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Foreword
FRANK WILCZEK

The Character of Physical Law is a very special book. Written in
1965, it has aged very well. Feynman’s choice of scientific sub-
jects seems inspired in retrospect. And his insights went deep.

But The Character of Physical Law is much more than an expo-
sition of facts and ideas.

It is also a character study. The character is a most remarkable
one: Feynman himself. His playful, curious spirit animates the
text, while his essential honesty and humanity pervade it.

It is also a work of literature, full of memorable phrases. Here’s
one that’s inspired for decades, ever since I first encountered it as
a student:

What we need is imagination, but imagination in a terrible straitjacket.

In video form, The Character of Physical Law is often screened on
college campuses. Those events can serve as focal points, where
aspiring young scientists meet kindred spirits. Seeing and hearing
Feynman in action is a wonderful experience, which you can also
experience using the Internet. But the book is a distilled resource,
which you can return to and assimilate. You can even add your
own notes, and I urge you to do so.

I

A lot has happened in physics since 1965. While The Character of
Physical Law holds up amazingly well, it can use some updates.
I’ll offer a few. Before beginning, let me emphasize that the need
for these particular updates enhances rather than detracts from the
book. Feynman tried to identify issues at the forefront of phys-
ics that seemed unresolved, important and approachable. As you’ll
see, he succeeded in doing just that.
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On page 116, Feynman writes: “Therefore I think it necessary
to add to the physical laws the hypothesis that in the past the uni-
verse was more ordered, in the technical sense, than it is today—I
think this is the additional statement that is needed to make sense,
and to make an understanding of the irreversibility.”

In recent years physical cosmology has matured into a rich and
sophisticated science, with many impressive, quantitative results.
The broad outlines of Big Bang cosmology are no longer in doubt.
And so, armed with considerable insight, we can assess Feyn-
man’s “hypothesis” that in the past the universe was more ordered.

According to modern physical cosmology, our universe evolved
from a very special, remarkably simple beginning. During the
initial stages of the Big Bang, the matter in the universe was in
thermal equilibrium at an extremely high temperature, almost per-
fectly uniform in composition and density. Since then, the universe
has expanded and cooled. The structures we see today, ranging
from clusters of galaxies to individual galaxies to stars and planets,
emerged through gravitational instability from extremely small de-
viations from perfect uniformity (about one part in ten thousand).
More specifically, regions containing slightly more than the aver-
age density of matter attracted surrounding matter more effective-
ly than less dense regions, thus getting denser, in a self-reinforcing
cycle, until they condensed into the structures we see today.

Now, a nearly uniform, hot distribution of matter is, on the face
of it, the opposite of “ordered.” Superficially, then, it might ap-
pear that Feynman’s explanation of irreversibility is a non-starter.
Deeper consideration, however, validates his guess.

The point is that while matter was in a maximally disordered
state, approximating thermal equilibrium, close to the Big Bang,
gravity was in a highly unusual state, very far from its equilibrium.
Because gravity would like to clump things together, a state of
near uniformity is very far from gravitational equilibrium.

As just noted, gravitational instability makes small deviations
from uniformity grow. Thus the gravitational form of order im-
plicit in Big Bang cosmology is not just a theoretical quibble, but
the deep origin of structure in our universe.

Once we admit that refinement, we can elevate what Feynman
called a “hypothesis” about the origin of irreversibility into ac-
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complished fact. There was a lot of (gravitational) order in the
early universe, and its gradual, partial degradation—that is, the
formation of galaxies, stars, and planets—is almost certainly the
deep origin of irreversibility, as Feynman proposed.

While Feynman’s intuitive arguments are not scrupulously rig-
orous, I find them convincing. And of course, all this still leaves
open the question of why the universe began in a state with matter
ordered, but gravity “disordered” (that is, far from equilibrium).
But Feynman’s discussion of the origin of irreversibility frames
the central question brilliantly, and takes a big step toward an an-
Swer.

On page 152, Feynman writes: ““... we do not today understand
the forces between neutrons and protons to the extent that if you
wanted me to, and gave me enough time and computers, I could
calculate the energy levels of carbons, or something like that.”

Now we do. We have a very precise and accurately tested theory
of the strong force called quantum chromodynamics, or QCD for
short.

QCD makes much more general the quantum electrodynamics
(QED), which won Feynman his Nobel Prize (see below). I like to
call QCD “QED on steroids.” QED tells the story of a single pho-
ton, responding to electric charge, but QCD is the saga of an octet
of gluons, which can respond to or transform three different kinds
of charge, which are called (rather incongruously) color charges.

According to QCD, protons and neutrons—and the many other
strongly interacting particles discovered at high-energy accelera-
tors, which Feynman called “the dredge ... digging up all this
mud”—are made from quarks and gluons. Quarks and gluons are
ideally simple particles that obey beautiful equations, while pro-
tons and neutrons (and the other strongly interacting particles) are
complicated composites. People with powerful computers have
used the equations of QCD to calculate the masses of the most
important strongly interacting particles (including protons and
neutrons.) Now, they are making a good start on nuclear physics.

Feynman, with his parton model, made an important contribu-
tion to the discovery of QCD. And during the last fifteen years of
his career he spent much of his time developing that theory. But
more on that later.
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On page 155, Feynman writes: “It seems that if we take quan-
tum mechanics, plus relativity, plus the proposition that everything
has to be local, plus a number of tacit assumptions, we get in-
consistency, because we get infinity for various things when we
calculate them, and if we get infinity how can we ever say that this
agrees with nature?”

Here Feynman, for once, went astray. Indeed the theory we just
discussed, QCD, incorporates relativity, quantum mechanics, and
locality in a fully consistent way—and also describes how nature
works.

We now understand that the infinities which plague many quan-
tum field theories, including QED, arise because the couplings be-
tween particles become very strong at short distances, ultimately
leading to singularities. But in other theories, including QCD,
the interaction between particles becomes weaker, not stronger,
at short distances: a property called asymptotic freedom. Asymp-
totically free theories do not contain the nasty infinities that so
disturbed Feynman.

Now I’ll add a couple of brief comments that are not updates as
such, but seem appropriate here.

On page 160, Feynman writes: “For example, the quantum
theory of gravitation is going very slowly, if at all, because all
the experiments you can do never involve quantum mechanics and
gravitation at the same time.”

One might quibble with the way this statement is formulated—
after all, astrophysics is full of situations where both gravitation
and quantum mechanics are relevant, and here on Earth all quan-
tum experiments take place within the Earth’s gravitational field.
What Feynman meant to say, of course, is that experiments to
probe characteristically quantum effects of gravitational interac-
tions—roughly speaking, the influence of individual gravitons—
are impractical. That is still the case. As Feynman anticipated, this
problem has made progress in the quantum theory of gravitation
difficult and uncertain.

On page 105, Feynman shows off a little gem of insight,
more advanced than anything else in the book, which rewards
closer inspection. It concerns the connection between symmetry
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and conservation laws, which marks the high point of Lecture 4
(“Symmetry and Conservation Laws”).

The connection between symmetry and conservation laws is
called Noether’s theorem, after Emmy Noether, who derived it
mathematically. Noether’s derivation is crisp and correct, but its
nub is an abstract algebraic manipulation. Feynman sketches, in
words and a simple picture (Figure 25) a simpler, intuitive deriva-
tion. His argument is far from general, nor is it completely rigor-
ous, but it sheds new light on a mysterious centerpiece of physics,
and deserves to be developed further.

11
Richard Feynman (May 11, 1918-February 15, 1988) won the
Nobel Prize in 1965, together with Julian Schwinger and Sin-Itiro
Tomonaga, for his epochal work on quantum electrodynamics.

Classical electrodynamics was the great achievement of nine-
teenth-century physics, culminating in James Clerk Maxwell’s
theoretical formulation of the field equations (Maxwell’s equa-
tions) in 1864 and the experimental verification by Heinrich Hertz
of their most startling consequence, electromagnetic radiation (ra-
dio waves), in 1887.

Classical electrodynamics scored many triumphs, but by the
turn of the century some serious problems loomed. Most impor-
tant for future developments was the so-called ultraviolet catas-
trophe in black-body radiation. Classical electrodynamics predicts
that hot bodies emit more short-wavelength radiation than they do
in reality. For an ideal radiator (which is also an ideal absorber—
hence the term “black body”) the theory predicts radiation with
infinite energy.

To address this difficulty, Max Planck and Albert Einstein pro-
posed a stark departure from classical ideas. They proposed that
light comes in particle-like units, later christened photons. Fol-
lowing important contributions from several physicists, notably
including Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, and Erwin Schrodinger,
Paul Dirac worked out a great synthesis of classical electrodynam-
ics with the quantum ideas in the late 1920s. It is this theory we
now call quantum electrodynamics, or QED.
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QED rapidly cleared up so many problems in atomic physics
that by 1929 Dirac would claim that “the underlying physical laws
necessary for the mathematical theory of a large part of physics
and the whole of chemistry are thus completely known.”

Dirac’s claim has stood the test of time, but it had to survive a
crisis. For though QED brilliantly succeeded in practice, its theo-
retical underpinnings looked shaky. Approximate solutions to its
equations—technically speaking, in the lowest order of perturba-
tion theory—gave results that agreed very nicely with the experi-
ment. But when one tried to get more accurate solutions, disaster
loomed: the answers were mathematically infinite, or at best ill-de-
fined. This is what Feynman was referring to in the passage quoted
above, where he wrote, “... we get infinity for various things, and
if we get infinity how can we say that this agrees with nature?”

That problem smoldered at the frontier of theoretical physics
for a decade. It inspired Feynman, early in his career, to explore
unorthodox approaches that might avoid the infinities. One inge-
nious proposal, worked out in collaboration with his thesis advisor
John Wheeler, was to bring in advanced potentials, which allow
the future to act back on the present. (Then one must explain why
such retro-causation is not more obvious! Feynman and Wheel-
er did that, very cleverly. There are echoes of their work in this
book’s chapter on irreversibility.)

Another, which succeeded brilliantly, was to formulate QED
directly in terms of interactions between particles, forgoing the
heavy machinery of continuum field theory. That approach led
Feynman to his cartoon-like “Feynman diagram” depiction of fun-
damental processes, and to rules for calculating with them. Using
this technique, Feynman found that he calculated predictions for
physical processes easily, in a few lines, where conventional tech-
niques required many pages of laborious calculation. Yet, though
his starting point seemed totally different, Feynman found in a host
of examples that he always reproduced the conventional results,
just more efficiently. Soon he convinced himself that his technique
was an advantageous reorganization of Dirac’s QED, rather than a
new theory. This came as a disappointment to him.

Importantly, though, the diagram technique allowed one to tame
QED’s problematic infinities. Roughly speaking, Feynman’s idea
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(known as renormalization theory) is that if one organizes the cal-
culations properly, to express relationships only among physically
observable quantities, then the infinities do not appear. The most
convenient formulation of the theory contains many idealized ob-
jects, which cannot be measured. We have to give up the idea that
the theory gives sensible (i.e., finite) predictions for the behavior
of such objects. But if we can keep our eyes on the prize, and
look only at physical questions, then (according to renormaliza-
tion theory) we will see only finite quantities. Feynman’s diagram
technique, because of its relative simplicity, made it possible to
show how this actually worked in QED. Feynman himself worked
it out in simple cases, and Freeman Dyson proved it in general.

Feynman and Dyson thus made it possible to calculate more
accurate answers in QED. Meanwhile, postwar developments in
precision spectroscopy and microwave technology made possible
more accurate experimental measurements of basic QED pro-
cesses. In one of the crowning triumphs of physics, theory and
experiment agreed. And this triumph has endured: decades later,
QED continues to stand as the most precise and accurate theory in
physical science.

Feynman made several other major contributions to what we
might call hardcore fundamental physics. The V-A theory of weak
interactions, which he developed together with his colleague Mur-
ray Gell-Mann, was an important stepping-stone toward the mod-
ern “standard model.” Feynman especially treasured it, because
(to his mind) it was the one time in his career that he proposed a
fundamentally new physical behavior that was subsequently ob-
served.

Most physicists, however, would probably rank his invention of
the parton model more highly. In the late 1960s, when he proposed
it, quarks were a rough and somewhat problematic construct used
to organize the zoo of strongly interacting particles, where gluons
were no more than a funny name for a mystery. Feynman, benefit-
ing from his unmatched experience with QED, analyzed the kind
of experiments—so-called deep inelastic scattering—that could
reveal the existence and properties of simple constituent particles
inside protons and neutrons (which he called, noncommittally,
partons). Some partons, it turned out, could be identified with
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quarks. And close analysis of their behavior, building on parton
model ideas, led directly to modern QCD.

Feynman’s “imagination in a straitjacket” led him to original
ways of formulating known physics. These include the path inte-
gral formulation of quantum mechanics, the influence functional
for interacting quantum systems, and the ordered operator calcu-
lus. Path integrals, after being regarded for several years as a mere
curiosity, have come to life as a centerpiece of modern theoretical
physics. They are, specifically, the way we teach computers how
to do QCD. I expect that operator calculus and influence function-
als—brilliantly original, yet in hindsight utterly simple, natural
ideas—might likewise blossom.

In his boyhood Feynman was locally renowned for radio repair.
He never lost his love for direct involvement with physical reality,
and for technology. In these realms, he was a visionary. His after-
dinner talk of 1959, “There’s Plenty of Room at the Bottom,” was
a harbinger of nanotechnology, and still makes interesting read-
ing today. (Freely available on the Internet, it makes an excellent
follow-up to The Character of Physical Law.) In 1982 he sketched
the possibility of “quantum computers,” which could exploit quan-
tum behavior to do computations much more efficiently than exist-
ing computers. Both nanotechnology and quantum computing are
vibrant fields today.

Feynman became a public celebrity with his performance on
the commission investigating the Challenger disaster, where he
used a glass of ice water to highlight the cause—seals that failed at
low temperatures (i.e., in cold weather).

Feynman wrote many books. Most are intended for researchers,
but several were meant to be more broadly accessible. The latter
range from entertaining collections of personal anecdotes to QED:
The Strange Theory of Light and Matter, which is a brave attempt
to present QED from scratch. But I think that the book you have in
your hands, The Character of Physical Law, written at the height
of his power, is Feynman’s popular masterpiece—and that it is the
single best introduction to modern physics, altogether.
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The Great Conservation Principles

When learning about the laws of physics you find that there
are a large number of complicated and detailed laws, laws
of gravitation, of electricity and magnetism, nuclear inter-
actions, and so on, but across the variety of these detailed
laws there sweep great general principles which all the laws
seem to follow. Examples of these are the principles of con-
servation, certain qualities of symmetry, the general form
of quantum mechanical principles, and unhappily, or
happily, as we considered last time, the fact that all the laws
are mathematical. In this lecture I want to talk about the
conservation principles.

The physicist uses ordinary words in a peculiar manner.
To him a conservation law means that there is a number
which you can calculate at one moment, then as nature
undergoes its multitude of changes, if you calculate this
quantity again at a later time it will be the same as it was
before, the number does not change. An example is the
conservation of energy. There is a quantity that you can
calculate according to a certain rule, and it comes out the
same answer always, no matter what happens.

Now you can see that such a thing is possibly useful.
Suppose that physics, or rather nature, is considered analo-
gous to a great chess game with millions of pieces in it,
and we are trying to discover the laws by which the pieces
move. The great gods who play this chess play it very
rapidly, and it is hard to watch and difficult to see. However,
we are catching on to some of the rules, and there are some
rules which we can work out which do not require that we
watch every move. For instance, suppose there is one
bishop only, a red bishop, on the board, then since the
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bishop moves diagonally and therefore never changes the
colour of its square, if we look away for a moment while
the gods play and then look back again, we can expect that
there will be still a red bishop on the board, maybe in a
different place, but on the same colour square. This is in
the nature of a conservation law. We do not need to watch
the insides to know at least something about the game.

It is true that in chess this particular law is not necessarily
perfectly valid. If we looked away long enough it could
happen that the bishop was captured, a pawn went down to
queen, and the god decided that it was better to hold a
bishop instead of a queen in the place of that pawn, which
happened to be on a black square. Unfortunately it may
well turn out that some of the laws which we see today may
not be exactly perfect, but I will tell you about them as we
see them at present.

I have said that we use ordinary words in a technical
fashion, and another word in the title of this lecture is
‘great’, ‘The Great Conservation Principles’. This is not a
technical word: it was merely put in to make the title sound
more dramatic, and I could just as well have called it “The
Conservation Laws’. There are a few conservation laws that
do not work; they are only approximately right, but are
sometimes useful, and we might call those the ‘little’ con-
servation laws. I will mention later one or two of those that
do not work, but the principal ones that I am going to
discuss are, as far as we can tell today, absolutely accurate.

