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B O O K  4

“ I N T U I T I O N 
TA K E S  YO U  F RO M 

P R AC T I C A L  TO 
M AG I C A L”

If we want to invent something 
unprecedented, we can’t rely on data 

alone. Asta Raami, who studies 
intuition, encourages experts and 

leaders to explore the capacity of the 
non-conscious mind. “Relying on data 
means looking in the rear-view mirror, 
but when you use intuition, you strive 

to see what doesn’t even exist yet.”

W O R D S :  R E E T T A  R Ä T Y

P H O T O S :  V I L L E  M A A L I

whole. On the other hand, they admitted that as 
prime minister they would certainly have called 
for the same thing. It’s the prime minister’s job,” 
says Puttonen.

Puttonen has also challenged the younger, 
twenty-something students taking basic finance 
courses to reflect on the role of the central bank.

The European Central Bank (ECB) has taken 
the climate crisis very seriously.

“It commissioned the first ever climate change stress 
test for banks in the summer of 2022 and demands 
reporting. The US central bank Fed, on the other hand, 
says that the task belongs to politicians.”

The ECB’s mandate is price stability. Puttonen has 
encouraged students to consider whether the ECB’s 
self-declared extension of its mandate, that is, its cli-
mate change activism, is a good or bad thing.

On the other hand, the ECB focuses on ESG 
issues in its own investments and when supervis-
ing banks. On the other hand, the ECB’s climate 
issues activism could lead to even higher infla-
tion. And what if the intention of the ECB is to 
divert attention away from the so-far failed fight 
against inflation?

“It is a really good case for young students. For 
them, climate change is even more serious than 
for us worn-out middle-aged oldies.”

 Puttonen believes that we’re trying to 
solve the climate crisis with a screw-
driver, when what we really need is a 
wrench. We’re using the wrong tool. 

But, of course, even he can’t say what the right 
tool would be.

Encouraged, Puttonen uses his academic free-
dom and takes a helicopter view of the globe. 
“There should be a lever to pull to make things 
progress more quickly. Politicians can’t get a han-
dle on these issues because the decisions are so 
difficult to make. And the UN is of no help.”

Puttonen, who recently criticized the ECB’s 
self-declared extension of its mandate, turns his 
gaze in his helicopter toward the central banks. 
He admits that it’s paradoxical.

“Money’s not an issue for the central banks. The 
one thing they know how to do is to solve prob-
lems with money.” 

“What if we turned the fact that countries are 
so dramatically indebted and that central banks 
own half of the national debt into a positive? Now 
that’s a lever,” Puttonen says.

Money is power. The central banks could tell 
governments that their funding will end if they 
don’t fix the climate crisis.

“Of course, this isn’t completely problem-free 
either. All the world’s central banks should be on 
board and their mandate should be reconsidered. 
That would be a pretty dramatic solution, but the 
central banks have money. It could be the starting 
point,” he muses. ◆



· 81 ·v o l  1 1 a a l t o  l e a d e r s ’  i n s i g h t

 If you establish one of the most productive 
companies in the world, it’s clear that both 
your contemporaries and future genera-
tions will do their utmost to unlock the 

secret of your company’s success.
This was also the case for Apple founder and 

former CEO Steve Jobs (1955-2011). What kind 
of thinking led Apple, under Jobs, to develop such 
a succession of hit products: iMac, iPod, iPod 
nano, iTunes Store, Apple Stores, MacBook,  
iPhone, iPad, App Store, OS X Lion––topped by 
a heap of Pixar movies? 

Walter Isaacson, author of the Steve Jobs biog-
raphy, is one of the interpreters of Steve Jobs’ suc-
cess. The book quickly became a bestseller around 
the world after Jobs’ death in 2011. Isaacson also 
reflected on Jobs’ genius in his articles for The New 
York Times and Harvard Business Review.   

“So was Mr. Jobs smart? Not conventionally. 
Instead, he was a genius. His imaginative leaps 
were instinctive, unexpected, and at times magi-
cal. They were sparked by intuition, not analyti-
cal rigor. Trained in Zen Buddhism, Mr. Jobs 
came to value experiential wisdom over empiri-
cal analysis. He didn’t study data or crunch num-
bers but like a pathfinder, he could sniff the 
winds and sense what lay ahead.” (New York 
Times, 29.10.2011) 

“When Jobs took his original Macintosh team 
on its first retreat, one member asked whether 
they should do some market research to see what 
customers wanted. “No,” Jobs replied, “because 
customers don’t know what they want until we’ve 
shown them.” He invoked Henry Ford’s line “If 

I’d asked customers what they wanted, they would 
have told me, ‘A faster horse!’” (HBR, Apr 2012).

