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The great chain of ideas
The past and future of the history of ideas, 

or why we should not return to Lovejoy

PETTER HELLSTRÖM*

In 1933, Arthur Lovejoy gave a series of lectures at Harvard University; 
they were later edited and published in 1936 as The great chain of being. 
Lovejoy was trained in and a professor of philosophy, and the lecture series 
was presented in honour of the late professor of philosophy William  Jame  s. 
Yet in his lectures Lovejoy ventured out of the classical philosophical ter-
ritory to bring together histories that had previously been told in separate 
contexts; his examples ranged from philosophy and theology to poetry 
and the natural sciences. “Many separate parts of the history have, indeed, 
been told before”, Lovejoy conceded; however, rather than novelty it was 
“their relation to a single pervasive complex of ideas – and thereby, often, 
to one another – that still seems to need to be set forth”.1

Lovejoy’s ambition was something more than a new approach to the 
history of philosophy – he hoped to found an entirely new discipline. 
Beginning in 1919, he spoke of the new research programme as the “his-
tory of ideas”; in 1923 he formed the “History of ideas club” at Johns 
Hopkins University; and in 1940 he published the +rst issue of The journal 
of the history of ideas.2 In consequence, Lovejoy is often described as the 
founding father of the history of ideas, at least in North America ( Swedish 
idéhistoria, German Ideengeschichte, and other research traditions, several 
of which are at least as old as their North American counterpart, had their 
own founding fathers).

Yet as often happens with strong-minded school builders, Lovejoy even-
tually fell out of fashion, not least in the very discipline he had helped to 
establish. Methodological advancements such as social and cultural 
 history, increased attention paid to context and language, and critical 
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perspectives including those derived from psychoanalysis, Marxism, post-
structuralism, and feminism, made Lovejoy and his contemporaries seem 
increasingly antiquarian, detached from reality, elitist and idealist. Many 
in-uential scholars in the discipline, including Quentin Skinner, J. G. A. 
Pocock, and Robert Darnton explicitly took a stance against Lovejoy, who 
increasingly became a symbol of the bad old days.

Since this is largely how I myself have encountered Lovejoy in the past, 
I was surprised when in Rethinking modern European intellectual history, a 
recent anthology meant to stimulate discussion about methodological 
questions and “to clarify the alternatives for the future”,3 several of the 
contributing authors try to revive Lovejoy, characteristically described by 
the volume editors, Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn, as “the dis-
cipline’s founding father […] more often dismissed than read today”.4

In his own contribution, entitled “The return of the history of ideas?”, 
McMahon argues for the reappraisal of Lovejoy and the revival of a more 
Lovejoyous history of ideas. Making his departure from a perceptive state-
ment by Lovejoy, that “every age tends to exaggerate the scope or +nality 
of its own discoveries […] and forgets aspects of truth against prior exag-
gerations of which it has revolted”,5 McMahon convincingly argues that 
the generation of scholars who most +ercely denounced Lovejoy fashioned 
a largely arti+cial divide between themselves and their predecessors, mak-
ing of Lovejoy something he was not, while exaggerating the novelty of 
their own contributions. As McMahon registers, this created a somewhat 
confusing situation, in which an intellectual historian such as Pocock could 
claim (in his 2002 afterword to The Machiavellian moment) that “some 
would describe this [study] as doing the ‘history of ideas’, but I +nd neither 
this term nor its connotations satisfactory as an account of what I have 
been and am doing”;6 the very need to make the distinction indicates that 
the di3erence was not as apparent as Pocock wanted it to be. A similar, 
uncomfortable relation to the discipline’s past was evident also in Michel 
Foucault, who declared (in The archaeology of knowledge) that “I cannot be 
satis+ed until I have cut myself o3 from ‘the history of ideas’”, but who 
also speculated that: “Perhaps I am a historian of ideas after all”.7

