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During the last few years the interest for what in Europe is called Zivil-
courage (civilkurage, valor civil, courage civile) seems to have increased
among the public at large." Although no overviews of the contempo-
rary literature exist, this appears to have been the case especially in
Germany and Sweden.? Social scientists, however, have shown little
interest in this topic, something that is a pity since “civil courage” (as
I propose to call it in English®) represents a fascinating phenomenon
in its own right,

One of the few facts that is known about the history of civil courage is
that the term itself comes from the German, more precisely, from
Bismarck. According to several sources, it was in 1864 that Bismarck
for the first time used this expression, when he said that although in
Germany there are many people who show courage on the battle field,
this is much less common in life outside the military.* As a historical
phenomenon, civil courage is of course older than the term itself, even
though there exists no good history of civil courage that we can refer
to. Standard definitions of civil courage — e.g., “fo dare to act because
of one’s conviction, even at the risk of paying a high price for this
conviction”> — indicate, however, that civil courage has existed as long
as there have been “convictions” that deviate from the norm in some
group or society. The first person to show civil courage may well have
been somebody with a deviating religious opinion. As an example of
this one could mention the prophets in the Old Testament. These knew
that they were going to be met with derison and anger, and often with
violence as well; but they nonetheless stood up in the streets and
squares in ancient Palestine and preached their messages. What is
characteristic of these prophets, Weber says, is that they all felt per-
sonally called by God to criticize the established order, whatever the
consequences would be for themselves (“It is said ... but I'say to you”).®
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Since there exists very little material on civil courage by social scien-
tists, a number of important tasks remain to be done. There is a need,
first and foremost, for historical studies of civil courage and for dis-
cussions of this phenomenon in moral philosophy and political theory.
What I do in this article, however, is something else, namely to show
what a sociological analysis of civil courage might look like. Such an
analysis represents a challenge for several reasons. For one thing, there
exists an important individual dimension to civil courage, which is
hard to get at from a sociological perspective. At the moment of act-
ing, for example, the individual typically stands alone. On the other
hand, it is also clear that sociology is well equipped to bring out the
social or group dimension of civil courage, especially the way that
family, friends, and sympathizers stand behind and support the person
who in some situation displays civil courage. There is finally also the
fact that acts of civil courage often evoke a very strong sense of
admiration. In an objective sociological analysis this admiration
should be explained — but not be allowed to infuse the way that civil
courage is analyzed.

An example of civil courage: Knut Wicksell

Modern sociology often works with huge data sets in order to produce
empirically reliable descriptions and explanations. If such data sets
also exist for civil courage I do not know, even though it would in
principle be possible to put some together. One could, for example, try
to gather statistics about the people in nineteenth-century United
States who helped slaves to escape from states that still allowed slavery.
Or, to take another example, one could study those who helped the
Jews or other persecuted minorities during World War IL7 In this
article, however, I proceed in exactly the opposite manner, and instead
take one single case and look at it in great detail. The disadvantages
with this approach are obvious, but by looking at one case in great
detail, one is more likely to include the kind of facts that are usually
sorted out in huge data sets, when the behavior that is being studied
needs to be standardized. The advantages of using a single case are
especially clear when one is not sure exactly what one is looking for. In
brief, an analysis of this type can be justified as long as the analysis 18
exploratory in nature.

The case I have chosen to focus on is Knut Wicksell (1851-1926), who
is generally regarded as one of the great economists of all times and
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who also was a person with a great deal of civil courage. His life and
work can be summarized as follows.® Wicksell was born in 1851 and
grew up in the southern part of Stockholm, Sweden, where his father
had a small business. Wicksell became religious in his teens, but after a
few years as a student in Uppsala, he becomes a free-thinker. One
author that influenced Wicksell very much while in Uppsala was John
Stuart Mill; he also read Malthus and became a fervent Malthusian.
Wicksell’s ambition as a student was to take a doctorate in mathe-
matics and then become a professor of mathematics. He was, however,
also very interested in social and political questions, and after some
time at the university he realized that he did not want to devote himself
as wholeheartedly to this topic as was necessary for a successful career
as a mathematician.

In 1880 Wicksell caused a first-class scandal in Uppsala by publicly
advocating the use of contraceptives. He then finished his studies in
mathematics, without completing a doctorate; and tried instead to
make a living through public lecturing on various social and political
topics. For several years he travelled around in Sweden and gave
radical talks on such topics as marriage, prostitution, and the popula-
tion question. His opinions on topics such as marriages of conscience,
the Swedish economy, euthanasia, and so on caused quite a stir.’ He
also wrote a number of pamphlets on social and political questions,
and was one of the founders of the famous student association Ver-
dandi. Wicksell’s political attitude can be characterized as left liberal,
but he never became a member of a political party. He once said, “I do
not belong to the herd. I am a sheep all of my own.” !°

During the 1890s Wicksell worked extremely hard to become a profes-
sional economist. He quickly wrote three major works in economics
and also got his Ph.D. in economics. In 1901 — after a number of
difficulties and much hardship — he was finally appointed professor in
economics at Lund University (“e.o. professor i nationalekonomi och
finansrdtt”). In Lund, Wicksell continued to give radical speeches and
write radical pamphlets. On several occasions he succeeded in getting
the whole of the audience against him, especially when he discussed
Sweden’s defense. Wicksell was of the opinion that it was futile for a
small country like Sweden to defend itself, and that it could use its tax
money in better ways than to spend it on the army. Instead of Sweden
joining England or Germany in an alliance, as many Swedes wanted
at the time, Wicksell advocated that Sweden should become part of
Russia.
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Wicksell also succeeded in endangering his own appointment to full
professor. In order to become a professor in Sweden in those days, you
had to write a letter, addressed to the King and signed with the words
“your servant” (“underdanigst”). Wicksell, however, thought that this
was humiliating and replaced the words “your servant” with “sincerely”
(“vérdsamt”). This scared his family and friends, who had supported
him while he studied economics and who feared that Wicksell’s appoint-
ment would be endangered by his choice of words. The authorities,
however, decided to ignore the wording of Wicksell’s letter, and he got
his professorship.

