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Introduction  

 With the first publication in 1987 of the love letters between Albert Einstein and his first wife, 

Mileva Maric, speculation began that Maric may have contributed to discoveries attributed to Einstein, 

particularly his 1905 work, or his “miracle year.” During several months of this year, Einstein wrote four 

groundbreaking papers, which included the theories of special relativity and the photoelectric effect, and 

for the latter he received the Noble Prize in physics in 1921. The focus of the on-going debate over 

Maric’s contribution to Einstein’s work concerns whether Maric’s genius is equal to Einstein’s, rather 

than whether her contribution meets the criteria for co-authorship in physics. I argue that the question of 

Maric’s co-authorship is turned into a question of genius in defense of Einstein’s reputation as a lone 

genius. The task at hand is to explore the stakes involved in the defense of Einstein’s reputation in the 

debate.  

 Both sides of the debate take scientific genius for granted. Maric’s supporters attribute scientific 

genius to Maric while they never critically examine the myth of Einstein as a lone genius. The 

mythology of Einstein’s singularity is a logical fallacy in the debate, and the stakes involved in its 

defense condition how Maric’s contribution is articulated. By contemporary authorship standards in 

physics, Maric would merit co-authorship of Einstein’s work, but Einstein’s reputation would no longer 

be that of a lone genius.  

  Scientific authorship is not attributed according to the lone genius myth.1 For what purpose is 

the myth of Einstein’s lone genius reproduced in the debate? The stakes in the defense of Einstein’s 

                                                
1 Labor is the basis of the designation of authorship in physics. Not all authorship credit is equal, but 
technical labor, such as engineering work on an accelerator, and writing articles based on the results 
qualify for authorship. 
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reputation drive the debate and inform the questions that can be asked and conclusions that can be 

drawn. This paper does not attempt to determine if Maric is the co-author of Einstein’s work. Rather, it 

addresses a related question: What ideological work is accomplished by the defense of Einstein’s 

reputation as a lone genius in the debate? What does it reveal about the stakes in the defense of 

Einstein’s reputation? 

 By analyzing excerpts from the debate, I show that the stakes in the defense of Einstein’s genius 

pertain to Einstein’s role in the cultural reproduction of market structures and values in discourse. 

Scientific genius holds a visible location between linguistic and material production. The coining of the 

word, “scientist,” in 1833, and its development as an ideal, or scientific genius, is an abstraction of 

specialization in scientific knowledge production. When the word was coined by William Whewell, at 

the urging of the Romantic Poet, Samual Taylor Coleridge, to designate the members of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science as a “natural clerisy of the intellect,” the BAAS leaders 

designated women and the working classes as the direct producers of natural knowledge commodities. 

The organization of natural knowledge production became a mirror image of industrial production.  

 Subsequent instantiations of the ideal scientist, from Newton to Einstein, are discursive 

expressions of specialization in both science and industry, and changes in the representation of the 

scientist in discourse mediate a linguistic economy that reflects and reifies respective changes in market 

relations. Einstein’s reputation as a lone genius in the discourse of the debate separates the individual 

and science from society, which is foundational to the appearance of an ostensibly individual producer, 

objective knowledge, and natural social divisions. These objectifications naturalize the market relations 

and ideologies they reflect. For example, dominant educational ideologies, policies, and practices 

reproduce the social relations of production, and change with changes in production relations, by taking 

for granted the ideal individual producer of knowledge. The unique role of scientific genius locates the 

agency for social and ideological change, and new measures of human and cultural value other than the 

market, in the organization of the institutions with which the scientist as an ideal developed.  
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 Pierre Bourdieu (1972, 1980, 1984) attributes the logic of the symbolic economy and capital to 

science and argues that it is homologous to the money economy. He defines symbolic capital as the form 

of capital that is perceived through classificatory systems or discourse. However, he attributes the binary 

nature of symbolic capital to nature, specifically a natural division between men and women, and he 

provides no account of a material relation between symbolic capital and the money economy, or 

explanation for the production of or change in classificatory systems.  

  In effect, both Bourdieu and Foucault ignore the institutional, or market, basis of symbolic 

systems. By so doing, they naturalize market hegemonies, such as market values and hierarchies, and 

they deny the role of diverse forms of knowledge, human value, and agency in scientific and social 

change. Einstein’s location in discourse, at an intersection of institutional and linguistic production, 

offers another perspective on the institutional basis for the production and transformation of 

classificatory systems in relation to changes in the organization of production. 

 Adam Smith (1937/1776), Karl Marx (1973/1857), Emile Durkheim (1984/1893) and Marcel 

Mauss (1990/1954) are central figures in the original debates over the effects of the modern divisions of 

labor, and they share a concern about the role of the state and the market in citizen’s lives. Smith 

describes a negative role for the state, and he maintains a theory of the intrinsic motivation of people to 

truck, barter, and trade as the basis of the “invisible hand” that regulates the market. In response to 

Smith, theorists highlighted the division of labor’s negative effects on workers. These critiques 

culminated in Marx’s work on the alienating effects of specialization.  

 Durkheim (1984) moved the focus of the debate from the pros and cons of specialization to the 

question of its relation to social solidarity. He is concerned with how to reconcile the autonomy of the 

individual, which he believes is a product of specialization, with the new forms of national state and 

market regulation it produces. He is particularly concerned that the new forms of regulation align human 

action with the structures of the market. Mauss raises a concern over how the market, by means of the 

new forms of regulation, compromises people’s sense of justice. In an attempt to address the power of 

the market over people’s lives, Mauss show, through historical investigation, the market origins of 
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human values and motivations, such as the propensity to truck, barter, and trade and maximize goods 

and profit, which Smith takes for granted. 

 Antonio Gramsci (1971), Georgi Plekhanov (2007/1898), and Thorstein Veblen (1994/1899) 

theorize the ideological role of intellectuals and great men as a form of market regulation arising from 

specialization. Gramsci argues that every social group formed through economic production co-creates 

an intellectual class that mediates between the state and the public as a form of legitimation for the 

dominant group. Plekhanov theorizes that important individuals (heroes) are symbols of economic and 

social institutions. He argues that important individuals cannot contradict the relations of production they 

represent, and once these processes are represented, the social organization bars the position from others 

with the same talents, which has the effect of exaggerating the talents of great men in history. Veblen 

theorizes the national cultural role of the business elite in America as mediators of a symbolic economy 

of prestige. He believes that consumption is driven by “invidious comparison” with elites that 

differentiates the upper classes. He also believes that the subordinated position of women is the product 

of the reification of the history of their oppression by the economy of prestige. Each of these men 

grounded the making of intellectual classes, or classes of important men, in institutions and the market. 

They did not address scientific genius as a specific form of market regulation.  