McMahon is clearly right that the di3erence between Lovejoy and the 
generation of the 1960s and 1970s has been exaggerated (McMahon does 
not do so, but one could even understand Skinner’s dismissal of Lovejoy 
using Skinner’s own methodological tools). Lovejoy’s method was ana-
lytical and reductionist, but the fact that Lovejoy studied continuities does 
not mean he studied constants. In practice if less so in theory, he remained 
signi+cantly more attentive to shifts in meaning and to the importance 
of contexts, actors, and uses, than he is typically credited for today. In 
addition, the methodologies of later school builders were less radical and 
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less inventive than their proponents may have thought them to be. “Like 
other trends”, McMahon writes, “the history of ideas was rendered passé 
for reasons that were not con+ned exclusively to its own de+ciencies or 
to the intellectual superiority of its rivals”.8

Yet even if McMahon is right to claim that Lovejoy was more subtle 
than his critics have granted, that he was not as di3erent from later gen-
erations as they have pretended, that he at least to some degree acknowl-
edged and cared for the importance of cultural and political context, and 
further that much of the criticism levelled against him can be levelled back 
at his critics – why would that lead to the conclusion that we ought to 
revive Lovejoy, and return to past ways of doing things? One possible 
answer is that McMahon seeks a suitable ally in his plea for big histories. 
He regrets the fragmented geography of cultural and social history, he 
wants more far-ranging, ambitious studies. His own big book reveals the 
ideal; it is a history of “happiness” that moves from the ancient Greeks 
(presumably in their capacity as ancestors of the Western world) to his 
own place in time and space: North America.9

This familiar time-span, of course, was present but not original in Love-
joy, and neither was the progressive tectonic drift from Greece over Rome 
to France, Germany, England, and +nally America – more accurately 
described, I think, as Westbound rather than as Western. Again, this 
itinerary was nothing new – it was conventional at the time when Lovejoy 
composed his works (and it still is in some intellectual milieux). The more 
genuine invention in Lovejoy’s history of ideas, or at least as the subject 
was  con+gured in North America in the 1920s to the 1950s, was rather its 
interdisciplinary thrust. Lovejoy studied Western thought by recourse to 
canonical thinkers and writers, he studied men, he studied men who wrote 
in European languages that he could read, and so on. Again, such were the 
conventions. But at least he departed from the conventions by not con-
+ning himself to any speci+c discipline. His choice of canonical texts 
constituted a motley of literary, scienti+c, theological, and philosophical 
works.

In his contribution in the same volume, John Tresch recognises and 
lauds “Lovejoy’s ecumenical, embracing approach”,10 in which he +nds 
inspiration for an increased integration of his own +eld, the history of 
science, with intellectual history – an integration meant to overcome the 
unlucky “stando3” between the +elds.11 Tresch claims that the two were 
once happily interacting, not least in Lovejoy’s own writings, as well as 
under his editorship of The journal of the history of ideas. For Tresch, then, 
Lovejoy stands as a symbol not of big histories, but rather of a lost era 
during which the historical study of science, politics, and other  intellectual 
pursuits, was gathered under one roof. This previous unity, Tresch argues, 
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was at least partly achieved because there existed a common research 
object. “Lovejoy’s true obsession”, Tresch claims, was “large-scale, syn-
chronic ensembles of ideas – cosmologies or worldviews – and their mod-
i+cation over time”.12 In Tresch’s understanding, it does not matter 
whether Lovejoy himself or his historical actors would classify those ideas 
as scienti+c, theological, or something else; whatever the categories, it was 
still the case that “Lovejoy and his fellow travelers were driven by a 
 fascination for ideas about the composition, extent, and structure of the 
universe, and the place of humans within it”.13

Both Tresch and McMahon correctly point out how Lovejoy, although 
he theoretically presented his study of “unit-ideas” in a way that seems 
almost o3ensive to the modern historian, was in actual practice more 
 attuned to changes and developments, shifts and recon+gurations in 
meaning, politics, uses, and not least ironies. To Tresch, this makes Love-
joy more attractive than the “neo-revolutionary” historians of science who 
superseded him, and who created a mythology of progress centred on the 
idea of a “scienti+c revolution” directed against faith and superstition. 
Theirs was an internalist history of the winners, a progressivist perspective 
that often transpired already in the titles of the works produced by its 
proponents (take for one example Herbert Butter+eld’s The origins of 
 modern science; ironically, it was also Butter+eld who coined the term 
“Whig history”, describing the tendency to look to the past to justify the 
present). However, if historians of science have long worked hard to 
 delineate their own discipline from the history of ideas, then the +elds 
have also experienced parallel theoretical and methodological trajectories, 
with increased attention paid to situated and embodied knowledge, as 
well as to contexts, actors, media, and materiality. This, one would think, 
would provide good prospects for a future reintegration.

