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By the end of this reading, students should understand the following: 

• The need for new theories to explain certain observations
• The contribution of Max Planck

• The contributions of Albert Einstein

• Physical reality as described by Einstein is far removed from the way we perceive it using
our senses

Why is Einstein so important? 

In 1999, the popular American Time 
Magazine asked its readership to vote 

for the most important person of the 

twentieth century. The winner was Albert 

Einstein. 

Up till the early twentieth century Isaac 

Newton's laws of motion and universal 

gravitation could explain most natural 

phenomena. Indeed, in physics, it was 

widely believed that all breakthroughs had 

been made. In the scientific world, it was 

generally assumed that science was nearly 

at an end. However, new discoveries in 

astronomy and an increased interest in the 

atomic dimension produced observations 

that Newton's physics could not explain. 

Instead of the world seeing the end of 

science, the world was about to enter 

a century in which scientists found 

themselves adrift in a bewildering realm 

of particles and antiparticles, where things 

pop in and out of existence in spans of 

time that make nanoseconds look plodding 

and uneventful, where everything is 

strange. Science was moving from a world 

of macrophysics, where objects could 

be seen and held and mesaured, to one 

of microphysics, where events transpire 

with inconceivable swiftness on scales of 

magnitude far below the limits of imagining. 

We were about to enter the quantum age. 1 

In 1900, the German physicist Max Planck, 

unveiled the quantum theory which 

posited that energy is not a continuous 

thing like flowing water but comes out 

in individualized packets, which he called 

quanta. 

Einstein's Theories 

Five years later, in the German physics journal 

Annalen der Physik appeared three papers by 

a young Albert Einstein, a Swiss bureaucrat 

working at the national patent office in Bern 

who had no university affiliation and was 

1 B. Bryson, A Short History of Nearly Everything (London, 2003), I 07.
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