 From multiple perspectives, critical scholars who study the term, “scientist,” have documented 

relations between the scientist and social hierarchies. Jan Golinksi (1992) attributes the inequalities that 

developed with the term to changes in the social relations between men and women and the construction 

of a masculine scientific identity. Patricia Fara (2002) shows how Newton’s genius in nineteenth century 

England naturalized market relations and ideologies. In a contemporary oceanography laboratory, 

Chandra Mukerji (1996) found that predominantly female laboratory workers produced scientific 

knowledge and the social order together by making the products of their labor the “brain child” of a male 

lead scientist. Analysis of Einstein’s reputation in discourse, as a product of the parallel development of 

specialization in science and industry, offers another perspective on the market origin and transformation 

of social hierarchies, ideologies and values that have developed with the scientist as an ideal.  
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 In the following, I offer first a synopsis of the Einstein-Maric debate. I then situate the debate 

historically in the context of the development of the term, “scientist,” as an ideal in England and later 

America, respectively. In the analysis that follows, I examine excerpts from the debate that are specific 

to the defense of Einstein’s reputation and the making of Maric’s role as a “sounding board” for his 

ideas. In the context of the analysis, I discuss the ideological work that is accomplished by the linguistic 

economy that Einstein and Maric as ideals, together, support. In conclusion, I revisit the stakes in the 

defense of Einstein’s reputation and the broader political implications of the social costs of the myth of 

Einstein’s reputation in terms of the cultural reproduction of market values. In a brief discussion that 

follows, I touch on the political imperative to support forms of collective action that give validity to 

measures of value other than the market.  

 

Background 

 Mileva Maric was born into a privileged family in 1875 in Titel, Serbia, a small village outside 

of Novi Sad, which was then part of the Hungarian Empire. She graduated from an all-male classical 

high school in Zagred where she passed her final exams with the highest grades awarded in physics and 

mathematics. In 1896 she attended Zurich Polytechnic (ETH) to study physics and mathematics. She was 

the fifth woman to attend ETH and the only woman in her cohort of six students, one of whom was 

Albert Einstein. Maric and Einstein followed the same course of study, and their dissertation research 

addressed respective areas of experimental heat conduction. The Einstein’s romantic involvement began 

at the university. They were married from 1902 to 1919, when they were divorced, and they had three 

children. But it was not until after the 1987 publication of the love letters between Einstein and Maric 

that there was wide public speculation that Maric may have contributed to discoveries attributed to 

Einstein. 

 The debate over Maric’s contribution to Einstein’s work took place first in professional meetings 

and publications. For example, in 1990 the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS) held a panel discussion devoted to Maric’s legacy. A public debate ensued in 2006 when Allen 
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Esterson, a U.K. physicist, complained to PBS about the factual accuracy of the documentary, 

“Einstein’s Wife,” which was written and produced in 2003 by Geraldine Hilton, principal of Melsa 

Films.2 Hilton represents Maric in the film as Einstein’s full intellectual partner. Her contention became 

the focus of the public debate in which many people questioned whether Maric’s genius was equal to 

that of Einstein’s. 

 In March 2006, Andrea Gabor, the editor of the PBS-sponsored website, that accompanies the 

documentary, “Einstein’s Wife,” received Esterson’s criticisms. Esterson prompted Gabor to review 

other critiques published on physicsweb.org and physicsworld.org. (Getler, 2006) The documentary and 

website went under review, and an ombudsman, Michael Getler, interviewed scholars about the facts 

presented. Getler (2006) concluded that the film and website “create the impression that she [Maric] was 

a true partner [while] the known facts and evidence do not back it up.” Gabor edited the website for PBS 

on September 24, 2007 to “ensure historical accuracy.”3 (2007) Some networks canceled the film, but 

the website and the documentary are available through PBS.   

 The ensuing debate about the film focuses on evidence that discussants on both sides of the 

debate use to argue for and against Maric’s intellectual partnership with Einstein. The evidence consists 

of passages in the love letters between Einstein and Maric, in which Einstein refers to “our” theory and 

work; descriptions by scholars of Einstein and Maric’s respective mathematical strengths and 

weaknesses; the Einsteins’ divorce agreement, in which Einstein leaves the Nobel Prize award money to 

Maric; and accounts of Einstein-Marity as the signature on three of the original 1905 papers.4 In the film 

and on the website, these events and others like them are used to represent Maric as Einstein’s 

intellectual equal. In opposition to this representation of Maric, a number of physicists and Einstein 

                                                
2 “Einstein’s Wife” was produced by Melsa Films in association with the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation and Oregon Public Broadcasting in the United States. 
3 Gabor (2007) notes changes to the original website in her ‘Editor’s Note.” 
4 Abram Joffe (Ioffe), a respected member of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, reported seeing Einstein-
Marity as the original signature on three of Einstein’s paper: the theory of Brownian Motion, the photon 
theory of light and the theory of special relativity. Whether the “Einstein-Marity” signature refers to 
Einstein, alone, or the couple is debated. (Troemel-Ploetz, 1990; Esterson, 2006c) 
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scholars defend Einstein’s reputation as a lone genius by undertaking a point-by-point refutation of the 

evidence used in the film and on the website to support Maric’s intellectual partnership with Einstein.  

 The criticisms of the film and website initiated the ombudsman’s recommendation to update the 

website that accompanies the documentary (Getler, 2006). However, Esterson (2007) and his colleagues 

assert that the site edits are not sufficient. Esterson argues, “the great bulk of dubious material remains.” 

(ibid) His critique is best viewed as part of a larger body of work in which he defends objectivity in 

science. On a website, entitled, “Butterflies and Wheels,” Esterson and his colleagues analyze cases of 

alleged pseudo-science and the political motivations of the authors. (Benson, 2011.) On the website, 

Esterson (2007) characterizes PBS’s sale of “Einstein’s Wife” as the promotion of a “meretricious 

documentary” and argues that the  accompanying PBS website “belies the implied disinterestedness by 

misrepresenting the historical facts from the very start.” To support his points, Esterson uses the 

“Butterflies and Wheels” site, and his personal site, to publish lengthy critiques of the evidence cited in 

the documentary and on the accompanying website in support Maric’s intellectual partnership with 

Einstein. He includes publications by authors who support Maric’s intellectual partnership with Einstein 

followed by critiques of their work by various authors. 

 In his writings, Esterson takes great pains to show a lack of available evidence to prove any 

contention that Maric contributed to Einstein’s work. Yet he never considers the criteria for co-

authorship in physics when he discusses Maric’s contribution, nor the significance and lack of evidence 

for his own defense of a mythical narrative about Einstein as a lone genius. Unwittingly, Esterson’s 

defense of Einstein’s reputation is an example of pseudo-science and political bias, but his argument also 

offers a window into how his bias is constructed and why it is widely believed, which brings to light the 

broader political implications of his defense of Einstein as a lone genius. The myth of Einstein’s 

reputation and the political economy it presupposes are the cornerstones of the ostensible verity of 

Esterson’s claims, and that which most needs to be explained in order to understand the stakes in the 

debate. 
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Scientific Genius 

 When the word, scientist, was coined in England in 1833 at the third annual meeting of the 

British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS), it corresponded with the development of 

national scientific enterprises, disciplines, societies, publications and education in most countries in 

Europe and North America. (Crawford, 1991) To gain the support of a small group of Cambridge elites, 

BAAS leaders instituted a division of labor in natural knowledge production by which they designated 

women and working classes as the direct producers of natural knowledge commodities, such as the 

collectors of specimens and an audience for the association.5 (Morrell and Thackray, 1982) Natural 

knowledge was no longer produced by and for the practitioner and a small group of like-minded 

colleagues, who worked largely independently, and with little public or government interest or support. 

Now their work was produced for the public  (Ziman, 1968), and with increasing public interest and 

government financing (Morrell & Thackray, 1982). 