An interesting word repeatedly comes up in de-
scriptions of Steve Jobs’ characteristics: intuition. 
Instead of market research, number crunching, and 
figuring out consumer preferences, Jobs empha-
sized the role of intuition in creating something 
new. He is said to have used a one-man focus group 
for product development, the name of which was 
the same, over and over again: Steve Jobs.  

Jobs’ eventful life included a period studying 
Buddhism in India. According to Isaacson, Jobs’ 
emphasis on intuition dates back to those days. “In-
tuition is a very powerful thing—more powerful 
than intellect, in my opinion,” Jobs himself said. 

Today, iPhone users can think of their phone as 
a testament to what an intuitive mind can create. 
It wasn’t born from logic, analytics, or reasoning, 
but from someone perceiving something new, 
something unprecedented. 

 

 As a leader, Steve Jobs wasn’t exactly exem-
plary. His short temper and unpredictability 

made him a difficult colleague and family mem-
ber. A visionary and a prick, all in one package. 
Much has been written about Jobs’ tyrannical 
character, so let’s not go there. But if we want to 
understand his visionary essence, it’s worth look-
ing at intuition.

Let’s start at the very beginning.   
Asta Raami is a Doctor of Arts, who defended her 

PhD on the use and development of intuition at Aal-
to University in 2015. But what exactly is intuition?

Raami sighs and starts by saying that she doesn’t 
really like the word at all. In her opinion, it carries 
a quirky image. “Intuition is a horrible word, mis-
leading and misunderstood,” says Raami. Today, in 
addition to being a researcher, she is also an edu-
cator and an author, her topic being none other 
than intuition. So, for want of a better word, let’s 
talk about “intuition”. 

The current understanding of human thinking 
is that it has two systems: conscious reasoning and 

Intuiting is a process of gaining 
knowledge or understanding 
without conscious reasoning. 

In the spring of 2023,  
Asta Raami gave the 
keynote speech at the 
Finnish Union of Practical 
Nurses (SuPer) training 
day in Paasitorni, Helsinki. 
The topic was intelligent 
intuition in care work. 
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non-conscious or intuitive thinking. These work 
together, regardless of whether or not a person 
thinks they use them. The conscious system isn’t 
the opposite of the non-conscious one—it’s not, 
for example, a case of reason vs. emotion. Differ-
ent disciplines approach intuition from different 
angles. Intuition is an umbrella term: It covers all 
the functions of the non-conscious mind.

Raami describes human thinking using the 
metaphor of an iceberg floating in the sea.

Above the surface, visible, is the tip of the ice-
berg, the conscious mind. Under the water is eve-
rything else, the non-conscious mind. This invis-
ible part, intuition, is huge in comparison to the 
conscious mind. 

The thinker who consciously uses intuition 
knows that the iceberg continues under the water 
and has developed skills to see into the water, into 
the non-conscious mind.

To understand the meaning of intuition, we 
need to understand that the capacity of the con-
scious mind is quite limited. It can only process 
a few units of information at a time. It’s abso-
lutely no match for a computer, for example. The 
non-conscious mind, on the other hand, is enor-
mous: it’s able to create something unprecedent-
ed precisely because it’s not limited to logical, 
slow reasoning.  

According to Raami, now is the time to stop and 
think about intuition, when humanity is facing ex-
istential problems. What if, in this era of environ-
mental crises and artificial intelligence, we could 
think in a completely new way? This “completely 
new” doesn’t mean inventing a new wind turbine 
or geothermal system—we’ll see enough of 
those—but something that we can’t even imagine. 

This is what the great geniuses of the world 
have done. It has given us the iPhone, the first car, 
the airplane, the electric light bulb, and it has 
overturned old, established certainties. It has re-
quired much more than the obligatory idea work-
shops and “thinking outside the box” that we’re 
used to on workplace strategy days. 

Raami uses another metaphor: Logic runs along 
a path. At forks in the path, we decide which 
would be the wisest route to take. Intuition, in 
turn, runs along its own path entirely. Or maybe 
it decides to fly, not caring about paths or forks or 
the fact that neither machines nor people can fly.

 According to Raami, the role of intuition is at 
its strongest when the decisions to be made are 

complex and involve either too much or too little 
information. “The conscious mind simply can’t 
combine enough information to come up with a 
solution to the problem at hand,” she explains.

