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RESOURCES FOR SCHOOL TEACHERS 

Personal, Social, Health & Economic Education (PSHE) 

 

PSHE is a school subject that teaches students the knowledge and skills needed to manage their 

lives now and in the future, helping them to stay healthy, safe, and prepared for both life and the 

workplace. 

In that context, the Atlas of Human Imagination is an interesting source of knowledge not only 

about intellectual discovery and achieving great things, but also about the sacrifices and personal 

hardship that such pursuits can demand.  

This document highlights that many (if not all) of the visionaries in the Atlas had to endure 

considerable difficulty on their journeys of creativity and discovery, reminding us that they were 

human, just like the rest of us. 

Having read about and analysed the lives of these men and women, it becomes apparent that 

many of them made sacrifices for the greater good of expanding human knowledge; many of 

them had personal battles with poor health, either physical or mental; and many had to face 

staunch criticism, discrimination, racism, sexism, homophobia, or religious or state persecution. 

Yet despite all of these obstacles, they somehow managed to keep their composure, sharpen their 

wits, dig deep and accomplish truly ground-breaking leaps of imagination, that we are all 

benefactors of today. This is worthy of further study in the following sections, with a number of 

important examples given. 
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Various forms of difficulty that had to be overcome  

On inspection, there seem to be a whole host of difficulties that one could list, and these have 

been put in the following ten categories: 

• Physical health and disability 

o Diseases prevalent at the time, like tuberculosis, smallpox and polio 

o Conditions, like motor neurone disease, ALS and mobility loss 

o Deafness and blindness 

• Mental health, like depression, nervous breakdown, paranoia or obsessive patterns 

• Neurodivergence and struggles with academic learning 

o Autism spectrum conditions, Asperger-like traits and ADHD 

o Dyslexia and reading difficulties 

• Sexism, misogyny and gender barriers 

• LGBTQ+ intolerance and persecution 

• Religious and political persecution 

• Racism, cultural marginalisation and exile 

• War, violence and upheaval 

• Poverty, debt and financial instability 

• Isolation, rejection and misunderstanding 

 

While some of these struggles have been reduced in modern times (for example, many infectious 

diseases are now preventable and global warfare is much less prevalent than it was before), the 

rest of the issues on the above list are still major challenges that face society today. Gender 

barriers still exist, racism and intolerance still exist, as do economic hardship and feelings of 

isolation and loneliness. 

Perhaps, through studying some of the visionaries in the Atlas, we can draw some inspiration 

from their lives. Studying how they coped can offer us insights and solace for our own era. In the 

same way that we benefit from their artistic, scientific and philosophical creations, it is likely that 

we can also benefit from their personal human stories. 

Overleaf are some brief examples of these stories, where important discoveries and work often 

triumphed over personal struggles - predominantly through resilience, stubbornness, discipline 

and passion for their work. 
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Physical health and disability 

Some examples of blindness, deafness, chronic illness, mobility loss or other major health 
struggles: 
 

• Galileo Galilei — Galileo suffered poor eyesight and eventual blindness in his later years 
while continuing his astronomical work. 

• Blaise Pascal — Pascal endured chronic ill health throughout much of his life and wrote 
about his physical and spiritual suffering. 

• Leonhard Euler — Euler became blind later in life yet continued to produce an astonishing 
volume of mathematics by dictation. 

• Ludwig van Beethoven — Beethoven gradually lost his hearing and yet composed some 
of his greatest and most revolutionary works while profoundly deaf. 

• Florence Nightingale — Nightingale suffered long periods of ill health that restricted her 
activity but did not stop her reform work in nursing. 

• Claude Monet — Monet developed cataracts that affected his vision and perception, 
which in turn influenced his late paintings and impressionism. 

• Marie Curie — Curie suffered long-term exposure to several radioactive chemicals which 
led to chronic health problems and ultimately cancer. 

• Aldous Huxley — Huxley suffered from 3 years of blindness as a teenager, which only 
partially recovered later. 

• Stephen Hawking — Hawking lived with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) for decades 
while making major contributions to theoretical physics. 
 

Creative response: retreat, inward focus, turning limitations into radical clarity of thought. 
 

