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Learning from an Extraordinary Life – Einstein: His Life and Universe
We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking 

we used when we created them. 

         – Albert Einstein
Why is it that nobody understands me, and everybody likes me?  

        – Albert Einstein 


There is no shortage of books about Albert Einstein. A simple search for an Einstein biography on Amazon.com, for example, identified 625 options. The most recent, the well-received Einstein: His Life and Universe by Walter Isaacson,
 however, is distinctive among the lot.  It is also a creative resource for management educators seeking to foster learning about innovation, creative leadership, career development, or professional effectiveness. 


The depth and breadth of Isaacson’s research for the volume are impressive. The book is the first to make full use of newly-available documents released in 2006 by Hebrew University of Jerusalem, the institution to whom Einstein bequeathed his papers and his entire estate. Isaacson secured early and complete access to the materials through Diana Kormos Buchwald, the general editor of the Einstein Papers Project. He was also guided through the massive amount of new data as well as older archival resources by Buchwald and her staff.  The Einstein Papers Project was launched in 1986 under the joint sponsorship of Princeton University Press and Hebrew University and is now based at California Institute of Technology. Its purpose is to assemble, catalog, preserve, translate, and provide public access to the more than forty thousand documents from the Einstein estate and an additional thirty thousand Einstein-related pieces from other collections
. The task has been herculean and has been made more difficult by roadblocks from the Einstein estate.  


During his life, Albert Einstein guarded his privacy and closely managed his public image. Personal letters reveal, for example, that Einstein never saw his first child, born out of wedlock to the woman who was to become his first wife, in order to protect his social status and reputation as an aspiring Swiss civil servant. And, there is evidence that Einstein consciously created a persona of gentle aloofness – “the lonely genius”– as a way to manage social pressures from his growing prominence (Smolin, 2007). The co-executors of his estate, economist Otto Nathan, a close friend, and Helen Dukas, Einstein’s long-time housekeeper and faithful secretary, sought to sustain the strategy of tight impression management after Einstein’s death. They blocked access to – and, scholars assert, even destroyed – documents that they believed might cast Einstein in an unfavorable light (Neffe and Frisch, 2007). As a result, the Einstein Papers Project had to battle, cajole, and even sue Einstein’s executors and family for access to the private papers and records needed for a full and balanced exploration of Einstein and his scientific work. Isaacson is the first to benefit from the Project’s heroic efforts, and his biography is an important first step for Einstein scholarship in “digging itself out of decades of mythmaking” (Smolin, 2007).    


In addition, Isaacson’s broad and interdisciplinary approach to his subject adds unique value.  He interweaves political, cultural, social, and scientific history with information about the field of physics and with insights into the private side of Albert Einstein across a host of roles – Einstein as son, brother, student, father, friend, lover, employee, scientist, and world citizen. A compelling narrative style sustains attention throughout the hefty tome – 551 pages of text and another 90 pages of notes /and sources. The result is a thorough, engaging, and highly readable portrait of one of the most influential figures in the 20th century.  


But we sell Isaacson short if we stop there – and miss the larger lessons in Einstein’s life for understanding the complex environmental, cultural, and social forces that shape innovation, progress, and social change. By grounding Einstein’s work and life in the happenings and dynamics of his day, Isaacson creates a powerful social and intellectual history of the era that ushered in modernism as we know it – and that planted the seeds for a steadfast belief in the powers of science and for our evolving quest for the next “new, new thing” (Lewis, 2001).      

Looking back at a century that will be remembered for its willingness to break classical bonds, and looking ahead to an era that seeks to nurture the creativity needed for scientific innovation, one person stands out as a paramount icon of our age: the kindly refugee from oppression whose wild halo of hair, twinkling eyes, engaging humanity, and extraordinary brilliance made his face a symbol and his name a synonym for genius.. . .  His [Einstein’s] fascinating story, a testament to the connection between creativity and freedom, reflects the triumphs and tumults of the modern era. (2)


Einstein stood at the center of a larger social transformation – and also helped to propel it. He was fiercely independent and had no qualms about challenging convention or those in power – one reason, many conclude, for his difficulties in securing a university professorship or employment of any kind upon graduation. “Long live impudence!” Einstein proclaimed in a letter to his wife, “It is my guardian angel in this world”(7). Isaacson, however, frames Einstein’s rebelliousness as more than individual spunk or courage. Einstein was a child of his times – albeit a brilliant one – whose life and work echoed the nonconformity in the Zeitgeist.  