Raami believes that using intuition doesn’t nec-
essarily require a specific toolkit or instructions. 
It’s more useful to understand the nature of in-
tuition and to surrender, as it were, to its possi-
bilities. Raami talks about “tuning into intuition” 
and “opening the door to your own mind” in 
much the same way that, for example, writers or 
composers talk about how, during a walk for ex-

ample, a problem in the creative process is solved 
as if by itself, because they have let it go. When 
given the chance, the mind creates new things and 
sorts things out itself.

Raami stresses that intuition should be used as an 
aid to reasoning and expertise, alongside them. In 
rapidly-changing situations, uncertain operating 
environments and complex problems, solutions are 
rarely found using logic alone, as reasoning can 
only take us as far as the known facts can reach. 

Raami tells us about a colleague who began 
exploring the workings of the mind as an “intui-
tion skeptic”, and who, after their scientific re-
search, perceived that using intuition was a ra-
tional practice. 

If intuition isn’t explored, it works from behind 
a curtain. 

 Remember the iceberg and the path that 
Raami used to describe the nature of in-

tuition earlier in this text? Well, it’s time for the 
next metaphor—now we’re introduced to a car’s 
rear-view mirror and windscreen.

“If we want to solve problems by relying on and 
analyzing only existing data, we look into the 
rear-view mirror and try to make assumptions 
about the future, based on the past. This is un-
likely to produce miraculous or radical solutions," 
says Raami. The intelligent use of intuition in-
volves consciously trying to clean the windscreen 
and seeing what is ahead.

Isn’t this how Steve Jobs was described earlier? 
“He didn’t study data or crunch numbers but like 
a pathfinder, he could sniff the winds and sense 
what lay ahead.”

According to Raami, when we seek something 
new, we must be aware of the limitations of logi-
cal reasoning. To invent something completely 
new, it’s not enough to combine and analyze exist-
ing data, i.e., what we see in the rear-view mir-
ror—and as we know, machines can do this more 
efficiently than humans anyway.

 Does an intuitive mindset challenge the scien-
tific method?

“No, absolutely not!” Raami exclaims. “It’s 
about not letting narrow thinking block things 
out of the circle in which science happens.” 

She reminds us that it’s not uncommon for con-
temporaries to question the working methods and 
discoveries of geniuses who make scientific break-
throughs. Those who break boundaries are often 
only appreciated afterwards. 

“The scientific method is  
wondering, and that’s what using 
intuition is all about––looking for 
something new where you never 

even thought to look.”

Raami teaches intuition to, for example, teachers, entrepreneurs, and experts in senior positions. “My best 
fans are engineers. They value logical thinking and haven’t necessarily ever thought about intuition, and 
what I say resonates with them.”
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“The scientific method involves wondering, 
and that’s precisely what using intuition is all 
about—looking for something new where you 
never even thought to look.” 

 

 Bozoma Saint John was the global Chief 
Marketing Officer at Netflix until 2022. In 

her 2021 TedTalk, she talks about her work, which 
requires her to decide daily whether or not Net-
flix should invest in a few ten-second commer-
cials. Will this snippet make the audience cry or 
laugh, or will it scare them?

Of course, this can be measured and analyzed 
using different target groups or versions of the ads. 
How much does each group engage in each ad? 
After how many seconds does most of the audi-
ence stop watching? Who will be wiping their 
eyes at the end? Did the audience find the ad 

inspiring, dynamic, uninteresting, or perhaps 
completely pointless? Answer the short survey and 
enter the prize draw!

Prior to joining Netflix, Saint John served as 
Head of Global Consumer Marketing at Apple 
Music and iTunes, and Chief Brand Officer at 
Uber and CMO at Endeavor. Such companies are 
thought to be particularly data-driven. Why do 
we need humans when a machine knows where 
to drive, what to listen to, and in what order to do 
so? Machines will be driving cars and making 
music soon anyway, won’t they?

Saint John, nevertheless, emphasizes the impor-
tance of intuition—what else?—in decision-mak-
ing. Intuition takes you from practical to magical, 
she says. It isn’t a particularly revolutionary state-
ment for a creative worker, but in business, the 
emphasis on intuition has now climbed on par 

with data: It hasn’t passed it, but it’s back in the 
heart of the matter. 

