism; and how Albert Hirschman, who had fled to the United States
from Vichy France in 1941 after helping many to escape before him, joined the Faculty of the fledgling School of
Social Science in 1974 and brought many scholars to the Institute who had suffered under authoritarian regimes
in South America.
The Institute remains faithful to the mission of disinterested research into fundamental problems, set by
its founders, and to the defense of truth and the integrity of knowledge, and it is still committed to selecting
its Faculty and Members on the basis of ability and achievements alone. As a consequence, it has retained
and enhanced the international character present from its earliest years with an increasingly diverse academic
community drawn each year from all over world, the majority coming from outside the United States. It
was natural, therefore, that the Institute condemned the executive order as being contrary to the values of
the international community to which we belong, asserting again its commitment to the proposition that no
distinction—geographical, political, or religious—must be made among those who work for the advancement of
the sciences and humanities.
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The Institute’s Founding Ethos in Our Precarious Present
On scientific progress, the autonomy of scientific research, and the mobility of researchers

ARTICLES

Letter from a plumber, Stanley Murray, to Albert Einstein,
offering to go into business with him. See page 13.
The Albert Einstein Archives, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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Sanctuary Rites
he Institute for Advanced Study came into being
at the most inauspicious of times. Founded in the
early years of the Great Depression, it took shape
during the buildup to the Second World War and
under the growing shadow of authoritarian regimes. Its
first Director Abraham Flexner published his manifesto
on the “The Usefulness of Useless Knowledge” in
October 1939, barely a month after the outbreak of
hostilities in Europe. Surely this was a daunting moment
to defend “the fearless and irresponsible thinker” and
advocate for the free expression of knowledge and curiosity. The very adversity of the era, however, also
created opportunities for the fledgling institution,
primarily in the form of sudden availability of renowned
and newly mobile scholars from the upper echelons of
the German university system. After expressing initial
hesitation, Flexner followed the urging of influential
faculty members, particularly the mathematician Oswald
Veblen, in seeking to provide a haven for some of these
new refugees, a sanctuary tradition continued by Director Frank Aydelotte, Flexner’s successor. In association
with the Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced
Foreign Scholars (on which Veblen and Flexner served
and whose name initially specified German rather than
Foreign Scholars), the Rockefeller Foundation, and the
Carnegie Foundation, IAS played a leading role in this
farsighted, if ever elite, rescue effort.
We find ourselves today, nearly nine decades after
the Institute’s founding in 1930, at another inauspicious
juncture. Global political forces in power from Turkey
to the United States are posing serious threats to the
autonomy of scientific research and the mobility of
researchers, undercutting two cardinal conditions for
scientific progress. Walls, fences, bans, blocks, restrictions, cuts, and expulsions are slowly becoming run-ofthe-mill terms for us to navigate in an increasingly
precarious political landscape.
Travel restrictions involving pure accidents of birth,
documented by passports from flagged countries, have
prompted us to revisit today the Institute’s history not
because we believe that history repeats itself. Rather,
we seek to provide the IAS community with sketches
of scholarly lives and scientific cultures, interrupted by
nationalist forces of exclusion. That these lives and
cultures managed to reconstitute themselves and enrich
our common human heritage is thanks only to efforts
to provide them with sanctuary.

The Conversion of Abraham Flexner
At the end of January 1933, Adolf Hitler became
chancellor of Germany. Over the next two months,
the Nazi Party moved quickly to consolidate its
power, expanding executive authority through
emergency decrees following the Reichstag fire and
swiftly moving into a formal dictatorship. An edict in
April initiated a purge of civil servants who were of
non-Aryan descent or exhibited suspect political
sentiments. This law directly impacted German
universities, and it had a particularly strong effect in
the fields of mathematics and natural sciences, where
Jews had enjoyed better prospects of pursuing a
scholarly career. As a consequence, many of the
country’s strongest intellectual centers lost leading
figures in the space of just a few months, including the
renowned Mathematical Institute at the University of
Göttingen, home of David Hilbert, Richard Courant,
Hermann Weyl, and Emmy Noether. This upheaval
produced a sudden wave of refugee scholars seeking to
emigrate and desperate to find positions elsewhere. It
also coincided with the transition of IAS from a
concept to an embodied institution, through the
founding of the inaugural School of Mathematics.
The crisis of refugee scholars presented Flexner
and Veblen with a challenging opportunity. The
Institute had already pulled an extraordinary coup in
recruiting Albert Einstein and John von Neumann
shortly before Hitler’s coming to power. But how far
should they continue in recruiting additional
émigrés? Flexner initially expressed ambivalence on
the topic, torn between a desire to live up to
founding ideals and concern over the need to support
and foster local talent. As he wrote to Veblen on
March 27, 1933: “Mr. Bamberger and Mrs. Fuld
were very anxious from the outset that no distinction
should be made as respects race, religion, nationality,
etc., and of course I am in thorough sympathy with
their point of view, but on the other hand if we do
not develop America, who is going to do it, and the
question arises how much we ought to do for others
and how much to make sure that civilization in
America advances.” On May 2, again responding to
Veblen, he expanded on the same theme:

T

We are certainly in the devil of a fix. Unable to
care for our own younger men, we are pressed by
applications from foreign countries. It seems to me
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In his Director’s Report the following spring, Flexner even cast the matter as heralding a seismic change
in the geography of knowledge:

clear that we must in the first place endeavor to
find work for those whom we have encouraged
to train themselves in this country on the theory
that, if they were worthy, there would be jobs
waiting for them. Until we have done that, what
else can we do? Our opportunities for making
places for foreigners are therefore at the moment
limited to a few outstanding personages such as
Einstein and Weyl . . .

We are living in an epoch-making time. The
center of human culture is being shifted under
our very eyes. Once it had its home in Athens.
A few centuries later it had its home in Italy, a
few centuries later in Paris, and thereafter also
in Great Britain and Germany. It is now being
unmistakably shifted to the United States. The
scholars of Europe are refugees driven out of their
own countries sometimes for political or religious
reasons and sometimes because they are too
unhappy and too distracted to pursue the work to
which they are giving their lives. They have come
to the Institute or have corresponded with the
Institute literally by the hundreds. We cannot, of
course, undertake either to give them places or to
find them places, though we have done something
substantial under both heads. Fifty years from now
the historian looking backward will, if we act
with courage and imagination, report that during
our time the center of gravity in scholarship
moved across the Atlantic Ocean to the United
States. It is a grave responsibility which is thus
being thrust upon us all.

For his part, Veblen pressed for a more active stance,
not only advocating that the Institute do all it could,
but also endorsing the establishment of a formal
network to provide assistance to scholars in need. As
he wrote to Flexner on May 5:
Some kind of a committee to raise funds for the
purpose of enabling some of them to live and
continue their scholarly work in the countries
adjacent to Germany or elsewhere might be feasible. The existence of such a committee would in
itself be an eloquent protest.

That same month, the Institute of International
Education in New York City set up an Emergency
Committee in Aid of Displaced German Scholars
(later renamed to include all Foreign Scholars), headed
by Edward R. Murrow, to assist scholars fleeing
Europe. Veblen would join its board soon thereafter.
Over the course of the ensuing years, Flexner
would undergo a conversion, becoming more deeply
involved in assistance projects—he followed Veblen
into the Emergency Committee—and increasingly
willing to mobilize the Institute to this effect. In a
1938 letter to George Birkhoff at Harvard, he
insisted that national origin should never stand in the
way of higher goals:

From a vantage point almost eighty years later, Flexner’s claim seems more prophetic than hyperbolic.
Although the transference in scientific work away
from German and toward global English may have
begun earlier, the center of gravity clearly shifted in
the second half of the twentieth century. Germany’s
leading share of Nobel Prizes plummeted after the
war, even as the number of American laureates
soared (one third of whom were foreign born).

Let us keep firmly in front of our eyes our real
goal, namely the development of mathematics,
not American mathematics or any other specific
brand of mathematics, just simply mathematics. It
can be developed only by having first-rate men
in important posts, and every time an institution
gets one first-rate man he creates opportunities for
other first-rate men, and every such center that is
developed stimulates some other institution to do
likewise. Hitler has played into our hands and is
still doing it like the mad man that he is. I am sorry
for Germany. I am glad for the United States. I
will undertake to get a position within a reasonable
time for any really first-rate American mathematician, and I will also undertake simultaneously to do
the same for any first-rate foreign mathematician
whom Hitler may dismiss. The more the merrier.