During his years as a professor of economics, Wicksell produced a great
number of articles in economics as well as a famous textbook. He also
caused two big scandals. In 1905 he greatly angered the audience at the
so-called Tegnér Festivities in Lund by criticizing Sweden’s behavior
toward Norway, and a few years later he wanted to test the limits of
freedom of expression and ended up in jail for blasphemy. Also after
1916, when Wicksell retired from Lund University and moved to Stock-
holm, he continued with his radical activities, even though he by now
was a well-regarded economist who also did some consulting for the
Swedish state and the Central Bank. The last work that Wicksell
worked on, before his death in 1926, was a revised version of a Verdani
pampbhlet that he had written while in jail.

This brief sketch should have given the reader something of a feeling
for Wicksell’s personality, including the fact that he was a person with
a great deal of civil courage. To his contemporaries, Wicksell was a
source of inspiration through his courage and principled stand on
various issues. Eli Heckscher — the great Swedish economic historian
— stated, for example, that “there is perhaps no person in modern
Sweden who, as much as he [that is, Wicksell], has understood to live
his life in accordance with his own being ... and to follow his thought
to its end, state his opinion, and live his life without regard for dangers,
be they intellectual or moral, social or individual. And for nothing
does he deserve to be thanked as much as for this.”!* Ernst Wigforss —
famous finance minister of the Social Democrats from the 1920 to the
1940s — has spoken of Wicksell’s “total freedom from considerations
of what could be useful or good for himself, his unstoppable desire
to tell the truth as he saw it, and to say things which usually were
unpleasant for the mighty, the powerful and the majorities.” 12 Wigforss
adds that even though Wicksell was much admired and appreciated in
the labor movement, “he never concealed those of his opinions that the
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labor movement disliked”'* On one occasion, when Wicksell had
given one of his anti-militaristic speeches in Lund, a friend of Wigforss
asked Wigforss if he really agreed with Wicksell since he had seen
Wigforss applaud with great energy. “I answered something like this: it
is one thing to approve of what Wicksell says; still, I cannot but admire
his courage to fight all alone.”' In a similar manner, the Rector at
Lund University stated when Wicksell was about to retire that however
much he personally disliked Wicksell’s opinions, his admiration for
Wicksell’s courage was even greater.”® In brief, even Wicksell’s oppo-
nents admired and appreciated his civil courage.'®

Three episodes in Wicksell’s life

I now present in detail a few of the more spectacular episodes from
Wicksell’s political career, and in this way produce some material for
the sociological analysis in the next section. The three episodes I have
chosen are the following: Wicksell’s advocacy of contraceptives in
Uppsala in 1880, his defense of Norway’s right to be an independent
nation at the Tegnér Festivities in 1905, and his speech in Stockholm in
1908 that led to him being thrown in jail for blasphemy.

Episode no. 1: Uppsala 1880

The background to the scandal in Uppsala in 1880 is the following.
When Wicksell arrived in Uppsala in 1869 to study at the university, he
was deeply religious and concentrated on his studies. After a few years,
however, he began to have serious doubts about his faith, and some
time later he publicly declared himself a free-thinker. Especially two
books had made him change his mind: George Drysdale’s Elements of
Social Science (1854) and John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty (1859). Drys-
dale’s book is unknown today, but was a bestseller in England during
the second half of the nineteenth century; and in 1878 it had been
translated into Swedish by a friend of Wicksell. The analysis in this
work is pervaded by a deep belief that all social problems are caused
by overpopulation. Drysdale’s argument had an enormous impact on
Wicksell, who became a convinced Malthusian overnight.

The second book that made a deep impression on Wicksell was, to
repeat, John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty. Wicksell was later to write that
for him and his friends “Mill’s On Liberty became the foundation and
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codex in which all that we had vaguely sensed, was spelled out with
great clarity and set in its proper logical context.” What Wicksell
especially admired in Mill’s work is obvious from the following quote:

What was relatively new at the time [that is, in the 1870s and the 1880s] was
the idea that the suppression of any opinion and any attitude is something
bad, whatever the circumstances may be, including the case when the sup-
pressed opinion is wrong. This is also the case — yes, even more so — when it
comes to attempts to “live life in novel ways,” through which no one is hurt.
These latter attempts should be regarded as a gain for humanity, and they
should be encouraged rather than persecuted and treated with derison."”

In an account of the history of the famous Swedish student association
Verdani, one can read that “on February 19 a flash of lightening hit
Uppsala and caused a fire, the size of which it would not see for forty
years and which had not been seen for fifty years.” !® What had hap-
pened was the following. In February 1880 Wicksell took the initiative
to make a speech about the negative effects of alcohol. On February 19,
at the temperence lodge “The Army of Hope” (“Hoppets hdr”), he gave
a speech on the theme of “The Most Common Causes of Habitual
Drunkenness and How to Remove Them.” Wicksell’s talk was well
received by most of the audience, but some people were clearly
shocked by what he had to say, especially by a carefully worded and
brief argument to the effect that contraceptives ought to be permitted.
The few words on contraceptives were picked up and magnified in the
local press, and when Wicksell on September 25 gave his talk again, the
place was packed with students and academics. Wicksell now repeated,
but also amplified his argument that contraceptives should be per-
mitted. About a month later Wicksell also published a printed version
of his talk. The title was Some Remarks on the Chief Causes of and
Social Remedies for Social Ills, with Special Attention to Drunkenness
(95 pages), and it was followed the same year by An Answer to My
Critics (110 pages).