 The characteristic spatial and temporal separations of production and consumption, that 

accompanies specialization, make the scientist appear to be a lone producer of natural knowledge. Both 

the scientist and scientific knowledge appear to stand outside of everyday life. This reifies the 

institutional organization of production, consumption and distribution of scientific knowledge in 

discourse. In sum, specialization in science masks from public view the material relations and manual 

labor by which science, and the institutions that developed with the scientist as an ideal, are continually 

institutionalized as an integral part of the political economy. When the word, “scientist.” was coined, the 

dominant categories and related ideologies with which we understand and address social inequality and 

conceive of alternatives became inextricably tied with the market. 

 According to Golinski (1992), Humphrey Davy and Michael Faraday’s eighteenth century 

public performances of natural discovery provide a prototype for the organization of national public 
                                                
5The leaders of BAAS employed the same method to produce symbolic capital as was developed by early 
industrialists to produce economic profit. BAAS leaders disassociated the direct producers of natural 
knowledge commodities from the production process. As a result, the symbolic capital their collective 
labor produced for science and elites appeared to be something autonomous of their labor and intrinsic to 
science and to elites. 
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science in nineteenth century England. Davy and his then student, Faraday, produced experiments in the 

basement of the Royal Institute and presented their practiced results as natural facts to a predominantly 

middle class female audience. In effect, Davy and Faraday presented collective labor in the persona of a 

decidedly English male genius as the natural and lone producer of objective knowledge. The 

predominantly female audience appeared to be passive consumers of the performance of male signified 

discovery and universal natural knowledge. 

 By separating spatially the production of knowledge from its consumption, Davy produced an 

ideal knowledge producer and knowledge that appeared to be the objective product of the mind of an 

English, male individual, outside of the influence of society and history. This slight of hand reified the 

participants in this collective endeavor into hierarchically separate and gendered groupings of ostensibly 

active producers and passive consumers. The participants appeared to be differentiated by gender and 

other natural differences in their ability to discover new knowledge, as opposed to consume and 

reproduce known knowledge for others. The division between producers and consumers of knowledge 

was represented in the performance as differences in the quality of individual and group (male and 

female) minds. These false divisions found support in popular eighteenth and nineteenth century 

literature in which genius was already represented as an individualized male figure. (Battersby, 1989)  

 The verity and value of Davy’s performance cannot be explained apart from the resonance of his 

discursive use of genius for his contemporaries. Davy’s performance buttressed English and white male 

superiority that was under threat from political and economic changes in eighteenth century England, 

and the expansion of the colonial state. 

 By the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was no longer only reason that made some men 

appear superior to others but increasingly creativity. (Battersby, 1989) The Romantics revaluation of 

creativity as feminine, defined by imagination, intuition and closeness to nature, coincided with the rise 

in literacy, income, education, leisure and social connections for women in the arts and science. (ibid) 

This also coincided with European and American colonial expansion. Further, the rise of urban middle 

classes brought a transition from arranged to love marriages (cite). Female chastity and domesticity 
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became essential to the maintenance of patriarchal blood- and property-lines and the meaning of 

Whiteness to national identity. Social conventions allowed women only some measure of the attributes 

of creativity, just enough to qualify as helpers but not enough to ensure intellectual and social equality. 

Also by convention, racial hierarchies developed in the American colonies and overseas territories of 

Western Europe and articulated with new economic hierarchies in Europe and America. (Smedley, 1999)  

 Though on a small scale, Davy’s performance of genius reified emerging political and economic 

inequalities that were the product of new national and international structures of production and 

exchange. They were increasingly perceived as natural differences, enforced by convention and law. 

Davies representation of genius as a natural measure of man signified the superiority of European white 

men of privilege over women, working classes, people of color, and citizens of the colonies. Davies’ 

genius also signified the natural superiority of capitalism as a political, economic, and moral system, 

aligning people’s sense of justice with the new market hierarchies and relations.  

 While only one among many groups in England with strategies to unite the colonial state, BAAS 

leaders were unique in their focus on the scientist and objective knowledge as the means to attain 

national unity in England and the colonies. (Morrell and Thackray, 1982) Their strategy entailed 

placating working class and colonial bids for power while maintaining elite, white male privilege. To 

gain the favor of powerful Cambridge elites, many of which were industrialists, the leaders of BAAS 

acted in concert with industrial interests by aligning the division of labor in national public science, 

which included scientific disciplines, societies, publications and education, with the industrial 

organization of production. To this end, BAAS leaders designated women and working classes as the 

direct producers of natural knowledge commodities, as in industry, and they brokered coalitions between 

the aristocracy and burgeoning business classes to maintain elite and male privilege in an economy 

rapidly shifting from inheritance to commerce as the primary path to privilege. The scientist as an ideal, 

first Darwin, mediated a symbolic economy that naturalized the new social hierarchies and relations. 

 When the scientist was coined, scientific knowledge -- who could produce it, how, and for 

whom -- became inextricably tied with the national social order. The term, scientist, designated the all-
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white male members of BAAS as a “national clerisy of the intellect,” or natural aristocracy, with 

universal nature as their object of study. Both the scientist and scientific knowledge became abstractions 

of the organization of production in science and industry. The distributed nature of specialization 

masked the relation between the scientist, scientific knowledge, and the market. Because the material 

differences produced by specialization could not be perceived across space and time, the social 

differences that were produced by the organization of production and exchange were reified as the 

product of natural differences between individuals and groups. The distributed nature of specialization 

also universalized scientific knowledge that was an abstraction of and justification for the same 

inequalities. 

 

Scientific Genius in America  

 BAAS became the template for the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS). Progressives founded AAAS as a way to address problems of differential wealth that 

threatened national unity and to protect civil society against predatory interest groups and excesses of the 

market. (Jewett, n.p.: 32) To these ends, AAAS professionalized American science as BAAS had done in 

Britain. 

 In nineteenth century America, the progressive concept of a knowledgeable person privileged 

practicality and technical knowledge, exemplified by Thomas Edison and the shop floor engineer. After 

World War I, there was a movement by American scientists to relate their values to progressivism in 

order to promote national unity and organize peacetime scientific work. (Tobey, 1971: 19) The First 

World War had given national prominence to physics, but the dominance of the image of the shop floor 

engineer raised for the public the question of how the study of the physical world could lead to social 

betterment. This was an obstacle to the progressive agenda of American scientists. In the public 

imagination, the pure scientist’s search for truth about the natural world did not contribute to the 

improvement of the average man’s life. This prevented pure scientists from being considered 

knowledgeable persons in the same sense as the shop floor engineer. At this time, knowledge alone did 
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not distinguish the knowledgeable person, rather the problems to which it was applied.  

 The conflict for progressive scientists was resolved partially by the “Einstein controversy.” 

(Tobey, 1971) According to Tobey,6 for the American public the controversy began shortly after 

November 7, 1919, when the Royal Astronomical Society and the Royal Society of London reported that 

the analysis of photographs taken of the of the solar eclipse of May 29, 1919 verified starlight deflection. 

Within a month of the report, the New York Times published six editorials on the theory of relativity. 

The editorials expressed the initial reaction of the American public to the theories and their reputed 

incomprehensibility.7  The public shared a concern over the media’s claim that only a small number of 

people can ever understand Einstein’s work. For many Americans, this news raised the question of 

whether American democracy could work, as it had been imagined, with an intellectual elite that 

possessed talents and knowledge that the public could not comprehend.  