“A Wall of Bureaucratic Measures”
The actual process of reaching the United States was
far from simple for most would-be immigrants, who
had to navigate not just an ocean, but also a maze of
paperwork to obtain the requisite permission to exit
and enter. To assist them, Flexner and Aydelotte used
their extensive contacts and pulled strings as much as
possible. When the mathematical logician Kurt
Gödel found himself unable to leave Vienna in
October 1939, Flexner contacted the chief of the visa
division at the Department of State to plead on his
behalf. Although Gödel had been legally admitted as
a permanent resident earlier in the 1930s, he had
returned to the annexed country that used to be
Austria, and was facing difficulty getting
authorization to return to the United States. “Is there
anything that the State Department or the Consul
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General can do,” Flexner asked, “to suggest some
helpful method of procedure?” The American
authorities answered that the problem seemed to be
with German authorities, and so Flexner’s successor
Aydelotte contacted the German embassy in
Washington, D.C. Eventually Gödel and his wife
Adele were permitted to leave. By German directive
they traveled east instead of west, avoiding British
surveillance of the Atlantic by crossing Siberia and
eventually getting to Japan in 1940, where they
found a boat to San Francisco.
Even after refugees succeeded in reaching the
United States, they needed to stay bureaucratically
alert, and often required assistance. Under the Alien
Registration Act of 1940, the U.S. Immigration and
Naturalization Service collected fingerprints and
required noncitizens to record all changes of address.
Even local travel could necessitate permission, such
that Gödel, once finally settled in Princeton, had to
request permission to travel with his wife to visit a
doctor in New York City in January 1942. They
always went by train, Gödel assured the U.S. Attorney, and returned on the same day. Three weeks
later, Aydelotte’s secretary sent a follow-up plea,
noting, “If you could grant them this permission
promptly it would be a great relief to them and
would be very much appreciated.”
The IAS faced other hurdles in its attempts to
assist refugee scholars, including the criteria established by the very bodies seeking to provide aid. The
case of Ernst Kapp illustrates the poignant complications involved. In 1937, Kapp, an eminent classicist,
lost his position in Hamburg due to his liberal beliefs
and his wife’s classification as “non-Aryan.” Already
in England for a visit to Oxford, Kapp managed to
get himself to New York by 1939, and began
desperately seeking a position. At IAS, the art historian Erwin Panofsky and Aydelotte sought to assist
him, contacting possible means of support. After
extensive efforts Kapp managed to find an instructorship at the H. Sophie Newcomb Memorial
College for women at Tulane University in New
Orleans, but it only paid $750 a year, not the
$2,000 required to receive the necessary visa. The
Oberlaender Trust offered an additional $650, and
Panofsky wrote to the Emergency Committee to
plead for the remainder. This last-minute success
only brought a year’s reprieve, and more than two
hundred applications later he still had nothing; classicists were not in demand. Moreover, he fell
between categories for assistance. As Aydelotte
discovered when trying to assist him, the New
School’s University in Exile had no room for

scholars who were already in the United States.
Kapp returned to New York for a temporary editing
project. At the end of 1940, Aydelotte noted that
despite potential support from the Emergency
Committee and others, scholars were lost without
an institutional home:
All that Kapp needs is an appointment with some
institution, so that the institution can make a
request for these contributions. In addition, I
think some of Kapp’s friends would, if necessary,
put up small sums such as they could afford (from
$10 to $25 a month each) to ensure a modest
livelihood for him. Kapp is not eligible for Dr.
Alvin Johnson’s scheme because he is already in
this country. The fact is that if he does not get
some help he will not be here long, for he is likely
to starve to death. He is at the moment down
almost to his last dollar.

Again, Kapp found last-minute rescue in the form
of an unorthodox appointment at Columbia, partly
subvented by the Emergency Committee.
The Institute’s most famous scholar in exile, Albert
Einstein, underscored the unending hassles that
hindered attempts to welcome foreign scholars in a
letter he wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt on July 26, 1941:
A policy is now being pursued in the State
Department which makes it all but impossible to
give refuge in America to many worthy persons
who are the victims of Fascist cruelty in Europe.
Of course, this is not openly avowed by those
responsible for it. The method which is being
used, however, is to make immigration impossible
by erecting a wall of bureaucratic measures
alleged to be necessary to protect America against
subversive, dangerous, elements.