In his essay entitled “Intellectual history and the interdisciplinary 
 ideal”, closing the anthology, Warren Breckman argues that the discipline 
of intellectual history is inherently interdisciplinary, in the literal sense 
that the interdisciplinary ambitions were inherited from scholars trained 
in other disciplines, and who created the discipline in the +rst place. Breck-
man, too, quotes Lovejoy, who in the +rst essay of the +rst volume of The 
journal of the history of ideas (currently edited by Breckman) wrote that: “A 
preconception, category, postulate, dialectical motive, pregnant metaphor 
or analogy, ‘sacred word’, mood of thought, or explicit doctrine, which 
makes its +rst appearance upon the scene in one of the conventionally 
distinguished provinces of history … may, and frequently does, cross over 
into a dozen others”.14 (Personally I was positively surprised as I +rst read 
Lovejoy more carefully, and noticed how easily he moved between disci-
plines, or rather, how he largely succeeded in not projecting his own 
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categories back in time onto a material and a period that did not organise 
the intellectual world in the same way as he did.)

I recognise and share with McMahon, Tresch and Breckman the sense 
that Lovejoy very productively brought disciplines together, a feat that 
has not always been acknowledged or emulated by later generations. The 
obvious example is the grim prospects of studying science in the seven-
teenth, eighteenth or even in the nineteenth century, without paying 
su@cient attention to religion, literary culture, and other intellectual 
contexts within which the scientists (in the case they could even be called 
scientists) were trained, lived and acted; it is simply a recipe for failure. 
Lovejoy for one convincingly demonstrated how the concept or idea of 
“the great chain of being” was continuously activated and called upon by 
writers in di3erent times but also in di3erent spheres of intellectual pur-
suit, including natural science, philosophy, theology, and poetry – spheres 
that in some times and contexts could be more easily discerned, whereas 
in others they virtually collapsed into one another. Accordingly, there is 
no way for a historian to appreciate the force and character of “the great 
chain of being”, or any comparable intellectual agglomerate, as long as he 
or she attends only to natural science, or for that matter only to theology 
or philosophy. But is this reason enough to call for “a return to the his-
tory of ideas”? The underlying message of McMahon and Moyn, which 
seems to be that intellectual historians ought to keep in line and should 
respect their forebears, seems akin to that of Donald Kelley, at the time 
editor of The journal of the history of ideas, who in 1990 warned about the 
“enticements of postmodern theories and the siren song of ‘cultural 
 criticism’”, and who called fellow historians of ideas back to “their prop-
er work and their own traditions – which are not as negligible nor as 
disposable as enthusiasts for recent theories assume”.15

All in all, Rethinking modern European intellectual history is timely in that 
it mirrors the surrounding society’s sense of urgency and crisis, as well as 
its search for historical anchorage, meaning and identity. It is the opinion 
of the volume editors that intellectual historians are too self-con+dent, 
but not su@ciently self-re-ective. “Everyone cultivates his or her private 
garden as if writing history were a largely personal task”, complain 
 McMahon and Moyn. In their view, this seemingly peaceful state of a3airs 
is treacherous, since intellectual history really “stands at a critical  juncture” 
with regards to purpose, theory and method. It has become imperative 
that intellectual historians come out from under the “cozy tent” of eclec-
ticism and expose their methods to fresh air.16 In response to this challenge, 
the editors call attention to “a number of cohesive tendencies” in the 
contributions to the anthology, including: “An embrace of intellectual 
history’s role as a +eld that crosses disciplinary frontiers […] and a desire 
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to overcome tired dichotomies (intellectual history versus social or  cultural 
history, high versus low, science versus the arts) that no longer seem fruit-
ful or sustainable”.17 I am not convinced that everyone in the anthology 
stands behind this programme, but it is obvious how Lovejoy can be made 
to play a role as its mascot.