 Some scholars argue that no great public attention would have been paid to Einstein in America if 

it had not been for the attention the media paid to his theory. Tobey argues that the Einstein controversy 

was sustained by its resonance with concurrent debates over the nature of American democracy. (Tobey, 

1971) The Einstein debate concerned, specifically, the place and role of a natural aristocracy in 

American democracy. Like Darwin, whose public representation reified one of many versions of 

evolution and social order, and which reflected competitive capitalism, the public representation of 

Einstein served a similar role in the 1920’s America. Einstein’s reputation addressed American questions 

about the role of science, elites, women, racial minorities, and recent immigrants in a liberal democracy 

with commerce as the dominant means to privilege.  

 With the rise of Einstein in America and the nationalization of American science, the 

progressive concept of the knowledgeable person began to transition from privileging practicality and 

technical knowledge to privileging theory and knowledge for its own sake. Intellect began to replace 

                                                
6 This paragraph is a summary of Tobey’s (1971) account of the events. 
7 According to Crelinsten (1980), German newspapers presented Einstein’s theories as comprehensible by 
the public.  
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morality as the highest value. Possessing scientific knowledge came to distinguish the knowledgeable 

person rather than the problems to which it was applied. The improvement of social life was no longer 

characterized as the most valued work of American science. In effect, the role of the scientist (and later 

expert) gradually became the production of systemic knowledge about abstractions of the market, which 

reified the relations of their production. The transition rendered analyses and public understanding of the 

social and natural worlds that did not take into account the material origins of their validity. 

 In part through the “scientist” as a form of market regulation, specialization in American 

science naturalized the social order discursively and made possible the social authority of the scientist, 

and later the expert. The scientist appeared to be an individual producer and scientific knowledge to be 

universal, while collective labor and situated accounts of knowledge were gendered and devalued in 

contrast. Societal perceptions about who is qualified to make claims about truth, reality, and the nature 

of the world increasingly disenfranchised women, people of color, and workers from a voice in the 

academy and the lay public from their collective role in the direction of scientific and societal change.  

Persons, practices, and knowledge were increasingly valued in terms of their market utility.  

 As Morrell and Thackray (1982) argue, BAAS was a partisan group, whose leaders sought to 

channel changes that came with industrialization to their advantage. Their Association organized their 

efforts around an appeal to nature and universal knowledge to realize moderate reforms that would reify 

women’s conventional roles, overcome working class bids for power, and unify the national and colonial 

state without compromising elite white and male privilege. Like Davy and Faraday, the leaders of BAAS 

held hierarchical views of society and their strategies for power realized their views internationally. 

Following BAAS’s lead, the AAAS’s appeal to nature to characterize scientific knowledge and a 

knowledgeable person to address excesses of the market created an objectified resource for the interests 

of American elites in struggles over the organization of political, cultural, and economic life in America. 

Einstein continues to be a resource for elites today as a high-earning brand.8 

                                                
8 Greenlight, a division of Corbis Corporation, owned by Bill Gates, has controlled the licensing rights for 
Einstein’s image since 2005 on behalf of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. (Corbis Corporation, 2011) 
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Analysis9  

 The ostensible truth of Esterson’s critiques of Maric’s intellectual partnership with Einstein and 

her mathematical abilities, as they are presented in the documentary, depends in part on the myth of 

Einstein’s reputation that Esterson’s defends and the linguistic economy it informs.  The following 

excerpts from Esterson’s defense of Einstein are examples of how Einstein’s reputation reifies the 

individual in discourse specific to educational ideologies and practices. I depict how the ideologies and 

practices that Einstein’s reputation privileges in discourse bias the educational system against full access 

for women and other under represented groups in physics and mathematics. I show the relationship 

between these exclusions and political ideologies and market values. I explain why they are all necessary 

presuppositions for the truth of Esterson’s critique.  

 Esterson begins his lengthy commentary on the documentary, “Einstein’s Wife,” with a critique 

of the filmmaker’s contention that Maric was a ‘brilliant mathematician.” (2006b) He describes this 

claim as “erroneous,” and he argues, 

 “Although [Maric] consistently achieved high grades in mathematics… in the final diploma 
exam in 1900 her grade in the maths component was less than half that of any of the other four 
candidates…when she failed the exam the following year it was her result in maths...” (ibid) 
 

Why are Maric’s university scores in mathematics credible evidence for Esterson’s claim that Maric 

could not have been a participant in Einstein’s work? The cultural production of the truth of Esterson’s 

claim is complex. However, the myth of Einstein as a lone genius is assumed in Esterson’s critique and 

serves as one basis of the credibility of his claim.  

 Mathematics as a commodity is not synonymous with mathematics as a practice. (Lave, 1989)10 

Tests of individual mathematics abilities, or commodified forms of mathematics, are premised on a 

                                                
9 Unless otherwise cited, all quotations in this section are from Esterson (2006b), “Einstein’s Wife: 
Mileva Maric 1,” The Website of Allen Esterson, last modified in 2006, 
http://www.esterson.org/einsteinwife1.htm. 
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mythical ideal producer of knowledge and a division between the individual, knowledge, and the social 

world that the ideal producer represents. The test structure, such as multiple choice questions and 

isolated testing conditions, and the questions themselves, embody a particular theory of the person, 

person-world relations, and a subjective view of what counts as knowledge and a knowledgeable person, 

as well as an evaluation of the relative significance of knowledge claims. The test further instantiates 

these perspectives in the form of the ideal individual producer of knowledge, the canon he represents, 

and the privileged task of the scientist to create systemic knowledge about abstractions of the market. 

The instantiations render analyses of tests, and public interpretations of test results, that do not take into 

account the arbitrary market origins of the social hierarchies and values they embody and reproduce. 

 Testing individualizes and ranks testers successfully by masking from public view, by the 

distributed nature of the production process, the collective labor that produces the myth of the individual 

producer and disembodied knowledge, and the perspectives and values they embody. Individual 

differences in the abilities of test-takers are rendered significant by the test, while a test taker is 

evaluated on her or his distance from and relationship to the social location of the producers of the test, 

and the interests and values the test and test questions represent. Knowledge represents points of view. 

By obfuscating the perspectives from which the test and test questions are produced, the practice of test 

taking elevates and further objectifies the ostensible individual producer and disembodied knowledge, 

and the significance of individual differences in knowledge “acquisition” (as it appears). In turn, test 

taking naturalizes social rank and values, which reproduce the social order that the test and test questions 

represent. The status quo is ensured as long as test takers do not understand their role in the collective 

production of the social authority of the producers of the test, the knowledge canon, and social order it 

represents, as well as the meaning of their test results.   

 In the debate, Einstein’s reputation as a lone genius reifies the assumptions required for the test 

to serve as a credible measure of Maric’s ability to participate in Einstein’s work. Without a standard of 
                                                                                                                                                       
10 Lave found that a group of weight watcher participants performed mathematical operations in their 
everyday lives that they could not solve on a standardized test, which is an example of a commoditized 
form of the mathematics practice. 
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measure of individual performance that separates the person and mathematics from the social world, it 

would be impossible to discredit Maric’s ability to participate in Einstein’s work based on her university 

test scores. Esterson’s contention about Maric’s test scores make sense only within an epistemology that 

denies the collective, institutional, and political-economic production of the individual and objective 

knowledge. Testing relies on the erasure of the myth of scientific genius and objective knowledge from 

public view, made possible by specialization, to produce a human ideal, such as Einstein, and a 

knowledge canon by which to measure individual ability. If there were a consensus that what counts as 

knowledge and a knowledgeable person is a product of the collective organization of knowledge 

production, the testing of individual competence would be unveiled as an arbitrary form of ranking 

human value and agency. Einstein’s reputation in the debate reproduces the institutional basis for the 

verity of Esterson’s claim about Maric and related social divisions and hierarchies, such as the under-

representation of women in physics and mathematics today. 