A Call for Vigilance
As we immersed ourselves in the thicket of correspondence at the heart of the Institute’s archives, the
sense of urgency expressed by scholars like Flexner,
Veblen, Aydelotte, Einstein, Kapp, and Noether
resonated deeply. Their notes and exchanges, not to
mention the Emergency Committee that Flexner
and Veblen served on, had an unsettling contemporary ring to them. This part of the Institute’s
history testifies to the individual courage of these
men and women who extended a helping hand and
built institutional networks to provide sanctuary for
displaced refugees. In doing so, they overcame the
nationalist siege-mentality that sees foreigners,
whether they are mathematicians or fruit pickers, as
a threat to be warded off. An unintended conse
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quence of their acts was the shifting of the center of
intellectual research from Germany to the United
States, enriching the country that gave them refuge.
Their individual initiatives and collective institution-building endeavors provide us with muchneeded exemplars of moral fortitude.
It only took a few months and one edict purging
civil servants of non-Aryan descent or exhibiting
suspect political sentiments in April 1933 to drain
the German university of many of its brightest
minds and its intellectual vigor. Of course, the
contemporary political situation in the United States
remains far from this extreme case. Nonetheless,
knowledge of this history should serve as a call for
vigilance in the face of policies such as travel bans
and immigrant deportations, as well as attempts to
curb scientific inquiry and cut funding to arts and
humanities endowments that now threaten the
autonomy of research and the pursuit of a dignified
human life. Unfortunately, history suggests it takes
much less time to destroy than to build. As it did in
the 1930s, the Institute can play a leading symbolic
role in our contemporary predicament.
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Emmy Noether’s Paradise
How IAS helped support the first female professor in Germany when she became a displaced refugee

T

o Albert Einstein, she was “the most significant
creative mathematical genius thus far produced
since the higher education of women began.” More
straightforward in his praise, Einstein’s fellow Professor at the Institute for Advanced Study, Hermann
Weyl, called her a “great woman mathematician […
indeed] the greatest that history has known.” It was
April 1935, and Einstein and Weyl were each paying
tribute to a recently deceased colleague who had, like
them, fled Nazi persecution across the Atlantic only
two years earlier. Her name was Emmy Noether, and
her short but remarkable life left an indelible mark
not only on the history of mathematics, but also on
that of IAS in its critical first years.

A Most Significant Creative Mathematical Genius
It was during her years in Göttingen that Emmy Noether
developed an international reputation as a formidable
mathematician. She made seminal contributions to the
field of “abstract algebra,” where she identified a
simple, yet elegant, property of number systems,
which proved instrumental in the study of arithmetic
and geometric phenomena such as prime decomposition and dimension. Noether brought similar clarity to
her pioneering research in physics, where she understood the relationship between symmetries of the laws
of nature and the notion of “conservation laws.” As an
illustration, consider the “principle of energy conservation,” a paradigmatic conservation law, which states
that the total “energy” of an isolated system cannot
change. When a car accelerates, for instance, its energy
increases, implying that it must have drawn energy
from somewhere, according to the principle of energy
conservation (in this case, from burning gasoline). On
the other hand, consider “time-translation invariance,”
a fundamental symmetry of the laws of nature, which
states that an experiment performed today would give
the same outcome if performed tomorrow: the speed
of a free-falling cannonball is the same now as it was
in the time of Galileo. Noether was able to connect
these two seemingly unrelated concepts: energy
conservation comes from time-translation invariance
and vice versa. Scientists had long known the connection between energy and time, but Noether was the
first to theorize a systematic correspondence: symmetries and conservation laws are related, in general. The
idea arose out of a debate between David Hilbert, Felix
Klein, and Albert Einstein over the notion of energy in
Einstein’s recently formulated general theory of relativity. Noether’s theorem not only laid this controversy to
rest, but, due to its striking generality, has been widely
used in many other fields of physics, perhaps most notably in the study of elementary particles.

A Woman in Göttingen
Amalie Emmy Noether was born in 1882 into an affluent family from the Bavarian town of Erlangen. She
followed her father’s footsteps to study mathematics at
the University of Erlangen and, in 1907, she became the
second woman to obtain a Ph.D. in mathematics from a
German university. A female maverick in a man’s
world, Noether taught for several years without pay
before being invited, in 1915, to join the University of
Göttingen, home to the most prestigious mathematics
department in the world at the time. She lectured for
other professors and was only allowed to pass her habilitation following the collapse of the Kaiserreich and
sweeping university reforms in 1919. Noether became
an adjunct professor in 1922—the first female professor
in Germany—but only started receiving a modest
compensation for her teaching the following year.
Despite international recognition, she never obtained a
permanent position in Göttingen, and her situation
took a turn for the worst with the rise to power of the
Nazi party. In 1932, she was denounced by a neighbor
as a “Marxist Jewess” and had to leave her apartment.
The following year, she was removed from all teaching
duties at the university and was eventually forced to
flee Germany like many other purged academics.
Thanks to the intervention of the Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced German Scholars (set up in
1933 by the Institute for International Education in New
York City) Noether was able to take a temporary position at Bryn Mawr College. Once in Pennsylvania, she
reconnected with her former Göttingen colleague Weyl,
himself freshly recruited to the Institute for Advanced
Study by its first Director Abraham Flexner and resident Professors Oswald Veblen and Einstein.