It wasn’t long ago that data and analytics were 
supposed to be the solution to almost everything. 
The glorification of Big Data was followed by 
the realization that data is often messy, difficult 
to compare, and can’t find things that don’t exist. 
Relying heavily on data has also been shattered 
by the realization that, in the end, it’s the human 
being who, based on their own values, decides 
what is measured and how. Data isn’t neutral, let 
alone clean. Back in 2013, Fortune magazine 
published an article titled: Why Big Data will 
never beat business intuition. It claimed that Big 
Data makes us smarter, but not wiser. The author 
of the article, Tim Leberecht, summarized his 
message as follows: “Big Data might well be ‘the 
new oil,’ but I would caution us not to worship 
it as the new religion.”

A similar debate on the relationship between 
humans and artificial intelligence is underway to-
day. Both are needed, but which is the leader, and 
who decides?

Bozoma Saint John says in her TedTalk that she 
is not “totally against data”, but claims that data is 
used because it looks real: “Data is the pill that we 
take to calm our insecurity.”

This can be seen when we make a decision, for 
example, and then dig up suitable facts to support 
it. We can find figures to support almost any 
choice. But when we emphasize intuition, we’re 
also taking responsibility: I made this decision, not 
the faceless “data”. 

 Asta Raami became interested in intuition as 
part of the creative process in the early 90s. She 

taught Coaching Creativity courses at Aalto Univer-
sity School of Arts, Design and Architecture, and 
wondered why the most talented students in par-
ticular struggled so much with the creative process.  

She identified one of the difficulties as not a 
lack of proper words or concepts for the activities 
of the creative mind. Some felt embarrassed to 
talk about intuition—it labels a person as weird, 
which can bother a creative worker. 

And what we can’t talk about, causes pain.
But we can certainly talk to Raami about in-

tuition. Inventors and specialists in various fields 
tell her, for example, in interviews for her books, 
that they obtain knowledge in many ways: as vi-
sions, flashes, sounds, physical sensations, thought 
patterns, eureka moments, or as a need to stop and 
examine some tiny detail, and so on. 

In the summer of 2021, Raami held an intuition 
course via Zoom for professionals in creative fields. 
One of the participants, who had worked in mu-
sic, theater and the performing arts for 30 years, 
said that when they played or practiced, they felt 
they were in a trance, so intensely present in the 
moment that afterwards they couldn’t remember 
anything. This is by no means an unusual situation 
in creative work. We knowledge workers are also 
familiar with “flow”.

But the interesting thing was what the artist 
claimed to realize on the intuition course: Their 
thinking was like a big tree. In their own words:

“Inside my mind is a big oak tree, with compart-
ments. These compartments are furnished tree-
houses, and when I go inside them, all the knowl-
edge is there. When I come out of them, I don’t 
remember the bigger picture—the treehouses are 
like bubbles. But I know that when I go back in, all 
the knowledge will still be there. I can move from 
house to house and get what I need.”

Other people interviewed by Raami have also 
described intuition as an “upstairs office of the 
mind”. They visualize the mind as having storeys 

Recruitment. On paper,  
Person A easily surpasses  

Person B. But whom do you  
choose if your intuition is  

clearly telling you B?

Raami claims that if a leader has no vision and is unable to solve the problems at hand, others are usu-
ally blamed. “Instead, they should admit they have no solution because they can’t see; they can’t create 
an inspiring vision of the future. They should start working on seeing things better, that’s what leaders 
are paid for, after all.”
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and visit the one above if they so wish. Nobel 
laureates’ stories of ground-breaking inventions 
also repeat descriptions of the conscious use of 
intuition (see story on pages 88). For example, 
Barbara McClintock, who studied the genet-
ics of maize—and whose discoveries were 
doubted by her contemporaries—stressed that 
when faced with an insurmountable problem, 
we should shift to working with our minds rather 
than on the problem itself. McClintock discov-
ered “jumping genes” while studying maize. 
Her discovery was initially hard to believe be-
cause genes were thought to be fixed to chro-
mosomes. McClintock said that looking at 
chromosomes through a microscope was like 
diving into them and looking at them from the 
inside. Sound crazy? Well, McClintock did call 
herself a mystic.  

Later, however, she came to be known as  
a Nobelist.

 Although it’s often natural scientists like Mc-
Clintock who talk about intuition, the con-

cept is probably easier to associate with creativity 
and art. Because surely art isn’t created by reasoning? 

A movie director might tell us that they see the 
structure of a movie in their mind as illuminated 
structures. A composer may describe a symphony 
as “coming to them”. A lyricist writes down the 
words of a song that have landed in their head on 
an airplane sick bag, so they don’t forget them be-
fore the flight is over. Finnish rock star Maija Vilk-
kumaa spoke at the 20th anniversary of her album 
“Ei” about how her intuition had told her that the 
song “Ei” should be the first single on the album, 
also becoming the title of the subsequent album.
The hit-makers thought it was a bad idea: the 
song didn’t suit the desired role.