 Esterson’s use of both Maric’s mathematics test scores and her consistently high grades in 

mathematics to discredit her as a brilliant mathematician appear contradictory. However, Einstein’s 

reputation plays a role in making both contentions credible evidence for Esterson’s critique of Maric’s 

mathematical ability. The objectivity of mathematics and testing that Einstein’s reputation reifies is the 

basis of a false duality between school learning and extra-curricular work. The dualism discredits 

Maric’s high grades in mathematics as a measure of genius. Within the economy of meaning that 

Einstein’s reputation supports, school learning and “the student” represent, ideologically, the 

reproduction of known knowledge. Extra-curricular work, such as in a laboratory, research institute, or 

firm, and “the professional” at work, represent the production of new knowledge. The false dualism 

between school learning and extra-curricula knowledge-work reproduces the founding conditions of 

scientific genius and objective knowledge. In other words, the production and producer of new 

knowledge is necessarily separate from everyday life, and producers and consumers are autonomous, 

and differentiated by the assumed quality of their minds, alone, as objective values, such as in the 

divisions that were produced by Davy and Faraday’s performances. 
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 The false division between school and extra-curricular knowledge correlates with a related 

dualism. Theory and abstraction, as seemingly “out of context” knowledge that transfers readily to novel 

situations, is contrasted with manual practices and modes of knowledge “transfer” that are characterized 

as non-transferable and embedded in everyday activities. The truth of this duality relies on the division 

between science and everyday life maintained by Einstein’s reputation in the discourse of the debate. 

 “Out of context” knowledge and learning is believed to develop “higher order thinking” skills 

that are synonymous with scientific and rational thinking. Higher order thinking and abstract principles 

are characterized as readily transferable across contexts and easily applied to novel situations to produce 

new knowledge. Concrete principles and “hands-on” learning are believed to be limited in application to 

the context within which they are learned or acquired. These ideal dualities both naturalize the 

organization of institutions that the term, “scientist,” represents, such as formal education in which 

knowledge transfer is believed to originate from a teacher or a text book and delivered unchanged to a 

student in a classroom. These ideal representations of complex social relations create a false value 

hierarchy between “intellectual” and ‘manual” labor, and the people who perform these labors. They also 

privilege impoverished understandings of “higher order thinking,” “rationality,” “knowledge transfer,” 

and “knowledge distribution,” which blame or applaud the respective failures and successes of 

individuals, and groups, that are in larger part the product of complex social relations. 

 For example, the narrator of the documentary asserts that the love letters between Einstein and 

Maric “rocked the international community.” (Einstein’s Wife, 2003) Esterson (2006b) writes in 

response, “[N]o reputable physicist with expertise in Einstein’s work and knowledge of the nature of the 

claims has given them credence.” Esterson’s response supports a dominant understanding of who can 

represent the truth, such as the scientist and the expert, and what counts as knowledge, which within the 

logic of Esterson’s argument is that which is deemed truth by the social authority of the scientist or the 

expert. By naturalizing the authority of the expert, Esterson’s response also discredits alternative 

epistemologies, such as theories of situated knowledges, and their respective visions of person-world 

relations, and measures of human and cultural value other than the market. The truth of Esterson’s claim, 
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as it is stated, relies on the social authority of the expert as natural. By so doing, Esterson implicitly 

sanctions the activity and view of the expert over other activities and perspectives. The hierarchy of 

activities and perspectives implicit in Esterson’s statment extends in discourse to the value and 

“intelligence” of the people who perform these activities and hold these views. 

 The same hierarchies are implicit in Esterson’s further claims that Maric could not have 

participated in Eintsein’s work. Esterson (2006a) cites Gerald Holton, a Harvard University physics 

professor,  

“[A]nalysis of the matter by established scholars in the history of physics…has shown that the 
scientific collaboration between the couple was slight and one-sided.”  
 

Esterson (2006b) further supports this contention when he writes, “Maric’s letters are almost entirely 

about personal matters, even those which are in direct response to letters of Einstein enthusing about a 

topic in physics.” Esterson and Holton take for granted a division between science and everyday life, and 

they encode a value hierarchy between the two that informs gender, race and class divisions and values 

in discourse. Maric, and women by extension, represent everyday life in the discourse of the debate. 

Esterson’s original point and the supporting evidence he employs have validity only within an economy 

of knowledge and meaning in which there is a wide consensus that the producers of our most valued 

knowledge exist, or at least work, outside of everyday life.  

 Esterson believes that misconceptions about Maric in the documentary are most fully established 

with the characterization of Maric’s relationship with Philipp Lenard, her physics professor at 

Heidelberg University from 1887 – 1888. The narrator claims that through Lenard Mileva “keeps 

Einstein abreast of this brave new world.” (Einstein’s Wife, 2003) The implication in the film (and on the 

website) is that Mileva brought Lenard’s work to Eintsein’s attention, linking Maric to Einstein’s 1905 

paper on the photoelectric effect.  

 Esterson (2006b) counters that Einstein’s 1905 paper was based on Lenard’s later experimental 

results. He claims to know “precisely when Einstein first had knowledge of Lenard’s initial experimental 

work on the photoelectric effect.” (ibid) Esterson (2006b) cites a letter Einstein wrote to Marić in May 



Stello                                                                                                                            19 

1901 in which Einstein describes “a wonderful paper by Lenard on the generation of cathode rays by 

ultraviolet light, inexplicable in terms of classical physics.” Esterson continues to critique any possibility 

of Maric’s participation in Einstein’s 1905 work,  

“Nothing Marić might have told Einstein about Lenard’s lectures given in 1897 could have had any 
bearing whatsoever on this extraordinary achievement. And there is not the slightest evidence that 
Marić had any involvement in Einstein’s 1905 paper on the photoelectric effect.” (ibid) 

 

While the documentary does not prove Maric’s involvement in Einstein’s work, her contribution remains 

an open question. Esterson universalizes Maric’s exclusion by denying her consideration as Einstein’s 

intellectual partner. As a literary technique, this serves as a defense of Einstein’s reputation as a lone 

genius, but it is not a credible denial of Maric’s contribution to Einstein’s work. Esterson has no factual 

basis upon which to base his contention regarding Maric as a universal claim. In other words, there is no 

conclusive evidence that Maric did not participate in Einstein’s work. 

 Esterson (2006b) contends that Lenard “was not a pioneer in quantum physics,” as Lenard is 

described by the documentary’s narrator. Esterson bases his assertion on Lenard’s reputation for 

“experimental work on cathode rays and photoelectric effect.” (ibid) The dualism between theoretical 

and experimental physics implicit in Esterson’s claim elevates theoretical work and theorists in parallel 

with “out-of-context knowledge.” This reifies “theoretical” versus “context-bound knowledge,” and 

formal versus informal education, as natural social divisions. All knowledge is context bound. The ideal 

duality that Esterson reproduces between the theoretical and the practical valorizes experts and devalues 

craftsmen and practitioners in science, as well as citizens in “everyday life.” Esterson characterizes the 

latter as reproducers of known knowledge while he elevates and individualizes innovators and obscures 

the related and collective nature of everyday life and innovation. 