I will start with the easiest one to understand, and that
is the conservation of electric charge. There is a number, the
total electric charge in the world, which, no matter what
happens, does not change. If you lose it in one place you
will find it in another. The conservation is of the total of all
electric charge. This was discovered experimentally by
Faraday.* The experiment consisted of getting inside a
great globe of metal, on the outside of which was a very
delicate galvanometer, to look for the charge on the globe,

*Michael Faraday, 1791-1867, English physicist.
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because a small amount of charge would make a big effect.
Inside the globe Faraday built all kinds of weird electrical
equipment. He made charges by rubbing glass rods with
cat’s fur, and he made big electrostatic machines so that the
inside of this globe looked like those horror movie labora-
tories. But during all these experiments no charge developed
on the surface; there was no net charge made. Although the
glass rod may have been positive after it was charged up by
rubbing on the cat’s fur, then the fur would be the same
amount negative, and the total charge was always nothing,
because if there were any charge developed on the inside
of the globe it would have appeared as an effect in the gal-
vanometer on the outside. So the total charge is conserved.

This is easy to understand, because a very simple model,
which is not mathematical at all, will explain it. Suppose the
world is made of only two kinds of particles, electrons and
protons — there was a time when it looked as if it was going
to be as easy as that — and suppose that the electrons carry
a negative charge and the protons a positive charge, so that
we can separate them. We can take a piece of matter and
put on more electrons, or take some off; but supposing that
electrons are permanent and never disintegrate or dis-
appear — that is a simple proposition, not even mathe-
matical — then the total number of protons, less the total
number of electrons, will not change. In fact in this particu-
lar model the total number of protons will not change, nor
the number of electrons. But we are concentrating now on
the charge. The contribution of the protons is positive and
that of the electrons negative, and if these objects are never
created or destroyed alone then the total charge will be
conserved. I want to list as I go on the number of properties
that conserve quantities, and I will start with charge
(fig. 14). Against the question whether charge is conserved
I write ‘yes’.

This theoretical interpretation is very simple, but it was
later discovered that electrons and protons are not perma-
nent; for example, a particle called the neutron can disinte-
grate into a proton and an electron — plus something else

61



The Character of Physical Law

Lharge Baﬁ{m (trangeness  Enevgy  Anguiar

Nementvm

Conserved Yes Yes Nearly Yo  Yes
(locally)

Comes m Units  Yes Ye Yes No Yec
of
freda e 1?2 g

NB This is the completed table which Professor Feynman
added to throughout his lecture.

Figure 14

which we will come to. But the neutron, it turns out, is
electrically neutral. So although protons are not perma-
nent, nor are electrons permanent, in the sense that they can
be created from a neutron, the charge still checks out; start-
ing before, we had zero charge, and afterwards we had plus
one and minus one which when added together become
zero charge.

An example of a similar fact is that there exists another
particle, besides the proton, which is positively charged. It
is called a positron, which is a kind of image of an electron.
It is just like the electron in most respects, except that it has
the opposite sign of charge, and, more important, it is
called an anti-particle because when it meets with an elec-
tron the two of them can annihilate each other and
disintegrate, and nothing but light comes out. So electrons
are not permanent even by themselves. An electron plus a
positron will just make light. Actually the ‘light’ is invisible
to the eye; it is gamma rays; but this is the same thing for
a physicist, only the wavelength is different. So a particle
and its anti-particle can annihilate. The light has no electric
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charge, but we remove one positive and one negative charge,
so we have not changed the total charge. The theory of
conservation of charge is therefore slightly more complica-
ted but still very unmathematical. You simply add together
the number of positrons you have and the number of
protons, take away the number of electrons — there are
additional particles you have to check, for example anti-
protons which contribute negatively, pi-plus mesons which
are positive, in fact each fundamental particle in nature has
a charge (possibly zero). All we have to do is add up the
total number, and whatever happens in any reaction the
total amount of charge on one side has to balance with
the amount on the other side.

That is one aspect of the conservation of charge. Now
comes an interesting question. Is it sufficient to say only
that charge is conserved, or do we have to say more? If
charge were conserved because it was a real particle which
moved around it would have a very special property. The total
amount of charge in a box might stay the same in two ways.
It may be that the charge moves from one place to another
within the box. But another possibility is that the charge in
one place disappears, and simultaneously charge arises in
another place, instantaneously related, and in such a
manner that the total charge is never changing. This second
possibility for the conservation is of a different kind from
the first, in which if a charge disappears in one place and
turns up in another something has to travel through the
space in between. The second form of charge conservation
is called local charge conservation, and is far more detailed
than the simple remark that the total charge does not
change. So you see we are improving our law, if it is true
that charge is locally conserved. In fact it is true. I have
tried to show you from time to time some of the possibilities
of reasoning, of interconnecting one idea with another, and
I would now like to describe to you an argument, funda-
mentally due to Einstein, which indicates that if anything
is conserved - and in this case I apply it to charge — it must
be conserved locally. This argument relies on one thing,
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that if two fellows are passing each other in space ships,
the question of which guy is doing the moving and which
one standing still cannot be resolved by any experiment.
That is called the principle of relativity, that uniform motion
in a straight line is relative, and that we can look at any
phenomenon from either point of view and cannot say
which one is standing still and which one is moving.
Suppose I have two space ships, A and B (fig. 15). I am

— —_—

2 A M A

J xX Y "X
Y :R“ﬂ

Positions at time Positions at time
of eveats when B sees events.
Figure 15

going to take the point of view that A is the one that is
moving past B. Remember that is just an opinion, you can
also look it at the other way and you-will get the same
phenomena of nature. Now suppose that the man who is
standing still wants to argue whether or not he has seen a
charge at one end of his ship disappear and a charge at the
other end appear at the same time. In order to make sure it
is the same time he cannot sit in the front of the ship, be-
cause he will see one before he sees the other because of the
travel time of light; so let us suppose that he is very careful
and sits dead centre in the middle of the ship. We have
another man doing the same kind of observation in the
other ship. Now a lightning bolt strikes, and charge is
created at point x, and at the same instant at point y at the
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other end of the ship the charge is annihilated, it disappears.
At the same instant, note, and perfectly consistent with our
idea that charge is conserved. If we lose one electron in one
place we get another elsewhere, but nothing passes in
between. Let us suppose that when the charge disappears
there is a flash, and when it is created there is a flash, so
that we can see what happens. B says they both happen at
the same time, since he knows he is in the middle of the
ship and the light from the bolt which creates x reaches him
at the same time as the light from the flash of disappearance
aty. Then B will say, ‘Yes, when one disappeared the other
was created’. But what happens to our friend in the other
ship? He says, ‘No, you are wrong my friend. I saw x
created before y’. This is because he is moving towards x,
so the light from x will have a shorter distance to travel
than the light from y, since he is moving away from y. He
could say, ‘No, x was created first and then y disappeared,
so for a short time after x was created and before y dis-
appeared I got some charge. That is not the conservation
of charge. It is against the law’. But the first fellow says,
‘Yes, butyouare moving’. Then he says, ‘How do you know ?
I think you are moving’, and so on. If we are unable, by
any experiment, to see a difference in the physical laws
whether we are moving or not, then if the conservation of
charge were not local only a certain kind of man would see
it work right, namely the guy who is standing still, in an
absolute sense. But such a thing is impossible according to
Einstein’s relativity principle, and therefore it is impossible
to have non-local conservation of charge. The locality of the
conservation of charge is consonant with the theory of
relativity, and it turns out that this is true of all the conser-
vation laws. You can appreciate that if anything is conserved
the same principle applies.

There is another interesting thing about charge, a very
strange thing for which we have no real explanation today.
It has nothing to do with the conservation law and is inde-
pendent of it. Charge always comes in units. When we have
a charged particle it has one charge or two charges, or minus
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one or minus two. Returning to our table, although this has
nothing to do with the conservation of charge, I must write
down that the thing that is conserved comes in units. It is
very nice that it comes in units, because that makes the
theory of conservation of charge very easy to understand.
It is just a thing we can count, which goes from place to
place. Finally it turns out technically that the total charge
of a thing is easy to determine electrically because the charge
has a very important characteristic; it is the source of the
electric and magnetic field. Charge is a measure of the inter-
action of an object with electricity, with an electric field. So
another item which we should add to the list is that charge
is the source of a field; in other words, electricity is related
to charge. Thus the particular quantity which is conserved
here has two other aspects which are not connected with
the conservation directly, but aie interesting anyway. One
is that it comes in units, and the other that it is the source
of a field.

There are many conservation laws, and I will give some
more examples of laws of the same type as the conservation
of charge, in the sense that it is merely a matter of counting.
There is a conservation law called the conservation of
baryons. A neutron can go into a proton. If we count each
of these as one unit, or baryon, then we do not lose the
number of baryons. The neutron carries one baryonic
charge unit, or repiesents one baryon, a proton represents
one baryon - all we are doing is counting and making big
words! — so if the reaction I am speaking of occurs, in
which a neutron decays into a proton, an electron and an
anti-neutrino, the total number of baryons does not change.
However there are other reactions in nature. A proton plus
a proton can produce a great variety of strange objects, for
example a lambda, a proton and a K plus. Lambda and K
plus are names for peculiar particles.

(@sy) P+P>  A4PaK+
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In this reaction we know we put two baryons in, but we see
only one come out, so possibly either lambda or K+ has a
baryon. If we study the lambda later we discover that very
slowly it disintegrates into a proton and a pi, and ultimately
the pi disintegrates into electrons and what-not.

(sw) 4 > P+-TT

What we have here is the baryon coming out again in the
proton, so we think the lambda has a baryon number of 1,
but the K+ does not, the K+ has zero.

On our chart of conservation laws-(fig. 14), then, we have
charge and now we have a similar situation with baryons,
with a special rule that the baryon number is the number of
protons, plus the number of neutrons, plus the number of
lambdas, minus the number of anti-protons, minus the
number of anti-neutrons, and so on; it is just a counting
proposition. It is conserved, it comes in units, and nobody
knows but everybody wants to think, by analogy, that it is
the source of a field. The reason we make these tables is that
we are trying to guess at the laws of nuclear interaction, and
this is one of the quick ways of guessing at nature. If charge
is the source of a field, and baryon does the same things in
other respects it ought to be the source of a field too. Too
bad that so far it does not seem to be, it is possible, but we
do not know enough to be sure.

There are one or two more of these counting propositions,
for example Lepton numbers, and so on, but the idea is the
same as with baryons. There is one, however, which is
slightly different. There are in nature among these strange
particles characteristic rates of reaction, some of which are
very fast and easy, and others which are very slow and hard.
I do not mean easy and hard in a technical sense, in actually
doing the experiment. It concerns the rates at which the
reactions occur when the particles are present. There is a
clear distinction between the two kinds of reaction which I
have mentioned above, the decay of a pair of protons, and
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the much slower decay of the lambda. It turns out that if
you take only the fast and easy reactions there is one more
counting law, in which the lambda gets a minus 1, and the
K plus gets a plus 1, and the proton gets zero. This is called
the strangeness number, or hyperon charge, and it appears
that the rule that it is conserved is right for every easy re-
action, but wrong for the slow reactions. On our chart (fig.
14) we must therefore add the conservation law called the
conservation of strangeness, or the conservation of hyperon
number, which is nearly right. This is very peculiar; we
see why this quantity has been called strangeness. It is
nearly true that it is conserved, and true that it comes
in units. In trying to understand the strong interactions
which are involved in nuclear forces, the fact that in strong
interactions the thing is conserved has made people propose
that for strong interactions it is also the source of a field, but
again we do not know. I bring these matters up to show you
how conservation laws can be used to guess new laws.

There are other conservation laws that have been pro-
posed from time to time, of the same nature as counting.
For example, chemists once thought that no matter what
happened the number of sodium atoms stayed the same. But
sodium atoms are not permanent. It is possible to transmute
atoms from one element to another so that the original
element has completely disappeared. Another law which was
for a while believed to be true was that the total mass of an
object stays the same. This depends on how you define mass,
and whether you get mixed up with energy. The mass con-
servation law is contained in the next one which I am going
to discuss, the law of conservation of energy. Of all the
conservation laws, that dealing with energy is the most
difficult and abstract, and yet the most useful. It is more
difficult to understand than those I have described so far,
because in the case of charge, and the others, the mechanism
is clear, it is more or less the conservation of objects. This
is not absolutely the case, because of the problem that we
get new things from old things, but it is really a matter of
simply counting.
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The conservation of energy is a little more difficult, be-
cause this time we have a number which is not changed in
time, but this number does not represent any particular
thing. I would like to make a kind of silly analogy to ex-
plain a little about it.

I want you to imagine that a mother has a child whom she
leaves alone in a room with 28 absolutely indestructible
blocks. The child plays with the blocks all day, and when
the mother comes back she discovers that there are indeed
28 blocks; she checks all the time the conservation of blocks!
This goes on for a few days, and then one day when she
comes in there are only 27 blocks. However, she finds one
block lying outside the window, the child had thrown it
out. The first thing you must appreciate about conservation
laws is that you must watch that the stuff you are trying to
check does not go out through the wall. The same thing
could happen the other way, if a boy came in to play with
the child, bringing some blocks with him. Obviously these
are matters you have to consider when you talk about con-
servation laws. Suppose one day when the mother comes to
count the blocks she finds that there are only 25 blocks, but
suspects that the child has hidden the other three blocks in
a little toy box. So she says, I am going to open the box’.
‘No,” he says, ‘you cannot open the box.” Being a very
clever mother she would say, ‘I know that when the box is
empty it weighs 16 ounces, and each block weighs 3
ounces, so what I am going to do is to weigh the box’. So,
totalling up the number of blocks, she would get -

No. of blocks seen -+ Weight of bov-16ez.
SBoz.

and that adds up to 28. This works all right for a while, and
then one day the sum does not check up properly. However,
she notices that the dirty water in the sink is changing its
level. She knows that the water is 6 inches deep when there
is no block in it, and that it would rise 4 inch if a block was

69



The Character of Physical Law
in the water, so she adds another term, and now she has —

Weight of box-1boz. Ht.of Water- Gin.
3a. in.

No. of blocks seen +

and once again it adds up to 28. As the boy becomes more
ingenious, and the mother continues to be equally ingenious,
more and more terms must be added, all of which represent
blocks, but from the mathematical standpoint are abstract
calculations, because the blocks are not seen.

Now I would like to draw my analogy, and tell you what
is common between this and the conservation of energy, and
what is different. First suppose that in all of the situations
you never saw any blocks. The term ‘No. of blocks seen’ is
never included. Then the mother would always be calculating
a whole lot of terms like ‘blocks in the box’, ‘blocks in the
water’, and so on. With energy there is this difference, that
there are no blocks, so far as we can tell. Also, unlike the
case of the blocks, for energy the numbers that come out
are not integers. I suppose it might happen to the poor
mother that when she calculates one term it comes out
6 } blocks, and when she calculates another it comes out
% of a block, and the others give 21, which still totals 28.
That is how it looks with energy.

What we have discovered about energy is that we have a
scheme with a sequence of rules. From each different set
of rules we can calculate a number for each different kind of
energy. When we add all the numbers together, from all the
different forms of energy, it always gives the same total.
But as far as we know there are no real units, no little ball-
bearings. It is abstract, purely mathematical, that there is
a number such that whenever you calculate it it does not
change. I cannot interpret it any better than that.

This energy has all kinds of forms, analogous to the
blocks in the box, blocks in the water, and so on. There is
energy due to motion called kinetic energy, energy due to
gravitational interaction (gravitational potential energy, it
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is called), thermal energy, electrical energy, light energy,
elastic energy in springs and so on, chemical energy, nuclear
energy — and there is also an energy that a particle has from
its mere existence, an energy that depends directly on its
mass. The last is the contribution of Einstein, as you un-
doubtedly know. E = mc? is the famous equation of the
law I am talking about.

Although I have mentioned a large number of energies,
I would like to explain that we are not completely ignorant
about this, and we do understand the relationship of some of
them to others. For instance, what we call thermal energy is
to a large extent merely the kinetic energy of the motion of
the particles inside an object. Elastic energy and chemical
energy both have the same origin, namely the forces be-
tween the atoms. When the atoms rearrange themselves in
a new pattern some energy is changed, and if that quantity
changes it means that some other quantity also has to
change. For example, if you are burning something the
chemical energy changes, and you find heat where you did
not have heat before, because it all has to add up right.
Elastic energy and chemical energy are both interactions of
atoms, and we now understand these interactions to be a
combination of two things, one electrical energy and the
other kinetic energy again, only this time the formula for it
is quantum mechanical. Light energy is nothing but elec-
trical energy, because light has now been interpreted as an
electric and magnetic wave. Nuclear energy is not represen-
ted in terms of the others; at the moment I cannot say more
than that it is the result of nuclear forces. I am not just
talking here about the energy released. In the uranium
nucleus there is a certain amount of energy, and when the
thing disintegrates the amount of energy remaining in the
nucleus changes, but the total amount of energy in the world
does not change, so a lot of heat and stuff is generated in
the process, in order to balance up.

