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Things to know about the Nobel Prizes

September 30 2023, by Karl Ritter

A bust of Alfred Nobel on display following a press conference to announce the
Nobel Committee for Physiology or Medicine, at the Karolinska Institute in
Stockholm, Sweden, on Monday, Oct. 3, 2022. The first Nobel Prizes were
presented in 1901, five years after Nobel's death. Credit: Henrik
Montgomery/TT News Agency via AP, File

Fall has arrived in Scandinavia, which means Nobel Prize season is here.
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The start of October is when the Nobel committees get together in
Stockholm and Oslo to announce the winners of the yearly awards.

First up, as usual, is the Nobel Prize in medicine or physiology, which
will be announced Monday by a panel of judges at the Karolinska
Institute in the Swedish capital. The prizes in physics, chemistry,
literature, peace and economics will follow, with one announcement
every weekday until Oct. 9.

Here are some things to know about the Nobel Prizes:

AN IDEA MORE POWERFUL THAN DYNAMITE

The Nobel Prizes were created by Alfred Nobel, a 19th-century
businessman and chemist from Sweden. He held more than 300 patents
but his claim to fame before the Nobel Prizes was having invented
dynamite by mixing nitroglycerine with a compound that made the
explosive more stable.

Dynamite soon became popular in construction and mining as well as in
the weapons industry. It made Nobel a very rich man. Perhaps it also
made him think about his legacy, because toward the end of his life he
decided to use his vast fortune to fund annual prizes "to those who,
during the preceding year, have conferred the greatest benefit to
humankind."

The first Nobel Prizes were presented in 1901, five years after his death.
In 1968, a sixth prize was created, for economics, by Sweden's central
bank. Though Nobel purists stress that the economics prize is technically
not a Nobel Prize, it's always presented together with the others.
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The 2021 Nobel Prize for Literature medal presented to Abdulrazak Gurnah, a
Tanzanian-born novelist and emeritus professor who lives in the UK, is displayed
before a ceremony to present to him at the Swedish Ambassador's Residence in
London, Monday, Dec. 6, 2021. The start of October is when the Nobel
committees get together in Stockholm and Oslo to announce the winners of the
yearly awards. Credit: AP Photo/Matt Dunham, File

PEACE IN NORWAY
For reasons that are not entirely clear, Nobel decided that the peace prize
should be awarded in Norway and the other prizes in Sweden. Nobel

historians suspect Sweden's history of militarism may have been a factor.

During Nobel's lifetime, Sweden and Norway were in a union, which the
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Norwegians reluctantly joined after the Swedes invaded their country in
1814. It's possible that Nobel thought Norway would be a more suitable
location for a prize meant to encourage "fellowship among nations."

To this day, the Nobel Peace Prize is a completely Norwegian affair,
with the winners selected and announced by a Norwegian committee.
The peace prize even has its own ceremony in the Norwegian capital of
Oslo on Dec. 10—the anniversary of Nobel's death—while the other
prizes are presented in Stockholm.

The ten 2016 Nobel laureates in literature, medicine, chemistry, physics and
economics are seated, front row left, across from King Carl XVI Gustaf of
Sweden and the royal family during the 2016 Nobel prize award ceremony at the
Stockholm Concert Hall, Saturday Dec. 10, 2016. The Nobel Prizes were created
by Alfred Nobel, a 19th-century businessman and chemist from Sweden. He held
more than 300 patents but his claim to fame before the Nobel Prizes was having
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invented dynamite by mixing nitroglycerine with a compound that made the
explosive more stable. Credit: Jessica Gow/TT News Agency via AP, File

WHAT'S POLITICS GOT TO DO WITH IT?

The Nobel Prizes project an aura of being above the political fray,
focused solely on the benefit of humanity. But the peace and literature
awards, in particular, are sometimes accused of being politicized. Critics
question whether winners are selected because their work is truly
outstanding or because it aligns with the political preferences of the
judges.

The scrutiny can get intense for high-profile awards, such as in 2009,
when President Barack Obama won the peace prize less than a year after
taking office.

The Norwegian Nobel Committee is an independent body that insists its
only mission is to carry out the will of Alfred Nobel. However, it does
have links to Norway's political system. The five members are appointed
by the Norwegian Parliament, so the panel's composition reflects the
power balance in the legislature.

To avoid the perception that the prizes are influenced by Norway's
political leaders, sitting members of the Norwegian government or
Parliament are barred from serving on the committee. Even so, the panel
isn't always viewed as independent by foreign countries. When
imprisoned Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo won the peace prize in 2010,
Beijing responded by freezing trade talks with Norway. It took years for
Norway-China relations to be restored.

5/15


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KwAW2zTAJB8

PHYS {$40RG

US President and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Barack Obama enters the Nobel
Peace Prize ceremony at City Hall in Oslo, Thursday, Dec. 10, 2009. The Nobel
Prizes project an aura of being above the political fray, focused solely on the
benefit of humanity. But the peace and literature awards, in particular, are
sometimes accused of being politicized. Critics question whether winners are
selected because their work is truly outstanding or because it aligns with the
political preferences of the judges. Credit: AP Photo/John McConnico, File

GOLD AND GLORY

One reason the prizes are so famous is they come with a generous

amount of cash. The Nobel Foundation, which administers the awards,
raised the prize money by 10% this year to 11 million kronor (about $1
million). In addition to the money, the winners receive an 18-carat gold
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medal and diploma when they collect their Nobel Prizes at the award
ceremonies in December.