 Further in the documentary, the narrator states: “It is Mileva’s access and good standing with 

their professor [Weber] that keep their private research alive.” (Einstein’s Wife, 2003) Esterson (2006b) 

counters,  

“Although Einstein needed to make use of the Polytechnic laboratory for work on his Ph.D. 
dissertation, the rest of his own research, in several fields, was almost entirely theoretical, and 
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completely independent of the attitude of any of his professors. And the research was his alone; 
there is no evidence for any “private research,” unrelated to her studies, undertaken by Marić.” 

 
Esterson further demarcates school and university learning from scientific genius. Einstein’s work is 

“theoretical,” and Esterson claims it is “independent of the attitude of any of his professors.” (ibid) His 

claim has validity only within an epistemology that situates the scientist and scientific knowledge 

outside of society. Einstein, as a lone genius, correlates the isolation of the knowledge producer with 

original work and situates both the producer and knowledge outside of everyday life and learning, such 

as school and university life.  

 The work is “his alone.” In this instance, it is the location of Einstein’s “private work,” outside 

the university curriculum that differentiates Einstein’s abilities from Maric’s. To maintain the separation 

of scientific genius from everyday life requires that scientific genius cannot be learned, and this 

reproduces“ the place from nowhere” as the location for the production of valued knowledge. 

 The documentary’s narrator tells viewers that “Albert and Mileva began cutting classes,” and 

that they are “keen aspirants to the more radical ideas” in physics. (Einstein’s Wife, 2003) He adds, 

“They’re trying to solve the puzzles of the universe in mathematical form…” (ibid) Esterson (2006b) 

argues,  

“It is certainly the case that Einstein was cutting classes to work on his own interests in physics 
(he even received an official reprimand for doing so), but there is not a shred of evidence that 
Marić did so.” 

 

Esterson’s remarks reproduce and further gender the dichotomy between school and extra-curricular 

learning. School learning in this paradigm is necessarily the transmission of facts (by a teacher), while 

extra-curricular work signifies the proper location for the production of new knowledge. In the case of 

Einstein, truly radical challenges to current paradigms take place outside of schooling. By this account, 

the reproduction of capitalist social relations by the scientist as an ideal is misrepresented as a product of 

nature outside of society and history, and falsely emblematic of fundamental social change. 

 Esterson uses Marić’s own words to support his contention that Einstein was a lone genius. 

According to Esterson (2006b), Maric’s only comments about her work concern her studies at the 
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Polytechnic, including her research project for her dissertation. Esterson points to the lack of a single 

document in which Maric writes about “her own ideas on extra-curricular topics in physics.” (ibid) To 

support his point, Esterson (2006b) quotes the following from a letter dated December 20, 1900 in which 

Maric addresses her friend, Helene Kaufler, about Einstein’s first published paper, which was on 

capillarity, published in 1901,  

“Albert wrote a paper in physics that will probably soon be published in the Annalen der Physik. 
You can imagine how proud I am of my darling.” 
 

Esterson quotes also Maric’s comments about Einstein’s first doctoral dissertation,  

“Albert has written a magnificent study, which he has submitted as his dissertation…I have read 
this work with great joy and real admiration for my little darling, who has such a clever head.” 
(ibid) 
 

From Esterson’s perspective, Maric’s own words serve as evidence that she did not make an intellectual 

contribution to Einstein’s work. Perhaps due to the stakes in Einstein’s reputation in the debate, Esterson 

does not consider that Einstein and Maric may have decided together to attribute the 1905 work to 

Einstein. They knew the work would have more cultural value and authority if Einstein, alone, were the 

author. This is not only because Einstein is a man, but also because he is German while Maric is Eastern 

European. If this were the case, the hegemonies that informed their decision are reproduced by it.  

  Esterson (2006b) quotes John Stachel, professor emeritius of physics at Boston University and 

Director of the Center for Einstein Studies, on the issue of Einstein and Maric’s class attendance,  

“[W]hile it was the case that Einstein had to make use of class notes for his exams provided by his 
friend and fellow student Marcel Grossman, his view of Marić was that she ‘was a much more 
orthodox student in that she did attend classes and, however successful or not, she took her 
coursework seriously, as she took everything seriously.’” 
 

The quote reproduces the dichotomy between school and extra-curricular learning and knowledge is 

reproduced, and the division is further gendered. Skipping classes signifies a great mind, but it also a 

gendered practice. Esterson describes Einstein as skipping classes with the aid of his male friend, 

Marcel. On the other hand, attending classes signifies an “orthodoxy” or seriousness signified by Maric 
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that is not portrayed by Esterson as positive or supported by Einstein’s and Maric’s peers, and it does not 

equate in discourse with “extraordinary” achievement. By this account, scientific genius cannot be 

learned and is not rule-bound. In turn, this Romantic ideology about genius justifies different rules and 

privileges for the natural aristocracy in the interest of innovation, but the correlation is a false one. The 

ideology of unique and “unorthodox” individuals as the location of innovation is an abstraction of 

political-economic relations that reify differentials in wealth and resources among citizens by social 

classification.  

 The gendered division between school learning and extra-curricular innovation has roots in and 

lends renewed life to Romantic notions of genius. For the Romantics, it was creativity and not reason 

that made man resemble god and differentiated men. (Battersby, 1989) The late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century Romantic hero was a rugged outdoorsman whose investigations of nature were 

characterized by intuition, imagination and a wild creative spirit. (Golinksi, 1992) At the turn of the 

eighteenth century, the latter were stereotypically ‘feminine’ characteristics, but during the eighteenth 

century, this rhetoric praised these feminine qualities as characteristic of the minds of male creators. 

(Battersby, 1989)  

 Esterson’s description of Einstein’s relationship to formal schooling represents Einstein as a 

romantic hero, breaking all the rules as the required condition for the achievement of new knowledge. 

This characterization of Einstein represents scientific genius outside the bounds of the institutional 

relations it represents and characterizes the cultural reproduction that is achieved by Einstein’s 

reputation in discourse as fundamental social change. The Romantic hero appears to be a natural 

foundational of a moral social order and by naturalizing related social inequalities it informs people’s 

sense of justice through discourse. 

 Esterson (2006b) points out that there is not “a single document to show that Marić was pursuing 

any passion for the new world of physics on her own account.” While Maric may or may not have 

pursued her passion for physics “on her own account,” Esterson recycles the Romantic notion of genius 

as the criteria for original work, which he equates with individual, male genius. Contrary to pursuing her 
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own work, Esterson (2006b) characterizes Maric as “not much more than a sympathetic reader 

(“sounding board”) for Einstein, as Einstein reported his ideas on current developments in physics.” By 

Esterson’s account, Maric is not Einstein’s intellectual equal. She is a passive listener. His 

characterization of Einstein’s creative process mystifies the collective production of scientific 

knowledge while it reproduces the false dichotomy between the producer and consumer of scientific 

knowledge, which is gendered by social convention. 