In any case, it is a programme that probably re-ects better on a North 
American situation, rather than on a more general one. “With just a few 
exceptions in England and continental Europe”, Breckman writes, “there 
are no departments of intellectual history, history of political thought, or 
history of ideas”.18 Incidentally, I write these words from one such excep-
tional environment. In Sweden, invoked here not as a truer reality but as 
a counter-example, the break between the history of ideas, the history of 
political thought, and the history of science, as described by Tresch, has 
been less decisive. If Lovejoy thus appears attractive to North American 
historians, as a symbol of a lost world, then he may seem less attractive 
– because less useful – in other parts of the world.

We should also not forget that Lovejoy does not speak for himself in 
this debate. As with other founding fathers, his memory is dug up and 
invoked by the living. The purpose is straightforward enough in the cases 
of Tresch and Breckman: a plea for more interdisciplinarity. Yet in the 
case of McMahon, it seems to be something more than that. In the grand 
+nale to his argument, McMahon in a section about style “confesses” his 
“nostalgia […] for a time when intellectual historians not only thought 
about language and its (de-)constructive relationship to thought, but 
when they used it with art to conjure works of enchantment and beauty”.19 
Having spent the entire chapter on invoking Lovejoy, McMahon sud-
denly summons another ghost: Isaiah Berlin. He quotes in the a@rmative 
Noel Annan’s assessment, that “nobody in our time has invested ideas 
with such personality, given them a corporeal shape and breathed life 
into them more than Isaiah Berlin”, who was able to do this “because ideas 
for him are not mere abstractions. They live […] in the minds of men and 
women, inspiring them, shaping their lives, in!uencing their actions and chang-
ing the course of history”.20 Such enchantment may make for spirited stories, 
and McMahon himself certainly is a moving writer – but should we  really 
grant life and agency to ideas? Personally I think it is a bad idea, even as 
it apparently refuses to die (if I am allowed the pun). If we let ideas “live” 
to “change” the course of history, what will we believe in next? “Sel+sh” 
genes? I understand that the expressions are only meant metaphorically, 
but unre-ected metaphors have a tendency to confuse more than they 
illuminate. Let us not return to that genre of enchanted writing.

In fact, let us not return at all. The fruitfulness of interdisciplinarity is 
granted – not everything was bad in the bad old days. But cannot these 
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North American professors see the very serious problems inherent to the 
Lovejoyous manner of writing the history of ideas? Is it really a  peripheral 
issue that The great chain of being only contains important and in-uential 
men, that very few (and only European) languages are represented, and 
+nally that Lovejoy’s history begins in ancient Greece, whence it moves 
gradually westward until it ends in the twentieth century and in North 
America – a time and place incidentally known for “the end of ideology”, 
“the end of history”, and so on? The evidently very erudite Lovejoy drew 
on a wide array of sources, but they were all canonical texts; he did not 
attend to notebooks or letters, artefacts, political and social contexts, or 
personal biography. He did not need to justify his choices; he studied the 
thoughts of men who had already been canonised. Out of these thoughts 
he fashioned his great chain of ideas, connecting Athens to Harvard, an-
choring the United States of America to its imagined intellectual origins 
in Greek antiquity. So while I am at it, let me remind you that chains are 
crafted, that their links are attached to one another to perform the job of 
chaining. However, and despite all the objections I have raised so far, it is 
my personal opinion that Lovejoy did well. The risk is evident that anyone 
who tries to walk in his steps today would do the same job less well; the 
reluctant heir is often more suited than the willing.