Rethinking the Scholar’s Paradise in the 1930s
Emmy Noether was thus already a household name
among mathematicians when Veblen approached Flexner about supporting her in the United States. Their
personal correspondence reveals how the Institute was
forced to reconsider its mission in the face of unprecedented assaults on scholars in Europe. Noether’s position at Bryn Mawr was funded by the Rockefeller
Foundation (as part of their $1.5 million aid package
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for displaced scholars) but was only temporary. At
Veblen’s invitation, she began giving weekly lectures
at the Institute as a Visitor in the School of Mathematics, where she joined the first cohort of IAS Members.
Noether was happy to be at the Institute—and not at
Princeton’s “men’s university, where nothing female is
admitted,” as she once said—but she didn’t receive any
honorariums for her lectures, unlike seventeen other
occasional visiting lecturers, all male, who spoke at the
Institute throughout the 1930s. On the other hand,
Veblen did request a “small grant-in-aid,” to help keep
her at Bryn Mawr through 1935 and 1936, on the
grounds of “Miss Noether’s unique position in the
world as the only woman mathematician of the first
rank.” Flexner was sympathetic to Noether’s plight,
but worried about the Institute overcommitting, and
he repeatedly encouraged Veblen to view the question
as an administrator (a crucial step, in his opinion, in
establishing a credible system of faculty governance).
Flexner wondered what such a short-term commitment could achieve and expressed concern at the Institute doing any more than what it already had for
German scholars, as it needed to be “careful not to
create the impression that [it was] overlooking Americans in order to help these unfortunate foreigners.”
Sidestepping the thorny issue of nationality, Veblen
was eventually able to secure a $1,500 grant and
continued soliciting larger donations for a “permanent
commitment on the part of the Institute.” As he put it,
Noether was not merely unique as a “woman mathematician,” she offered the Institute an opportunity to
capitalize on the brain-drain from Göttingen by
supporting “one of the most important scientists”
displaced by the events in Germany.
Assisting endangered scholars presented, in other
words, as many opportunities as it entailed risks and
burdens for the newly established IAS. Flexner himself
came around to seeing this, albeit only after Noether’s
untimely death on April 14, 1935. No doubt inspired
by Weyl’s and Einstein’s stirring obituaries, he invoked
her memory in a lecture on “The Usefulness of
Useless Knowledge”—an idea he had long pursued
and would, two years later, publish as his famous article in Harper’s magazine—that he gave at Bryn Mawr
on June 2, 1937. Noether, he had come to believe,
“was driven from Göttingen for no better reason than
that she was a Jewess.” Bryn Mawr had “welcomed
her with open arms,” as many other institutions had
done for other scholars at risk across the country.
“This is civilization,” Flexner concluded, “this is
culture. . . . a country like America, of which only a
small fraction has been culturally developed, can only

be enriched by the folly which drives great thinkers,
novelists, dramatists, and poets out of the Old World
to make a fresh start in the New.” Flexner’s words
ring loud today, as a reminder of how the Institute
found a new raison d’être in challenging times, and as
an admonition of how fragile and contingent “scholars’ paradises” such as the IAS, or Göttingen before it,
can be.
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Einstein, Plumbers, and McCarthyism
Einstein’s response to a political climate increasingly hostile to scientists and teachers

I

n November 1954, Albert Einstein wrote a letter to a
magazine in which he declared that, were he a young
man again, he would not try to become a scientist: “I
would rather choose to be a plumber or a peddler in the
hope to find that modest degree of independence still
available under present circumstances.” Around the
United States, plumbers responded. The famous physicist was offered membership in the Chicago plumbers
union, and Stanley Murray, a New York plumber,
wrote to him: “Since my ambition has always been to
be a scholar and yours seems to be a plumber, I suggest
that as a team we would be tremendously successful.
We can then be possessed by both knowledge and independence. I am ready to change the name of my firm to
read: Einstein and Stanley Plumbing Co.”
Einstein was only half-joking, however, when he
issued his statement. The physicist sincerely considered
that the political climate in the country was becoming
increasingly hostile to scientists and teachers. Our own
troubled times have many aspects in common with the
dreadful period of the McCarthy investigations: the
attacks on the freedom of academics, teachers, and the
press, the silencing and censorship of government workers, the idea that the United States is threatened by
certain creeds. It is worth describing the dire sequence
of past events, and learning from Einstein’s clairvoyant
and courageous response to them, in order to best
address the present situation.

in close conversation with leaders of the Communist Party.
The 1952 elections were a great success for the
Republicans, who gained control of the White House,
the House of Representatives, and the Senate. Senator
McCarthy’s power was unchecked. During a speech on
the Senate floor, he piled hundreds of documents on a
table, claiming they contained evidence of the infiltration. No one was permitted to examine them.
McCarthy was nominated Chair of the Permanent
Subcommittee on Investigations, and he extended the
loyalty inquisition to many sectors, foremost among
them, the nation’s educational system. As a former president of the University of Chicago noted, “The entire
teaching profession of the U.S. is now intimidated.”