Mental health 

Some examples of mental health struggles related to depression or trauma: 
 

• Blaise Pascal — Pascal underwent intense spiritual and psychological crises that shaped 
his later writings. 

• Sir Isaac Newton — Newton experienced episodes of extreme stress and what 
biographers describe as psychological breakdowns during his life. 

• Adam Smith — Smith had periods of depression and social anxiety, sometimes 
withdrawing from public life, and he worked in relative obscurity for many years. 

• Ludwig van Beethoven — Beethoven’s letters and biographies record periods of deep 
depression and emotional turmoil. 

• Kurt Gödel — Gödel suffered from serious depression and paranoia at various points, 
which profoundly affected his later life. 

• Alan Turing — Despite being a war hero, the persecution Turing endured by the UK state 
and the social isolation that followed contributed to significant trauma and distress. 
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• Pablo Picasso — Picasso’s intense work patterns and personal relationships produced 
episodes of obsession and erratic behaviour, according to some accounts. 

• Stephen Hawking — Hawking experienced periods of depression after his ALS diagnosis 
but continued his work with strong support from colleagues, family and medics. 

 
Creative response: pain transformed into vision, philosophical and artistic breakthroughs. 

 

Neurodivergence and struggles with academic learning 

Some examples of autism spectrum, dyslexia, ADHD, and other atypical cognitive patterns 
(inferred or documented): 
 

• Leonardo da Vinci — da Vinci’s scattered notebooks and mirror writing have prompted 
suggestions that he may have had dyslexia or non-linear cognitive styles. 

• Sir Isaac Newton — Newton’s intense solitary focus and social difficulties have also led 
modern commentators to infer neurodivergent tendencies. 

• Nikola Tesla — Tesla’s obsessive habits and sensory sensitivities have led to retrospective 
suggestions of autism/OCD traits. 

• Albert Einstein — Einstein’s learning profile and unconventional early schooling have led 
some scholars to propose he was neurodivergent or had dyslexic tendencies. 

• Paul Dirac — Dirac’s social aloofness and singular focus on theoretical physics have led 
many historians to suggest he had traits consistent with the autism spectrum. 

• Alan Turing — Turing displayed behaviours and thinking patterns that are consistent with 
modern descriptions of neurodivergence. 

• Pablo Picasso — Some biographers suggest Picasso struggled with early school learning 
and exhibited atypical cognitive styles, such as dyslexia. 

• John von Neumann — von Neumann’s extraordinary intellect and singular focus marked 
him as an outsider intellect in many social contexts. 

• Buckminster Fuller — Fuller’s unconventional education, career path and sleep behaviour 
have been read by some as signs of an undiagnosed neurodivergent profile. 

 
Creative response: outsider freedom, original frameworks, non-linear leaps. 
 

Sexism, misogyny and gender barriers 

Some examples of barriers faced by women in male-dominated fields: 
 

• Ada Lovelace — Lovelace’s opportunities and recognition were constrained by 19th-
century gender roles, and her work was often overshadowed by Charles Babbage’s work. 

• Florence Nightingale — Nightingale faced gendered expectations that limited women’s 
formal roles in medicine and public life. 
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• Lise Meitner — Meitner was overlooked for the Physics Nobel Prize recognition that 
accompanied a key discovery she helped make, reflecting the gender bias of the era. 

• Rosalind Franklin — Franklin’s contributions to DNA structure were underappreciated in 
her lifetime amid a culture that tried to minimise women’s scientific work. 

• Jane Goodall — Goodall initially faced scepticism and gender bias as a young woman 
doing fieldwork in primatology. 

• Zaha Hadid — Hadid encountered a male-dominated architecture world and persistent 
sexism even as she rose to prominence. 

• Jennifer Doudna — Doudna has discussed the challenges women face in science even 
while she achieved high recognition with the Nobel Prize. 

 
Creative response: defiance, community-building, institutional breakthroughs that opened space 
for others. 

 

LGBTQ+ intolerance and persecution 

Some examples of persecution or the need for discretion due to sexuality: 
 

• Leonardo da Vinci — Historical records show da Vinci was once accused of sodomy and 
thereafter had reason to exercise discretion about his private life. 

• Sir Francis Bacon — Bacon was widely believed to have been gay, although he had to be 
very discreet because being homosexual was punishable by death in his time. 