This conservation law is very useful in many technical
ways. I will give you some very simple examples to show
how, knowing the law of conservation of energy and the
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formulae for calculating energy, we can understand other
laws. In other words many other laws are not independent,
but are simply secret ways of talking about the conservation
of energy. The simplest is the law of the lever (fig. 16).

n

w - Tl

Figure 16

We have a lever on a pivot. The length of one arm is 1 foot
and the other 4 feet. First I must give the law for gravity
energy, which is that if you have a number of weights, you
take the weight of each and multiply it by its height above
the ground, add this together for all the weights, and that
gives the total of gravity energy. Suppose I have a 2 1b
weight on the long arm, and an unknown mystic weight on
the other side — X is always the unknown, so let us call it
W to make it seem that we have advanced above the usual!
Now the question is, how much must W be so that it just
balances and swings quietly back and forth without any
trouble ? If it swings quietly back and forth, that means that
the energy is the same whether the balance is parallel to
the ground or tilted so that the 2 Ib weight is, say, 1 inch
above the ground. If the energy is the same then it does not
care much which way, and it does not fall over. If the 2 1b
weight goes up 1 inch how far down does W go? From the
diagram you can see (fig. 3) that if AOis 1 foot and OB
is 4 feet, then when BB’ is 1 inch AA’ will be } inch. Now
apply the law for gravity energy. Before anything happened
all the heights were zero, so the total energy was zero. After
the move has happened to get the gravity energy we multi-
ply the weight 2 1b by the height 1 inch and add it to the
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unknown weight W times the height — 1 inch. The sum of
this must give the same energy as before — zero. So -

2= =0, 5% Wmust 4 8

This is one way we can understand the easy law, which you
already knew of course,the law of the lever. But itis interest-
ing that not only this but hundreds of other physical laws
can be closely related to various forms of energy. I showed
you this example only to illustrate how useful it is.

The only trouble is, of course, that in practice it does not
really work because of friction in the fulcrum. If I have
something moving, for example a ball rolling along at a
constant height, then it will stop on account of friction.
What happened to the kinetic energy of the ball ? The answer
is that the energy of the motion of the ball has gone into the
energy of the jiggling of the atoms in the floor and in the
ball. The world that we see on a large scale looks like a nice
round ball when we polish it, but it is really quite complica-
ted when looked at on a little scale; billions of tiny atoms,
with all kinds of irregular shapes. It is like a very rough
boulder when looked at finely enough, because it is made
out of these little balls. The floor is the same, a bumpy busi-
ness made out of balls. When you roll this monster boulder
over the magnified floor you can see that the little atoms are
going to go snap-jiggle, snap-jiggle. After the thing has
rolled across, the ones that are left behind are still shaking
a little from the pushing and snapping that they went
through; so there is left in the floor a jiggling motion, or
thermal energy. At first it appears as if the law of conser-
vation is false, but energy has the tendency to hide from
us and we need thermometers and other instruments to
make sure that it is still there. We find that energy is con-
served no matter how complex the process, even when we
do not know the detailed laws.

The first demonstration of the law of conservation of
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energy was not by a physicist but by a medical man. He
demonstrated with rats. If you burn food you can find out
how much heat is generated. If you then feed the same
amount of food to rats it is converted, with oxygen, into
carbon dioxide, in the same way as in burning. When you
measure the energy in each case you find out that living
creatures do exactly the same as non-living creatures. The
law for conservation of energy is as true for life as for
other phenomena. Incidentally, it is interesting that every
law or principle that we know for ‘dead’ things, and that we
can test on the great phenomenon of life, works just as well
there. There is no evidence yet that what goes on in living
creatures is necessarily different, so far as the physical
laws are concerned, from what goes on in non-living things,
although the living things may be much more complicated.

The amount of energy in food, which will tell you how
much heat, mechanical work, etc., it can generate, is
measured in calories. When you hear of calories you are not
eating something called calories, that is simply the measure
of the amount of heat energy that is in the food. Physicists
sometimes feel so superior and smart that other people
would like to catch them out once on something. I will
give you something to get them on. They should be utterly
ashamed of the way they take energy and measure it in a
host of different ways, with different names. It is absurd that
energy can be measured in calories, in ergs, in electron volts,
in foot pounds, in B.T.U.s, in horsepower hours, in kilowatt
hours — all measuring exactly the same thing. It is like having
money in dollars, pounds, and so on; but unlike the econo-
mic situation where the ratio can change, these dopey things
are in absolutely guaranteed proportion. If anything is
analogous, it is like shillings and pounds — there are always
20 shillings to a pound. But one complication that the
physicist allows is that instead of having a number like 20
he has irrational ratios like 1-6183178 shillings to a pound.
You would think that at least the more modern high-class
theoretical physicists would use a common unit, but you
find papers with degrees Kelvin for measuring energy, mega-
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cycles, and now inverse Fermis, the latest invention. For
those who want some proof that physicists are human, the
proof is in the idiocy of all the different units which they
use for measuring energy.

There are a number of interesting phenomena in nature
which present us with curious problems concerning energy.
There has been a recent discovery of things called quasars,
which are enormously far away, and they radiate so much
energy in the form of light and radio waves that the question
is where does it come from? If the conservation of energy
is right, the condition of the quasar after it has radiated this
enormous amount of energy must be different from its
condition before. The question is, is it coming from gravi-
tation energy — is the thing collapsed gravitationally, in a
different condition gravitationally? Or is this big emission
coming from nuclear energy? Nobody knows. You might
propose that perhaps the law of conservation of energy is
not right. Well, when a thing is investigated as incompletely
as the quasar — quasars are so distant that the astronomers
cannot see them too easily — then if such a thing seems to
conflict with the fundamental laws, it very rarely is that
the fundamental laws are wrong, it usually is just that the
details are unknown.

Another interesting example of the use of the law of
conservation of energy is in the reaction when a neutron
disintegrates into a proton, anelectron, and an anti-neutrino.
It was first thought that a neutron turned into a proton plus
an electron. But the energy of all the particles could be
measured, and a proton and an electron together did not
add up to a neutron. Two possibilities existed. It might
have been that the law of energy conservation was not
right; in fact it was proposed by Bohr* for a while that per-
haps the conservation law worked only statistically, on the
average. But it turns out now that the other possibility is
the correct one, that the fact that the energy does not check
out is because there is something else coming out, something

*Niels Bohr, Danish physicist.
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which we now call an anti-neutrino. The anti-neutrino which
comes out takes up the energy. You might say that the only
reason for the anti-neutrino is to make the conservation of
energy right. But it makes a lot of other things right, like
the conservation of momentum and other conservation laws,
and very recently it has been directly demonstrated that
such neutrinos do indeed exist.

This example illustrates a point. How is it possible that
we can extend our laws into regions we are not sure about?
Why are we so confident that, because we have checked the
energy conservation here, when we get a new phenomenon
we can say it has to satisfy the law of conservation of energy ?
Every once in a while you read in the paper that physicists
have discovered that one of their favourite laws is wrong.
Is it then a mistake to say thata law is true in a region where
you have not yet looked ? If you will never say that a law is
true in a region where you have not already looked you do
not know anything. If the only laws that you find are those
which you have just finished observing then you can never
make any predictions. Yet the only utility of science is to
go on and to try to make guesses. So what we always do is
to stick our necks out, and in the case of energy the most
likely thing is that it is conserved in other places.

Of course this means that science is uncertain; the mo-
ment that you make a proposition about a region of ex-
perience that you have not directly seen then you must be
uncertain. But we always must make statements about the
regions that we have not seen, or the whole business is no
use. For instance, the mass of an object changes when it
moves, because of the conservation of energy. Because of
the relation of mass and energy the energy associated with
the motion appears as an extra mass, so things get heavier
when they move. Newton believed that this was not the
case, and that the masses stayed constant. When it was dis-
covered that the Newtonian idea was false everyone kept
saying what a terrible thing it was that physicists had found
out that they were wrong. Why did they think they were
right ? The effect is very small, and only shows when you get
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near the speed of light. If you spin a top it weighs the same
as if you do not spin it, to within a very very fine fraction.
Should they then have said, ‘If you do not move any faster
than so-and-so, then the mass does not change’? That
would then be certain. No, because if the experiment
happened to have been done only with tops of wood,
copper and steel, they would have had to say ‘Tops made
out of copper, wood and steel, when not moving any faster
than so and so ...". You see, we do not know all the con-
ditions that we need for an experiment. It is not known
whether a radioactive top would have a mass that is con-
served. So we have to make guesses in order to give any
utility at all to science. In order to avoid simply describing
experiments that have been done, we have to propose laws
beyond their observed range. There is nothing wrong with
that, despite the fact that it makes science uncertain. If you
thought before that science was certain - well, that is just
an error on your part.

To return then, to our list of conservation laws (fig. 14),
we can add energy. It is conserved perfectly, as far as we
know. It does not come in units. Now the question is, is
it the source of a field? The answer is yes. Einstein under-
stood gravitation as being generated by energy. Energy and
mass are equivalent, and so Newton’s interpretation that
the mass is what produces gravity has been modified to the
statement that the energy produces the gravity.

There are other laws similar to the conservation of energy,
in the sense that they are numbers. One of them is momen-
tum. If you take all the masses of an object, multiply them
by the velocities, and add them all together, the sum is the
momentum of the particles; and the total amount of mo-
mentum is conserved. Energy and momentum are now
understood to be very closely related, so I have put them in
the same column of our table.

Another example of a conserved quantity is angular
momentum, an item which we discussed before. The angular
momentum is the area generated per second by objects
moving about. For example, if we have a moving object,
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and we take any centre whatsoever, then the speed at which
the area (fig. 17) swept out by a line from centre to object,

Figure 17

increases, multiplied by the mass of the object, and added
together for all the objects, is called the angular momentum.
And that quantity does not change. So we have conservation
of angular momentum. Incidentally, at first sight, if you
know too much physics, you might think that the angular
momentum is not conserved. Like the energy it appears in
different forms. Although most people think it only appears
in motion it does appear in other forms, as I will illustrate.
If you have a wire, and move a magnet up into it, increasing
the magnetic field through the flux through the wire, there
will be an electric current — that is how electric generators
work. Imagine that instead of a wire I have a disc, on which
there are electric charges analogous to the electrons in the
wire (fig. 18). Now I bring a magnet dead centre along the

Figure 18
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axis from far away, very rapidly up to the disc, so that now
there is a flux change. Then, just as in the wire, the charges
will start to go around, and if the disc were on a wheel it
would be spinning by the time I had brought the magnet
up. That does not look like conservation of angular momen-
tum, because when the magnet is away from the disc nothing
is turning, and when they are close together it is spinning.
We have got turning for nothing, and that is against the
rules. ‘Oh yes,’” you say, ‘I know, there must be some other
kind of interaction that makes the magnet spin the opposite
way.” That is not the case. There is no electrical force on the
magnet tending to twist it the opposite way. The explana-
tion is that angular momentum appears in two forms: one
of them is angular momentum of motion, and the other is
angular momentum in electric and magnetic fields. There is
angular momentum in the field around the magnet, although
it does not appear as motion, and this has the opposite sign
to the spin. If we take the opposite case it is even clearer

(fig. 19).
&—

Figure 19

If we have just the particles, and the magnet, close together,
and everythingis standing still, I say there is angular momen-
tum in the field, a hidden form of angular momentum which
does not appear as actual rotation. When you pull the mag-
net down and take the instrument apart, then all the fields
separate and the angular momentum now has to appear and
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the disc will start to spin. The law that makes it spin is the
law of induction of electricity.

Whether angular momentum comes in units is very diffi-
cult for me to answer. At first sight it appears that it is
absolutely impossible that angular momentum comes in
units, because angular momentum depends upon the direc-
tion at which you project the picture. You are looking at an
area change, and obviously this will be different depending
on whether it is looked at from an angle, or straight on. If
angular momentum came in units, and say you looked at
something and it showed 8 units, then if you looked at it
from a very slightly different angle, the number of units
would be very slightly different, perhaps a tiny bit less than
8. But 7 is not a little bit less than 8; it is a definite amount
less than eight. So it cannot possibly come in units. However
this proof is evaded by the subtleties and peculiarities of
quantum mechanics, and if we measure the angular momen-
tum about any axis, amazingly enough it is always a
number of units. It is not the kind of unit, like an electric
charge, that you can count. The angular momentum does
come in units in the mathematical sense that the number we
getin any measurement is a definite integer times a unit. But
we cannot interpret this in the same way as with units of
electric charge, imaginable units that we can count — one,
then another, then another. In the case of angular momen-
tum we cannot imagine them as separate units, but it comes
out always as an integer . . . which is very peculiar.

There are other conservation laws. They are not as
interesting as those I have described, and do not deal exactly
with the conservation of numbers. Suppose we had some
kind of device with particles moving with a certain definite
symmetry, and suppose their movements were bilaterally
symmetrical (fig. 20). Then, following the laws of physics,
with all the movements and collisions, you could expect, and
rightly, that if you look at the same picture later on it will
still be bilaterally symmetrical. So there is a kind of con-
servation, the conservation of the symmetry character. This
should be in the table, but it is not like a number that you
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Figure 20

measure, and we will discuss it in much more detail in the
next lecture. The reason this is not very interesting in classi-
cal physics is because the times when there are such nicely
symmetrical initial conditions are very rare, and it is there-
fore a not very important or practical conservation law. But
in quantum mechanics, when we deal with very simple
systems like atoms, their internal constitution often has a
kind of symmetry, like bilateral symmetry, and then the
symmetry character is maintained. This is therefore an
important law for understanding quantum phenomena.

One interesting question is whether there is a deeper
basis for these conservation laws, or whether we have to take
them as they are. I will discuss that question in the next
lecture, but there is one point I should like to make now. In
discussing these ideas on a popular level, there seem to be
a lot of unrelated concepts; but with a more profound
understanding of the various principles there appear deep
interconnections between the concepts, each one implying
others in some way. One example is the relation between
relativity and the necessity for local conservation. If I had
stated this without a demonstration, it might appear to be
some kind of miracle that if you cannot tell how fast you
are moving this implies that if something is conserved it
must be done not by jumping from one place to another.

At this point I would like to indicate how the conserva-
tion of angular momentum, the conservation of momentum,
and a few other things ate to some extent related. The con-
servation of angular momentum has to do with the area
swept by particles moving. If you have a lot of particles
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(fig. 21), and take your centre (x) very far away, then the
distances are almost the same for every object. In this case
the only thing that counts in the area sweeping, or in the
conservation of angular momentum, is the component of
motion, whichin figure 21 is vertical. What we discover then

!
x QTV .

is that the total of the masses, each multiplied by its velocity
vertically, must be a constant, because the angular momen-
tum is a constant about any point, and if the chosen point
is far enough away only the masses and velocities are rele-
vant. In this way the conservation of angular momentum
implies the conservation of momentum. This in turn implies
something else, the conservation of another item which is
so closely connected that I did not bother to put it in the
table. This is a principle about the centre of gravity (fig. 22).

—T 1]

l 2

Figure 22

A mass, in a box, cannot just disappear from one position
and move over to another position all by itself. That is
nothing to do with conservation of the mass; you still have
the mass, just moved from one place to another. Charge
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could do this, but not a mass. Let me explain why. The laws
of physics are not affected by motion, so we can suppose
that this box is drifting slowly upwards. Now we take the
angular momentum from a point not far away, x. As the
box is drifting upwards, if the mass is lying quiet in the box,
at position 1, it will be producing an area at a given rate.
After the mass has moved over to position 2, the area will
be increasing at a greater rate, because although the altitude
will be the same because the box is still drifting upwards,
the distance from x to the mass has increased. By the con-
servation of angular momentum you cannot change the
rate at which the area is changing, and therefore you simply
cannot move one mass from one place to another unless
you push on something else to balance up the angular mo-
mentum. That is the reason why rockets in empty space
cannot go . . . but they do go. If you figure it out with a lot
of masses, then if you move one forward you must move
others back, so that the total motion back and forward of all
the masses is nothing. This is how a rocket works. At first
it is standing still, say, in empty space, and then it shoots
some gas out of the back, and the rocket goes forward. The
point is that of all the stuff in the world, the centre of mass,
the average of all the mass, is still right where it was before.
The interesting part has moved on, and an uninteresting
part that we do not care about has moved back. There is
no theorem that says that the interesting things in the
world are conserved — only the total of everything.
Discovering the laws of physics is like trying to put to-
gether the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. We have all these dif-
ferent pieces, and today they are proliferating rapidly. Many
of them are lying about and cannot be fitted with the other
ones. How do we know that they belong together ? How do
we know that they are really all part of one as yet incom-
plete picture? We are not sure, and it worries us to some
extent, but we get encouragement from the common charac-
teristics of several pieces. They all show blue sky, or they
are all made out of the same kind of wood. All the various
physical laws obey the same conservation principles.
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Symmetry in Physical Law

Symmetry seems to be absolutely fascinating to the human
mind. We like to look at symmetrical things in nature, such
as perfectly symmetrical spheres like planets and the sun, or
symmetrical crystals like snowflakes, or flowers which are
nearly symmetrical. However, it is not the symmetry of the
objects in nature that I want to discuss here; it is rather the
symmetry of the physical laws themselves. It is easy to under-
stand how an object can be symmetrical, but how can a
physical law have a symmetry? Of course it cannot, but
physicists delight themselves by using ordinary words for
something else. In this case they have a feeling about the
physical laws which is very close to the feeling of symmetry
of objects, and they call it the symmetry of the laws. That
is what I am going to discuss.