Teachers at Risk
William Frauenglass, a teacher in a Brooklyn high school,
was called before the Senate subcommittee in April 1953.
In his case, the accusation of disloyalty stemmed from a
course he had given six years before, in a session for other
teachers organized by the Board of Education. It was
called Techniques of Intercultural Teaching, and it
reviewed methods to “help ease intercultural or interracial
tensions” in the classroom. One witness called upon by the
committee declared that such teachings were “against the
interests of the United States.” Frauenglass was shocked:
“Imagine such an accusation when one of the fundamental
objectives of public education is the creation of intercultural understanding among our many minorities!” he
wrote in a later letter. The teacher was also asked which
organizations he belonged to, and he refused to answer.
Frauenglass needed help and decided to ask it from
someone he greatly respected, who had recently described
himself as an “incorrigible nonconformist”: Albert
Einstein, Professor of Theoretical Physics at the Institute
for Advanced Study in Princeton, undoubtedly the most
famous scientist in the world, and also a notorious antiracist and antiwar activist. “A statement from you would be
most helpful in rallying educators and the public to meet
this new obscurantist attack,” Frauenglass wrote. Einstein
obliged. His May 16, 1953, letter of reply—which, he
specified, “need not be considered confidential”—was
quoted extensively by the New York Times:

A Campaign of Untruth
On February 9, 1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy from
Wisconsin announced that he had a list of 205 workers of
the State Department who were members of the
Communist Party. The next day, a journalist asked to see
the list. But McCarthy could not find it; his explanation
was that he had left it in another suit. The Senate
committee that was created to investigate these claims
concluded a few months later that McCarthy’s accusations represented “perhaps the most nefarious campaign
of half-truths and untruth in the history of this republic.”
Historians are now sure there never was such a list.
Nevertheless, at the time, mainstream Republicans
ignored the findings of the Senate committee. They saw
McCarthy’s tactics as something that would help them
take control of the White House, after a sixteen-year
absence. They invited him to meetings where he ranted
about the “plot” at the highest levels of government.
McCarthy’s staff also circulated a doctored photograph,
purportedly showing the leader of the Senate committee

The reactionary politicians have managed to
instill suspicion of all intellectual efforts into the
public by dangling before their eyes a danger from
without. Having succeeded so far, they are now
proceeding to suppress the freedom of teaching
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and to deprive of their positions all those who do
not prove submissive, i.e., to starve them.

put it more bluntly: “I suggest he move to Russia—
and soon! We don’t need him.”
The Director of the Institute at the time, Robert
Oppenheimer, himself a target of McCarthy’s inquisition, remained steadfast in his support of his famous
colleague. Six months later, in December 1954,
McCarthy was finally “condemned” by a large majority of his Senate colleagues for “contemptuous” and
“reprehensible” conduct. Of course, Einstein’s actions
did not by themselves cause McCarthy’s downfall. But
they certainly facilitated it, by reaffirming essential
principles that date back to the Enlightenment, and by
empowering many others to keep up the continuing
fight to protect democracy.

Einstein strongly advised the teacher to refuse to
testify any longer. He should be prepared, Einstein
wrote, “for the sacrifice of his personal welfare in the
interest of the cultural welfare of his country.” The
physicist added, “This kind of inquisition violates the
spirit of the Constitution. 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.”
When Frauenglass and Einstein met in Princeton a
few days later, Einstein said he himself was ready to go
to jail for these principles. Frauenglass followed his
advice. As was foreseen, he was fired from his job, but
nevertheless thanked the scientist for a “historic
letter”: “Its echoes are still reverberating throughout
the world.”

References
Letter from R. Stanley Murray, plumber, to Albert
Einstein, November 11, 1954. Ze’ev Rosenkranz, The
Einstein Scrapbook (Baltimore and London: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2002).