• Alan Turing — Turing was criminally prosecuted for his homosexuality and suffered forced 
chemical castration in 1952, a persecution that deeply affected and shortened his life. 

• Andy Warhol — Warhol worked openly as a gay artist in a society where homophobia 
influenced social and professional experiences. 

 
Creative response: resistance, coded expression, pioneering new cultural forms. 

 

Religious and political persecution 

Some examples of barriers faced by men and women related to religion and political thoughts: 
 

• Martin Luther — Luther faced excommunication and political danger as a result of his 
religious reform efforts. 

• Galileo Galilei — Galileo was tried by the Roman Inquisition and placed under house 
arrest for his support of heliocentrism. 

• Johannes Kepler — Kepler endured religious conflict and periods of exile in Reformation 
Europe while continuing his astronomical work. 

• Sir Francis Bacon — Bacon’s political enemies in Parliament used corruption charges to 
remove him from office, deliberately ending his public career. 
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• Karl Marx — Marx lived much of his life in political exile in London and under surveillance 
because of his radical ideas. 

• Alan Turing — Turing’s prosecution by the state for homosexuality is also a form of 
political persecution. 

• Rosa Parks — Parks faced political harassment and personal risk for her role in the civil-
rights movement in the United States. 

 
Creative response: defiance, the development of radical ideas and frameworks that changed 
public life. 

 

Racism, cultural marginalisation and exile 

Some examples of struggles with racist and cultural discrimination: 
 

• Confucius — Confucius experienced political marginalisation in his lifetime as a teacher 
outside the ruling elite. 

• Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama) — Buddha’s renunciation involved social departure from 
established roles and norms. 

• Alhazen — Historical accounts describe periods where Alhazen faced house arrest and 
political restrictions while doing his work. 

• Albert Einstein — Einstein, who was Jewish, suffered antisemitism in Europe and 
emigrated from Nazi Germany to the United States. 

• Walter Gropius — Gropius went into exile after the Bauhaus faced closure under Nazi 
pressure and helped reshape architecture abroad. 

• Lise Meitner — Meitner fled Nazi persecution because of her Jewish heritage and 
continued her work in exile. 

• Hans Bethe — Bethe also left Germany because of the Nazi threat and rebuilt his career 
as a refugee scientist in the United States. 

• Rosa Parks — Parks experienced systemic racial discrimination throughout her life and 
activism. 

• Jane Goodall — Goodall’s fieldwork took place amid colonial contexts that presented 
practical and ethical barriers to a young woman scientist. 
 

Creative response: migration, hybridisation of ideas, building new intellectual centres abroad. 

 

War, violence and upheaval 

Some examples of suffering due to the effects of war, violence and societal upheaval: 
 

• Archimedes — Archimedes lived in an era of military conflict and was killed during the 
Roman takeover of Syracuse. 
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• Galileo Galilei — Galileo’s experimental trials occurred during great upheaval, in the tense 
political and religious climate of the Counter-Reformation.  

• Johannes Kepler — Kepler experienced the Thirty Years’ War in Central Europe, which 
significantly disrupted his life and work between 1618 and 1648. 

• Sir Isaac Newton — Newton produced much of his revolutionary work during the social 
upheaval caused by the plague years in England. 

• Albert Einstein — Einstein’s career and personal life were profoundly affected by the rise 
of Nazism, the Holocaust and WWII. 

• Walter Gropius — Similarly, Gropius’s Bauhaus was forced to close by the Nazi regime, 
scattering its community in exile countries.  

• Hans Bethe — Bethe’s life and career were also shaped by the upheaval of the Nazi era 
and WWII. 

• Benoit Mandelbrot — Mandelbrot was a Lithuanian Jew whose family were forced to 
move from Warsaw and hide in Paris during WWII, in order to escape the Holocaust. 
 

Creative response: migration, intellectual reconstruction, new frameworks for understanding. 

 

Poverty, debt and financial instability 

Some examples of difficulties related to money and unstable livelihoods: 
 

• Pythagoras — As a philosopher outside political power structures, Pythagoras and his 
followers operated on the margins of material support. 

• Johannes Gutenberg — Gutenberg famously went bankrupt after financing the printing 
press, and his investors took over his invention and made a lot of money. 