What is symmetry ? If you look at me I am symmetrical,
right and left — apparently externally, at least. A vase can be
symmetrical in the same way or in other ways. How can you
define it? The fact that I am left and right symmetric means
that if you put everything that is on one side on the other
side, and vice versa — if you just exchange the two sides — I
shall look exactly the same. A square has a symmetry of a
special kind, because if I turn it around through 90 degrees
it still looks exactly the same. Professor Weyl,* the mathe-
matician, gave an excellent definition of symmetry, which
is that a thing is symmetrical if there is something that you
can do to it so that after you have finished doing it it looks
the same as it did before. That is the sense in which we say
that the laws of physics are symmetrical; that there are

*Hermann Weyl, 1885-1955, German mathematician.
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things we can do to the physical laws, or to our way of rep-
resenting the physical laws, which make no difference, and
leave everything unchanged in its effects. It is this aspect of
physical laws that is going to concern us in this lecture.

The simplest example of this kind of symmetry — you will
sce that it is not the same as you might have thought, left
and right symmetric, or anything like that — is a symmetry
called translation in space. This has the following meaning:
if you build any kind of apparatus, or do any kind of experi-
ment with some things, and then go and build the same
apparatus to do the same kind of experiment, with similar
things but put them here instead of there, merely translated
from one place to another in space, then the same thing will
happen in the translated experiment as would have happened
in the original experiment. It is not true here actually. If I
actually built such an apparatus, and then displaced it 20
feet to the left of where I am now it would get into the wall,
and there would be difficulties. It is necessary, in defining
this idea, to take into account everything that might affect
the situation, so that when you mave the thing you move
everything. For example, if the system involved a pendulum,
and I moved it 20,000 miles to the right, it would not work
properly any more because the pendulum involves the attrac-
tion of the earth. However, if I imagine that I move the
earth as well as the equipment then it would behave in the
same way. The problem in this situation is that you must
translate everything which may have any influence on the
situation. That sounds a little dopey, because it sounds as if
youcanjust translate an experiment, and if it does not work
you can just presume that you did not translate enough stuff
—so you are bound to win. Actually this is not so, because it
is not self-evident that you are bound to win. The remarkable
thing about nature is that it is possible to translate enough
stuff so that it does behave the same way. That is a positive
statement.

I would like to illustrate that such a thing is true. Let us
take as an example the law of gravitation, which says that
the force between objects varies inversely as the square of
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the distance between them; and I would remind you that a
thing responds to a force by changing its velocity, with time,
in the direction of the force. If I have a pair of objects, like
a planet going around a sun, and I move the whole pair
over, then the distance between the objects of course does
not change, and so the forces do not change. Further, when
they are in the moved-over situation they will go at the
same speed, and all the changes will remain in proportion
and everything go around in the two systems in exactly the
same way. The fact that the law says ‘the distance between
two objects’, rather than some absolute distance from the
central eye of the universe, means that the laws are trans-
latable in space.

That, then, is the first symmetry — translation in space.
The next one could be called translation in time, but, better,
let us say that delay in time makes no difference. We start a
planet going around the sun in a certain direction; if we
could start it all over again, two hours later, or two years
later, with another beginning, but starting with the planet
and the sun going in exactly the same way, then it would
behave in exactly the same way, because again the law of
gravitation talks about the velocity, and never about the
absolute time when you were supposed to start measuring
things. In this particular example, in fact, we are not really
sure. When we discussed gravitation, we talked about the
possibility that the force of gravity changed with time. This
would mean that translation in time fs not a valid proposi-
tion, because if the constant of gravitation will be weaker a
billion years hence than it is now, then it is not true that
the motion would be exactly the same for our experimental
sun and planet a billion years from now as it is now. As far
as we know today (I have only discussed the laws as we
know them today. — I only wish I could discuss the laws as we
shall know them tomorrow!) as far as we know, a delay in
time makes no difference.

We know that in one respect this is not really true. It is
true for what we now call physical laws; but one of the facts
of the world (which may be very different) is that it looks
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as if the universe had a definite time of beginning, and that
everything is exploding apart. You might call that a con-
dition of geography, analogous to the situation that when
I translate in space I must translate everything. In the same
sense you might say that the laws for time are the same and
we must move the expansion of the universe with everything
else. We could have made another analysis in which we star-
ted the universe later; but we do not start the universe, and
we have no control over the situation and no way to define
that idea experimentally. Therefore as far as science is con-
cerned there really is no way to tell. The fact of the matter
is that the conditions of the world appear to be changing in
time, the galaxies separating from one another, so if you
were to awake in some science-fiction story at an unknown
time, by measuring the average distances to the galaxies
you could tell when it was. That means that the world will
not look the same if delayed in time.

Now it is conventional today to separate the physical
laws, which tell how things will move if you start them in a
given condition, from the statement of how the world actu-
ally began, because we know so little about that. It is usually
considered that astronomical history, or cosmological his-
tory, is a little different from physical law. Yet if put to a
test of how to define the difference I would be hard pressed.
The best characteristic of physical law is its universality, and
if anything is universal it is the expansion of all the nebulae.
I have therefore no way of defining the difference. However,
if I restrict myself to disregard the origin of the universe and
take only the physical laws that are known, then a delay in
time makes no difference.

Let us take some other examples of symmetry laws. One
is a rotation in space, a fixed rotation. If I do some experi-
ments with a piece of equipment built in one place, and then
take another one (possibly translated so that it does not get
in the way) exactly the same, but turned so that all the axes
are in a different direction, it will work the same way. Again
we have to turn everything that is relevant. If the thing is a
grandfather clock, and you turn it horizontal, then the
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pendulum will just sit up against the wall of the cabinet
and not work. But if you turn the earth too (which is
happening all the time) the clock still keeps working.

The mathematical description of this possibility of turning
is a rather interesting one. To describe what goes on in a
situation we use numbers to tell where something is. They
are called the co-ordinates of a point, and we sometimes use
three numbers, to describe how high the point is above some
plane, how far it is in front, say, or behind in negative
numbers, and how far to the left. In this case I am not going
to worry about up and down because for rotations I just
have to use two of these three co-ordinates. Let us call the
distance in front of me x, and y can be the distance to the
left. Then I can locate any body by telling how far it is in
front and how far to the left. Those who come from New
York City will know that the street numbers work that way
very neatly — or they did until they began to change the
name of Sixth Avenue! The mathematical idea about the
turning is this: if I locate a point as I have described, by
giving its x and y co-ordinates and someone else, facing a
different way, locates the same point in the same way, but
calculating the x’ and y’ in relation to his own position, then
you can see that my x co-ordinate is a mixture of the two
co-ordinates calculated by the other man. The connexion of
the transformation is that x gets mixed into x’ and y’ and y
into y’ and x’. The laws of nature should so be written that if
you make such a mixture, and resubstitute in the equations,
then the equations will not change their form. That is the
way in which the symmetry appears in mathematical form.
You write the equations with certain letters, then there is a
way of changing the letters from x and y to a different x, x’,
and a different y, y’, which is a formula in terms of the old x
and y, and the equations look the same, only they have
primes all over them. This just means that the other man will
see the thing behaving in his apparatus the same way as I see
it in mine, which is turned the other way.

I will give another, very interesting, example of a sym-
metry law. It is a question of uniform velocity in a straight
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line. It is believed that the laws of physics are unchanged
under a uniform velocity in a straight line. This is called the
principle of relativity. If we have a space ship, and we have
a bit of equipment in it that is doing something, and we
have another similar equipment down here on the ground,
then, if the space ship is going along at a uniform speed,
somebody inside, watching what is going on on his appara-
tus, can see nothing different from the effects I, who am
standing still, can see on my apparatus. Of course if he
looks outside, or if he bumps into an outside wall, or some-
thing like that, that is another matter; but in so far as he
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is moving at a uniform velocity in a straight line, the laws of
physics look the same to him as they do to me. Since that
is the case, I cannot say who is moving.

I must emphasize here, before we go any further, that in
all of these transformations, and all of these symmetries,
we are not talking about moving a whole universe. In the
case of time I am saying nothing if I imagine that I move all
the times in the whole universe. So also there would be no
content in the statement that if I took everything in the
whole universe, and moved it over in space, it would be-
have the same way. The remarkable thing is that if I take
a piece of apparatus and move it over, then if I make
sure about a lot of conditions, and include enough appara-
tus, I can get a piece of the world and move it relative
to the average of all the rest of the stars, and this still
does not make any difference. In the relativity case it means
that someone coasting at a uniform velocity in a straight
line, relative to the average of the rest of the nebulae, sees
no effect. Put another way, it is impossible to determine
by any effects from the experiments inside a car, without
looking out, whether you are moving relative to all the
stars.

This proposition was first stated by Newton. Let us take
his law of gravitation. It says that the forces are inversely
as the squares of the distances, and that a force produces a
change in velocity. Now suppose I have worked out what
happens when a planet goes around a fixed sun, and now I
want to work out what happens when a planet is going
around a drifting sun. Then all of the velocities that I had
in the first case are different in the second case; I have to
add on a constant velocity. But the law is stated in terms of
changes in velocity, so that what happens is that the force on
the planet with the fixed sun is the same as the force on the
planet with the drifting sun, and therefore the changes in
velocity of the two planets will also be identical. So any
extra velocity I started with on the second planet just keeps
on going, and all the changes are accumulated on top of that.
The net result of the mathematics is that if you add a constant
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speed the laws will be exactly the same, so that we cannot,
by studying the solar system and the way the planets go
around the sun, figure out whether the sun is itself drifting
through space. According to Newton’s law there is no effect
of such a drift through space on the motions of the planets
around the sun; so Newton added that ‘The motion of
bodies among themselves is the same in a space, whether
that space is itself at rest relative to the fixed stars, or moving
at a uniform velocity in a straight line’.

As time went on, new laws were discovered after Newton,
among them the laws of electricity discovered by Maxwell.*
One of the consequences of the laws of electricity was that
there should be waves, electromagnetic waves — light is an
example — which should go at 186,000 miles a second, flar.
I mean by that 186,000 miles a second, come what may. So
then it was easy to tell where rest was, because the law that
light goes at 186,000 miles a second is certainly not (at first
sight) one which will permit one to move without some
effect. It is evident, is it not, that .f you are in a space ship
going at 100,000 miles a second in some direction, while I
am standing still, and I shoot a light beam at 186,000 miles
a second through a little hole in your ship, then, as it goes
through your ship, since you are going at 100,000 miles per
second and the light is going at 186,000, the light is only
going to look to you as if it is passing at 86,000 miles a
second. But it turns out that if you do this experiment it
looks to you as if it is going at 186,000 miles a second past
you, and to me as if it is going 186,000 miles a second past
me!

The facts of nature are not so easy to understand, and the
fact of the experiment was so obviously counter to common-
sensc, that there are some people who still do not believe the
result! But time after time experiments indicated that the
speed is 186,000 miles a second no matter how fast you are
moving. The question now is how that could be. Einstein

*James Clerk Maxwell, 1831-79. First teacher of experimental
physics at Cambridge.

91



The Character of Physical Law

realized, and Poincaré* too, that the only possible way in
which a person moving and a person standing still could
measure the speed to be the same was that their sense of
time and their sense of space are not the same, that the
clocks inside the space ship are ticking at a different speed
from those on the ground, and so forth. You mightsay, ‘Ah,
butif the clock is ticking and I look at the clock in the space
ship, then I can see that it is going slow’. No, your brain is
going slow too! So by making sure that everything went
just so inside the space ship, it was possible to cook up a
system by which in the space ship it would look like 186,000
space-ship miles per space-ship second, whereas here it
would look like 186,000 my miles per my second. That is a
very ingenious thing to be able to do, and it turns out, re-
markably enough, to be possible.

I have mentioned already one of the consequences of this
principle of relativity, that you cannot tell how fast you are
moving in a straight line; you remember in the last lecture
the case in which we had two cars, A and B (fig. 24). There
was an event, which happened at each end of car B. A man
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*Jules Henri Poincaré, 1854-1912. French scientist.
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was standing in the middle of the car, and the events (x and
y) happened at each end of his car at a certain instant, which
he claimed was the same time for each event, because,
standing in the middle of the car, he saw the light from both
of these things at the same time. But the man in car A, who
happened to be moving with a constant velocity relative to
B, saw the same two events, not at the same time, but in
fact he saw x first, because the light reached him before the
light from y, because he was moving forward. You see that
one of the consequences of the principle of symmetry for
uniform velocity in a straight line — that word symmetry
means that you cannot tell who’s view is correct — is that
when I talk about everything that is happening in the world
‘now’, that does not mean anything. If you are moving
along at a uniform velocity in a straight line, then the things
that happen that appear to you as simultaneous are not the
same events as appear simultaneous to me, even though we
are passing each other on the instant when I consider the
simultaneous event to have happened. We cannot agree
what ‘now’ means at a distance. This means a profound
transformation of our ideas of space and time, in order to
maintain this principle that uniform velocity in a straight
line cannot be detected. Actually what is happening here is
that two things which appear from one point of view to be
simultaneous, seem from another point of view to be not
at the same time, provided they are not at the same place,
but are far apart in distance.

You can see that this is very much like the x and y business
in space. If I stand facing an audience, then the two sides of
the stage on which I stand are on a level with me. They have
the same x, but different y. But if I turn round through 90°,
and look at the same pair of walls, but from a different point
of view, then one is in front of me and one is behind, they
have different x". So it is that the two events which from one
point of view seem to be at the same time (same t), from
another point of view can seem to be at different times
(different t'). A generalization of the two-dimensional rota-
tion that I spoke about was therefore made into space and
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time, so that time was added to space to make a four-
dimensional world. It is not merely an artificial addition,
like the explanation given in most of the popular books,
which say ‘We add time to space, because you cannot only
locate a point, you also have to say when’. That is true, but
that would not make it real four-dimensional space-time;
that just puts the two things together. Real space has, in a
sense, the characteristic that its existence is independent of
the particular point of view, and that looked at from dif-
ferent points of view a certain amount of ‘forward-backward’
can get mixed up with ‘left-right’. In an analogous way a
certain amount of time ‘future-past’ can get mixed up with
a certain amount of space. Space and time must be com-
pletely interlocked; after this discovery Minkowski said
that ‘Space of itself and time of itself shall sink into mere
shadows, and only a kind of union between them shall
survive’.

I bring this particular example up in such detail because
it is really the beginning of the study of symmetries in phy-
sical laws. It was Poincaré’s suggestion to make this analysis
of what you can do to the equations and leave them alone.
It was Poincaré’s attitude to pay attention to the symmetries
of physical laws. The symmetries of translation in space,
delay in time, and so on, were not very deep; but the sym-
metry of uniform velocity in a straight line is very interesting,
and has all kinds of consequences. Furthermore, these con-
sequences are extendable into laws that we do not know. For
example, by guessing that this principle is true for the dis-
integration of a mu meson, we can state that we cannot use
mu mesons to tell how fast we are going in a space ship
either; and thus we know something at least about mu
meson disintegration, even though we do not know why the
mu meson disintegrates in the first place.