In the introduction to his pamphlet, Wicksell says that when you try to
understand phenomena such as drunkenness, you must not stop when
you encounter unpleasant facts but bravely continue. Wicksell cites at
this point the words of an Uppsala philosopher, Benjamin Hdijer
(1767-1812): “Seek the truth; and if this search takes you to the gates
of Hell, you must knock on them!” 1% According to Wicksell, alcoholism
should be regarded as an illness, and the most common cause of this
illness was poverty. This may not sound very original, but Wicksell had
his own definition of poverty. Someone is poor, he said, when he or she
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does not have what he or she really needs; and he emphasized that
what each human being needs is, first and foremost, a home. “What the
poor person in our country primarily lacks is @ home, a place to which
he can retire, once work is done, in order to at least enjoy a little
something of the good of this life, in the company of his family”2°

Overpopulation was the ultimate cause of poverty, according to Wick-
sell, and what Malthus had to say on this issue must be taken very
seriously. Overpopulation is an evil and it can only be stopped by
people having fewer children. It is therefore important — and here
comes the sentence that was to cause such an uproar — that if a doctor
knows of some means “through which marital association can be
possible without the woman becoming pregnant,” the doctor should
set this means “at the disposal of a suffering humanity.”*! Wicksell also
lashed out at the double morality that was prevalent in Swedish society.
“For of all the vices that you may find in a people, I can think of none
that is more loathsome than a widespread hypocrisy.” %2

Toward the end of his pamphlet Wicksell says that in the struggle
against overpopulation little is to be expected from legislation, at least
for the moment. One should instead rely on “people’s voluntary will-
ingness to sacrifice themselves” and start associations against over-
population. The effect of having associations of this type will not be
noticeable for a long time, according to Wicksell, who also noted that
“those of us who today want to stand at the head of this movement will
have to experience all the danger and unpleasantness that come with
being pioneers for a new idea.” >

There was a very strong reaction in Uppsala to Wicksell’s first talk. A
number of hostile newspaper articles appeared in the local press, and
Wicksell was immediately called in for a talk with the Rector at Uppsala
University. Whatever the Rector told him had no effect on him, or
rather, it must have had the opposite effect, since Wicksell’s second
speech contained more about contraceptives than the first had done.
The attacks on Wicksell after his second speech were even stronger —
but he still did not budge, and even decided to intensify the struggle.
He did this by publishing his speech as a pamphlet, something that
meant that he now also could reach the whole country. The attacks in
the press also constituted a good advertisement for Wicksell’s pam-
phlet, which was sold in more than 6,000 copies.
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A couple of days after Wicksell’s second speech, someone wrote in a
letter that Wicksell “arouses admiration, astonishment, loathing and
hatred. Some paint him blacker than the Devil himself; they deride and
abuse him; while others pity him and bewail his errors, yet others
defend him. You don’t know where to find the truth in all this chaos.”**
Another person similarly observed in a letter that “all doors are [now]
closed for this once so popular young man.”?® Some people supported
Wicksell in public, but he also received several positive letters from
people who did not dare to express their support for him in any other
way.

The Rector at Uppsala University had, as we know, called in Wicksell
for a talk after his first speech, and when this did not have the desired
effect, he saw to it that Wicksell got an official warning from the
University. The medical doctors’ association in Uppsala issued a public
announcement against the use of contraceptives, and at a public meet-
ing, organized by people who disapproved of Wicksell’s behavior, an
association was created to improve the morals of female prostitutes
and wayward students. Wicksell describes the activities of this associa-
tion in the following manner in a letter to one of his sisters:

A complete system of spying on the private lives of students has recently been
organized here. Secret denounciations and anonymous letters seem to belong
to the order of the day, particularly since the organizers have managed to
interest the town’s new chief of police (who incidentally is famous for being
the most stupid man in Scandinavia) in the matter. He gets his subordinates
to spy on the students and then sends reports either to Rector Magnificus or
to Mrs. Norrby, who seems to work for our moral uplift.

Episode no. 2: The Tegnér Festivities in Lund 1905

This episode took place in Lund, where Wicksell had move in 1900 to
teach economics at the university. The reader should be aware of
Wicksell’s reputation at the time for being very sympathetic to Russia
(the archenemy of Sweden), and that the union between Sweden and
Norway was about to break up. Early in 1905 the Norwegians had
announced that they did not want to continue to be united to (and
dominated by) Sweden, something that had caused deep resentment in
Swedish patriotic circles. During all of 1905 patriotic sentiments had
been on the verge of boiling over in Sweden, especially during the fall.
On October 26 King Oscar II of Sweden was to renounce the crown of
Norway, and it was about three weeks before this event that people in
Lund began to prepare for the annual Tegnér Festivities.
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The person who in 1905 had been invited to be the main speaker at the
Tegneér Festivities, when new students by tradition are welcomed to
Lund University, was Verner von Heidenstam, the national poet of
Sweden. During the speech of Heidenstam, which was held on October
4 in the hall of the Academic Association in Lund, Wicksell sat “angrily
growling,” according to a local newspaper.?’ The main thrust of what
Heidenstam had to say was that Sweden had behaved in an honorable
manner toward Norway, and that it now was time to turn the love for
one’s country inward. The speech of Heidenstam was received with
standing ovations.

What happened after this is not very clear, but most observers agree
on the following. After Heidenstam had ended his speech, Wicksell
went up to the podium and began to talk. The honorable audience, he
stated, should pretend that it was visiting an old lady who had the
annoying habit of telling her visitors about her dreams; and in this
particular dream Russia had asked Sweden to destroy all of its for-
tresses along its border to Finland. The audience did not at all like
what Wicksell was saying; some began to shout and others to sing a
patriotic song. The head of the student union, Torgny Segerstedt, said
to Wicksell that he would resign unless Wicksell stopped his nonsense.
Wicksell, however, did not budge (“and had an insane smile on his
lips,” according to a reporter); and he sometimes joined the audience in
the song. When the song was over, Wicksell again attempted to speak:
“After that beautiful song I beg to continue.”?® A real pandemonium
now broke loose:

One of the academic authorities rushed up to the podium, where Wicksell
was standing, and tried to pull him down. A student jumped onto the back of
the person who had rushed at Wicksell and succeeded in pulling him down
with the indignant cry, “That professor can be such a...” (deleted word).
Wicksell stayed put, as the brave soldier he was. A professor of history
shouted that Wicksell should be thrown out of the window, and on older
academic official ran up and down in the hall yelping, “should ... should ...
should ... anyone be allowed to say whatever he wants! — which has answered
with a curt, “yes!” by a few youths.?