But Vilkkumaa stood her ground, and the rest 
is Finnish rock history. 

Of course, intuition can also mislead us. On its 
own, it’s anything but reliable as a tool—or per-
haps it’s not a tool at all, but an integral part of our 

thinking. There must be lots of songs in music 
history that are surefire hits according to the in-
tuition of their creators, but no one else feels the 
same way.

It’s why Asta Raami emphasizes the intelligent 
and conscious use of intuition. 

For example, we must be aware of the confir-
mation bias, the human tendency to trust infor-
mation that supports our preconceptions. We 
need to understand the instincts, fears, and preju-
dices that may affect our perception of, for exam-
ple, a colleague. And we have to be aware of our 
need to please and fit in. 

We should ask ourselves—What if it’s the exact 
opposite of what I’m used to thinking?

We should also note that the word “intuition” 
is used in different ways in different contexts. For 
example, we may say that decisions made quickly 
on the basis of emotions can be misleading be-
cause we don’t stop to think things through logi-
cally and objectively. Or we may describe how a 
person intuitively makes a choice based on a 
short-term benefit. In such descriptions, intuition 
is combined with an emotion-based action.

However, the word “intuition” is also used to 
describe extended reflection and “sleeping on it”. 

When Finland’s largest daily Helsingin Sanomat 
interviewed Mikko Pietilä, Creative Director at 
advertising agency 180NY in New York, he said 
that “a really big part of creative leadership is help-
ing people recognize their own intuition and listen 
to it”. According to Pietilä, listening to our intui-
tion is easier if, for example, we take time out be-
tween getting an idea and starting to plan the work. 
The idea is to give the subconscious a head start 
(HS April 4, 2023). Pietilä claims that creativity 
blocks are inside our heads, and unlocking them 
takes time. In this kind of thinking, intuition is 
associated with the slow stewing of thoughts, 
rather than spontaneous instinct. 

Regardless of the perspective from which we 
approach intuition, it’s probably safe to say that it’s 
worthwhile learning to understand our own 

minds, thinking, and decision-making. It helps us 
understand not only the limits of the human 
mind, but also the endless possibilities.

‘The more strategic the issue, the harder it is to 
find only numbers to work from."1 

The quote is by a company director, who was 
interviewed about the use of intuition in decision-
making. Company directors constantly make deci-
sions for which there is no single, analytically rea-
soned alternative. Strategic issues, acquisitions, 
investing in a startup, or recruitment: it’s impossible 
to know whether an option is definitely the right 
one. There’s no ready-made process or formula, 
they have to rely on something else.

In such situations, intuition can be either posi-
tive or negative. Some issues or solutions appeal 
to us, others make us feel no, not like this.

Example 1: Recruitment. On paper, Person A 
easily surpasses Person B. But whom do you 
choose if your intuition is clearly telling you B?

Example 2. Economic crisis. The figures show the 
time has come for redundancies. But everything in-
side you screams this will ruin all that is good about 
the company. Should you give something else a try?

When interviewing company directors and ex-
perts, Asta Raami has noticed that the more expe-
rienced an expert is, the more likely they are to use 
intuition consciously. “Seniors rely more on intui-
tion, novices on data. Expertise is based on a huge 
knowledge base, which is processed unconsciously.” 

Expert intuition is linked to experience. It’s 
about recognizing solutions that work, based on 
what we’ve learned in the past. 

Raami also talks about how intuition can guide 
us to focus our thinking on a particular point or 
to connect seemingly different things.

“A completely new thought can pop into your 
mind, it can be, for example, a sense that everything’s 
not quite right. Or it can be a feeling that there 
might be a solution out there—intuition guides us 
to focus on things we might otherwise overlook.”
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According to Raami, psychological safety is also key to the intelligent use of intuition. If we have to be 
ashamed of our ways of knowing, a large part of the group’s capacity is left unused.

1Koivumäki, Siiri: Intuition in senior management strategic decision-making, 2016
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Raami believes that it is in the world of artificial 
intelligence and machine learning that the need 
for intuitive thinking will grow. Inventors have 
helped her understand that when faced with the 
biggest problems, we need to be able to navigate 
in a hidden world, a world that can seem absurd 
and of which only a hint exists. 