There are many other symmetries, some of them of a very
different kind. I will just mention a few. One is that you can
replace one atom by another of the same kind and it makes
no difference to any phenomenon. Now you may ask ‘What
do you mean by the same kind?’ I can only answer that I
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mean one which, when replaced by the other one, does not
make any difference! It looks as if physicists are always
talking nonsense in a way, doesn’t it? There are many dif-
ferent kinds of atoms, and if you replace one by one of a
different kind it makes a difference, but if you replace one
by the same kind it makes no difference, which looks like a
circular definition. But the real meaning of the thing is that
there are atoms of the same kind; that it is possible to find
groups, classes of atoms, so that you can replace one by
another of the same kind and it makes no difference. Since
the number of atoms in any tiny little piece of material is
1 followed by 23 noughts or so, it is very important that they
are the same, that they are not all different. It is really very
interesting that we can classify them into a limited number
of a few hundred different types of atom, so the state-
ment that we can replace one atom by another of the
same kind has a great amount of content. It has the
greatest amount of content in quantum mechanics, but
it is impossible for me to explain this here, partly,
but only partly, because this lecture is addressed to
an audience that is mathematically untrained; it is quite
subtle anyway. In quantum mechanics the proposition that
you can replace one atom by another of the same kind has
marvellous consequences. It produces peculiar phenomena
in liquid helium, the liquid that flows through pipes without
any resistance, just coasts on for ever. In fact it is the origin
of the whole periodic table of the elements, and of the force
that keeps me from going through the floor. I cannot go
into all this in detail, but I want to emphasize the importance
of looking at these principles.

By this time you are probably convinced that all the laws
of physics are symmetrical under any kind of change what-
soever, so now I will give a few that do not work. The first
one is change of scale. It is not true that if you build an
apparatus, and then build another one, with every part made
exactly the same, of the same kind of stuff, but twice as big,
that it will work in exactly the same way. You who are
familiar with atoms are aware of this fact, because if I made
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the apparatus ten billion times smaller I would only have
five atoms in it, and I cannot make, for instance, a machine
tool out of only five atoms. It is perfectly obvious if we go
that far that we cannot change the scale, but even before the
complete awareness of the atomic picture was developed
it became apparent that this law is not right. You have
probably seen in the newspapers from time to time that
somebody has made a cathedral with matchsticks — several
floors, and everything more Gothic than any Gothic cathe-
dral has ever been, and more delicate. Why do we never
build big cathedrals like that, with great logs, with the same
degree of ‘ginger cake’, the same enormous degree of detail ?
The answer is that if we did build one it would be so high
and so heavy that it would collapse. Ah! But you forgot that
when you are comparing two things you must change every-
thing that is in the system. The little cathedral made with
matchsticks is attracted to the earth, so to make a compari-
son the big cathedral should be attracted to an even bigger
earth. Too bad. A bigger earth would attract it even more,
and the sticks would break even more surely!

This fact that the laws of physics were not unchanged
under change of scale was first discovered by Galileo. In
discussing the strength of rods and bones, he argued that if
you need a bone for a bigger animal — say an animal twice
as high, wide, and thick — you will have eight times the
weight, so you need a bone that can hold the strength
eight times. But what a bone can hold depends on its cross-
section, and if you made the bone twice as big it would only
have four times the cross-section and would only be able to
support four times the weight. In his book Dialogue on Two
New Sciences, you will see pictures of imaginary bones of
enormous dogs, way out of proportion. I suppose Galileo
felt that the discovery of the fact that the laws of nature are
not unchanged under change of scale was as important as
his laws of motion, because they are both put together in
the tome on Two New Sciences.

Another example of something that is not a symmetry law
is the fact that if you are spinning at a uniform angular
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speed in a space ship, it is not true to say that you cannot
tell if you are going around. You can. I might say that you
would get dizzy. There are other effects; things get thrown
to the walls from the centrifugal force (or however you wish
to describe it — I hope there are no teachers of freshman
physics in the audience to correct me!). It is possible to tell
that the earth is rotating by a pendulum or by a gyroscope,
and you are probably aware that various observatories and
museums have so-called Foucault* pendulums that prove
that the earth is rotating, without looking at the stars. It
is possible to tell that we are going around at a uniform
angular velocity on the earth without looking outside, be-
cause the laws of physics are not unchanged by such a
motion.

Many people have proposed that really the earth is rota-
ting relative to the galaxies, and that if we were to turn the
galaxies too it would not make any difference. Well, I do
not know what would happen if you were to turn the whole
universe, and we have at the moment no way to tell. Nor, at
the moment, do we have any theory which describes the
influence of a galaxy on things here so that it comes out of
this theory — in a straightforward way, and not by cheating
or forcing - that the inertia for rotation, the effect of rota-
tion, the fact that a spinning bucket of water has a concave
surface, is the result of a force from the objects around. It is
not known whether this is true. That it should be the case is
known as Mach’s principle, but that it is the case has not
yet been demonstrated. The more direct experimental ques-
tion is whether, if we are rotating at a uniform velocity
relative to the nebulae, we see any effect. The answer is yes.
If we are moving in a space ship at a uniform velocity in a
straight line relative to the nebulae, do we see any effect?
The answer is no. Two different things. We cannot say that
all motion is relative. That is not the content of relativity.
Relativity says that uniform velocity in a straight line rela-
tive to the nebulae is undetectable.

*Jean Bernard Léon Foucault, 1819-68. French physicist.
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The next symmetry law that I would like to discuss is an
interesting one and has an interesting history. That is the
question of reflection in space. 1 build a piece of apparatus,
let us say a clock, and then a short distance away I build
another clock, a mirror image of the first. They match each
other like two gloves, right and left; each spring which is
wound one way in one clock is wound in the opposite way
in the other, and so on. I wind up the two clocks, set them
in corresponding positions, and then let them tick. The
question is, will they always agree with each other? Will
all the machinery of one clock go in the mirror image of the
other? I do not know what you would guess about that.
You would probably guess it is true; most people did. Of
course we are not talking about geography. We can dis-
tinguish right and left by geography. We can say that if we
stand in Florida and look at New York the ocean is on the
right. That distinguishes right and left, and if the clock in-
volved the water of the sea then it would not work if we
built it the other way because its ticker would not get in the
water. In that case what we would have to imagine is that
the geography of the earth was turned round too on the
other clock; anything that is involved must be turned round.
Nor are we interested in history. If you pick up a screw in a
machine shop, the chances are it has a right-hand thread;
you might argue that the other clock would not be the same
because it would be harder to get the screws. But that is just
a question of what kind of things we make. Altogether the
first guess is likely to be that nothing makes any difference.
It turns out that the laws of gravitation are such that it
would not make any difference if the clock worked by
gravity. The laws of electricity and magnetism are such that
if in addition it had electric and magnetic guts, currents and
wires and what-not, the corresponding clock would still
work. If the clock involved ordinary nuclear reactions to
make it run, it would not make any difference either. But
there is something that can make a difference, and I will
come to it in a moment.

You may know that it is possible to measure the con-
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centration of sugar in water by putting polarized light
through the water. If you put a piece of polaroid that lets
light through at a certain axis in the water, you find that
when you watch the light as it goes through deeper and
deeper sugar water you have to turn another piece of
polaroid at the other end of the water more and more to the
right to let the light through. If you put the light through the
solution in the other direction it is still to the right. Here,
then, is a difference between right and left. We could use
sugar-water and light in the clocks. Suppose we have a tank
of water and make light go through and turn our second
piece of polaroid so that the light just gets through; then
suppose we make the corresponding arrangement in our
second clock, hoping the light will turn to the left. It will
not; it will still turn to the right and will not get through.
By using sugar water our two clocks can be made different!

This is a most remarkable fact, and it seems at first sight
to prove that the physical laws are not symmetric for reflec-
tion. However, the sugar that we used that time may have
been from sugar beet; but sugar is a fairly simple mole-
cule, and it is possible to make it in the laboratory out of
carbon dioxide and water, going through lots of stages in
between. If you try artificial sugar, which chemically seems
to be the same in every way, it does not turn the light.
Bacteria eat sugar; if you put bacteria in the artificial sugar
water it turns out that they only eat half the sugar, and when
the bacteria are finished and you pass polarized light through
the remaining sugar water you find it turns to the /efz. The
explanation of this is as follows. Sugar is a complicated
molecule, a set of atoms in a complicated arrangement. If
you make exactly the same arrangement, but with left as
right, then every distance between every pair of atoms is the
same in one as in the other, the energy of the molecules is
exactly the same, and for all chemical phenomena not in-
volving life they are the same. But living creatures find a
difference. Bacteria eat one kind and not the other. The
sugar that comes from sugar beet is all one kind, all right-
hand molecules, and so it turns the light one way. The
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bacteria can only eat that kind of molecule. When we manu-
facture the sugar from substances which are not themselves
asymmetrical, simple gases, we make both kinds in equal
numbers. Then if we introduce the bacteria, they will re-
move the kind they can eat and the other is left. That is why
the light goes through the other way. It is possible to separate
the two types by looking through magnifying glasses at the
crystals, as Pasteur* discovered. We can definitely show that
all this makes sense, and we can separate the sugar our-
selves without waiting for the bacteria if we wish to. But the
interesting thing is that the bacteria can do this. Does this
mean that the living processes do not obey the same laws?
Apparently not. It seems that in the living creatures there
are many, many complicated molecules, and they all have a
kind of thread to them. Some of the most characteristic
molecules in living creatures are proteins. They have a cork-
screw property, and they go to the right. As far as we can
tell, if we could make the same things chemically, but to the
left rather than to the right, they would not function bio-
logically because when they met the other proteins they
would not fit in the same way. A left-hand thread will fit a
left-hand thread, but left and right do not fit. The bacteria
having a right-hand thread in their chemical insides can
distinguish the right and left sugar.

How did they get that way ? Physics and chemistry cannot
distinguish the molecules, and can only make both kinds.
But biology can. It is easy to believe that the explanation is
that long ago, when the life processes first began, some
accidental molecule got started and propagated itself by re-
producing itself, and so on, until after many many years
these funny looking blobs, with knobs sticking out with
prongs on, stand and yak at each other...But we are
nothing but the offspring of the first few molecules, and it
was an accident of the first few molecules that they happened
to form one way instead of the other. It had to be either one
or the other, either left or right, and then it reproduced itself,

*Louis Pasteur, 1822-95. French bacteriologist.
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and still propagates on and on. It is much like the screws in
the machine shop. You use right-hand thread screws to make
new right-hand thread screws, and so on. This fact, that all
the molecules in living things have exactly the same kind
of thread, is probably one of the deepest demonstrations of
the uniformity of the ancestry of life, right back to the
completely molecular level.

In order to test better this question about whether the
laws of physics are the same, right and left, we can put the
problem to ourselves this way. Suppose that we were in
telephone conversation with a Martian, or an Arcturian,
and we wished to describe things on earth to him. First of
all, how is he going to understand our words ? That question
has been studied intensively by Professor Morrison* at
Cornell, and he has pointed out that one way would be to
start by saying ‘tick, one: tick, tick, two: tick, tick, tick,
three:” and so on. Pretty soon the guy would catch on to the
numbers. Once he understood your number system, you
could write a whole sequence of numbers that represent the
weights, the proportional weights, of the different atoms in
succession, and then say ‘hydrogen, 1:008’, then deuterium,
helium, and so on. After he had sat down with these num-
bers for a while he would discover that the mathematical
ratios were the same as the ratios for the weights of the
elements, and that therefore those names must be the names
of the elements. Gradually in this way you could build up
a common language. Now comes the problem. Suppose,
after you get familiar with him, he says, ‘You fellows, you're
very nice. I'd like to know what you look like’. You start,
‘We’re about six feet tall’, and he says, ‘Six feet — how big is
afoot? That is very easy: ‘Six feet tall is seventeen thousand
million hydrogen atoms high’. That is not a joke — it is a
possible way of describing six feet to someone who has no
measure — assuming that we cannot send him any samples,
nor can we both look at the same objects. If we wish to tell

*Philip Morrison, American professor of physics, 1964, BBC-1,
television series ‘The Fabric of the Aton’.
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him how big we are we can do it. That is because the laws of
physics are not unchanged under a scale change, so we can
use thatfact to determine the scale. We can go on describing
ourselves — we are six feet tall, and we are so-and-so bi-
lateral on the outside, and we look like this, and there are
these prongs sticking out, etc. Then he says, ‘That’s very
interesting, but what do you look like on the inside ?” So we
describe the heart and so on, and we say, ‘Now put the
heart in on the left side’. The question is, how can we tell
him which side is the left side? ‘Oh’, you say, ‘We take beet
sugar, and put it in water, and it turns . ..’ only the trouble
is that he has no beets up there. Also we have no way of
knowing whether the accidents of evolution on Mars, even
if they had produced corresponding proteins to those here,
would have started with the oppositely-handed threads.
There is no way to tell. After much thought you see that
you cannot do it, and so you conclude it is impossible.

About five years ago, however, certain experiments pro-
duced all kinds of puzzles. I will not go into detail, but we
found ourselves in tighter and tighter difficulties, more and
more paradoxical situations, until finally Lee and Yang*
proposed that maybe the principle of right and left sym-
metry — that nature is the same for right and left — is not
correct, and that this would help to explain a number of
mysteries. Lee and Yang proposed some more direct experi-
ments to demonstrate this, and I will just mention the most
direct of all the experiments done.

We take a radioactive disintegration in which, for in-
stance, an electron and a neutrino are emitted — an example,
which we have talked about before, is the disintegration of
a neutron into a proton, an electron and an anti-neutrino,
and there are many radioactivities in which the charge of
the nucleus increases by one and an electron comes out.
The thing that is interesting is that if you measure the spin
- electrons are spinning as they come out — you find out that

*Tsung-Dao Lee and Chen Ning Yang, Chinese physicists, joint
Nobel Prize 1957.
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they are spinning to the left (as seen from behind - i.e. if
they are going south, they turn in the same direction as
does the earth). It has a definite significance, that the electron
when it comes out of the disintegration is always turning
one way, it has a left-hand thread. It is as though in the
beta-decay the gun that was shooting out the electron were
a rifled gun. There are two ways to rifle a gun; there is the
direction ‘out’, and you have the choice whether you turn
it left or right as you go out. The experiment shows that the
electron comes from a rifled gun, rifled to the left. Using
this fact, therefore, we could ring up our Martian and say,
‘Listen, take a radioactive stuff, a neutron, and look at the
electron which comes from such a beta-decay. If the elec-
tron is going up as it comes out, the direction of its spin is
into the body from the back on the left side. That defines
left. That is where the heart goes’. Therefore it is possible
to tell right from left, and thus the law that the world is
symmetrical for left and right has collapsed.

The next thing I would like to talk about is the relation-
ship of conservation laws to symmetry laws. In the last
lecture we talked about conservation principles, conserva-
tion of energy, momentum, angular momentum, and so on.
It is extremely interesting that there seems to be a deep con-
nection between the conservation laws and the symmetry
laws. This connection has its proper interpretation, at least
as we understand it today, only in the knowledge of quan-
tum mechanics. Nevertheless I will show you one demon-
stration of this.

If we assume that the laws of physics are describable by
a minimum principle, then we can show that if a law is
such that you can move all the equipment to one side, in
other words if it is translatable in space, then there must be
conservation of momentum. There is a deep connection
between the symmetry principles and the conservation laws,
but that connection requires that the minimum principle be
assumed. In the second lecture we discussed one way of
describing physical laws by saying that a particle goes from
one place to another in a given length of time by trying
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different paths. There is a certain quantity which, perhaps
misleadingly, happens to be called the action. When you
calculate the action on the various paths you will find that
for the actual path taken this quantity is always smaller
than for any other. That way of describing the laws of nature
is to say that the action of certain mathematical formulae
is least for the actual path of all the possible paths. Another
way of saying a thing is least is to say that if you move the
path a little bit at first it does not make any difference.
Suppose you were walking around on hills — but smooth
hills, since the mathematical things involved correspond to
smooth things — and you come to a place where you are
lowest, then I say that if you take a small step forward you
will not change your height. When you are at the lowest or
at the highest point, a step does not make any difference in
the altitude in first approximation, whereas if you are on a
slope you can walk down the slope with a step and then if
you take the step in the opposite direction you walk up.
That is the key to the reason why, when youare at the lowest
place, taking a step does not make much difference, be-
cause if it did make any difference then if you took a step
in the opposite direction you would go down. Since this is
the lowest point and you cannot go down, your first approxi-
mation is that the step does not make any difference. We
therefore know that if we move a path a little bit it does not
make any difference to the action on a first approximation.
We draw a path, A to B (fig. 25), and now I want you to
consider the following possible other path. First we jump
immediately over to another place near by, C, then we move
on exactly the corresponding path to another point, which
we will call D, which is displaced the same amount, of
course, because it is the corresponding path. Now we have
just discovered that the laws of nature are such that the
total amount of action going on the ACDB path is the same
in the first approximation to that original path AB - that is
from the minimum principle, when it is the real motion. I
will tell you something else. The action on the original
path, A to B, is the same as the action from C to D if the
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D world is the same when you move
N~ "\ everything over, because the differ-
\ ence of these two is only that you
\ have moved everything over. So if

)
i the symmetry principle of transla-
)] tion in space is right, then the
/ action on the direct path between
/ A and B is the same as that on the
{ direct path between C and D.
-\ However for the true motion the
A C total action on the indirect path
Figure 25 ACDB s very nearly the same as
on the direct path AB, and there-
fore the same as just the part C to D. This indirect action is
the sum of three parts — the action going A to C, that
of C to D, plus that from D to B. So, subtracting
equals from equals, you can probably see that the
contribution from A to C and that from D to B must add up
to zero. But in the motion for one of these sections we are
going one way, and for the other the opposite way. If we
take the contribution of A to C, thinking of it as an effect of
moving one way, and the contribution of D to B as B to D,
taking the opposite sign because it is the other way, we see
that there is a quantity A to C which has to match the
quantity B to D to cancel off. This is the effect on the action
of a tiny step in the B to D direction. That quantity, the
effect on the action of a small step to the right, is the same
at the beginning (A to C) as at the end (B to D). Thereis a
quantity, therefore, that does not change as time goes on,
provided the minimum principle works, and the symmetry
principle of displacement in space is right. This quantity
which does not change (the effect on the action of a small
step to one side) is in fact exactly the momentum that we
discussed in the last lecture. This shows the relation of
symmetry laws to conservation laws, assuming the laws
obey a principle of least action. They satisfy a principle of
least action, it turns out, because they come from quantum
mechanics. That is why I said that in the last analysis the
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connection of symmetry laws to conservation laws comes
from quantum mechanics.