When Wicksell still refused to leave the podium someone turned off
the light in the hall, and the audience began to leave while singing,
“Brothers, like thunder let us sing.” Some students held up lighted
candle sticks so that Wicksell could continue with his talk. Finally,
however, he gave up, and he then had to be escorted through the hall
so that he would not be beaten up by some thuggish students. Anna



510

Bugge, Wicksell’s wife (in a so-called marriage of conscience) was later
to describe what had happened in the following way in a letter to one
of her sons: “The other day father was nearly killed in the hall of the
Academic Association because he stood up and defended Norway,
which I think was very brave of him.”*°

After the Tegnér Festivities a number of newspaper articles were pub-
lished that were all very critical of Wicksell. According to Lunds
Dagblad, it was not only a shame for Lund University and the city of
Lund, but for the whole country that someone like Wicksell was
allowed to give speeches. Bengt Lidforss, a famous polemicist, wrote
in Arbetet that Wicksell should not have been allowed to remain at the
podium, and that he should not have expressed himself in such an odd
manner. Lidforss noted that John Stuart Mill at one time had suc-
ceeded in calming an angered audience of workers through his coura-
geous and firm behavior — “but if Mill had followed Wicksell’s strategy
of presenting himself to the workers as an old lady, who used to have
strange dreams, he would surely have suffered as ignoble a fate as
Wicksell.”?!

As an answer to Lidforss and his other critics, Wicksell published a
newspaper article entitled, “A Speech That Was Not Allowed To Be
Held.” It then turned out that Wicksell had not at all stood up after
Heidensam to say a few spontaneous words, but rather had carefully
prepared what he was going to say. Wicksell’s speech was also con-
siderably more innocent than the audience had thought. Wicksell had
indeed begun by asking the members of the audience “to imagine that
they were visiting an old lady who had the annoying habit of telling
you about her dreams”; but he had then tried to argue that the Swedes
would not have liked to be treated in the same humiliating way as
they had treated the Norwegians.*? Sweden, Wicksell pointed out, had
demanded that the Norwegians should destroy their fortresses along
the border between Sweden and Norway — but how would the Swedes
have felt if the Russians had demanded that they destroy the powerful
fortress at Boden, in the North of Sweden? Wicksell ended his speech
by saying that the new students, who were about to begin at Lund
University, should forget about the past and instead try to be friends
with the Norwegians (“Give your hand to your Norwegian brother”).
A new union ought to be created between the Scandinavian countries —
“a union of the hands and of the hearts, which nobody could sunder.
Long live this Union!”
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Since Wicksell had been criticized for speaking up at all at the Tegnér
Festivities he also added a short section to his newspaper article, in
which he explained why he had chosen to say something at just this
occasion:

I have made it a rule never to push myself forward and speak up when
something that in my opinion ought to be said, already has been said by
someone else; but also never to be silent when no one speaks up for a cause
which is close to my heart, however small and insignificant my contribution
might be. It is clear that if you follow a rule like this, you are bound to look
paradoxical; and it would no doubt be both better and have more of an effect
if you also stand up for ideas which already have some support — but this
would among other things demand more time than I have at my disposal
these days.>*

Episode no. 3: Prosecution and jail for blasphemy, 1908—1909

Ever since his encounter with the ideas of John Stuart Mill as a student
in Uppsala, Wicksell had been a stong advocate of the freedom of
expression. Around the turn of the century in Sweden, however, a
number of people had been jailed for crimes such as blasphemy, anti-
militaristic propaganda, and the like, which all involved the freedom of
expression. In 1907, for example, an agitator called Olof Ljungdahl had
been sentenced to three months in jail for blasphemy, and Wicksell felt
that it was time to join the battle himself for the freedom of expression
and also, if possible, to help Ljungdahl. What he finally decided to do
was to behave in a provocative manner by saying something blasphe-
mous, and if he was not taken to court, Ljungdahl would be helped.
Wicksell was aware that he himself might be prosecuted, but seems to
have thought that this would not happen. He chose between two
strategies, according to a letter to a friend: “either to blaspheme out-
right, without attempting to make a joke out of it — I compiled a rather
violent tirade which I should have ‘dictated’ to the police reporters — or
to be ironical and pretend to take the part of the Holy Ghost against
Ljungdahl and so on.” %

The occasion that Wicksell had chosen to carry out his plan was on
November 2, at a speech he gave at the People’s House in Stockholm.
The title of the speech was “The Throne, The Altar, The Sword and the
Money-Bag,” and Wicksell began by saying that he was not particu-
larly interested in speaking about these four topics, but rather about
their relationship to the freedom of expression. He then began to talk
about his own view of the freedom of expression, which to a large
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extent had been influenced by John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty; and he
pointed out that there were very few people in Sweden who were will-
ing to defend unconditionally the freedom of expression. The argu-
ments for the freedom of expression that can be found in Mill none-
theless still hold, he argued. First, what someone believes to be true
can always be wrong; and it is therefore important to have freedom of
expression so counterarguments can be heard. And second, even if
some opinion is clearly wrong, you should be able to discuss it — or it
may be forced underground and grow in strength. The only time when
the freedom of expression can be legitimately curtailed, he continued,
is when an opinion is expressed in a situtation where it can be directly
harmful, in the sense that it may result in some dangerous form of
direct action. The example that Wicksell used was that of an agitator,
telling the angry masses, in front of a corn dealer’s warehouse, that
corn dealers live by exploiting poor people.

Wicksell then proceeded to go through the four institutions he had
chosen to discuss: the throne (monarchy), the altar (religion), the
sword (the defense), and the money-bag (economic power). While the
institution of monarchy, in Wicksell’s mind, was about a hundred years
behind the times, the institution of religion was five-hundred years
behind the times. The Swedish army he called “a useless, but not totally
harmless toy”36; and economic power, he said, needed to be democra-

tized.