• William Shakespeare — Shakespeare experienced the economic pressures of working as 
an actor-playwright and navigating patronage and theatre economics, during the times of 
bubonic plague. 

• Galileo Galilei — Galileo lived with precarious patronage and occasional debt, depending 
on patrons for support. 

• Johannes Kepler — Kepler struggled financially for much of his career, often seeking 
support from patrons. 

• Johannes Vermeer — Vermeer suffered financial ruin near the end of his life, despite an 
outstanding oeuvre of artwork. 

• Ludwig van Beethoven — Beethoven lived with constant financial instability, relying on 
patrons and commissions to survive. 

• Hokusai — Hokusai faced financial instability throughout his life despite huge output and 
influence. 

• Michael Faraday — Faraday came from a very poor family and worked as a bookbinder’s 
apprentice before entering science as an autodidact. 

• George Boole — Boole was from a working-class family and had to work from a young age 
to help support his family; his early intellectual pursuits were largely self-funded, self-
directed and self-taught. 
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• Florence Nightingale — Nightingale negotiated family expectations and limited access to 
funds as she developed her nursing reforms. 

• Claude Monet — Monet experienced poverty in his early life and periods of financial 
stress before later success. 

 
Creative response: relentless productivity, patronage networks, innovation outside the 
established institutions. 

 

Isolation, rejection and misunderstanding 

This is perhaps the single most common thread in the Atlas, a sense of being an outsider and not 
being understood at that point in time. Here are some examples of isolation and rejection: 
 

• Leonardo da Vinci — da Vinci’s illegitimate birth and itinerant career left him socially 
marginal at times, yet he still pursued ambitious interdisciplinary projects. 

• Johannes Kepler — Kepler was often isolated by his unorthodox astronomical ideas and 
his religious position during turbulent times of war. 

• Antonie van Leeuwenhoek — Leeuwenhoek’s self-funded microscope work was initially 
met with scepticism, as he had no academic credentials and communicated findings in 
letters that lacked rigorous context for his peers. 

• Sir Isaac Newton — Newton was famously reclusive and engaged in intense solitary work 
to pursue his own ideas. 

• William Blake — Blake was born into a working-class family, and much of his poetry and 
art was ignored in his lifetime, and only appreciated posthumously. 

• JMW Turner — Turner was often isolated socially, living apart from mainstream society 
and many fellow artists; and his unconventional style initially drew much criticism and 
misunderstanding.  

• Gregor Mendel — Mendel’s pioneering work on heredity was largely ignored during his 
lifetime and only rediscovered decades later (see his very humble quote on the website). 

• Albert Einstein — Einstein was initially an outsider in academic circles before his 
breakthroughs brought him fame. 

• Alfred Wegener — Wegener endured widespread ridicule from the geological community 
for proposing continental drift, spending years in intellectual isolation before his theory 
was vindicated after his death (while crossing Greenland gathering data). 

• MC Escher — Escher worked in relative isolation and his unconventional art was often 
misunderstood by traditional critics, only receiving recognition towards the end of his life. 

• Alan Turing — Turing was rejected and criminalised by the state for his sexuality, which 
isolated him socially and professionally. 

• William Tutte — Tutte worked at Bletchley Park under immense stress during WWII and 
was largely unrecognised in the public domain for decades due to secrecy laws. 

• Pablo Picasso — Picasso began his career as an outsider whose innovations were 
misunderstood before becoming celebrated. 
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• Hans Bethe — Bethe experienced cultural dislocation after emigration and the personal 
consequences of being a refugee scientist. 

• Jane Goodall — Goodall’s unorthodox methods and status as a woman in the field initially 
provoked scepticism among established scientists. 

• Peter Higgs — Higgs’s work in the 1960s was initially ignored, with the experimental 
confirmation and recognition only coming many decades later. His low number of 
academic papers was also unfairly criticised by some peers. 

• Stephen Hawking — Hawking’s physical condition produced forms of isolation even as his 
work made him an international figure. 
 

Creative response: deep inward work, new models of the world, founding new schools of thought. 
 