The corresponding argument for delay in time comes out
as the conservation of energy. The case that rotation in
space does not make any difference comes out as the con-
servation of angular momentum. That we can reflect with-
out any change in effect does not come out to be anything
simple in the classical sense. People have called it parity,
and they have a conservation law called the conservation of
parity, but these are just complicated words. I have to
mention the conservation of parity, because you may have
read in the papers that the law of the conservation of parity
has been proved wrong. It would have been much easier to
understand if what had been written was that the principle
that you cannot distinguish right from left has been proved
wrong.

Whilst I am talking about symmetries, one thing I would
like to tell you is that there are a few new problems. For in-
stance, for every particle there is an anti-particle: for an
electron this is a positron, for a proton an anti-proton. We
can in principle make what we call anti-matter, in which
every atom has its corresponding anti-pieces put together.
The hydrogen atom is a proton and an electron; if we take
an anti-proton, which is electrically negative, and a positron,
and put them together, they also will make a kind of hydro-
gen atom, an anti-hydrogen atom. Anti-hydrogen atoms
have never in fact been made, but it has been figured out
that in principle it would work, and that we could make all
kinds of anti-matter in the same manner. What we would
ask now is whether the anti-matter works in the same way
as matter, and as far as we know it does. One of the laws of
symmetry is that if we made stuff out of anti-matter it
would behave in the same way as if we made the corres-
ponding stuff out of matter. Of course if they came together
they would annihilate one another and there would be
sparks.

It always has been believed that matter and anti-matter
have the same laws. However, now we know that the left
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and right symmetry appears wrong, an important question
comes. If I look at the neutron disintegration, but with anti-
matter — an anti-neutron goes into an anti-proton plus an
anti-electron (also called a positron), plus a neutrino - the
question is, does it behave in the same way, in the sense that
the positron will come out with a left-hand thread, or does
it behave the other way? Until a few months ago we be-
lieved that it behaves the opposite way, and that the anti-
matter (positron) goes to the right where matter (electron)
goes to theleft. In that case we cannot really tell the Martian
which is right and left, because if he happens to be made out
of anti-matter, when he does his experiment his electrons
will be positrons, and they will come up spinning the wrong
way and he will put the heart on the wrong side. Suppose
you telephone the Martian, and you explain how to make
a man; he makes one, and it works. Then you explain to
him also all our social conventions. Finally, after he tells us
how to build a sufficiently good space ship, you go to meet
this man, and you walk up to him and put out your right
hand to shake hands. If he puts out his right hand, O.K., but
if he puts out his left hand watch out . . . the two of you will
annihilate with each other!

I wish I could tell you about a few more symmetries, but
they become more difficult to explain. There are also some
very remarkable things, which are the near-symmetries. For
instance, the remarkable feature of the fact that we can dis-
tinguish right and left is that we can only do so with a very
weak effect, with this beta-disintegration. What this means
is that nature is 99-99 per cent indistinguishable right from
left, but that there is just one little piece, one little charac-
teristic phenomenon, which is completely different, in the
sense that it is absolutely lop-sided. This is a mystery that
no one has the slightest idea about yet.
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The Distinction of Past and Future

It is obvious to everybody that the phenomena of the world
are evidently irreversible. I mean things happen that do not
happen the other way. You drop a cup and it breaks, and
you can sit there a long time waiting for the pieces to come
together and jump back into your hand. If you watch the
waves of the sea breaking, you can stand there and wait for
the great moment when the foam collects together, rises up
out of the sea, and falls back farther out from the shore — it
would be very pretty!

The demonstration of this in lectures is usually made by
having a section of moving picture in which you take a
number of phenomena, and run the film backwards, and
then wait for all the laughter. The laughter just means this
would not happen in the real world. But actually that is a
rather weak way to put something which is as obvious and
deep as the difference between the past and the future;
because even without an experiment our very experiences in-
side are completely different for past and future. We remem-
ber the past, we do not remember the future. We have a
different kind of awareness about what might happen than
we have of what probably has happened. The past and the
future look completely different psychologically, with con-
cepts like memory and apparent freedom of will, in the sense
that we feel that we can do something to affect the future,
but none of us, or very few of us, believe that there is any-
thing we can do to affect the past. Remorse and regret and
hope and so forth are all words which distinguish perfectly
obviously the past and the future.

Now if the world of nature is made of atoms, and we too
are made of atoms and obey physical laws, the most ob-
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vious interpretation of this evident distinction between past
and future, and this irreversibility of all phenomena, would
be that some laws, some of the motion laws of the atoms,
are going one way — that the atom laws are not such that
they can go either way. There should be somewhere in the
works some kind of a principle that uxles only make wuxles,
and never vice versa, and so the world is turning from
uxley character to wuxley character all the time — and this
one-way business of the interactions of things should be the
thing that makes the whole phenomena of the world seem
to go one way.

But we have not found this yet. That is, in all the laws of
physics that we have found so far there does not seem to be
any distinction between the past and the future. The moving
picture should work the same going both ways, and the
physicist who looks at it should not laugh.

Let us take the law of gravitation as our standard example.
If I have a sun and a planet, and I start the planet off in some
direction, going around the sun, and then I take a moving
picture, and run the moving picture backwards and look at
it, what happens? The planet goes around the sun, the
opposite way of course, keeps on going around in an
ellipse. The speed of the planet is such that the area swept
out by the radius is always the same in equal times. In fact
it just goes exactly the way it ought to go. It cannot be dis-
tinguished from going the other way. So the law of gravi-
tation is of such a kind that the direction does not make any
difference; if you show any phenomenon involving only
gravitation running backwards on a film it will look per-
fectly satisfactory. You can put it more precisely this way.
If all the particles in a more complicated system were to have
every one of their speeds reversed suddenly, then the thing
would just unwind through all the things that it wound up
into. If you have a lot of particles doing something, and then
you suddenly reverse the speed, they will completely undo
what they did before.

This is in the law of gravitation, which says that the velo-
city changes as a result of the forces. If I reverse the time,
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the forces are not changed, and so the changes in velocity
are not altered at corresponding distances. So each velocity
then has a succession of alterations made in exactly the
reverse of the way that they were made before, and it is
easy to prove that the law of gravitation is time-reversible.

The law of electricity and magnetism? Time reversible.
The laws of nuclear interaction? Time reversible as far as
we can tell. The laws of beta-decay that we talked about at
a previous time? Also time reversible? The difficulty of the
experiments of a few months ago, which indicate that there
is something the matter, some unknown about the laws,
suggests the possibility that in fact beta-decay may not also
be time reversible, and we shall have to wait for more experi-
ments to see. But at least the following is true. Beta-decay
(which may or may not be time reversible) is a very unim-
portant phenomenon for most ordinary circumstances, The
possibility of my talking to you does not depend upon beta-
decay, although it does depend on chemical interactions, it
depends on electrical forces, not much on nuclear forces at
the moment, but it depends also on gravitation. But I am
one-sided — I speak, and a voice goes out into the air, and
it does not come sucking back into my mouth when I open
it — and this irreversibility cannot be hung on the phenome-
non of beta-decay. In other words, we believe that most of
the ordinary phenomena in the world, which are produced
by atomic motions, are according to laws which can be
completely reversed. So we will have to look some more to
find the explanation of the irreversibility.

If we look at our planets moving around the sun more
carefully, we soon find that all is not quite right. For ex-
ample, the Earth’s rotation on its axis is slightly slowing
down. It is due to tidal friction, and you can see that friction
is something which is obviously irreversible. If I take a
heavy weight on the floor, and push it, it will slide and stop.
If I stand and wait, it does not suddenly start up and speed
up and come into my hand. So the frictional effect seems to
be irreversible. But a frictional effect, as we discussed at
another time, is the result of the enormous complexity of
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the interactions of the weight with the wood, the jiggling of
the atoms inside. The organized motion of the weight is
changed into disorganized, irregular wiggle-waggles of the
atoms in the wood. So therefore we should look at the thing
more closely.

As a matter of fact, we have here the clue to the apparent
irreversibility. I will take a simple example. Suppose we
have blue water, with ink, and white water, that is without
ink, ina tank, with a little separation, and then we pull out the
separation very delicately. The water starts separate, blue on
one side and white on the other side. Wait a while. Gradually
the blue mixes up with the white, and after a while the
water is ‘luke blue’, I mean it is sort of fifty-fifty, the colour
uniformly distributed throughout. Now if we wait and watch
this for a long time, it does not by itself separate. (You
could do something to get the blue separated again. You
could evaporate the water and condense it somewhere else,
and collect the blue dye and dissolve it in half the water, and
put the thing back. But while you were doing all that you
yourself would be causing irreversible phenomena some-
where else.) By itself it does not go the other way.

That gives us some clue. Let us look at the molecules.
Suppose that we take a moving picture of the blue and
white water mixing. It will look funny if we run it back-
wards, because we shall start with uniform water and
gradually the thing will separate - it will be obviously nutty.
Now we magnify the picture, so that every physicist can
watch, atom by atom, to find out what happens irreversibly
— where the laws of balance of forward and backward break
down. So you start, and you look at the picture. You have
atoms of two different kinds (it’s ridiculous, but let’s call
them blue and white) jiggling all the time in thermal motion.
If we were to start at the beginning we should have mostly
atoms of one kind on one side, and atoms of the other kind
on the other side. Now these atoms are jiggling around,
billions and billions of them, and if we start them with one
kind all on one side, and the other kind on the other side,
we see that in their perpetual irregular motions they will
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get mixed up, and that is why the water becomes more or
less uniformly blue.

Let us watch any one collision selected from that picture,
and in the moving picture the atoms come together this
way and bounce off that way. Now run that section of the
film backwards, and you find the pair of molecules moving
together the other way and bouncing off this way. And the
physicist looks with his keen eye, and measures everything,
and says, ‘That’s all right, that’s according to the laws of
physics. If two molecules came this way they would bounce
this way’. It is reversible. The laws of molecular collision
are reversible.

So if you watch too carefully you cannot understand it at
all, because every one of the collisions is absolutely rever-
sible, and yet the whole moving picture shows something
absurd, which is that in the reversed picture the molecules
start in the mixed condition — blue, white, blue, white, blue,
white — and as time goes on, through all the collisions, the
blue separates from the white. But they cannot do that - it
is not natural that the accidents of life should be such that
the blues will separate themselves from the whites. And yet
if you watch this reversed movie very carefully every col-
lision is O.K.

Well you see that all there is to it is that the irreversibility
is caused by the general accidents of life. If you start with a
thing that is separated and make irregular changes, it does
get more uniform. But if it starts uniform and you make
irregular changes, it does not get separated. It could get
separated. It is not against the laws of physics that the mole-
cules bounce around so that they separate. It is just unlikely.
It would never happen in a million years. And that is the
answer. Things are irreversible only in a sense that going
one way is likely, but going the other way, although it is
possible and is according to the laws of physics, would not
happen in a million years. It is just ridiculous to expect that
if you sit there long enough the jiggling of the atoms will
separate a uniform mixture of ink and water into ink on
one side and water on the other.
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Now if I had put a box around my experiment, so that
there were only four or five molecules of each kind in the
box, as time went on they would get mixed up. But I think
you could believe that, if you kept watching, in the perpetual
irregular collisions of these molecules, after some time — not
necessarily a million years, maybe only a year — you would
see that, accidentally they would get back more or less to
their original state, at least in the sense that if I put a barrier
through the middle, all the whites would be on one side and
all the blues on the other. It is not impossible. However, the
actual objects with which we work have not only four or
five blues and whites. They have four or five million, million,
million, million, which are all going to get separated like
this. And so the apparent irreversibility of nature does not
come from the irreversibility of the fundamental physical
laws; it comes from the characteristic that if you start with
an ordered system, and have the irregularities of nature, the
bouncing of molecules, then the thing goes one way.

Therefore the next question is — how did they get ordered
in the first place? That is to say, why is it possible to start
with the ordered? The difficulty is that we start with an
ordered thing, and we do not end with an ordered thing.
One of the rules of the world is that the thing goes from an
ordered condition to a disordered. Incidentally, this word
order, like the word disorder, is another of these terms of
physics which are not exactly the same as in ordinary life.
The order need not be interesting to you as human beings,
it is just that there is a definite situation, all on one side and
all on the other, or they are mixed up — and that is ordered
and disordered.

The question, then, is how the thing gets ordered in the
first place, and why, when we look at any ordinary situation,
which is only partly ordered, we can conclude that it
probably came from one which was more ordered. If I
look at a tank of water, in which the water is very dark
blue on one side and very clear white on the other, and a
sort of bluish colour in between, and I know that the
thing has been left alone for twenty or thirty minutes, then I

113



The Character of Physical Law

will guess that it got this way because the separation was
more complete in the past. If I wait longer, then the blue
and white will get more intermixed, and if I know that this
thing has been left alone for a sufficiently long time, I can
conclude something about the past condition. The fact that
it is ‘smooth’ at the sides can only arise because it was much
more satisfactorily separated in the past; because if it were
not more satisfactorily separated in the past, in the time since
then it would have become more mixed up than it is. It is
therefore possible to tell, from the present, something about
the past.

In fact physicists do not usually do this much. Physicists
like to think that all you have to do is say, ‘These are the
conditions, now what happens next?” But all our sister
sciences have a completely different problem: in fact all
the other things that are studied - history, geology, astro-
nomical history — have a problem of this other kind. I find
they are able to make predictions of a completely different
type from those of a physicist. A physicist says, ‘In this
condition I’ll tell you what will happen next’. But a geolo-
gist will say something like this — ‘I have dug in the ground
and I have found certain kinds of bones. I predict that if
you dig in the ground you will find a similar kind of bones’.
The historian, although he talks about the past, can do it
by talking about the future. When he says that the French
Revolution was in 1789, he means that if you look in another
book about the French Revolution you will find the same
date. What he does is to make a kind of prediction about
something that he has never looked at before, documents
that have still to be found. He predicts that the documents
in which there is something written about Napoleon will
coincide with what is written in the other documents. The
question is how that is possible — and the only way that is
possible is to suggest that the past of the world was more
organized in this sense than the present.