The passage that would lead to prosecution for blasphemy was part of
the discussion of the altar, and was not allowed to be included in the
printed version of Wicksell’s talk.”” Wicksell has, however, described
what he said in a letter to a friend, and from this it is clear that he had
chosen the strategy to be ironical and to joke, rather than to “blas-
pheme outright.” What he said in his speech was the following:

What can we then say about the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary? Well, you
can’t exactly say that the Holy Spirit seduced her, since she was pretty willing
to start out with; as soon as the topic was brought up, she curtsied and said,
“] am the servant of the Lord” (here I myself made as if to curtsey on the
podium, something which in some mystical manner has been interpreted as
an obsence gesture38), and this without even having asked her fiancee for
permission. You really have to feel sorry for the poor chap ... I am sure he
was unhappy about all of this, and that he must have said to himself when no
one listened, ‘damned that the Holy Spirit would not let me make little Jesus
myself.” %
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Wicksell was taken to court, and he chose not to be represented by a
lawyer. The grand strategy of his defense was to show that the con-
ception of Mary, as this was described in the Bible, could not be
regarded as being as part of “God’s holy words”(!). This was naturally
not accepted, and Wicksell was sentenced to two months in jail. He
appealed; and the higher court replaced the jail sentence with fines.
The prosecutor, however, was dissatisfied, and when the case was
brought to the Supreme Court, the original verdict was reestablished:
two months in jail.

The decision of the court affected Wicksell in more ways than one.
First and foremost, Wicksell had to go to jail, and the period between
October 4 and December 3, 1909 he spent at Ystad Jail. Being in jail
was not a paticularly hard experience for Wicksell. He spent his two
months in a cell that, according to a letter from Wicksell, had “a lovely
view over the sea and the railroad, and fine afternoon sun as well.”4°
The food was good, and Wicksell spent the days working on a pam-
phlet on the population question; he also helped a friend to translate
The Wealth of Nations into Swedish.

Probably worse than the prison term itself was the fact that Wicksell
had to pay for the trial and that he also was deprived of his salary as
a professor while in jail. All of this amounted to about a third of
Wicksell’s annual salary, and friends had to help him out. Anna Bugge
was not at all happy that her husband had been sent to jail, and in a
letter from Ystad Jail Wicksell promised her solemly that from now on
he would always let her read his speeches in advance. “It is self-evident
that hereafter I shall keep absolutely still: not say a word that little
Pussycat [that is, Anna Buggel] has not in advance approved and
cleared with her seal of approval.”*! That also other people in Wick-
sell’s circles disapproved of his actions soon became clear. When Wick-
sell’s classmates in Stockholm organized a party to celebrate a 40 years
jubilee, several of them let it be known that they would not attend if
Wicksell was present. The whole thing was solved by Wicksell not
going to the party.

During the next few years Wicksell often wanted to fight for the free-
dom of expression, and in these cases either Anna Bugge or his close
friend Hjalmar Ohrvall tried to talk him out of it. After one of these
successful operations, Wicksell felt particularly low and wrote to Ohr-
vall: “Yes, I guess I should give up all thoughts of this in order not to
bring unhappiness to those who are nearest to me (married apostles
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belong to the devil!) — but it is hard, because there is much that needs
to be done; and quite a bit, I feel, could be accomplished this way [that
is, through blasphemy].”**

The spirit of rebellion in Wicksell was, however, hard to quench, and
it became increasingly difficult for him to keep his promise to his wife.
In July 1913 he wrote to her, “Now I have something to confess, some-
thing which has lain heavily on my conscience, and that is that I could
not resist going to Stockholm to give my lecture, the one that disgusted
you so much.... If, contrary to expectations, I am prosecuted for it —
which you will have heard about before you read this — I shall have to
defend myself as well as I can”®® Anna Bugge, however, was not
amused, and she asked Wicksell if he was not ashamed of behaving
“like a mouse when the cat is away.” She was especially angry with
Wicksell for his tendency to act like a clown, when he gave his
speeches, and to be ironical instead of delivering his message in a
dignified manner. “You may give as many talks as you wish on the
subject, if you are straightforward about it; what I object to is the form,
and it is the form for which you might be prosecuted — but a form can
in itself never be a matter of conscience.”** Wicksell defended himself
by saying that when you speak in public, you have to use the means at
your disposal; “if I were an artist or a literary writer I am sure that you
would never think of trying to prevent me from following my geist; but
a speaker is something of an artist as well — he must choose the
manner of expression which he thinks will have the greatest possible
effect, or the whole thing will become dull and flat>*

Civil courage as a sociological phenomenon

While there exist several well-known social science studies of why
people obey — by scholars such as Ash, Milgram, and Noelle-Neumann
— there does not exist one single major study of civil courage.*® The
reason for this is not clear; perhaps sociologists have not studied civil
courage for the same reason that they have shied away from, say, study-
ing geniuses, namely that civil courage seems to be a phenomenon
that, by virtue of its individualistic flavor, is resistant to a sociological
approach. Another factor may be that civil courage, like civil society,
has seemed to be more of an ideological construct than a concrete,
really existing phenomenon.
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This, however, does not mean that there do not exist ideas and con-
cepts in sociology that can be of great help when one attempts to
analyze civil courage. I shall try to illustrate this statement by first
looking at the classics, especially Durkheim and Weber. I then draw
on some more recent material, in particular on Robert Merton’s anal-
ysis of nonconformity. Merton’s argument is important in this context
for several reasons, one of which is that he addresses the issue of
whether civil courage should primarily be viewed as a form of deviant
behavior, or if some other approach is more appropriate. A few words
will also be said about the possible use of threshold analysis and
preference falsification for an understanding of civil courage.