In the end, it may be wise to look elsewhere for inspiration. One place 
to look is in another recent anthology, Global intellectual history, edited by 
Samuel Moyn (again) and Andrew Sartori. The collection is o3ered as “a 
framework for debate”, “intended to showcase the available choices at a 
threshold moment in the possible formation of an intellectual history ex-
tending across geographical parameters far larger than usual”.21 The am-
bition driving this anthology – to raise and discuss methodological alter-
natives – is thus similar to the one driving the previously discussed volume.

There are good reasons to be suspicious about the trendy word “global”. 
Why is there suddenly an interest in a global history and a global past, 
precisely during an unprecedented peak in the globalised integration of 
the market? How is this development comparable to the previous rise of 
“universal history” under the aegis of Western imperialism, or the rela-
tively recent interest in “European” history? Are there reasons to think, 
with Slavoj Žižek, that intellectual developments naturalise changes in 
the constellation of power and capital?22 A similar suspicion concerns the 
recurring network metaphors. Every epoch has its favoured metaphors, 
and when Moyn and Sartori propose – in this age of professional and 
social networking, network-managed supranational corporations, and not 
least the Internet – that precisely “the network model” seems a  particularly 
promising one for intellectual historians,23 we should not be surprised – we 
should be sceptical.
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Regardless of such hesitations, however, the perspectives of global his-
tory do seem to have a lot to o3er. Even “in a minimal conception”, 
meaning a more inclusive approach to intellectual history,24 better attuned 
to diversity and multiplicity, it would challenge the great chain of ideas 
that still seems to bind Athens to Cambridge, Massachusetts. But there is 
more pro+t to be made still. When Cemil Aydin demonstrates how the 
ascent of the idea of the “Muslim World” was tightly bound up with 
 political developments and power struggles – “the inseparable connection 
between intellectual and international history”25 – and how the notion 
was +rst invented, then sustained and remodelled over time, because it 
proved useful to various historical actors, then we have a pragmatic  model 
for how to place thinkers and thoughts into contexts that are not only 
cross-national, cross-cultural and political – but also possible to study. 
This is not ideas endowed with agency, it is ideas produced and used by 
people. It is a point made exceptionally well by Aydin, but it also comes 
out powerfully in Moyn’s own contribution, “On the nonglobalization of 
ideas”, in which he draws on available scholarship on the uprising of 
 Haitian slaves in the wake of the French revolution, to describe the com-
plex dynamic between “elites” and “subalterns” in the co-creation of ideas 
about universal values and human rights.26 As Moyn writes, there is no 
inherent “logic” forcing ideas to go global if they are not useful to anyone. 
In his words, “concepts do not spread one by one. They are not only bound 
up with larger political and cultural processes but also selected out of 
larger actual and possible sets of alternative concepts. This means that for 
every concept that does globalize, others do not do so”.27 Which brings 
us back to the question of agency. Ideas do not have trajectories indepen-
dent of human actors, and if we are to establish a global intellectual  history, 
we should be careful not to invest in any metaphysical explanations of 
their di3usion.

Intellectual historians attuned to global perspectives have generally 
been adept to take into account human processes of intermediation, trans-
lation, reception, and interpretation. Vanessa Smith’s contribution in 
the volume, “Joseph Banks’s intermediaries. Rethinking global cultural 
 exchange”,28 is a textbook example of this, but there are numerous other 
good examples both here and elsewhere. In any case, as we study how ideas 
are transported around the physical and metaphysical world we should 
remember that they never travel on their own. In Rethinking modern Euro-
pean intellectual history, McMahon approvingly cites Lovejoy, who once 
stated that: “Ideas are the most migratory things in the world”.29 It is 
beautifully phrased, and both Lovejoy and McMahon clearly have a good 
sense for style. At the same time, the statement is most obviously false: 
just as guns do not kill people and market forces do not exert  power, ideas 
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do not travel. However generous McMahon might feel about  distributing 
agency, ideas are thoroughly human and they can only move when humans 
move, or else when we utter them, record them,  transport them by way 
of human-made infrastructure such as cables, transmitters or satellites, 
embed them in technologies, practices, or in other ways of doing things, 
or employ them in some other, human way.
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In memoriam