The Right to Search for Truth
McCarthy was quick to react to Einstein’s stand. He
told the media that whether his “name is Einstein or
John Jones,” the giver of such advice was undoubtedly
an “enemy of America,” “a disloyal American,” and
“not a good American.” But Einstein was in no way
deterred. In remarks he made to an assembly of
lawyers, he continued to criticize practices “which
have become incomprehensible to the rest of civilized
mankind and exposed our country to ridicule.” And
he warned, “The existence and validity of human
rights are not written in the stars.”
Einstein was concerned about the curtailing of
academic freedom. In a public statement in March
1954, he advocated for “the right to search for truth
and to publish and teach what one holds to be true.”
He regretted that in this dark age “freedom of teaching, mutual exchange of opinions, and freedom of
press and other media of communication are
encroached upon or obstructed,” adding that “this is a
state of affairs which a democratic government cannot
survive in the long run.”
For some, these statements were proof of Einstein’s
disloyalty and continued foreignness—he the German
Jew who had been granted American citizenship in
1940. In March 1954, a woman from Los Angeles
wrote to the Director of the Institute for Advanced
Study: “The man needs lessons in Americanism. I
have no patience with this idea that a person who has
performed a great deed or discovered something,
should be excused from what citizens of U.S.A. must
conform to, or that they need not account for questionable acts of theirs.” A man from New York City

“Plumber Einstein Happy,” NewYork Times, November 20, 1954.
Geoffrey R. Stone, “Free Speech in the Age of McCarthy: A
Cautionary Tale,” California Law Review 93 (2005): 1387–1412.
Leonard Buder, “‘Refuse to Testify,’ Einstein Advises Intellectuals Called In by Congress,” New York Times, June 12, 1953.
“Einstein Criticized: McCarthy Says Giver of Such Advice
Is ‘Enemy of America,’” New York Times, June 14, 1953.
“McCarthy Asserts Silence Convicts,”NewYork Times, June 22, 1953.
“Einstein Envisions Rights, Freedom Tie,” New York Times,
February 21, 1954.
Albert Einstein, Answers to the Questions of the Emergency
Civil Liberties Committee, March 10, 1954 (Director’s
Office: Faculty files: Box 9: Einstein, Albert - Emergency
Civil Liberties Committee. Shelby White and Leon Levy
Archives Center, Institute for Advanced Study).
Two letters to the Director of the IAS, March 11, 1954 (ibid.).
Fred Jerome, The Einstein File: J. Edgar Hoover’s Secret War
Against the World’s Most Famous Scientist (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 2002).

EXHIBIT
A Scholar’s Paradise, in the World
In 1930, the Institute for Advanced Study was created as an
academic retreat for the pursuit of daring research, unfettered by
material constraints. From the beginning, political turmoil around
the world interfered with this dream and the Institute’s founders
and its first faculty were faced with difficult dilemmas. Their
decision to take action in solidarity and to defend fundamental
freedoms inaugurated a tradition of involvement with international
and domestic affairs. Contrary to initial fears, helping and
welcoming academics from around the world secured the
Institute’s position as a beacon for science and the humanities. It
also taught its founders that scholars’ paradises aren’t eternal, but
rather come and go with changing political circumstances. This
exhibit traces key moments in this history, focusing on questions
of displacement and academic freedom in Europe, the United
States, and Latin America from the 1930s to the 1970s.
This exhibit was curated by a Member-organized History Working
Group that mobilized in response to the January 27, 2017,
executive order banning travel and immigration from seven
predominantly Muslim countries, in conjunction with the Shelby
White and Leon Levy Archives Center and permanent faculty and
staff at the Institute, in particular Erica Mosner and María Tuya.
This exhibit is a companion to the Spring 2017 Institute Letter.
Except where noted otherwise, all documents presented here come
from the IAS Archives.

Fred Jerome and Rodger Taylor, Einstein on Race and Racism
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005).
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Correspondence between Flexner and von Neumann

The Institute for Advanced Study hired the Hungarian mathematician
John von Neumann on January 28, 1933. Two days later, Adolf
Hitler was elected chancellor of Germany. This correspondence
between von Neumann and Institute founding Director Abraham
Flexner illustrates how the political context was on their minds as
they discussed their academic projects.
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Flexner’s Correspondence with Einstein and Weyl

