Grothendieck on Prizes

Montpellier, 9 July 1988
Dear Professor Axler,

Thank you for your invitation to write an ar-
ticle for the Mathematical Intelligencer in relation to
my refusal of the Crafoord Prize. You describe
the Mathematical Intelligencer as “intended for lei-
sure reading for active mathematicians,” vet [ am
not sure the issue you suggested that [ write
about properly belongs to the “leisure’” compart-
ment of a working scientist’s life, [t would seem
that most scientists, at any rate those in positions
of editorial responsibility, judge otherwise: a
copy of my letter to the Swedish Royal Academy
of Sciences, stating the reasons for my refusal of
the Prize, was sent to Science (to which your letter
refers) and to eleven other similar journals, each
addressing a general international audience of
scientists. As far as [ know, none of them have
included this letter, except some excerpts ac-
cording to the editor’s tastes,

What | have to say about declining ethical
standards and its context I stated in the letter
just referred to (copy included), and in greater
detail in the full-scale reflection Récoltes et Se-
mailles mentioned there. If you wish to fill the
gap left by Science and other journals, you are
welcome to publish this letter to the Swedish
Academy, provided only that 1) the letter is in-
cluded in its entirety, and 2) you include this
short letter to you, as an explanatory introduc-
tion.

Sincerely,

A. Grothendieck

Department of Mathematics
Univ. Monfpellier 2

Pl Eugéne Bataillon

060 Montpellier Cedex, France

Montpellier, 19 April 1988
Dear Professor Canelius,*

| thank you for your letter of the 13th of April
which I received today, and for yvour telegram. I
am touched by the honor given to me by the
Foval Academy of Sciences of Sweden awarding

* What follows is a transiation of a letter poblished i the 4
May 1958 issue of Le Monde.



this year's Cratoord prize, together with a signifi-
cant sum of money, jointly to Pierre Deligne
(who was my student) and myself. Nevertheless,
I regret to inform you that I do not wish to accept
this (or any other) prize for the following
reasons.

1) My salary as professor, even my pension
starting next October, is more than sufficient for
my own material needs as well as those of my
dependents; hence I have no need for money, As
tor the distinction given to some of my work on
foundations, [ am convinced that time is the only
decisive test for the fertility of new ideas or
views. Fertility is measured by offspring, not by
honors.

2) I note moreover that all researchers of high
level, to which a prestigious award such as the
Crafoord prize addresses itself, have a social
standing that provides them with more than
enough material wealth and scientific prestige,
with all the power and privileges these entail.
But is it not clear that superabundance for some
is only possible at the cost of the needs of others?

3) The work that brought me to the kind atten-
tion of the Academy was done twenty-five years
ago at a time when | was part of the scientific
community and essentially shared its spirit and
its values. [ left that environment in 1970, and,
while keeping my passion for scientific research,
inwardly I have retreated more and more from
the scientific “milieu.”” Meanwhile, the ethics of
the scientific community (at least among mathe-
maticians) have declined to the point that out-
right theft among colleagues (especially at the ex-
pense of those who are in no position to defend
themselves) has nearly become the general rule,
and is in any case tolerated by all, even in the
most obvious and iniquitous cases. Under these
conditions, agreeing to participate in the game of
“prizes” and “rewards” would also mean giving
my approval to a spirit and trend in the scientific
world that I view as being fundamentally un-
healthy, and moreover condemned to disappear
soon, so suicidal are this spirit and trend, spiri-
tually and even intellectually and materially.

This third reason is to me by far the most im-
perative one. Stating it is in no way meant as a
criticism of the Royal Academy’s aims in the ad-
ministration of its funds. I do not doubt that be-
fore the end of the century, totally unforeseen
events will completely change our notions about
“science” and its goals and the spirit in which
scientific work is done. No doubt the Royal
Academy will then be among the institutions and
the people who will have an important role to

play in this unprecedented renovation, after an
equally unprecedented civilization collapse,

I regret the inconvenience that my refusal to
accept the Crafoord prize may have caused you
and the Royal Academy, especially because a
certain amount of publicity was already given to
the award prior to the acceptance by the chosen
laureates. Yet, I have never failed to make my
views about the scientific community and the
“official science” of today known to this same
community and especially to my old friends and
young students in the mathematical world. They
can be found in a long reflexion Récoltes et Se-
mailles (Reaping and Sowing) on my life as a math-
ematician, on creativity in general, and on scien-
tific creativity in particular; this essay unexpect-
edly became a portrait of the morals of the
mathematical world from 1950 up to today.
While awaiting its publication in book form, a
provisional edition of 200 preprints has been sent
to mathematical colleagues, especially algebraic
geometers (who now do me the honor of remem-
bering me). Under separate cover, I send you the
two introductory parts for your personal infor-
mation.

Again I thank you and the Royal Academy of
Sciences of Sweden and apologize for the un-
wanted inconvenience. Please accept my best re-

gards,

A, Grothendieck

Department of Mathematics
Univ, Montpellier 2

Pl. Eugéne Bataillon

34060 Montpellier Cedex, France

Too Many Journals

But the number of the periodical repositories of
mathematical literature has become so great, that
papers consigned to them, although preserved, as
we may hope, for all time, are in imminent danger
of passing out of sight within a few years after
their first appearance. They are preserved from
destruction, but not from oblivion; they share the
fate of manuscripts hidden in the archives of some
great library from which it is in itself a work of
research to disinter them.

H. |. 5. Smith, 1882
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