
 

 

July 30 ,  2016 

 

The Execut ive  Commi t tee  of  the In ternat ional  Mathemat ics  Union  ( IMU)  

c /o  IMU President ,  Dis t inguished Professor  and  

Di rector -Genera l  Mori  Shigefumi  

Kyoto  Univers i ty Ins t i tute  for  Advanced Study  

Yoshida Ushinomiya -cho,  Sakyo -ku  

Kyoto  606-8501,  J apan  

 

I t  i s  my opin ion  tha t  the  t in ies t  mora l  mat ter  i s  more  impor tant  than  a l l  of  

sc ience ,  and  that  one  can  only ma inta in  the mora l  qua l i ty of  the  wor ld  by 

s tanding up  to  any immoral  project .  

—Luitzen  Egber tus  J an  Brouwer  

 

There  may be  t imes  when we are  powe rless  to  prevent  injus t ice ,  but  there  

must  never  be  a  t ime when we fai l  to  protes t .  

—El ie  Wiese l  

 

Honorable  President  Mori ,  Members  of  the IMU Execut ive  Commit tee ,   

 

Permi t  us ,  the  Execut ive  Commit tee  of  the  World  Federat ion  of  Nat ional  Mathemat ics  

Compet i t ions  (WFNMC),  express  our  concern  regarding one  of  your  pr izes .  The  In ternet 

home pages  of  the In ternat ional  Mathemat ics  Union  ( IMU) ,  s ta te :  

 

The  Rol f  Nevanl inna Pr ize  in  mathemat ica l  aspects  of  informat ion  sc ience  was 

es tabl i shed  by the  Execut ive  Commit tee  of  the  In terna t ional  Mathemat ical  Union 

( IMU) in  Apr i l  1981.  I t  was  decided  that  the  pr ize  should  cons is t  of  a  gold  medal  

and  a  cash pr ize  s imilar  to  the ones  associa ted wi th  the  Fie lds  Med al  and  tha t  one 

pr ize  should  be  given  a t  each  In terna t ional  Congress  of  Mathemat ic ians .  The  pr i ze 

was  named the  Rol f  Nevanl inna  Pr ize  in  honor  of  Rolf  Nevanl inna  (1895 –1980) ,  who 

had been Rector  of  the  Unive rs i ty of  Hels inki  an d  Pres ident  of  the  IMU and who in 

the  1950s had  taken the  in i t ia t ive  to the  computer  organiza t ion  a t  F innish 

universi t i es .  
 

In  es tabl ish ing thi s  pr ize ,  The  Execut ive  Commit tee  o f  IMU must  have  not  known the  views  

and deeds  of  Professor  Nevanl inna  during th e  per iod  of  the  Third Reich  and World  War  I I .  
In  the  15-page  summary  (Stern,  M. ,  A Review of  the  book by Ol l i  Lehto ,  Korkeat  Maailmat .  

Rol f  Nevanl innan e lämä ,  Otava ,  Hels inki ,  2001 )  of  the  317-page  b iography of  Rol f  



 

Nevanl inna,  wri t t en  by h i s  s tudent  (Ph .D. ,  1949)  and advocate Ol l i  Lehto ,  who a lso  served 

as  the  Secretary of  IMU (1983-1990) ,  we  read:  

 

In  1933 Hi t ler  became the  German Reichskanzler .  Up to  the  year  1943  Nevanl inna 

was  of  the  opinion  tha t  Hi t ler  [ ! ]  in  German h is tory could  be  compared  to  F r iedr ich 

the  Grea t  and  Bismarck. . .  This  cont r ibuted  to…  h is  Nazi -f r iendly convic t ions  in 

par t icular ,  which  he  expressed  in  a  ser ies  of  speeches  and publ ica t ions .  Nevanl inna,  

however ,  has  never  been  a  member  of  a  Nat ional  Social is t  par ty and did  not  hold 

ant i -Semi t ic  posi t ions .  When in  Fin land as  wel l  as  in  Germany the  thought  a rose  to 

es tabl i sh  a  Finnish  Volunteers  Bat tal ion ,  Nevanl inna  welcomed th i s  idea  and agreed 

to  the deployment  of  volunteers  unreservedly.  On the  demand of  [Reichsf ührer  SS] 

Himmler  the re was developed the  SS  Bat ta l ion ,  and in the summer  of  1942  

Nevanl inna  became the  Chairman of  the  SS Volunteers  Commit tee  of  th is  [Waffen -

SS]  Bat tal ion!  