Most winners are proud and humbled by joining the pantheon of Nobel
laureates, from Albert Einstein to Mother Teresa. But two winners
refused their Nobel Prizes: French writer Jean-Paul Sartre, who turned
down the literature prize in 1964, and Vietnamese politician Le Duc
Tho, who declined the peace prize that he was meant to share with U.S.
diplomat Henry Kissinger in 1973.

Several others were not able to receive their awards because they were

imprisoned, such as Belarusian pro-democracy activist Ales Bialiatski,

who shared last year's peace prize with human rights groups in Ukraine
and Russia.

European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso, European Council
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President Herman Van Rompuy, and European Parliament President Martin
Schulz, on the stage, attend the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony, at the City Hall in
Oslo, Norway, Monday Dec. 10, 2012. For reasons that are not entirely clear,
Nobel decided that the peace prize should be awarded in Norway and the other
prizes in Sweden. Nobel historians suspect Sweden’s history of militarism may
have been a factor. Credit: AP Photo/Yves Logghe, File

An exterior view of Oslo City Hall, the venue of the Nobel Peace Prize
ceremony in Oslo, Dec. 9, 2021. For reasons that are not entirely clear, Nobel
decided that the peace prize should be awarded in Norway and the other prizes in
Sweden. Nobel historians suspect Sweden’s history of militarism may have been
a factor. Credit: AP Photo/Alexander Zemlianichenko, File
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Chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Committee Thorbjoern Jagland speaks during
the ceremony in Oslo City Hall, Friday Dec. 10, 2010 to honour this years Nobel
Peace Prize winner, jailed Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, whose picture hangs
behind. When imprisoned Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo won the peace prize in
2010, Beijing responded by freezing trade talks with Norway. It took years for
Norway-China relations to be restored. Credit: Heiko Junge/Pool Photo via AP,
File
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Walter S. Adams, astronomer and director of the Mt. Wilson Carnegie
observatory; Dr. Albert A. Michelson, formerly of Chicago University, who
measured the speed of light; Dr. Albert Einstein, famed for his theory of
relativity; and Dr. Robert A. Millikan, president of the California Institute and
discoverer of the cosmic ray pose for a photo, in Pasadena, Calif., on Jan. 10,
1931. Most winners are proud and humbled by joining the pantheon of Nobel
laureates from Albert Einstein to Mother Teresa. Credit: AP Photo, File

10/15



PHYS

?
+

Ales Bialiatski, the head of Belarusian Vyasna rights group, stands in a
defendants' cage during a court session in Minsk, Belarus, on Wednesday, Nov.
2, 2011. Belarusian pro-democracy activist Ales Bialiatski is one of several not
able to receive their awards because they were imprisoned. Bialiatski shared the
2022 peace prize with human rights groups in Ukraine and Russia. Credit: AP
Photo/Sergei Grits, File
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US President Nixon's National Security Adviser Henry A. Kissinger, left, and Le
Duc Tho, member of Hanoi's Politburo, are photographed outside a suburban
house at Gif Sur Yvette in Paris, Wednesday, June 13, 1973. Most winners are
proud and humbled by joining the pantheon of Nobel laureates from Albert
Einstein to Mother Teresa. But two winners refused their Nobel Prizes: French
writer Jean-Paul Sartre, who turned down the literature prize in 1964, and
Vietnamese politician Le Duc Tho, who declined the peace prize that he was
meant to share with U.S. diplomat Henry Kissinger 10 years later. Credit: AP
Photo/Michel Lipchitz, file
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In this Monday, Dec. 10, 2018 file photo, a bust of the Nobel Prize founder,
Alfred Nobel on display at the Concert Hall during the Nobel Prize award
ceremony in Stockholm. In the early days of the Nobel Prizes, the lack of
diversity among winners could be explained by the lack of diversity among
scientists in general. But today critics say the judges need to do a better job at
highlighting discoveries made by women and scientists outside Europe and North
America. Credit: Henrik Montgomery/Pool Photo via AP, File

13/15



> v B -= ~
s ol Sl Bad kunar

Mo - | VLIENSKA RS v : vy L3 VETENSKAPS.
fg  AKAL ] Y 4 &y -” AKADEMIEN |
= ; e ool

From left, Nobel Prize laureates Alain Aspect, (physics), John F. Clauser
(physics), Anton Zeilinger (physics), Carolyn R. Bertozzi (chemistry), Morten
Meldal (chemistry), K. Barry Sharpless (chemistry), Ben S. Bernanke
(economics), Douglas W. Diamond (economics) and Philip H. Dybvig
(economics) take part in a press conference at the Royal Swedish Academy of
Science in Stockholm, Sweden, Wednesday, Dec. 7, 2022. Historically, the vast
majority of Nobel Prize winners have been white men. Though that’s started to
change, there is still little diversity among Nobel winners, particularly in the
science categories. Credit: Claudio Bresciani//TT News Agency via AP, File

LACK OF DIVERSITY

Historically, the vast majority of Nobel Prize winners have been white
men. Though that's started to change, there is still little diversity among
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Nobel winners, particularly in the science categories.

To date, 60 women have won Nobel Prizes, including 25 in the scientific
categories. Only four women have won the Nobel Prize in physics and
just two have won the economics prize.

In the early days of the Nobel Prizes, the lack of diversity among
winners could be explained by the lack of diversity among scientists in
general. But today critics say the judges need to do a better job at
highlighting discoveries made by women and scientists outside Europe
and North America.

The prize committees say their decisions are based on scientific merit,
not gender, nationality or race. However, they are not deaf to the
criticism. Five years ago, the head of the Royal Swedish Academy of
Sciences said it had started to ask nominating bodies to make sure they
don't overlook "women or people of other ethnicities or nationalities in
their nominations."

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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