Karin Johannisson
1944–2016

Professor Karin Johannisson avled den 23 november 2016. Hon var förstås 
välkänd för Lychnos läsare, först som uppsatsförfattare och recensent, 
 senare som årsbokens redaktör under perioden 1990–2000. När Karin 
utnämndes till professor i idé- och lärdomshistoria vid Uppsala universi-
tet 1996 hade hon många betydande insatser bakom sig som lärare och 
forskare i ämnet idé- och lärdomshistoria. Studierna inledde hon i Göte-
borg, men sin forskarutbildning +ck hon i Uppsala med Sten Lindroth 
som mångårig lärare. Karin återvände ofta till Stens avgörande betydelse 
för den studie- och seminariemiljö hon formades i.

Karins första stora uppsats i Lychnos publicerades i volymen 1979–1980, 
omkring fem år efter avhandlingen Magnetisörernas tid: Den animala mag-
netismen i Sverige (1974). Både i avhandlingen och i uppsatsen ”Natur-
vetenskap på reträtt” +nns avtryck av den lärdomshistoriska skriv- och 
forskningstradition hon utbildades i. Stilen är redan suverän, inlevelsen 
en självklar metod och 1700-talets svenska naturvetenskaper ett givet 
empiriskt fokus. I dessa studier förbereds också den enastående förnyelse 
av ämnet som hennes senare arbeten ska fullfölja. Redan i avhandlingen 
arbetar hon med -era av de analytiska spår som är mest centrala i hennes 
samlade medicinhistoriska gärning – den medicinska kunskapens kultu-
rella bestämningar, de diagnostiska metodernas historia och det förtätade, 
djupt komplexa mötet mellan medicinens självupptagna magiker och den 
enskilda patientens kropp och existentiella bråddjup.

Vägen till en ännu spetsigare forskning om kroppens, diagnosernas och 
sjukdomsrollernas historia gick genom några avgörande impulser. Under 
1980- och 1990-talen utvecklas en internationell våg av konstruktivistisk 
och feministisk forskning om den i bredaste mening politiska kroppen. 
Karins medicinhistoriska studier ingår i och bidrar till denna nya forsk-
ning. Teoretiskt upptäcker hon tidigt Michel Foucault och blir en av dem 
som på allvar och med stor konsekvens införlivar Foucault med den 
 idéhistoriska forskningen i Sverige. Hennes bok om statistikens historia, 
Det mätbara samhället (1988), överbryggar intresset för 1700-talets veten-
skaper med Foucaults analyser av biopolitikens roll i den moderna sam-
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hällskroppen. Lika viktiga för riktningen i hennes senare forskning blir 
dennes arbeten om sexualitetens, vansinnets och klinikens historia. I 
Medicinens öga (1990) öppnar hon i dialog med Foucaults begrepp ”den 
medicinska blicken”. Hon är framme vid sitt tema:

Den medicinska blicken kryper under skinnet, under det synliga, löser upp den 
sjuka kroppen i organ, funktioner, vävnader och celler. Sjukdom förvandlas från 
någonting som upplevs och känns till ett inre landskap som bara läkaren behärskar. 

Det innebär att sjukdom inte de"nieras på samma sätt av läkaren och den sjuka 
själv. De ser på olika sätt. De ser olika saker.

Det är en av historiens underbara ironier att Foucault, denne särling 
som under några år på 1950-talet beforskade Wallersamlingen i Carolina 
Rediviva för sin avhandling om vansinnets historia, men bedömdes som 
empiriskt alltför ofärdig för att kunna lägga fram sitt arbete i Uppsala för 
disputation, spelade en så viktig roll för den förnyelse av ämnet som Karin 
åstadkom. Samtidigt var det en av hennes storheter som humanistisk 
forskare att hon sällan ängslades över den rätta innebörden hos andras 
begrepp. Hon sökte i varje stund ett eget uttryck, omformade sina läs-
ningar tätt inpå det empiriska materialet och utvecklade en analytisk stil 
med stort in-ytande på andra forskare inom många olika fält.