Einstein’s life and work reflected the disruption of societal certainties and moral absolutes in the modernist atmosphere of the early twentieth century. Imaginative nonconformity was in the air: Picasso, Joyce, Freud, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and others were breaking conventional bonds. (3)

In reminding us of that, Isaacson reinforces the power and importance of “ideas in good currency” (Schon and Rein, 1994) – the shared beliefs and assumptions of an era that tacitly encourage a range of individual discoveries or achievements – and of the need to nurture and develop those ideas through free and open discourse. A society’s capacity to stimulate creativity and to accelerate innovation – its competitive advantage – depends on that. 

All three [of Einstein’s major theories] come from taking rebellious imaginative leaps that throw out old conventional wisdom. . . Einstein thought that the freest society with the most rebellious thinking would be the most creative. If we [the United States] are going to have any advantage over China, it is because we nurture rebellious, imaginative free thinkers, rather than try to control expression. (Friedman, 2007)

Einstein’s life illustrates the delicate interplay among the social, political, discipline-based, and intrapersonal forces that lie at the heart of creative genius.  In today’s competitive global world, such insights and understandings – and the opportunity to learn from them – are invaluable.  


So is a popular feel for the joys and contributions of science and for the growing importance of science and math education in a world where success depends on imagination and invention. Isaacson provides that and makes theoretical physics, Einstein’s contributions to the field, and the history of science interesting and accessible (Maslin, 2007; Spanberg, 2007).  He begins the volume with pages of appreciation to noted scientists who informed his understanding of physics and who vetted and corrected both his language and his interpretations of Einstein’s science – and he included high school teachers among his advisors to ensure understanding by lay audiences. The result is a window into a world and way of thinking that non-scientists will find intriguing: Isaacson captures well the larger meaning of science, as well as the drama and passion in scientific discovery. 

An appreciation for the methods of science is a useful asset for a responsible citizenry. What science teaches us, very significantly, is the correlation between factual evidence and general theories, something well illustrated in Einstein’s life. In addition, an appreciation for the glories of sciences is a joyful trait for a good society. It helps us remain in touch with that childlike capacity for wonder, about such ordinary things as falling apples and elevators, that characterizes Einstein and other great theoretical physicists. (6) 

Understanding that, asserts Isaacson, is one good reason to study the life of Einstein. So is the opportunity to expand basic cultural literary: we can all benefit from knowing more about Einstein’s theory of relativity and famous formula that have made their way into the common lexicon. 


That said, the long sections and passages on the distinctions among and unique theoretical contributions of Einstein’s contemporaries and competitors felt at times like overkill to the humanist in me. To be fair, however, Isaacson’s attention to such detail does convey the persistence, discipline, and hard work that lies at the heart of discovery and illustrates well the incremental and social natures of progress. Innovation in any field is often more evolutionary than revolutionary – and progress always looks faster, simpler, and easier when viewed from the outside. The seeds for Einstein’s famous theory of relativity, for example, were planted twenty years before it came to fruition. Sixteen year old Albert Einstein looked at the electromagnetic field equations of Scottish mathematician James Clerk Maxwell, and he playfully visualized what it would be like to ride alongside a light beam. Einstein nurtured and honed that thinking through years of reflection, debate, and exchange with others who struggled to understand similar phenomena. The final product took time, effort, patience, and persistence in the face of frustration and failure for an extraordinary mind like Albert Einstein – an important lesson for us all to remember.   


Finally, Isaacson takes readers beneath the surface to appreciate the full meaning and expression of Einstein’s humanity and to understand the human side of greatness. He presents a deeply personal, warts and all, portrait of “a human and immensely charming Einstein” (Maslin, 2007) – and provides management educators a perfect vehicle for probing a host of issues related to innovation, entrepreneurial thinking, creative leadership, career development, and professional success. No name connotes brilliance and success to laymen and to scientist alike as that of Albert Einstein. It is easy, therefore, to stand in awe of a man whose work answered basic questions about the universe; changed the study of science; underpins many of today’s technologies – lasers, semi-conductors, photoelectric cells, nuclear power, fiber optics, and space travel, to name but a few; made nuclear holocaust possible – and forewarned of its horrors; and underscored the importance of unity, freedom, dialogue, and world peace. Isaacson captures Einstein’s genius and great contributions. He also permits us to see that, like the rest of us, Einstein had feet of clay.    

Albert Einstein is a case study in the psychology of imperfection – and evidence that neither personal limitations nor environmental obstacles need derail creativity or achievement.  Even when life deals out an imperfect hand, greatness and contribution are possible. The key is how well you play the cards you have been given. Einstein’s game plan included a combination of resilience, tenacity, belief in self, a remarkable ability to ignore others’ doubts, and an innate capacity to make the best of what he had.     