Emile Durkheim argues in a well-known passage in his work on
sociology of religion that the believer gets strength from his or her
contact with God; and it clearly seems as if people with civil courage
have more strength than others. “The believer who has communicated
with his god,” Durkheim says, “is not merely a man who sees new
truths of which the unbeliever is ignorant; he is a man who is stronger.
He feels within him more force, either to endure the trials of existence,
or to conquer them.”¥ Wicksell, as we know, was not a religious
person (save in his youth), but Durkheim notes that in modern society
individualism has been elevated into a kind of secular religion, in the
sense that the individual is seen as holy and endowed with sacred rights
of the type that were proclaimed in the French Revolution. The work
of John Stuart Mill exemplifies this type of individualism as well; and
we know that Mill’s writings were extremely important to Wicksell,
especially On Liberty.

It also deserves to be emphasized that the kind of individualism that
Durkheim refers to is very different from the kind of laissez-faire
individualism that Herbert Spencer and the economists advocated
during the late nineteenth century. Indeed, the former type of indi-
vidualism is termed a “social institution” by Durkheim, who also
shows how it has gradually emerged throughout history.*® Individual-
ism of this type is part of a higher form of human society, Durkheim
says, where people are tied together, among other things, through their
respect for the rights of the individual. The closest that Durkheim
comes to discussing a case of civil courage, it can be added, is in his
comments on the trial against Socrates in The Rules of Sociological
Method. Durkheim here points out that courageous behavior of Socra-
tes’ type can be viewed as a way of clearing the way for a new social
morality:
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According to Athenian law, Socrates was a criminal, and his condemnation
was no more than just. However, his crime, namely his independence of
thought, rendered a service not only to humanity but to his country. It served
to prepare a new morality and faith which the Athenians needed, since the
traditions by which they had lived until then were no longer in harmony with
the current conditions of life. Nor is the case of Socrates unique; it is repro-
duced periodically in history.*® ’

Many ideas in the work of Max Weber can also be of help when one
attempts to analyze civil courage from a sociological perspective. In
Economy and Society Weber defines, as we know, sociology as the
science of “social action,” and by social action he understands action
by an individual that takes other actors into account and “is thereby
oriented in its course””® The idea of the individual taking other
individuals into account constitutes the theoretical heart of Weber’s
sociology and the theoretical point of departure for his analysis.
Several aspects of civil courage can also be illuminated with its help.
Persons who have civil courage orient their behavior, for example, to
other actors in a very special way — for example to an audience at a
speech, to the police or the authorities when a law is broken, and
perhaps also to future generations, as Durkheim suggests.

All individuals are furthermore driven by a combination of ideal and
material interests, according to Weber, and in the case of civil courage,
the ideal interests clearly predominate. In summary, we can say that
from a Weberian perspective, civil courage is a phenomenon where the
actor is influenced by ideal motives and where he or she takes other
actors into account in a special manner. This is a very general descrip-
tion, and as we soon shall see, it is possible to get quite a bit more out
of Weber’s sociology.

In Economy and Society Weber not only presents a general model of
social action but also a number of fundamental concepts in sociology.
Several of these can be of help in getting a better handle on civil
courage as a sociological phenomenon, especially “conflict,” “conven-
tion,” and “value-rational social action.” The concept of “conflict” is
defined by Weber as a kind of action that the actor attempts to carry
out, even if it will be met with resistance by one or several actors.’
This concept captures, in my mind, an important aspect of civil cour-
age, namely that the actor wants to do something regardless of the fact
that he or she may lack the power to reach his or her goal. Concept
number two, which is important in this context, is “convention”; and a
convention is defined by Weber as a situation in which there is a special
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order, and where deviations from this order are punished by informal
sanctions, especially by disapproval.®® If there also exists a group
whose task it is to police the order, there is a “law” not a “convention”
in Weber’s terminology. That acts of civil courage often have as their
aim to break with a convention or a law is clear.

The concept in Weber’s sociology that fits civil courage the best, how-
ever, and which also captures quite a bit of its essence, is “value-rational
social action.” According to Weber, this type of action is characterized
by the following: (1) the action is inspired by “a conscious belief in a
value for its own sake”; and (2) it is carried out “independently of its
prospects of success.”>* One example of value-rational action would be
Luther’s decision to challence the Catholic Church, regardless of the
consequences, as expressed in his famous words “Here I stand; I can
do no other.”>* While Weber never singled out civil courage as a
specific phenomenon in its own right, his work is rich enough to supply
us with a number of helpful concepts, which add up to the following:
an act of civil courage can provisonally be characterized as a form of
value-rational social action; more precisely, it can be characterized as
an action, which is inspired by ideal interests, which is carried out
irrespective of its chances of success, and which entails a conflict,
typically by challenging a law or a convention.

The closest any sociologist has come to providing a substantial analy-
sis of civil courage, that I have been able to locate, is Robert Merton’s
ten-page section entitled “Nonconformity as A Type of Reference
Group Behavior,” which is part of a larger paper in Social Theory and
Social Structure.>® Merton here presents an original and provocative
theory of how a certain type of dissenting behavior can be analyzed
from a sociological perspective, based on reference group theory. Of
interest for this article is also the fact that Merton takes up — and
dismisses — the notion that civil courage can best be analyzed as a
form of deviant behavior. The key idea in Merton’s effort to explain
what civil courage is derives from the proposition that some behavior
cannot be explained by the group an actor is part of, but by his or her
relationship to some other group. “Adhering to the norms and values
of some reference group other than the group to whose expectations he
[that is, the nonconformist] will not conform,” Merton says, “he is
prepared to accept, if not to welcome, the almost certain and painful
consequences of dissent.”>® Although Merton never uses the term
“civil courage” in his study, it is clear that his analysis includes this
phenomenon. He emphasizes the “disinterested quality” of the non-
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conformist, points to his or her “courage,” and notes that “the avowed
nonconformist tends to be regarded with mingled feelings of hate,
admiration, and love, even by those who still cling to the values and
practices being put in question.” 57 To provide an example of non-
conformist behavior, Merton mentions John Kennedy’s Profiles in
Courage (1955) — a work that in Germany was published under the title
Zivilcourage.™