 Esterson (2006b) goes to great length to discredit claims that the inclusive language, such as 

“our work,” that Einstein uses in some of his letters, is evidence of Maric’s participation in Einstein’s 

scientific work. He cites Stachel, who writes, 

 ‘[T]he places in his letters to Maric where Einstein refers to “our work” are quite general statements; 
when it comes to specific assertions about the work, he invariably uses the first person singular (‘I’, 
‘my’) in describing it.” (ibid) 
 

The question implicit in Stachel’s comment is whether Maric’s contribution equals that of Einstein’s, 

rather than whether they each brought different abilities to the work. The ideology of the ideal individual 

producer of scientific knowledge, and the “eureka” moment or “miracle year,” negates ideologically the 

possibility of each person (and many others) contributing varied and equally valued abilities over time. 

Esterson and Stachel’s interpretation relies an epistemology and related political-economy that is 

unacknowledged by both men. By not acknowledging their epistemological position, they privilege one 

of many possible interpretations of Maric’s contribution to Einstein’s work, and related political and 

economic hierarchies and beliefs. 

 Einstein wrote in March 1901, ‘How happy and proud I will be when the two of us together will 

have brought our work on relative motion to a successful conclusion.” (Einstein’s Wife, 2003) The 

filmmakers believe that Einstein’s statement is evidence of Maric’s contribution to the special relativity 

paper published in 1905. (ibid) Esterson (2006b) cites Stachel’s opposing interpretation: ‘This sentence 

comes in a passage in which Einstein is seeking to reassure Maric about his feelings for her.’ Stachel 

continues, “[A]t other times there are no less than six letters in which he wrote about this very same 
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subject and in these he refers exclusively to his ideas.” Esterson’s and Stachel’s interpretation reproduce 

the division between science and society and privilege related dualisms that devalue a multiplicity of 

identities, knowledges, and ways of knowing and producing knowledge. In their critique, Esterson and 

Stachel maintain the uniquely talented and male signified individual producer of knowledge, science as a 

quintessentially masculine and individual activity, and the separation and hierarchical duality between 

society and scientific discovery. 

 At the close of Esterson’s (2006b) defense of Einstein’s reputation, he writes, 

 “For all the contentions to the contrary, there is not a single citable document written by Marić 
that contains any account of her ideas on the physics topics that constituted Einstein’s published 
papers in the early years of the twentieth century.” 

 

He further supports his point with a quotation from a letter authored by Maric and dated November 

1901, 

“…after mentioning having read two non-physics books sent to her by Einstein, she asks him: 
‘Have you read the Planck [paper] yet?’ She adds, ‘It looks interesting’ – and nothing else.” (ibid) 

 

 Within the linguistic economy of the debate, Esterson’s comments imply a difference in the quality of 

Einstein and Maric’s minds and support an originality and not a labor theory of scientific knowledge 

production. Esterson (2006b) quotes Stachel’s observation to support his assertion, ‘while Einstein’s 

letters convey the distinctive impression of an original and imaginative mind at work, Marić’s limited 

comments relating to physics “depict an eager, hardworking student, but without a spark….’(ibid) 

Esterson’s measure for genius is the Romantic notion of original and imaginative work achieved by a 

unique male individual that masks the collective labor of scientific authorship. Esterson also fails to 

acknowledge that many letters between the two were not preserved. 

 Einstein’s reputation as a lone reproduces market production relations and values at the level of 

culture though a linguistic economy that reifies the social order as the product of natural individual and 

group differences. The naturalness of the hierarchical divisions depend in part on masking the 

institutional origin of scientific genius and objective knowledge and removing nature, especially human 
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nature, from the influence of human practice. This produces a seemingly natural value hierarchy 

between, for example, the expert and the layman, the scientist and the athlete, men and women, the 

(white) European and the (black) African, the producers and consumers of “objective” knowledge vs. 

subjective knowledge, and the old and the young, etc. The dualisms are objectifications of social 

relations that reify market ideologies as cultural ideals and mask the continuum of identities and 

knowledge that exist between the polar ends of the false dualities and values.  

 By reason of scientific genius’s location at the intersection linguistic and material production, 

Esterson’s critique of the documentary reproduces the symbolic economy that is the basis of the truth of 

his initial premise and his critique. The documentary, “Einstein’s Wife,” does not provide conclusive 

evidence of Maric’s intellectual collaboration with Einstein. However, the filmmaker raises an important 

question, and one that remains an open one for now. While Esterson’s critique shows that the 

documentary provides inadequate proof of Maric’s intellectual partnership with Einstein, his conclusion, 

that an intellectual collaboration between the two is not possible, generalizes his findings. Esterson’s 

conclusion is a false syllogism, premised on the myth of Einstein as a lone genius, which must be proven 

in order for his argument to be true. By assuming the myth of Einstein in his critique, Esterson divides 

the individual and science from society in discourse and masks their material production in institutions 

that depend on these divisions for their cultural validity.  

 In sum, Esterson’s and his colleagues characterize Einstein as a scientific genius who is 

unaffected by what he hears with a wife who is a “sounding board” for his ideas. These images mask the 

collaborative and contentious history and nature of scientific knowledge production and the scientist as 

an ideal, as well as the political and economic relations and struggles they represent. At the heart of the 

material differences reified by these representations are a series of hierarchical dualities that grew up 

with the term, “scientist.” The false division between the producers and consumers of scientific 

knowledge is central to these dualities, and it sustains the division between science and everyday life 

upon which objective knowledge depends. A scientific genius who is unaffected by what he hears with a 

wife who is a “sounding board” for his ideas masks the relations of production and exchange that 



Stello                                                                                                                            26 

produce the two categories as seemingly separate entities. Differentiated in character by specialization, 

they are by definition ideal products of political and economic interests. 

 The ombudsman’s justificaton for his support of the Einstein defenders in the debate 

underscores the political and economic interests inherent in these ideologies. He writes,  

“As a layman and clearly not a scholar, I don’t have anything substantive or factual to 
contribute to this debate other than to provide some assessment as an impartial viewer and 
reader….” 
 

The ombudsman’s statement limits the power to determine the truth in this debate to a small group of 

specialists, specifically physicists, historians of science, and Einstein scholars. The duality between a 

scholar and a layman is based on the qualification to produce, “substantive,” knowledge and determine 

the value and truth of knowledge on a specialized topic. The layman cannot produce a “substantive” or 

“factual” assessment by the ombudsman’s account, but he can take an “objective stance” as a consumer 

of knowledge. The logic of the economy of categories masks the role of the layman in the production of 

the expert and objective knowledge. It is this masking of the layman’s role that produces the effect of 

“objective knowledge” and an “objective stance,” an individual producer, and the duality between the 

expert and the layman, as well as the myth of original ideas.  

 In effect, the ombudsman’s statement relies on and reproduces the false duality between the “the 

scientist” and “the sounding board,” and resituates both outside of human action. The reification of these 

ideal categories contribute to the definition of what counts as knowledge and a knowledgeable person, 

and it limits ideologically the agency of non-professionals to participate in public debate. We all have 

partial perspectives. The ombusman contributes to the universalization of the expert’s perspective while 

discrediting that of the layman. The logic masks the relations between the two ideal categories in the 

debate, Einstein and Maric. In so doing, the duality effectively eliminates the possibility of a true 

collaboration between “the expert” and “the layman” towards a consensus about measures of value other 

than the market.  In effect, the reifications of Einstein and Maric project that which is a socially 

constructed limit on democratic participation onto ostensibly natural individual and group differences. 
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 The ombudsman continues,  

“…[A]fter watching the film, reading the Web material and then tuning into the 
various critiques, I felt that while the story of Mileva Maric is fascinating, tantalizing 
and deserving of being told, that it also exaggerates her role and takes the viewer and 
reaches too far beyond what is known.” 