As a boy, for example, Einstein was slow to talk. The family maid nicknamed him “der Depperte” – the dopey one – and family members labeled him as “almost backwards” (8). Einstein’s developmental difficulties were compounded by a mild form of echolalia which caused him throughout his life to repeat phrases to himself, especially those he found particularly clever.  Einstein, however, felt that his development challenges enhanced his curiosity and his capacities to see things that others took for granted. In Einstein’s eyes, his backwardness produced his genius. 

When I asked myself how it happened that I in particular discovered the relativity theory, it seemed to lit in the following circumstance. . . . The ordinary adult never bothers his head about the problems of space and time. These are things he has thought of as a child. But I developed so slowly that I began to wonder about space and time only when I was already grown up. Consequently, I probed more deeply into the problem than an ordinary child would have. (9) 

Einstein also preferred to think in pictures – perhaps connected to his early verbal challenges. “I very rarely think in words at all,” Einstein told a psychologist. “A thought comes, and I may try to express it in words afterwards” (9). His thought experiments – his Gedankenexperiments – led to some of his greatest discoveries, and Einstein’s capacity to visualize and then mentally play out complex situations became a hallmark of his creativity.  

Over the years, he [Einstein] would picture in his mind such things as lightning strikes and moving trains, accelerating elevators and falling painters, two-dimensional blind beetles crawling on curved branches, as well as a variety of contraptions designed to pinpoint, at least in theory, the location and velocity of speeding electrons.(27) 


From an early age, Einstein was a loner by temperament and by social circumstances. He was a Jewish schoolboy in Germany who attended the large, local Catholic school. Anti-Semitic taunts and attacks from other children solidified a sense of being an outsider that remained with him throughout his life.  It also, however, fueled his willingness to challenge convention: Einstein was “serenely self-confident in his lonely course” (550). His well-known contempt for authority often made him unwelcome in traditional classroom settings. “You sit there in the back row and smile,” a school teacher once told him. “Your mere presence here spoils the respect of the class for me”(22). Rejection in school, however, fired his zeal for independent learning. He dropped out of high school – although documents indicate he may have been asked to leave because of his impudence – and spiraled toward depression and “nervous exhaustion” (22). Einstein rebounded with a pledge to his parents for self-study and admission to the local technical college. Both happened. 


And Einstein’s inability to secure a faculty position after graduation is legendary, as is his long stint in the local patent office. While myth promotes this as a sad time for neglected genius, Einstein described it otherwise.  He identified and embraced the developmental opportunities in his situation. 

“I was able to do a full day’s work in only two or three hours,” he [Einstein] recalled. “The remaining part of the day, I would work out my own ideas. . . . Whenever anybody would come by, I would cram my notes into my desk drawer and pretend to work on my office work.” . . . Focusing on real life questions, he later said, “stimulated me to see the physical ramifications of theoretical concepts.” (78) 

Einstein’s boss in the patent office, Friedrich Haller, preached the importance of critical vigilance. “When you pick up an application,” Haller had instructed him, “think that everything the inventor says is wrong” (79).  Einstein praised this training as invaluable for a theoretical physicist and as a key step in strengthening his competitive advantage in the field. 


Einstein found other benefits to life in the patent office, as well.  He was an independent scholar and a free thinker – a deductive scientist who probed the consequences of “elegant principles and postulates that are embraced as holy” (117). Einstein “had a good feel for experimental findings” (117), and he used them to determine launch points for his theories.  However, he saw little benefit in analyzing lots of experimental results or in creating theories that described their underlying empirical patterns. Such inductive processes, Einstein concluded, reinforce what is already known and believed. Innovation and creativity require a step into unknown or uncharted territory. Einstein found great joy and satisfying “psychic tension” (114) in grappling with paradox and in searching for the underlying unity in the competing concepts. He chose to make his contribution there, embraced a methodology that worked for him, and set off to do his work. The result was a career path that wedded effort with deep enjoyment, that was driven by strong internal measures of progress and success, and that kept Einstein open to a larger and broader sense of his possibilities and to contributions across fields and arenas. Einstein lived his own version of a protean career (Hall, 1976, 2002).

The protean career is a process which the person, not the organization, is managing. It consists of all of the person's varied experiences in education, training, work in several organizations, changes in occupational field, etc. The protean person's own personal career choices and search for self-fulfillment are the unifying or integrative elements in his or her life. The criterion of success is internal (psychological success), not external. (Hall, 1976, p. 201)

It sustained and renewed him over the course of a long and productive work life. A more traditional academic career, Einstein believed, could have undermined the depth and breadth of his contributions. 