According to Merton, it is possible to argue that nonconformist be-
havior falls in the category of deviant behavior as “a loose approxima-
tion,” but he is also adamant that it would be wrong to analyze
exclusively this type of behavior as if it were just a kind of deviance.
The reason for this, he says, is that crime and delinquency, on the one
hand, and nonconformist behavior, on the other, represent two very
different sociological types.” The criminal, for example, has no inter-
est in changing the values of society; he or she wants to evade the law,
not to change it; and he or she is not driven by disinterested motives. To
analyze both the nonconformist and the criminal with the help of the
same kind of theory, Merton states, would represent a case of “vicious
abstractionism”; and it would be about as useful as putting Eugene
Debs and John Brown in the same sociological category as Al Capone
and Albert B. Fall.%°

It is also possible to find some ideas that can be useful in analyzing civil
courage in more recent social science work. Studies of whistleblowing,
for example, highlight the enormous social force that can be directed
against an individual whose behavior has been judged disloyal by an
organization of which he or she is a member.®! And ideas of thresholds
and preference falsification may be useful in the effort to formalize why
some people, but not others, are ready to step forward at the very
beginning of a social movement %

That it is possible to find some ideas and concepts in the works of
Weber, Durkheim, Merton, and others that can be of help in analyzing
a phenomenon such as civil courage appears clear. But it is also true
that civil courage represents a very rich phenomenon in its own right,
and that it is necessary to add to what sociologists have said until now.
One way to proceed in this situation, I suggest, would be to take a
closer look at the material on Wicksell that was presented earlier in this
article.
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Two important insights may be generated in this way. First of all, the
circumstances surrounding the three episodes of civil courage in the
case of Wicksell make us realize that acts of civil courage are always
embedded in a social context and that Wicksell had quite a bit of social
support for his oppositional activities. Wicksell, for example, often
defended causes that were part of larger social movements in Sweden.
His advocacy of temperance as well as birth control and the freedom of
speech are examples of this. Wicksell, as we know, was able to support
himself for several years in the 1890s by travelling around the country
as a public speaker. Later on in his career, Wicksell was also sheltered
by the tradition at Swedish universities not to let a person’s political
opinions stand in the way for him or her being appointed to a profes-
sorship — or being dismissed, once appointed to such a professorship.
Wicksell had furthermore throughout his adult life not only a network
of acquaintances and sympathizers to draw on, but also two extremely
close friends (Theodor Frdlander and Hjalmar Ohrvall), who always
backed him up, morally as well as with money. The strong support from
his wife (whom he married in 1889) must also be mentioned in this
context. And last but not least, Wicksell had from early on immersed
himself in the tradition of “the religion of humanity” (Durkheim), in
which he found moral support for many of his ideas.

The second important insight that can be drawn from the material on
Wicksell, it seems to me, is that there exists a certain order or rhythm
to the three episodes from Wicksell’s life that I have discussed: the
speech in Uppsala in 1880 that led to such a scandal; Wicksell’s actions
at the Tegnér Festivities in 1905, which made the patriotic feelings of
the audience boil over; and the blasphemous talk in 1908 in Stock-
holm, which ended with Wicksell being sent to jail. Four fairly distinct
phases can be discerned in what happened at each of these occasions:

e (1) First Wicksell decided to act, that is, to do something that would
help to advance his cause. This was the case in Uppsala in 1880,
when Wicksell himself took the initiative to give a speech on the
causes of drunkenness, but also in Lund and in Stockholm.

* (2) Wicksell then carried out whatever act he had decided upon,
usually to present his opinions in some public forum and to chal-
lenge the ruling opinion. The interaction between the actor and his
environment became violent in the case of Lund, where Wicksell
stood eye-to-eye with an angry audience.

¢ (3) The next phase is characterized by the introduction of sanctions
of different kinds: a conversation with the Rector and a warning
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from the University, in the case of Uppsala; threats of physical
violence in Lund, followed by critique in the newspapers; and prison
as well as loss of income and critique from his wife in Stockholm.

e (4) In connection with all of these confrontations there was a dif-
fusion of Wicksell’s ideas — through newspaper articles, pamphlets,
letters, gossip, and so on.

The order or rhythm that one can find in these three episodes can be
summarized in the following way. The actor first makes a decision to
act, after quite a bit of thinking (deliberation). Then comes the acting
(action). This has negative consequence for the actor (sanction), but
also entails some publicity and increased awareness of the actor’s ideas
(diffusion). These four stages can be kept apart analytically, even if they
often meld into one another in reality. Stage 1 (deliberation) may, for
example, invite reflections on the role played by earlier cases of civil
courage for the actor, as inspiration or as a model. It is also at this
stage, it should be noted, that the actor “communicates with his god.”
Stage 2 (action) is the place per excellence, where actors take each
other into account and where conflicts, in Weber’s sense of the word,
occur. One could, for example, make a Goffmannian analysis of what
goes on at this stage, and discuss the structure of the social setting
(actors, scene, audience, and so on). Recent research on audiences is,
for example, of much relevance here.5

That actions usually lead to counteractions, so that a convention or a
law is restored, is characteristic of stage 3 (sanction). These sanctions
can be informal as well as formal; and the one that executes them can
be the audience at a speech or the police authorities when a law is
broken. As we have seen, sanctions can also come from the actor’s own
family. Wicksell wrote in a letter that apostles should not be married,
and one wonders if in some cases he was not more worried about what
Anna Bugge would say than what the authorities would do.