 

The objective assessment that the ombudsman as a layperson can provide is based on written material in 

this account. Experience and oral accounts are excluded from factual or objective evidence. To give 

Maric a productive role in the creation of knowledge is an exaggeration only beyond an already 

determined standard or ideal role as a “sounding board,” and only within a paradigm of knowledge 

production that is limited ideologically to individual producers and outside of everyday life. “Fascinating 

and tantalizing” are subjective descriptions, demarcating Maric from the factual and objective world 

Einstein represents as the ideal individual producer of valued knowledge. A story that is “deserving to be 

told” is one of subjective interest and not an objective account. In contrast, Einstein’s story is 

represented as the universal height of individual achievement and an example for all individuals to desire 

and emulate. The ombudsman’s separation of subjective and everyday life practices from the making of 

the ideal knowledge producer and objective knowledge naturalizes equality of opportunity, and not 

condition, as that which engenders scientific genius and the success of “self-made” men to comprise a 

natural aristocracy and realize objective governance.  

 The gendered duality between the producer and consumer, or “sounding board” for ideas, 

supports many hierarchical dualities. A genius who is unaffected by what he hears situates individual 

success and human nature outside of human action. In the case of Einstein, it characterizes scientific 

and intellectual practices with the highest value, and characterizes intellect as a virtuoso and not 

collective performance. This naturalizes national, racial and gender differences that characterize 

divisions between the scholar and the lay-person, the physicist and the women’s studies professor, the 

teacher and the student, the manager and the worker as differences in individual and group character 

and capacity for valued knowledge and achievement. These hierarchies articulate with and reify the 

dualities between objective and subjective knowledge, nature and nurture, and science and society. 
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They also support the mythology that scientific knowledge is discovered by a select few, who are 

differentiated by their grasp of out-of-context knowledge, represented by testing, as an objective criteria 

for the ability to produce knowledge. Like the criteria, they are not themselves influenced by society or 

history. All of these dualities are reflections of specialization and naturalize institutional arrangements 

that limit our ability for true collaboration, agency, and a democratic determination about that which 

counts as knowledge and a knowledgeable person as the measure of human and cultural value.  

 The scientific genius who is unaffected by what he hears is a secular god in a modern origin 

myth for both a natural aristocracy and objective knowledge.  The inability to hear separates scientific 

genius and knowledge from the material world, effectively naturalizing scientific knowledge as 

objective, and the socio-historical progress with which it is associated, and a natural aristocracy as an 

objective example of human achievement. Human achievement is correlated with science, related 

practices, methods and knowledge systems, such as objectivity and rationality over feeling and will. 

Alternative epistemologies and related social organizations are devalued and correlated with 

subjectivity, such as that of the shaman, berdache, priest, mullah, etc., many others of which honored 

women and related knowledge and social organizations they represented. In effect, Einstein naturalizes 

and valorizes in discourse the liberal, free market system that his reputation as a lone genius reflects and 

in another form of the “end of history” ideology.  

 Specific to the American context, Einstein, as a lone genius and unaffected by what he hears also 

naturalizes Jewish superior intelligence, which correlates race and intelligence outside of human 

practice and valorizies, as a product of nature, the unequal placement of people in society based solely 

on the color of their skin. Symbolically, Einstein, as a Jewish genius, supports the meritocratic ideology 

that anyone can make it because anyone can be a Jew. However, the correlation of the mind to 

intelligence and Jewish superior intelligence outside of human practice supports also a racial hierarchy. 

Jewish stereotypes in America (i.e. “tough Jews” is still non sequitur in many popular cultural 

depictions) support a cultural economy in which physical weakness is compensated by superior 

intelligence, by which intelligence is both gendered and racialized, and separated from the physical 
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world. Within this logic, African American athletic excellence can be used as a sign of an aggregate 

absence of superior intelligence and even morality because of the duality between the scientific mind 

and the body maintained by the reputation of the lone genius. This linguistic economy supports the 

universal pretensions of a liberal meritocracy while it reproduces naturalistic justifications for liberal 

exclusions by gender, race, class and nation. 

 The stakes in the defense of Einstein in the debate concern cultural reproduction, and the 

institutions that developed together with the scientist and the market. Esterson’s defense of Einstein’s 

reputation shows one of the ways by which our ideals, what counts as human excellence and knowledge, 

in national scientific institutions and disciplines, societies, publications and education are aligned with 

the social relations of production and exchange. For example, McDermott and Lave (2002: 5) show that 

ideas about Western schooling, such as learning, creativity, intelligence, stupidity, etc., reflect and 

reproduce the political economy in complex ways. Esterson’s defense of Einstein shows one of the ways 

by which the ideas and institutional organizations, to which Lave and McDermott refer, are aligned with 

the market, and how they change with changes in market relations.  

 Historically, Maric’s legacy may have been erased literally or culturally. In the debate, Esterson 

and his colleagues erase Maric’s legacy culturally by turning the question of her co-authorship of 

Einstein’s 1905 work into a question of whether her genius is equal to that of Einstein. Esterson’s 

defense of Einstein’s reputation, through the co-production of Maric’s irrelevance to Einstien’s work in 

the debate, reveals the contemporary cultural exclusions that limit the questions that can be asked and 

the conclusions that can be made about Maric’s legacy today. Further, it shows how the linguistic 

economy that Einstein’s reputation supports, through the production of Maric’s irrelevance, reproduces 

current institutional hierarchies, cultural exclusions, and silences that limit our understanding of person-

world relations, science, “cognition,” social difference, social change, and value, including human value. 

False premises are assumed within the linguist economy in the debate, such as the lone producer, and by 

taking for granted what most needs to be explained the breadth and depth of the debate is limited. The 

linguistic economy also limits the discursive tools available to us to understand and address critically the 
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limitations of the current social order assumed in the debate and the possibilities for fundamental social 

change. 

  

Conclusion 

 A critical look at the ideological work achieved by Einstein’s reputation offers a different 

perspective on several questions relevant to the debate. Does the cultural division between Einstein and 

Maric achieve in the discourse of the debate the ideological work that Bourdieu (1972, 1980, 1984) 

attributes to a natural division between men and women? From this perspective, is the seeming 

intractable under-representation of women at the highest institutional levels of physics and mathematics 

significant to the cultural reproduction of market relations? In other words, does the exclusion of women 

from physics and mathematics relate to the reproduction of market ideologies and hierarchies in the 

academy and society on a global and national scale?  

 If the classificatory systems with which we understand ourselves and the world, or person-world 

relations, and our dominant values are a product of the organization of our institutions, should the design 

of our universities and institutions, such as the IMF, be democratized, and in such a way that the market 

is not the dominant measure of human and cultural value? Today, more people understand that the 

market is a social construct, and that it is a political imperative that everyone weigh-in on the structures 

of the market. Cultural reproduction of market structures and values is a powerful, but little understood, 

aspect of the market. Cultural production of the market produces ideals, such as Einstein, that citizens 

value and to which they aspire, and are the cornerstone of the legitimacy of the market, the social order, 

and the dominant sense of value and justice. In order for everyone to weigh-in on more equitable market 

structures and regulations, strategies must be developed to democratize the market ideals that inform the 

symbolic economies through which that which is just and possible is perceived. 
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