Recruiting scholars from Europe was not always easy, as shown by the
protracted negotiations for the appointment of Hermann Weyl,
Professor of Mathematics in Göttingen, in 1932. Weyl suffered from
depression and was reluctant to emigrate to the United States. In a first
cable to Flexner that arrived on January 4, 1933, he signaled his
willingness to join the Institute: “Doubts vanquished Stop If you still
trust me and want me, this time I accept irrevocably. Ask letter from
third [of January] back unopened.” But he changed his mind the very
next day, explaining that he “couldn’t leave his home country,” and
further adding in a third cable: “Despair over and over again about my
suitability for Institute. My activity bound to mother tongue. Open the
letter from the third [of January]. Set me free if still possible.” Weyl had
another change of heart after Hitler’s rise to power and was eventually
able to flee Germany with his Jewish wife and children to join the
Institute in autumn 1933. At the same time, Albert Einstein was crossing
the Atlantic en route to the Institute. Director Flexner urged him to
refrain from making any political statements in the United States.
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Correspondence between Flexner and Veblen

At first Abraham Flexner was reluctant to further open the
Institute to foreign scholars, except “outstanding personages
such as Weyl and Einstein,” despite the founders’ concern that
“no distinction should be made as respects race, religion,
nationality.” Flexner said it would impede the development of
science in the Unites States and foster resentment among
American scholars. In contrast, Faculty member Oswald Veblen
advocated for vigorous action in favor of refugee academics.
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Amalie Emmy Noether

Born in 1882, Amalie Emmy Noether was a
groundbreaking German mathematician, known
in particular for her theorem relating symmetries
to conservation laws. Following the Nazis’ rise
to power, she was fired from the University of
Göttingen. Thanks to Oswald Veblen and
others, she was able to come to the United
States, where she taught at Bryn Mawr and was a
Visitor at the Institute. She died suddenly in
1935, prompting Albert Einstein and
Hermann Weyl to herald her as one of the
greatest mathematicians of all time.
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The Institute’s Activism in Favor of Displaced Scholars

The Institute quickly stepped up its activism in favor of displaced scholars, joining
forces with other organizations such as the Emergency Committee in Aid of
Displaced Scholars (originally called the Emergency Committee in Aid of
Displaced German Scholars). In his final board meeting as Director in 1939,
Abraham Flexner acknowledged that the choice of helping foreign academics had
been a good one. This action was intensified during the war by Director Frank
Aydelotte, giving an added meaning to the “usefulness” of the research conducted
at the Institute.
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Ernst Kapp

Helping scholars who had been forced to flee Europe was often tricky.
Each aid scheme had its limitations, as illustrated by the case of
classical scholar Ernst Kapp, who did not fit in the scholar-in-exile
program as he was already in the United States when he sought help.
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Kurt Gödel

Being a refugee scholar in 1940s United States was a bureaucratic nightmare.
Austrian mathematician Kurt Gödel had fled Vienna with his wife Adele in
1940, crossing Russia, Japan, and the Pacific to finally reach Princeton, where
he was offered a position at the Institute. In the following years, he was
considered an “enemy alien” and had to ask for special authorization each time
he wished to leave town. This did not deter U.S. authorities from calling him
up for military service, prompting IAS Director Frank Aydelotte to reveal
Gödel’s psychiatric condition to the Service Selection Board.
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Displaced Children Visit Einstein
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Einstein and McCarthyism

Einstein was very active during McCarthyism, campaigning in favor of
intellectual freedom and supporting victims of anti-Communist purges. The
Institute received letters denouncing his actions, sometimes in surprisingly
violent terms.
32

33

Albert O. Hirschman

Hirschman with an unknown refugee
preparing his escape from France in 1940.

Before joining the Institute as a faculty member in 1974, Albert
O. Hirschman was already a veteran of many political struggles
on both sides of the Atlantic. Here we see the fake ID with
which he fled France in 1941, after having helped journalist
Varian Fry organize the escape of some 2000 people from
Europe. (Documents on this panel courtesy of Katia Salomon,
Hirschman Family Collection; and the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C.)
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The Institute’s Continued Engagement

Hirschman’s influential work on the
emergence of authoritarian regimes in
Latin America during the 1960s and
1970s brought him into contact with
Latin American scholars who
themselves suffered under those
regimes. After joining the Institute as
a Professor in 1974, Hirschman
recruited many of those scholars,
including the influential sociologist
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, later
president of Brazil. He also helped
academics and student activists
opposed to Franco’s regime in Spain,
including sociologist Victor M. PerezDiaz, who came to Princeton as a
Member in the newly founded School
of Social Science in 1975–76. The
launching of the School two years
earlier with Hirschman and
anthropologist Clifford Geertz at its
helm signaled the Institute’s
continued engagement with
contemporary social and political
issues.

Pictured here are Faculty members
Clifford Geertz, Joan Scott, and Michael
Walzer in 1988.
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