The university, according to Einstein, promotes experimentalism and empiricism as the “sole route” to truth, and academic reward systems are established to support that. A career outside the university, therefore, enabled Einstein to play to his professional strengths, to choose work and methods that he found energizing, and to escape pressures to do otherwise. University life, Einstein later concluded, might have encouraged him to play it too safe: to remain too cautious in challenging accepted theories, prevailing wisdom, or those who controlled coveted rewards; and to publish too often so as not to perish – a warning to all who work within the ivy walls.

As he [Einstein] later noted, originality and creativity were not prime assets for climbing academic ladders, especially in the German-speaking world, and he would have felt pressure to conform to the prejudices or prevailing wisdom of his patrons. “An academic career in which a person is forced to produce scientific writings in great amounts creates a danger of intellectual superficiality,” he said. (79) 
And it is well documented that Einstein hated spending time in meetings!  


Albert Einstein fully lived the adage “bloom where you are planted,” and his life and work are reminders that great things are within the grasp of those who: 

(1) understand their talents and limitations – and work to parlay both into a life of productivity and significance 

(2) recognize that setbacks and failures are par for the course – tenacity and focus pay off 

(3) remain confident in the face of critique and the doubts of others – persistence demands a steadfast belief in self and in possibility

(4) follow their passions and intuitive beliefs – soul infuses intellect  

(5) are willing to stand off the beaten path – discovery can come from working the boundaries and looking in from the outside   

(6)  appreciate that leadership, creativity, and “genius” always look simpler from the outside.  

Isaacson’s portrait of Einstein’s spunk, brilliance, and flat sides offers hope to all who seek to create careers of creativity, contribution, and significance.  

Teaching Albert Einstein   


While reading Einstein: His Life and Universe, I asked myself the question, how would I teach differently if Albert Einstein were in my class?  This review thus far focuses on relevant teaching topics from the volume and its value for student learning. It ends with a reflection on the pedagogical implications for management educators interested in developing the Einstein in all our students. Einstein’s life suggests that we succeed best as educators when we encourage visual thinking, embrace contrarians, employ the arts and humanities, reward intuition, utilize experiential activities, appreciate and nurture student strengths and talents, and promote the study of great minds. In what ways to our teaching strategies reflect that?  How well does the field of management education support and encourage such directions?     


A powerful, over-arching theme in the volume, for example, is the contrarian nature of creativity and creative leadership. I am struck by the similarity between Einstein’s “thought experiments” in which he visualized imaginative scenarios to launch theory development, and Steven Sample’s suggested practices for opening the mind and heart to alternative thinking. Sample, an engineer by training and an inventor with several patents under his belt who is also the successful and long-serving president of the University of Southern California, has identified what he sees as the two essentials for leadership effectiveness: intellectual independence and creativity (Sample, 2008). Sample believes that leaders can deepen their capacities for both with practice, and he proposes two developmental activities: thinking gray – strategies to avoid natural inclinations for binary, right-wrong judgments in the face of complexity – and thinking free – ways to stretch individual and collective cognition beyond the tight constraints and fears that overly bound everyday thinking. Linking Einstein’s strategies for visual thinking – Chapters 1 and 2 of Isaacson’s biography provide a good starting point for discussion of this – with the experiential activities suggested by Sample (2008) makes for a complementary and powerful learning unit. 


On a related note, contrarian thinkers challenge instructors and derail tidy lesson plans and class designs. Einstein needed little acceptance from others, including his professors; and his contempt for authority was legendary. What are our strategies for embracing contrarian students? For rewarding challenges to our theories, beliefs, suggestions, and activities?  Reframing the difficult student from a thorn in the side to a budding Einstein is a good first step – and a reminder of the sacred nature of the educator’s work.  What can management educators do to build their confidence and instructional repertoires so that they can meet students where they are – rather than where they hope all students would be – and learn to step out from behind the protective mask of content expert?  Modeling learning and creating opportunities to learn with and in front of our students aren’t always easy, but they are important. They break the power-over stance that limits student initiative. How well do we encourage independent thinking in those developmentally predisposed to see the instructor as the keeper and conveyer of truth (Gallos, 1989)?  It can be easier to foster dependence in the classroom through control than to encourage interdependence through collaboration.   


