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For many years, I’ve not read a more touching book than A Beautiful Mind (Faber and Faber, 1998) by Sylvia Nasar. I have to confess I wept several times going over the 400 pages.

It is about the astonishing career, or the lack of it despite the initial sparks, of John Forbes Nash, Jr., Nobel Laureate in Economics, 1994. Nash suffered from schizophrenia in the late 1950’s, after path-breaking contributions to game theory and other branches of mathematics at the MIT. He imagined he was sent by aliens, had a mission to form an international organization to save the world, and was sometimes followed by a spying dog. Many who read Nash cited in numerous publications wrote him off as a pioneer, regarded him as already dead, although “Nash equilibrium” in the meantime became a household name in the economic academic community, while he himself wandered around Princeton almost like a phantom.

I am not a game theorist at all, though I have been teaching zero-sum and variable-sum games at the second year level for quite some time (very elementary stuff), and the name Nash has always been on my notes. Like most, I didn’t know what had been happening to him (other than that he was somewhat “mad”), even after his Nobel award in 1994. 

This biography is a real education, not in theory (I understand not an iota more about game theory from it, which doesn’t matter anyway), but about human predicaments, and the importance of personal relatedness and warmth. Nash is apparently a courageous genius; but I admire even more his lovely wife, Alicia. They divorced after Nash’s illness had constituted a familial threat; but she was so kind as to re-accept her ex-husband to live in with her again in 1970, to avoid his “homelessness”. Nash was able to regain increasing “normality” in the 1980s, playing with the computer. And the Nobel Committee, after much infighting, made the most controversial decision under the chairmanship of Assar Lindbeck to award the 1994 prize to Nash, along with Harsanyi and Selten. The chapter (48) that describes the process of indecision and final decision reads like a real thriller.

I guess many of us academics are slightly mad anyway. But it is exceptional for a genius to be so mad and yet to “re-awaken” sufficiently to gain what he so deserved. Read the book if you have time, fellow economists.