 

Conclusion 

The visionaries profiled in the Atlas of Human Imagination were extraordinarily brilliant, yet they 

were also profoundly human — subject to illness, loss, isolation, prejudice, financial instability 

and personal struggle. To quote Shakespeare’s Hamlet, they “suffered the slings and arrows of 

outrageous fortune”, but they chose to carry on nonetheless. 

Their lives show us that adversity is not necessarily a barrier but can be a catalyst: through 

resilience, determination and unwavering passion, they transformed their hardship into focus, 

creativity and discovery. 

We owe them an enormous debt of gratitude, not only for their ideas and achievements but for 

the example they set of perseverance against the odds. By studying their journeys, we can find 

inspiration, empathy and hope — a reminder that, even in the face of life’s constant challenges, 

remarkable accomplishments are within reach. 

 

David Jarvis 

 

Research Potential: This topic would make a very interesting academic study for a cross-disciplinary team of 

historians, psychologists, sociologists and educationalists. The focus of biographies is often on individuals and their 

particular struggles, but a systematic analysis of a much wider cohort of big thinkers (120+) spanning many different 

disciplines (science, arts and humanities) would be an interesting and valuable endeavour. Connecting personal 

struggles directly to creative output and legacy in a broad, unified framework is largely absent in current scholarship 

and would therefore be unique. There is a strong argument that this deserves further interdisciplinary research, 

potentially contributing to a deeper understanding of psychology, education, history and creativity studies. 
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For Teachers 

Using the Atlas of Human Imagination in PSHE Lessons:  10 Classroom Ideas 

 

1. Resilience Through Adversity 

• Activity: Students select a visionary and map their challenges (health, social, financial) and 

how they overcame them. 

• Discussion: How can resilience strategies from historical figures be applied in everyday 

life? 

 

2. Understanding Neurodiversity 

• Activity: Explore examples of neurodivergent thinkers like Einstein, da Vinci and Turing. 

• Discussion: How can different cognitive styles be strengths rather than limitations? 

 

3. Empathy and Perspective-Taking 

• Activity: Role-play a scenario of discrimination or social isolation faced by a historical 

figure. 

• Discussion: How would you feel in that situation? How can empathy guide behaviour 

today? 

 

4. Mental Health Awareness 

• Activity: Identify signs of stress, depression, anxiety or overwork in historical figures. 

• Discussion: How did they cope, and what modern strategies could help students manage 

similar challenges? 

 

5. Challenging Gender and Cultural Barriers 

• Activity: Examine the stories of Nightingale, Lovelace, Meitner, Franklin or Hadid. 

• Discussion: What societal barriers existed, and how can students advocate for equality 

today? 

 

6. Coping with Failure and Criticism 
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• Activity: Students explore examples like Wegener, Mendel or Galileo, whose ideas were 

initially rejected and only vindicated much later. 

• Discussion: How can criticism be constructive? How can persistence turn rejection into 

success? 

 

7. Balancing Personal Struggle and Creativity 

• Activity: Students reflect on how visionaries used challenges as creative fuel (e.g., Monet’s 

cataracts influencing colour perception; or Beethoven’s hearing loss fuelling his 

revolutionary symphonies; or Hawking’s ALS fuelling his mathematical physics). 

• Discussion: How can personal challenges be reframed as opportunities for growth or 

creativity? 

 

8. Ethics, Responsibility, and Society 

• Activity: Debate ethical dilemmas faced by visionaries (e.g., Curie’s work with radioactive 

materials or Turing’s and Tutte’s wartime code-breaking). 

• Discussion: How do personal choices intersect with social responsibility? 

 

9. Financial Literacy and Planning 

• Activity: Explore visionaries’ struggles with poverty or debt (e.g. Gutenberg, Hokusai, 

Monet, Tesla). 

• Discussion: How do planning and managing resources affect long-term goals today? 

 

10. Goal Setting and Personal Inspiration 

• Activity: Students pick a visionary whose story resonates with them and set a personal or 

academic goal inspired by that figure. 

• Discussion: How can perseverance, resilience and passion guide achievement in school 

and life? 

 

Tips: Each lesson can combine biography, discussion, reflective journaling and creative exercises 

(art, writing or projects) to make the learning interactive, personal and memorable. 

Emphasise that these figures in the Atlas were human, faced real struggles, and yet achieved 

extraordinary things — a powerful lesson in perseverance and empathy. 