 

Elsewhere  Ol l i  Lehto  addresses  the  Nazi  leadership role  of  h is  teacher  Rol f  

Nevanl inna aga in  ( h t tp : / /www.kansa l l i sb iograf ia .f i / engl i sh/? id=7111 ):  

 

Rol f  Herman Nevanl inna  (1895 –1980) ,  a  professor  of  mathemat ics  (1926 –1946)  and 

Rektor  (1941–1944)  at  Hels inki  Universi ty;  professor  of  appl ied  mathemat ics  at  the 

Univers i ty of  Zur ich  (1946–1963,  Honora ry Professor  s ta r t ing in  1949) .  In  1942,  a t  

the  reques t  of  the  Fore ign  Minister ,  Nevanl inna  made  h imself  ava i lab le  as  chai rman 

of  the  SS Volunteer  Commit tee ,  which  handled  the  recru i tment  of  Finnish  SS t roops .  

Af ter  the war ,  Nevanl inna came in  for  espec ial  conde mnat ion  [ ! ]  for  h is  involvement  

in  these  act ivi t i es .  

On March  25 ,  1941,  Nevanl inna wr i tes  to  Helmut  Hasse  as  fo l lows  (Georgiadou,  M. ,  

Constant in  Carathéodory:  Mathematics  and Pol i t i cs  in  Turbulent  Times ,  Spr inger ,  Berl in ,  

2004. ;  p .  393) :   

 

 You know,  dear  Herr  Hasse ,  your  remarks  about  the  hypocr i t ica l  and  s tupid  “mora l  

indignat ion of  Western  pol i t i c ians ,  who t ry to  hide  thei r  ha te  aga ins t  Germany under  

the  mant le  of  n ice  phrases ,”  corr espond comple te ly to  what  we fee l  here  and s ay to 

ourselves  dai ly.  You know those  deeply rooted  sympathies  which  connect  us  Finns 

wi th  Germany,  these bonds  are  today s t ronger  than  ever  now tha t  th e  eas i ly 

unders tandable  i r r i t a t ion  caused  by our  di f f icul t  t ime a  year  ago has  died  down .  .  .  

     I t  i s  absolute ly clear  to  us  tha t  only a  s t rong and powerfu l  Germany,  

the  hear t  of  Europe,  i s  capable  of  forming the  fate  of  European communi ty in  the 

way,  which  the  in te res t  of  al l  European na t ions  of  cu l ture  demands .  Personal ly,  I  am  

f i rmly convinced thereof  and I  be l ieve  to see  a  to ta l  just i f icat ion  of  th is  convict ion 

in  European h is tory,  namely that  Germany i s  today summoned not  only to save 

European cul ture ,  which  al ready happene d in  1933,  but  to  l ead  i t  to  an  undreamt -of  

b looming.  The  wor ld -h is to r ic  s igni f icance  of  the  present  hour  i s  immense .  

 

We hope  the  IMU Execut ive  Commit tee  agrees  wi th  us  that  we may not  ignore  or  minimize  

Nevanl inna’s  wi l l ing and eager  service  as  the  Chairman of  the  Finnish  SS Troops 

http://www.kansallisbiografia.fi/english/?id=7111


 

Commit tee ,  hi s  giving a  n umber  of  speeches in  suppor t  of  Nazi  Germany,  and  c laiming that  

Hi t le r  saved European cul ture .  Professor  Nevanl inna  was  a  f ine  mathemat ician,  IMU 

President  (1959–1962) ,  and  Fin land  of fered to  pay for  the  pr ize  (negl igib le  amount  re al ly) ,  

but  mustn’ t  we  take  in to  account  the  publ ic  deeds  and mor a l  bear ings  of  the  person whose 

prof i le  we e tch  on  our  medals ?  Mathemat ics  for  us  should not  be  above  a l l  mora l  concerns .  

As far  as  the  medal  for  “ the  math emat ica l  aspects  of  informat ion  sc ience”  is  concerned,  

there  have  been  wor thier  candida tes ,  profess ional ly and personal ly,  for  example ,  such grea t  

p ioneers  as  John von Neumann,  Alan  Turing,  Claude  Shannon,  and  Norber t  Wiener .  

 

The  Execut ive  Commit tee  of  WFNMC urges  the  Execut ive  Commi t tee  of  IMU to  change the  

name of  the  pr ize  and the  medal .  We apprec iate  receiving your  prompt  const ruc t ive  reply.  

Cordially, 

 

 

Alexander Soifer, Professor, WFNMC President, 

On behalf of the WFNMC Executive Committee 

 

  