Both current social debate and education empha-
size the role of research-based knowledge. Meeting 
after meeting ends with the decision to look for 
even more information to support decision-mak-
ing—preferably information that supports the views 
that the decision-makers already have. 

Raami’s task is to emphasize a clean windscreen: 
sensing what lies ahead.

“How can existing data solve a problem that 
doesn’t exist yet?” ◆

ALBERT EISTEIN Perhaps the 
most famous am-
bassador of intu- 
ition has been 
the creator of 

the theory of relativity, physicist 
Albert Einstein (1879–1955). 
His inventions have enabled 
humankind to explain the 
universe—black holes, the 
Big Bang, the relationship be-
tween time and space—in a 
completely new way. Theoreti-
cal physics primarily appears to 
the layman as formulae (E=mc², 
anyone?), numbers and a kind 
of hard-core natural science, in 
which there is hardly any room 
for such a vague form of 
knowledge as intuition. 

However, Einstein is widely 
quoted as saying: “The intuitive 
mind is a sacred gift and the ra-
tional mind is a faithful servant.” 
According to Psychology Today, 
Einstein described intuition to a 
fr iend as follows: “All great 
achievements of science must 
start from intuitive knowledge.” 
“At times I feel certain I am right 
while not knowing the reason.” 
Einstein was awarded the Nobel 
Prize in Physics in 1921. 

NIKOLA TESLA Serbian-Amer-
ican Nikola Tesla 
(1856–1943) in-
vented the radio 
and the remote 

control among other things, and 
in the early 20th century de-
signed the technology now used 
in mobile phones, the internet 
and interstellar communication. 
At university, Tesla’s favorite 
teacher, physics Professor Jacob 
Pöschl, claimed that Tesla was 
trying to defy the laws of nature, 
but Tesla took this as a challenge. 
According to his biography,  
Tesla “trusted his own instinct 
more than the experience of the 
influential professor”. Biogra-
pher Richard Munson de-
scribes Tesla’s mind: “He be-
lieved there are fine strands in 
our brains that enable us to 

perceive truths even when log-
ical reasoning (...) is futile”. 

Tesla’s life was tragic and he 
seems to have been somewhat 
theatr ical. But he created 
world-changing inventions, re-
portedly while doing things 
like wandering around the 
park reading poetry. Tesla con-
tributed to the development 
of, for example, alternating 
current (AC), the polyphase 
system and the induction mo-

tor, all which are essential for 
the distr ibution and use of 
modern-day electricity. Tesla 
described new ideas appearing 
to him like bolts of lightning, 
and that his visions were clear 
and tangible.

MICHAEL S. BROWN Michael 
S. Brown (1941–), 
who in 1985 was 
awarded the No-
bel Prize in Phys-

iology or Medicine, has de-
scribed the scientific work of his 
research team as follows: “We 
felt at times that there was al-
most a hand guiding us. Because 

we would go from one step to 
the next, and somehow we 
would know which was the 
right way to go. And I really 
can’t tell how we knew that, 
how we knew that it was neces-
sary to move ahead”. 

BARBARA MCCLINTOCK No-
bel laureate in 
physiology or 
medicine, Bar-
bara McClintock 

N O B E L  L AU R E AT E S  E M P H A S I Z E  
L I S T E N I N G  TO  I N T U I T I O N

(1902–1992), described her sci-
entific work as “strongly based 
on intuitive, non-conscious 
thinking”. McClintock studied 
the genetics of maize. Her re-
search was not only ahead of her 
time, but also the subject of crit-
icism and suspicion. McClintock 
called herself a mystic. Professor 
James A. Shapiro saw this as 
an essential part of the creativity 
of her scientific genius, rather 
than craziness. He wrote in  
McClintock’s obituary2:

“How did McClintock achieve 
so much? Her accomplishments 
would be astonishing under the 
best circumstances, but she 
worked in the context of preju-
dice against women and, for 
much of her career, in the face of 
general incomprehension. The 
answer lies in her complete intel-
lectual freedom. Many scientists 
have been upset because Barbara 
McClintock characterized herself 
as a mystic. But this characteriza-
tion was central to her creative 
genius as a scientist. To her, the 
term mystic did not mean some-
one who mystifies. Instead, for 
Barbara McClintock, a mystic 
was someone with a deep aware-
ness of the mysteries posed by 
natural phenomena. The courage 
to say, ‘I do not understand,’ and 
the courage to investigate the un-
explainable were at the heart of 
her remarkable success.”

1https://philpapers.org/archive/SHABM.pdf 
(1992)
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