Some people have proposed that the way the world be-
came ordered is this. In the beginning the whole universe
was just irregular motions, like the mixed water. We saw
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that if you waited long enough, with very few atoms, the
water could have got separated accidentally. Some physicists
(a century ago) suggested that all that has happened is that
the world, this system that has been going on and going on,
fluctuated. (That is the term used when it gets a little out of
the ordinary uniform condition.) It fluctuated, and now we
are watching the fluctuation undo itself again. You may say,
‘But look how long you would have to wait for such a
fluctuation.’ I know, but if it did not fluctuate far enough to
be able to produce evolution, to be able to produce an
intelligent person, we would not have noticed it. So we had
to keep waiting until we were alive to notice it - we had to
have at least that big a fluctuation. But I believe this theory
to be incorrect. I think it is a ridiculous theory for the follow-
ing reason. If the world were much bigger, and the atoms
were all over the place starting from a completely mixed up
condition, then if I happened to look only at the atoms in one
place, and I found the atoms there separated, I would have
no way to conclude that the atoms anywhere else would be
separated. In fact if the thing were a fluctuation, and I
noticed something odd, the most likely way that it got
there would be that there was nothing odd anywhere else.
That is, I would have to borrow odds, se to speak, to get
the thing lopsided, and there is no use borrowing too much.
In the experiment with the blue and white water, when
eventually the few molecules in the box became separated,
the most likely condition of the rest of the water would still
be mixed up. And therefore, although when we look at the
stars and we look at the world we see everything is ordered,
if there were a fluctuation, the prediction would be that if
we looked at a place where we have not looked before, it
would be disordered and a mess. Although the separation of
the matter into stars which are hot and space which is cold,
which we have seen, could be a fluctuation, then in places
where we have not looked we would expect to find that the
stars are not separated from space. And since we always
make the prediction that in a place where we have not
looked we shall see stars in a similar condition, or find the
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same statement about Napoleon, or that we shall see bones
like the bones that we have seen before, the success of all
those sciences indicates that the world did not come from a
fluctuation, but came from a condition which was more sepa-
rated, more organized, in the past than at the present time.
Therefore I think it necessary to add to the physical laws the
hypothesis that in the past the universe was more ordered,
in the technical sense, than it is today — I think this is the
additional statement that is needed to make sense, and to
make an understanding of the irreversibility.

That statement itself is of course lopsided in time; it
says that something about the past is different from the
future. But it comes outside the province of what we ordin-
arily call physical laws, because we try today to distinguish
between the statement of the physical laws which govern the
rules by which the universe develops, and the law which
states the condition that the world was in in the past. This
is considered to be astronomical history — perhaps some
day it will also be a part of physical law.

Now there are a number of interesting features of irre-
versibility which I would like to illustrate. One of themis to
see how, exactly, an irreversible machine really works.

Suppose that we build something that we know ought to
work only one way — and what I am going to build is a
wheel with a ratchet on it — a saw-toothed wheel, with sharp
up notches, and relatively slow down notches, all the way
round. The wheel is on a shaft, and then there is a little

Figure 26
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pawl, which is on a pivot and which is held down by a
spring (fig. 26).

Now the wheel can only turn one way. If you try to turn
it the other way, the straight-edged parts of the teeth get
jammed against the pawl and it does not go, whereas if
you turn it the other way it just goes right over the teeth,
snap, snap, snap. (You know the sort of thing: they use
them in clocks, and a watch has this kind of thing inside so
that you can only wind it one way, and after you have
wound it, it holds the spring.) It is completely irreversible in
the sense that the wheel can only turn one way.

Now it has been imagined that this irreversible machine,
this wheel that can only turn one way, could be used for a
very useful and interesting thing. As you know, there is a
perpetual irregular motion of molecules, and if you build
a very delicate instrument it will always jiggle because
it is being bombarded irregularly by the air molecules in the
neighbourhood. Well that is very clever, so we will connect
the wheel with a shaft that has four vanes, like this (fig. 27).

_—

Figure 27

They are in a box of gas, and they are bombarded all the
time by the molecules irregularly, so the vanes are pushed
sometimes one way, sometimes the other way. But when
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the vanes are pushed one way the thing gets jammed by the
ratchet, and when the vanes are pushed the other way, it
goes around, and so we find the wheel perpetually going
around, and we have a kind of perpetual motion. That is
because the ratchet wheel is irreversible.

But actually we have to look into things in more detail.
The way this works is that when the wheel goes one way it
lifts the pawl up and then the pawl snaps down against the
tooth. Then it will bounce off, and if it is perfectly elastic it
will go bounce, bounce, bounce, all the time, and the wheel
can just go down and around the other way when the pawl
accidentally bounces up. So this will not work unless it is
true that when the pawl comes down it sticks, or stops, or
bounces and cuts out. If it bounces and cuts out there
must be what we call damping, or friction, and in the falling
down and bouncing and stopping, which is the only way
this will work one-way, heat is generated by the friction, so
the wheel will get hotter and hotter. However, when it
begins to get quite warm something else happens. Just as
there is Brownian motion, or irregular motions, in the gas
round the vanes, so whatever this wheel and pawl are made
of, the parts that they are made of, are getting hotter, and
are beginning to move in a more irregular fashion. The time
comes when the wheel is so hot that the pawl is simply
jiggling because of the molecular motions of the things in-
side it, and so it bounces up and down on the wheel be-
cause of molecular motion, the same thing as was making
the vane turn round. In bouncing up and down on the wheel
it is up as much as it is down, and the tooth can go either
way. We no longer have a one-way device. As a matter of
fact, the thing can be driven backwards! If the wheel is hot
and the vane partis cold, the wheel that you thought would
go only one way will go the other way, because every time
the pawl comes down it comes down on an inclined plane
on the toothed wheel, and so pushes the wheel ‘backwards’.
Then it bounces up again, comes down on another inclined
plane, and so on. So if the wheel is hotter than the vanes it
will go the wrong way.
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What has this got to do with the temperature of the gas
round the vanes? Suppose we did not have that part at all.
Then if the wheel is pushed forward by the pawl falling on
an inclined plane, the next thing that will happen is that the
straight vertical side of the tooth will bounce against the
pawl and the wheel will bounce back. In order to prevent
the wheel from bouncing back we put a damper on it and
put vanes in the air, so it will be slowed down and not
bounce freely. Then it will go only one way, but the wrong
way, and so it turns out that no matter how you design it,
a wheel like this will go one way if one side is hotter and
the other way if the other side is hotter. But after there is a
heat exchange between the two, and everything is calmed
down, so that the vane and the wheel have come to be at
the same temperature, it will neither go the one way nor the
other on the average. That is the technical way in which
the phenomena of nature will go one way as long as they
are out of equilibrium, as long as one side is quieter than
the other, or one side is bluer than the other.

The conservation of energy would let us think that we
have as much energy as we want. Nature never loses or
gains energy. Yet the energy of the sea, for example, the
thermal motion of all the atoms in the sea, is practically
unavailable to us. In order to get that energy organized,
herded, to make it available for use, we have to have a
difference in temperature, or else we shall find that although
the energy is there we cannot make use of it. There is a
great difference between energy and availability of energy.
The energy of the sea is a large amount, but it is not available
to us.

The conservation of energy means that the total energy
in the world is kept the same. But in the irregular jigglings
that energy can be spread about so uniformly that, in cer-
tain circumstances, there is no way to make more go one
way than the other - there is no way to control it any more.

I think that by an analogy I can give some idea of the
difficulty, in this way. I do not know if you have ever had
the experience - I have - of sitting on the beach with several
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towels, and suddenly a tremendous downpour comes. You
pick up the towels as quickly as you can, and run into the
bathhouse. Then you start to dry yourself, and you find that
this towel is a little wet, but it is drier than you are. You
keep drying with this one until you find it is too wet — it is
wetting you as much as drying you - and you try another
one; and pretty soon you discover a horrible thing — that
all the towels are damp and so are you. There is no way to
get any drier, even though you have many towels, because
there is no difference in some sense between the wetness of
the towels and the wetness of yourself. I could invent a kind
of quantity which I could call ‘ease of removing water’. The
towel has the same ease of removing water from it as you
have, so when you touch yourself with the towel, as much
water comes off the towel on to you as comes from you to
the towel. It does not mean there is the same amount of
water in the towel as there is on you — a big towel will have
more water in it than a little towel — but they have the same
dampness. When things get to the same dampness then there
is nothing you can do any longer.

Now the water is like the energy, because the total amount
of water is not changing. (If the bathhouse door is open and
you can run into the sun and get dried out, or find another
towel, then you’re saved, but suppose everything is closed,
and you can’t get away from these towels or get any new
towels.) In the same way if you imagine a part of the world
that is closed, and wait long enough, in the accidents of the
world the energy, like the water, will be distributed over all of
the parts evenly until there is nothing left of one-way-ness,
nothingleft of thereal interest of the world as we experienceit.

Thus in the ratchet and pawl and vanes situation, which
is a limited one, in which nothing else is involved, the tem-
peratures gradually become equal on both sides, and the
wheel does not go round either one way or the other. In
the same way the situation is that if you leave any system
long enough it gets the energy thoroughly mixed up in it,
and no more energy is really available to do anything.

Incidentally, the thing that corresponds to the dampness

120



The Distinction of Past and Future

or the ‘ease of removing water’ is called the temperature,
and although I say when two things are at the same tem-
perature things get balanced, it does not mean they have
the same energy in them; it means that it is just as easy to
pick energy off one as to pick it off the other. Tempera-
ture is like ‘ease of removing energy’. So if you sit them
next to each other, nothing apparently happens; they pass
energy back and forth equally, but the net result is nothing.
So when things have become all of the same temperature,
there is no more energy available to do anything. The prin-
ciple of irreversibility is that if things are at different tem-
peratures and are left to themselves, as time goes on they
become more and more at the same temperature, and the
availability of energy is perpetually decreasing.

This is another name for what is called the entropy law,
which says the entropy is always increasing. But never mind
the words; stated the other way, the availability of energy
is always decreasing. And that is a characteristic of the
world, in the sense that it is due to the chaos of molecular
irregular motions. Things of different temperature, if left to
themselves, tend to become of the same temperature. If
you have two things at the same temperature, like water on
an ordinary stove without a fire under it, the water is not
going to freeze and the stove get hot. But if you have a hot
stove with ice, it goes the other way. So the one-way-ness
is always to the loss of the availability of energy.

Thatis all I want to say on the subject, but I want to make
a few remarks about some characteristics. Here we have an
example in which an obvious effect, the irreversibility, is not
an obvious consequence of the laws, but is in fact rather
far from the basic laws. It takes a lot of analysis to under-
stand the reason for it. The effect is of first importance in
the economy of the world, in the real behaviour of the world
in all obvious things. My memory, my characteristics, the
difference between past and future, are completely involved
in this, and yet the understanding of it is not prima facie
available by knowing about the laws. It takes a lot of
analysis.
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It is often the case that the laws of physics do not have an
obvious direct relevance to experience, but that they are
abstract from experience to varying degrees. In this par-
ticular case, the fact that the laws are reversible although
the phenomena are not is an example.

There are often great distances between the detailed laws
and the main aspects of real phenomena. For example, if
you watch a glacier from a distance, and see the big rocks
falling into the sea, and the way the ice moves, and so forth,
it is not really essential to remember that it is made out of
little hexagonal ice crystals. Yet if understood well enough
the motion of the glacier is in fact a consequence of the
character of the hexagonal ice crystals. But it takes quite a
while to understand all the behaviour of the glacier (in fact
nobody knows enough about ice yet, no matter how much
they’ve studied the crystal). However the hope is that if we
do understand the ice crystal we shall ultimately understand
the glacier.

In fact, although we have been talking in these lectures
about the fundaments of the physical laws, I must say imme-
diately that one does not, by knowing all the fundamental
laws as we know them today, immediately obtain an under-
standing of anything much. It takes a while, and even then
it is only partial. Nature, as a matter of fact, seems to be so
designed that the most important things in the real world
appear to be a kind of complicated accidental result of a
lot of laws.

To give an example, nuclei, which involve several nuclear
particles, protons and neutrons, are very complicated. They
have what we call energy levels, they can sit in states or
conditions of different energy values, and various nuclei have
various energy levels. And it’s a complicated mathematical
problem, which we can only partly solve, to find the position
of the energy levels. The exact position of the levels is
obviously a consequence of an enormous complexity and
therefore there is no particular mystery about the fact that
nitrogen, with 15 particles inside, happens to have a level at
2-4 million volts, and another level at 7-1, and so on. But

122



The Distinction of Past and Future

the remarkable thing about nature is that the whole universe
in its character depends upon precisely the position of one
particular level in one particular nucleus. In the carbon!?
nucleus, it so happens, there is a level at 7-82 million
volts. And that makes all the difference in the world.

The situation is the following. If we start with hydrogen,
and it appears thatat the beginning the world was practically
all hydrogen, then as the hydrogen comes together under
gravity and gets hotter, nuclear reactions can take place,
and it can form helium, and then the helium can combine
only partially with the hydrogen and produce a few more
elements, a little heavier. But these heavier elements dis-
integrate right away back into helium. Therefore for a while
there was a great mystery about where all the other elements
in the world came from, because starting with hydrogen the
cooking processes inside the stars would not make much
more than helium and less than half a dozen other elements.
Faced with this problem, Professors Hoyle and Salpeter*
said that there is one way out. If three helium atoms could
come together to form carbon, we can easily calculate how
often that should happen in a star. And it turns out that it
should never happen, except for one possible accident — if
there happened to be an energy level at 7-82 million volts in
carbon, then the three helium atoms would come together
and before they came apart, would stay together a little
longer on the average than they would do if there were no
level at 7-82. And staying there a little longer, there would
be enough time for something else to happen, and to make
other elements. If there was a level at 7-82 million volts in
carbon, then we could understand where all the other ele-
ments in the periodic table came from. And so, by a back-
handed, upside-down argument, it was predicted that there
is in carbon a level at 7-82 million volts; and experiments in
the laboratory showed that indeed there is. Therefore the
existence in the world of all these other elements is very

*Fred Hoyle, British astronomer, Cambridge. Edwin Salpeter, American
physicist, Cornell University.
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closely related to the fact that there is this particular level
in carbon. But the position of this particular level in carbon
seems to us, knowing the physical laws, to be a very com-
plicated accident of 12 complicated particles interacting.
This example is an excellent illustration of the fact that an
understanding of the physical laws does not necessarily
give you an understanding of things of significance in the
world in any direct way. The details of real experience are
often very far from the fundamental laws.

We have a way of discussing the world, when we talk of it
at various hierarchies, or levels. Now I do not mean to be
very precise, dividing the world into definite levels, but I
will indicate, by describing a set of ideas, what I mean by
hierarchies of ideas.

For example, at one end we have the fundamental laws
of physics. Then we invent other terms for concepts which
are approximate, which have, we believe, their ultimate
explanation in terms of the fundamental laws. For instance,
‘heat’. Heat is supposed to be jiggling, and the word for a
hot thing is just the word for a mass of atoms which are
jiggling. But for a while, if we are talking about heat, we
sometimes forget about the atoms jiggling — just as when we
talk about the glacier we do not always think of the hexa-
gonal ice and the snowflakes which originally fell. Another
example of the same thing is a salt crystal. Looked at funda-
mentally it is a lot of protons, neutrons, and electrons; but
we have this concept ‘salt crystal’, which carries a whole
pattern already of fundamental interactions. An idea like
pressure is the same.

Now if we go higher up from this, in anotherlevel we have
properties of substances — like ‘refractive index’, how light
is bent when it goes through something; or ‘surface ten-
sion’, the fact that water tends to pull itself together, both
of which are described by numbers. I remind you that we
have to go through several laws down to find out that it is
the pull of the atoms, and so on. But we still say ‘surface
tension’, and do not always worry, when discussing surface
tension, about the inner workings.
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On, up in the hierarchy. With the water we have waves,
and we have a thing like a storm, the word ‘storm’ which
represents an enormous mass of phenomena, or a ‘sun spot’,
or ‘star’, which is an accumulation of things. And it is not
worth while always to think of it way back. In fact we can-
not, because the higher up we go the more steps we have in
between, each one of which is a little weak. We have not
thought them all through yet.

As we go up in this hierarchy of complexity, we get to
things like muscle twitch, or nerve impulse, which is an
enormously complicated thing in the physical world, in-
volving an organization of matter in a very elaborate com-
plexity. Then come things like ‘frog’.

And then we go on, and we come to words and concepts
like ‘man’, and ‘history’, or ‘political expediency’, and so
forth, a series of concepts which we use to understand
things at an ever higher level.

And going on, we come to things like evil, and beauty,
and hope . ..

Which end is nearer to God; if I may use a religious meta-
phor. Beauty and hope, or the fundamental laws? I think
that the right way, of course, is to say that what we have to
look at is the whole structural interconnection of the thing;
and that all the sciences, and not just the sciences but all the
efforts of intellectual kinds, are an endeavour to see the con-
nections of the hierarchies, to connect beauty to history, to
connect history to man’s psychology, man’s psychology to
the working of the brain, the brain to the neural impulse,
the neural impulse to the chemistry, and so forth, up and
down, both ways. And today we cannot, and it is no use
making believe that we can, draw carefully a line all the
way from one end of this thing to the other, because we have
only just begun to see that there is this relative hierarchy.

And I do not think either end is nearer to God. To stand
at either end, and to walk off that end of the pier only,
hoping that out in that direction is the complete under-
standing, is a mistake. And to stand with evil and beauty and
hope, or to stand with the fundamental laws, hoping that
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way to get a deep understanding of the whole world, with
that aspect alone, is a mistake. It is not sensible for the ones
who specialize at one end, and the ones who specialize at
the other end, to have such disregard for each other. (They
don’t actually, but people say they do.) The great mass of
workers in between, connecting one step to another, are
improving all the time our understanding of the world, both
from working at the ends and working in the middle, and
in that way we are gradually understanding this tremendous
world of interconnecting hierarchies.