Från mitten av 1990-talet fram till sin död 2016 skrev hon en serie 
 lysande studier med få motstycken inom svensk humanistisk forskning. 
Det löper en lika klar analytisk som stilistisk linje från Den mörka konti-
nenten (1994) till hennes sista bok Den sårade divan (2015). Betydelsen av 
dessa verk går långt utöver deras speci+ka bidrag till den idé- och medi-
cinhistoriska forskningen. Med utgångspunkt i begreppet kultursjukdo-
mar, först utmejslat i en essä som publicerades i antologin Kunskapens 
trädgårdar (1988), förändrar hon bilden av så skilda fenomen som melan-
koli, hemlängtan och utbrändhet. Begreppet vandrar in i samtida läkares 
och psykologers diskussioner, i hennes läsares förståelse av den egna 
 kroppen och i samhällets kollektiva hantering av svårfångade känslor av 
ohälsa.

Under samma period blev Karin Johannisson en mycket efterfrågad röst 
i o3entligheten. Hon föreläste ofta och inför stor publik, medverkade i 
radio och tv och skrev regelbundet på Dagens Nyheters kultursidor. Det 
innebar att hon förädlade en annan sida av den humanistiska traditionen: 
förmågan att utveckla ett öppet tilltal med bibehållet djup. Hon blev en 
av våra allra främsta förmedlare av den humanistiska kunskapens bety-
delse i människors liv. Den egenskapen bottnade i att hennes tänkande, 
skrivande och muntliga konst på ett så självklart sätt kombinerade idéhis-
torisk forskning med avancerade intryck från litteratur och musik och ett 
aldrig sviktande fokus på samtidens mest brännande frågor. Det vore fel 
att beskriva den mixen som en intellektuell roll, den var hennes väsen.
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Humanistisk forskning har traditionellt ett slags dubbelhet. Den riktar 
sig till de akademiska specialisterna men ibland får den som hos Karin 
också stort publikt genomslag. Karin lyckades dessutom med något som 
är mycket mer sällsynt, inte bara inom svensk humaniora utan också inter-
nationellt. Hon ska3ade sig med åren en allt större publik i ett annat 
 expertsammanhang än hennes eget, nämligen bland dem som arbetar 
inom sjukvården. Hon bidrog på det sättet till att förändra synen på sjuk-
dom som erfarenhet och läkekonst som praktik bland historiker, hos den 
stora allmänhet som är intresserad av medicinska frågor, och inom den 
professionella sjukvården. Den insatsen är mycket märkvärdig.

Åren efter pensioneringen fortsatte Karin att delta i verksamheten vid 
Institutionen för idé- och lärdomshistoria i Uppsala. Hon tog aktiv del i 
den fortsatta utvecklingen av medicinhistoria som en bärande forsknings-
pro+l, nu företrädd av -era av de forskare hon själv inspirerat och i -era 
fall handlett. Många priser och utnämningar vittnar om hennes stora 
betydelse inom vetenskapssamhället. För åtskilliga studenter, forskare och 
många andra har läsningen av någon av hennes texter varit ingången till 
ämnet idé- och lärdomshistoria och väckt lusten att läsa vidare. I den 
egenskapen kommer hennes röst att leva länge.

Vi som kände henne har nog dessutom alla blivit präglade av Karins 
personlighet. Det goda samtalet var en konst som hon talade om med 
värme och det beror säkert på att hon själv var en mästare på området. 
Samtalen med Karin etsade sig fast i minnet, inte minst för att hon ägde 
den ovanliga förmågan att få sin samtalspartner att känna sig utvald och 
förmögen till viktiga insikter. Intensiteten och allvaret hon skapade i 
mötet med andra var stor och betydelsefull. Hon var också osentimental, 
med en +n känsla för det löjliga i tillvaron, och hon hade stor humor. Nu 
har många samtal tystnat.

Anders Ekström & Sven Widmalm för vänner, kollegor och doktorander 
vid Institutionen för idé- och lärdomshistoria, Uppsala