Einstein appreciated the importance of intuition and of the freeing nature of the arts and humanities. “A new idea comes suddenly and in a rather intuitive way,” he once said (113).  Einstein brought a broad knowledge and experience base to his science. He was grounded in philosophy which fed his skepticism of things that could not be observed. He embraced music and was a gifted and passionate violinist – not as an escape from work, but as a way to connect to the creative genius of composers, to others who felt comfortable bonding through more than words, and to a sense of universal harmony.  In 1930, Einstein invited Saint-John Perse, the French poet and diplomat who was awarded the 1960 Nobel Prize for Literature, to explore with him how a poet creates. Saint-John Perse spoke of imagination and of intuition. “It’s the same for a man of science,” Einstein responded. “It is a sudden illumination, almost a rapture. Later, to be sure, intelligence analyzes and experiments confirm or invalidate the intuition. But initially there is a great forward leap of the imagination” (549). 


How do we foster the intuitive capacities of our students in our management classrooms? What are our preferred strategies for enabling students to identify and develop their individual artistry?  Perhaps more importantly, how do we remind ourselves to reward and encourage those capacities to the same extent that we do the development of analytic skills?  The world is rapidly moving beyond an information age where people have been rewarded largely for their analytic skills, warns Daniel Pink (2005), and into a conceptual age where leaders are expected to find new possibilities and opportunities from within the competitive crunch. Capacities for doing that involve many of the skills and activities historically associated with artists, such as       


1. Design – how to wed function with strong aesthetics 


2. Storytelling – how to influence through compelling narrative


3. Creating symphony – how to combine distinctive elements into an innovative whole


4. Empathy – how to inform action with deep understanding of human nature and needs  

5. Play  – how to embrace humor, lightheartedness, and the creative potential in joyful experimentation  

6. Making meaning – how to look beyond accumulation and the acquisition of things and fact for significance, contribution, and spiritual fulfillment.   

Daniel Pink (2005) offers management educators a range of experiential activities for developing capacities in each of these skill areas – a good complement to explorations of Einstein as an artistic thinker.    


Einstein loved to visualize and then make sense of complex experiences, and his most successful school experiences were in a small cantonal school in the Swiss village of Aarau that encouraged this. There “students should be allowed to reach their own conclusions . . . by using a series of steps that began with hands-on observations and then proceeded to intuitions, conceptual thinking, and visual imagery” (26). We serve students well when we offer similar kinds of activities: cases and experiential exercises that foster capacities to learn from experience. How would we teach if Einstein were in class?  Never lecture again! Experiential activities, creative and arts-based exercises (Gallos, 2009), and cases engage students in active and creative discovery. They also convey confidence in students’ ability to learn and employ a teaching-learning process that validates and builds on what students already know.  


Finally, when Einstein was asked what schools should emphasize, he replied: “there should be extensive discussion of personalities who benefited mankind through independence of character and judgment”(6).  In that, Einstein pointed to the role of history, fiction, biography, and autobiography as vehicles for learning on multiple levels: about the processes of discovery and analysis; about ways to access and integrate important discipline-based knowledge; and for the development of capacities to see and appreciate the important linkages between creativity and intangibles like confidence, curiosity, significance,  persistence, resilience, opportunity, openness to new possibilities. The humanities may be especially important for younger students who assume an ease of success and effort that belies the reality of great contribution (Tulgan, 2000) – and for whom education implies the importance of developmental growth and of expanding their view of self and others.  Understanding one’s internal and external worlds is at the heart of creative leadership in any field. The major challenges of everyday work life – understanding others in context, motivating and influencing, recognizing the roots of competing interests and conflicts, generating productive alternatives to complex problems, and the list goes on – “are echoes of critical issues of life more generally,” asserts James G. March, the distinguished organizational theorist who taught a popular, literature-based leadership course at the Stanford Graduate School of Business from 1980 until his retirement in 1995 (March and Weil, 2005, p. 1).  Literature is a perfect vehicle, concludes March (March and Weil, 2005), to lay out the “grand dilemmas” of human existence in an accessible form and to invite students to compare their solutions to those of others.  


Cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner has been on the forefront of creativity studies throughout his career – from his early work on the role of the arts in human development (1973a, 1973b, 1980, 1982, 1983) to his landmark theory of multiple intelligences (1993a, 1999) and his  current focus on creativity and leadership (1993b, 1997, 2007).  Gardner’s work has strong relevance for the management classroom – and for management educators seeking to foster creative thinking skills in response to the rising importance of creativity and innovation in 21st century business success (e.g., Adler, 2006; Edwards, 2008; Lewis, 2001; Pink, 2005). He has found in his research that the study of extraordinary minds enables ordinary people to better embrace their own creative talents and greatness. Not surprising, Garner points to Einstein as a perfect exemplar and to his life as a source of learning and inspiration. To expand your possibilities as an educator and a scholar – and to support your students in expanding theirs – it is worth getting to know Albert Einstein better.  This book is a perfect introduction. 
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Page 

Page 