Stage 4 (diffusion) is characterized by a high level of complexity as well.
The actor often attempts to spread his or her message in some specific
way, but quite a bit of diffusion also goes on without being planned,
e.g., through the sanctions that his or her behavior sets off (critique
and slander help to spread the message). A real confrontation can also
lead to diffusion — for example, through writings in the press and the
like. This last fact may well be the reason why Wicksell sometimes
liked to act in a provocative manner when he gave his speeches.
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If, on the other hand, there is no diffusion, and the actor gets no
support from friends and acquaintances, the sense of failure and the
pressure can become overwhelmingly strong. At one point, when this
happened to Wicksell, he wrote: “At times I am forced to question my
own common sense, when I find that T am the only one who believes in
some cause, which seems so evident to me.”®* In times of failure,
however, the idea that things may be different in the future can be
comforting and help to counteract the feeling of defeat and social
isolation. On Wicksell’s sixtieth birthday, Ellen Key, a leading Swedish
feminist, commented on her friend Wicksell in the following way: “Our
time says ‘Don Quixote’, but the future will say ‘hero.” %

Concluding remarks and some remaining questions

It is immensely moving when [a person] acts by
following an ethic of responsibility and somehere
reaches the point where he says: “Here I stand; I can
do no other.”

— Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation

9 66

Using just a few examples, as I have done in this article, has some
distinct disadvantages, and one of these is that the attempt to generalize
may go totally wrong. Whether my suggestion that there exists a certain
rhythm to acts of civil courage is correct or not, is, for example, very
difficult to say, based on the evidence presented here. What is clear,
however, is that such a rhythm does not characterize all acts of civil
courage. More precisely, the sequence of deliberation-action-sanction-
diffusion is at best only characteristic of those cases of civil courage
where the actor wants to spread a certain message. There, however,
also exists a more minimal form of civil courage, which only includes
the first three stages (deliberation, action, and sanction) and where the
element of diffusion is absent.

For an example of this latter form of civil courage, one can cite the
famous case of Joseph Schultz, a German soldier who was killed
during World War I1.*” During the summer of 1944, Schultz took part
in a cleaning-up operation in the Balkans, which had as its purpose to
clear the flank for Nazi Germany and thereby facilitate its attack on
the Soviet Union. Together with some fellow soldiers Schultz had been
ordered to execute some captured partisans by shooting them. Instead
of doing so, however, he laid down his gun on the ground, crossed over
to where the partisans were lined up to be executed, and let himself be
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shot together with them. We only know of this remarkable incident
because it was photographed by an German army photographer and
then deposited in the Nazi War Archives.

I shall not argue that this minimal version of civil courage, as I have
called it, is somehow more pure than the one where diffusion plays a
central place. To do so does not seem meaningful; and one can perhaps
just say that there probably exist different (sociological) types of civil
courage. What can be said with some assurance, however, is that in
situations where the actor has as a goal to spread a message and win
over people to his or her point of view, it is easier to document the
whole thing afterword than when this has nor been the case. Even
though the Nazis were very careful to record their various atrocities,
the fact that the act of Joseph Schultz was caught on photograph was
something of a fluke; and one suspects that several other heroic actions
during World War II were not recorded, and therefore have been
forgotten.

Another issue that needs to be discussed in this article is the normative
dimension of civil courage. As mentioned earlier, it is important to
acknowledge that acts of civil courage are often looked upon by admi-
ration; but also not to let this admiration carry over into the analysis.
There is, however, quite a bit more to the normative dimension of civil
courage than that. Let us take the imaginary case of a racist who
stands up in front of an audience, which consists of convinced anti-
racists, and launches into a violent speech in favor of a race war. Does
this represent and act of civil courage or not? As I see it, one can go in
two very different directions in trying to answer this question. One
would be to argue that sociology must not be normative, and from
this follows that the racist has indeed displayed civil courage. The
advantage with this way of proceeding is that the analyst is provided
with an easy criterion. He or she does not need to get involved in
difficult normative discussions, and it becomes easy to maintain a
critical distance to the object of study. The second way to proceed
would be to argue that a phenomenon such as civil courage is con-
nected to civil society, and that acts of civil courage embody the values
of civil society. Racists, fascists, and advocates of similar ideas, on the
other hand, are intensely hostile to these values and want to impose
their own values on civil society through force. From this perspective,
the racist who stands up in an audience of anti-racists has not shown
civil courage. To argue along these lines, and to connect civil courage
to the liberal-political theory of civil society, is preferable to the non-
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normative approach, it seems to me, even though a certain care has to
be taken so that civil courage is not in the process transformed into a
purely ideological category.

It is no doubt true that a certain affinity exists between the phenomenon
of civil courage and the concept of civil society. Bismarck, to recall,
placed civil courage outside the sphere of the military, where physical
courage is decisive; and civil society is similarly often conceptualized
as an area outside of the state, where physical coercion must be
absent.%® Civil courage is closely linked to the freedom of expression,
and also this right is typical of civil society. Other dimensions of civil
society — such as respect for the individual, the right to form associa-
tions, toleration, and the like — are similarly linked to the notion of
civil society.®’

It also seems clear that the notion of civil courage could contribute to
the development of the concept of civil society. Today’s discussion of
civil society covers quite a few phenomena, and, as is often pointed
out, there is little consensus of how to define civil society. It is nonethe-
less remarkable that the contemporary discussion of civil society prac-
tically never touches on the problem of civil courage and the difficulty
of the individual to stand up to a hostile majority.”® Statements by
people like Tocqueville and Jellinek, which suggest that a democratic
society can silence people much more effectively than an autocratic
regime can, have, for example, not been followed up.”!

What is needed today, as I see it, is a thorough discussion of the social
and institutional conditions under which individuals can acquire the
strength to stand up and defend their rights in difficult social situa-
tions. We especially need to address questions of the following type:
What kind of schools, universities, and corporations are needed for
civil courage to flourish? What kind of families and friends and social
networks can nurture people’s capacity to display civil courage? What
social mechanisms, more generally, are involved in furthering — and
stopping — civil courage?

Notes

1. The first version of this article was written for a conference on virtues, which
was held in the early summer of 1998 at Friibergh’s mansion in Sweden. I then
continued to work on the article during the fall of 1998, when I was a fellow at
the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study in the Social Sciences (SCASSS) in
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