126



6

Probability and Uncertainty — the Quantum
Mechanical view of Nature

In the beginning of the history of experimental observation,
or any other kind of observation on scientific things, it is
intuition, which is really based on simple experience with
everyday objects, that suggests reasonable explanations for
things. But as we try to widen and make more consistent
our description of what we see, as it gets wider and wider
and we see a greater range of phenomena, the explanations
become what we call laws instead of simple explanations.
One odd characteristic is that they often seem to become
more and more unreasonable and more and more intuitively
far from obvious. To take an example, in the relativity
theory the proposition is that if you think two things occur
at the same time that is just your opinion, someone else
could conclude that of those events one was before the
other, and that therefore simultaneity is merely a subjective
impression.

There is no reason why we should expect things to be
otherwise, because the things of everyday experience involve
large numbers of particles, or involve things moving very
slowly, or involve other conditions that are special and rep-
resent in fact a limited experience with nature. It is a small
section only of natural phenomena that one gets from direct
experience. It is only through refined measurements and
careful experimentation that we can have a wider vision.
And then we see unexpected things: we see things that are
far from what we would guess — far from what we could have
imagined. Our imagination is stretched to the utmost, not,
as in fiction, to imagine things which are not really there,
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but just to comprehend those things which are there. It is
this kind of situation that I want to discuss.

Let us start with the history of light. At first light was
assumed to behave very much like a shower of particles, of
corpuscles, like rain, or like bullets from a gun. Then with
further research it was clear that this was not right, that the
light actually behaved like waves, like water waves for in-
stance. Then in the twentieth century, on further research,
it appeared again that light actually behaved in many ways
like particles. In the photo-electric effect you could count
these particles — they are called photons now. Electrons,
when they were first discovered, behaved exactly like par-
ticles or bullets, very simply. Further research showed,
from eclectron diffraction experiments for example, that they
behaved like waves. As time went on there was a growing
confusion about how these things really behaved — waves or
particles, particles or waves? Everything looked like both.

This growing confusion was resolved in 1925 or 1926 with
the advent of the correct equations for quantum mechanics.
Now we know how the electrons and light behave. But what
can I call it? If I say they behave like particles I give the
wrong impression; also if I say they behave like waves. They
behave in their own inimitable way, which technically
could be called a quantum mechanical way. They behave in
a way that is like nothing that you have ever seen before.
Your experience with things that you have seen before is
incomplete. The behaviour of things on a very tiny scale is
simply different. An atom does not behave like a weight
hanging on a spring and oscillating. Nor does it behave like
a miniature representation of the solar system with little
planets going around in orbits. Nor does it appear to be
somewhat like a cloud or fog of some sort surrounding the
nucleus. It behaves like nothing you have ever seen before.

There is one simplification at least. Electrons behave in
this respect in exactly the same way as photons; they are
both screwy, but in exactly the same way.

How they behave, therefore, takes a great deal of imagi-
nation to appreciate, because we are going to describc
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something which is different from anything you know about.
In that respect at least this is perhaps the most difficult lec-
ture of the series, in the sense that it is abstract, in the sense
that it is not close to experience. I cannot avoid that. Were
I to give a series of lectures on the character of physical law,
and to leave out from this series the description of the actual
behaviour of particles on a small scale, I would certainly not
be doing the job. This thing is completely characteristic of
all of the particles of nature, and of a universal character, so
if you want to hear about the character of physical law it is
essential to talk about this particular aspect.

It will be difficult. But the difficulty really is psychological
and exists in the perpetual torment that results from your
saying to yourself, ‘But how can it be like that?” which is a
reflection of uncontrolled but utterly vain desire to see it in
terms of something familiar. I will not describe it in terms of
an analogy with something familiar; I will simply describe
it. There was a time when the newspapers said that only
twelve men understood the theory of relativity. I do not
believe there ever was such a time. There might have been a
time when only one man did, because he was the only guy
who caught on, before he wrote his paper. But after people
read the paper a lot of people understood the theory of
relativity in some way or other, certainly more than twelve.
On the other hand, I think I can safely say that nobody
understands quantum mechanics. So do not take the lecture
too seriously, feeling that you really have to understand in
terms of some model what I am going to describe, but just
relax and enjoy it. I am going to tell you what nature be-
haves like. If you will simply admit that maybe she does be-
have like this, you will find her a delightful, entrancing
thing. Do not keep saying to yourself, if you can possibly
avoid it, ‘But how can it be like that?’ because you will get
‘down the drain’, into a blind alley from which nobody has
yet escaped. Nobody knows how it can be like that.

So then, let me describe to you the behaviour of elec-
trons or of photons in their typical quantum mechanical way.
I am going to do this by a mixture of analogy and contrast.
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If I made it pure analogy we would fail; it must be by ana-
logy and contrast with things which are familiar to you. So
I make it by analogy and contrast, first to the behaviour of
particles, for which I will use bullets, and second to the be-
haviour of waves, for which I will use water waves. What I
am going to do is to invent a particular experiment and first
tell you what the situation would be in that experiment using
particles, then what you would expect to happen if waves
were involved, and finally what happens when there are
actually electrons or photons in the system. I will take just
this one experiment, which has been designed to contain all
of the mystery of quantum mechanics, to put you up against
the paradoxes and mysteries and peculiarities of nature one
hundred per cent. Any other situation in quantum mecha-
nics, it turns out, can always be explained by saying, “You
remember the case of the experiment with the two holes?
It’s the same thing’. I am going to tell you about the experi-
ment with the two holes. It does contain the general mystery;
I am avoiding nothing; I am baring nature in her most ele-
gant and difficult form.
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Figure 28

We start with bullets (fig. 28). Suppose that we have some
source of bullets, a machine gun, and in front of it a plate
with a hole for the bullets to come through, and this plate
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is armour plate. A long distance away we have a second
plate which has two holes in it — that is the famous two-
hole business. I am going to talk a lot about these holes, so
I will call them hole No. 1 and hole No. 2. You can imagine
round holes in three dimensions — the drawing is just a
cross section. A long distance away again we have another
screen which is just a backstop of some sort on which we
can put in various places a detector, which in the case of
bullets is a box of sand into which the bullets will be caught
so that we can count them. [ am going to do experiments
in which I count how many bullets come into this detector
or box of sand when the box is in different positions, and
to describe that I will measure the distance of the box from
somewhere, and call that distance ‘x’, and I will talk about
what happens when you change ‘x’, which means only that
you move the detector box up and down. First I would
like to make a few modifications from real bullets, in three
idealizations. The first is that the machine gun is very
shaky and wobbly and the bullets go in various directions,
not just exactly straight on; they can ricochet off the edges
of the holes in the armour plate. Secondly, we should say,
although this is not very important, that the bullets have
all the same speed or energy. The most important idealiza-
tion in which this situation differs from real bullets is that
I want these bullets to be absolutely indestructible, so that
what we find in the box is not pieces of lead, of some bullet
that broke in half, but we get the whole bullet. Imagine in-
destructible bullets, or hard bullets and soft armour plate.
The first thing that we shall notice about bullets is that
the things that arrive come in lumps. When the energy
comes it is all in one bulletful, one bang. If you count the
bullets, there are one, two, three, four bullets; the things
come in lumps. They are of equal size, you suppose, in this
case, and when a thing comes into the box it is either all
in the box or it is not in the box. Moreover, if I put up two
boxes I never get two bullets in the boxes at the same time,
presuming that the gun is not going off too fast and I have
enough time between them to see. Slow down the gun so it

131



The Character of Physical Law

goes off very slowly, then look very quickly in the two boxes,
and you will never get two bullets at the same time in the
two boxes, because a bullet is a single identifiable lump.

Now what I am going to measure is how many bullets
arrive on the average over a period of time. Say we wait an
hour, and we count how many bullets are in the sand and
average that. We take the number of bullets that arrive per
hour, and we can call that the probability of arrival, be-
cause it just gives the chance that a bullet going through a
slit arrives in the particular box. The number of bullets that
arrive in the box will vary of course as I vary ‘x’. On the
diagram I have plotted horizontally the number of bullets
that I get if I hold the box in each position for an hour. I
shall get a curve that will look more or less like curve Ny,
because when the box is behind one of the holes it gets a
lot of bullets, and if it is a little out of line it does not get
as many, they have to bounce off the edges of the holes,
and eventually the curve disappears. The curve looks like
curve N;,, and the number that we get in an hour when
both holes are open I will call N;,, which merely means the
number which arrive through hole No. 1 and hole No. 2.

I must remind you that the number that I have plotted
does not come in lumps. It can have any size it wants. It
can-be two and a half bullets in an hour, in spite of the fact
that bullets come in lumps. All I mean by two and a half
bullets per hour is that if you run for ten hours you will
get twenty-five bullets, so on the average it is two and a half
bullets. I am sure you are all familiar with the joke about
the average family in the United States seeming to have two
and a half children. It does not mean that there is a half
child in any family - children come in lumps. Nevertheless,
when you take the average number per family it can be any
number whatsoever, and in the same way this number Nj,,
which is the number of bullets that arrive in the container
per hour, on the average, need not be an integer. What we
measure is the probability of arrival, which is a technical
term for the average number that arrive in a given length
of time.
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Finally, if we analyse the curve N,, we can interpret it
very nicely as the sum of two curves, one which will rep-
resent what I will call N;, the number which will come if
hole No. 2 is closed by another piece of armour plate in
front, and N,, the number which will come through hole
No. 2 alone, if hole No. 1 is closed. We discover now a
very important law, which is that the number that arrive
with both holes open is the number that arrive by coming
through hole No. 1, plus the number that come through
hole No. 2. This proposition, the fact that all you have to
do is to add these together, I call ‘no interference’.

N;2 = N;+N, (no interference).

That is for bullets, and now we have done with bullets
we begin again, this time with water waves (fig. 29). The
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source is now a big mass of stuff which is being shaken up
and down in the water. The armour plate becomes a long
line of barges or jetties with a gap in the water in between.
Perhaps it would be better to do it with ripples than with
big ocean waves; it sounds more sensible. I wiggle my finger
up and down to make waves, and I have a little piece of
wood as a barrier with a hole for the ripples to come through.
Then I have a second barrier with two holes, and finally a

Figure 29
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detector. What do I do with the detector ? What the detector
detects is how much the water is jiggling. For instance, I put
a cork in the water and measure how it moves up and down,
and what I am going to measure in fact is the energy of the
agitation of the cork, which is exactly proportional to the
energy carried by the waves. One other thing: the jiggling
is made very regular and perfect so that the waves are all
the same space from one another. One thing that is im-
portant for water waves is that the thing we are measuring
can have any size at all. We are measuring the intensity of
the waves, or the energy in the cork, and if the waves are
very quiet, if my finger is only jiggling a little, then there will
be very little motion of the cork. No matter how much it is,
it is proportional. It can have any size; it does not come in
lumps; it is not all there or nothing.

What we are going to measure is the intensity of the waves,
or, to be precise, the energy generated by the waves at a
point. What happens if we measure this intensity, which I
will call ‘I’ to remind you that it is an intensity and not a
number of particles of any kind ? The curve I,,, that is when
both holes are open, is shown in the diagram (fig. 29). It
is an interesting, complicated looking curve. If we put the
detector in different places we get an intensity which varies
very rapidly in a peculiar manner. You are probably familiar
with the reason for that. The reason is that the ripples as
they come have crests and troughs spreading from hole No.
1, and they have crests and troughs spreading from hole No.
2. If we are at a place which is exactly in between the two
holes, so that the two waves arrive at the same time, the
crests will come on top of each other and there will be
plenty of jiggling. We have a lot of jiggling right in dead
centre. On the other hand if I move the detector to some
point further from hole No. 2 than hole No. 1, it takes a
little longer for the waves to come from 2 than from 1,
and when a crest is arriving from 1 the crest has not quite
reached there yet from hole 2, in fact it is a trough from 2, so
that the water tries to move up and it tries to move down,
from the influences of the waves coming from the two

134



Probability and Uncertainty

holes, and the net result is that it does not move at all, or
practically not at all. So we have a low bump at that place.
Then if it moves still further over we get enough delay so
that crests come together from both holes, although one
crest is in fact a whole wave behind, and so you get a big
one again, then a small one, a big one, a small one . . . depen-
ding upon the way the crests and troughs ‘interfere’. The
word interference again is used in science in a funny way.
We can have what we call constructive interference, as
when both waves interfere to make the intensity stronger.
The important thing is that I,, is not the same as I; plus
I,, and we say it shows constructive and destructive inter-
ference. We can find out what I; and I, look like by closing
hole No. 2 to find I;, and closing hole No. 1 to find I,. The
intensity that we get if one hole is closed is simply the waves
from one hole, with no interference, and the curves are
shown in fig. 2. You will notice that I, is the same as N,,
and I, the same as N, and yet I, is quite different from Nj,.

As a matter of fact, the mathematics of the curve I, is
rather interesting. What is true is that the height of the
water, which we will call h, when both holes are open is
equal to the height that you would get from No. 1 open,
plus the height that you would get from No. 2 open. Thus,
if it is a trough the height from No. 2 is negative and
cancels out the height from No. 1. You can represent it by
talking about the height of the water, but it turns out that
the intensity in any case, for instance when both holes are
open, is not the same as the height but is proportional to the
square of the height. It is because of the fact that we are
dealing with squares that we get these very interesting curves.

hys = h;+h,
but
I,,#1,+1, (Interference)
Ilz=(h12)2,
I1 = (hl)2
I, = (hy?
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That was water. Now we start again, this time with
electrons (fig. 30).

Iy

A\
l
° | X :
]
)
|

Bt Mt " ) g
Ny = (anz‘- N !
N, = (3) 1%

Ny = (3y)

Figure 30

The source is a filament, the barriers tungsten plates, these .
are holes in the tungsten plate, and for a detector we have
any electrical system which is sufficiently sensitive to pick
up the charge of an electron arriving with whatever energy
the source has. If you would prefer it, we could use photons
with black paper instead of the tungsten plate — in fact black
paper is not very good because the fibres do not make sharp
holes, so we would have to have something better —and for
a detector a photo-multiplier capable of detecting the indi-
vidual photons arriving. What happens with either case? I
will discuss only the electron case, since the case with
photons is exactly the same.

First, what we receive in the electrical detector, with a
sufficiently powerful amplifier behind it, are clicks, lumps,
absolute lumps. When the click comes it is a certain size,
and the size is always the same. If you turn the source
weaker the clicks come further apart, but it is the same
sized click. If you turn it up they come so fast that they
jam the amplifier. You have to turn it down enough so
that there are not too many clicks for the machinery that
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you are using for the detector. Next, if you put another
detector in a different place and listen to both of them you
will never get two clicks at the same time, at least if the
source is weak enough and the precision with which you
measure the time is good enough. If you cut down the in-
tensity of the source so that the electrons come few and far
between, they never give a click in both detectors at once.
That means that the thing which is coming comes in lumps
— it has a definite size, and it only comes to one place at a
time. Right, so electrons, or photons, come in lumps. There-
fore what we can do is the same thing as we did for bullets:
we can measure the probability of arrival. What we do is
hold the detector in various places — actually if we wanted
to although it is expensive, we could put detectors all over
at the same time and make the whole curve simultaneously —
but we hold the detector in each place, say for an hour,
and we measure at the end of the hour how many electrons
came, and we average it. What do we get for the number of
electrons that arrive ? The same kind of N;, as with bullets ?
Figure 30 shows what we get for N;,, that is what we get
with both holes open. That is the phenomenon of nature,
that she produces the curve which is the same as you would
get for the interference of waves. She produces this curve for
what ? Not for the energy in a wave but for the probability
of arrival of one of these lumps.

The mathematics is simple. You change I to N, so you
have to change h to something else, which is new — it is
not the height of anything — so we invent an ‘a’, which we
call a probability amplitude, because we do not know what
it means. In this case a; is the probability amplitude to
arrive from hole No. 1, and a, the probability amplitude to
arrive from hole No. 2. To get the total probability amplitude
to arrive you add the two together and square it. This is a
direct imitation of what happens with the waves, because we
have to get the same curve out so we use the same mathe-
matics.

I should check on one point though, about the inter-
ference. I did not say what happens if we close one of the

137



The Character of Physical Law

holes. Let us try to analyse this interesting curve by pre-
suming that the electrons came through one hole or through
the other. We close one hole, and measure how many come
through hole No. 1, and we get the simple curve N,. Or we
can close the other hole and measure how many come
through hole No. 2, and we get the N, curve. But these two
added together do not give the same as N;+N,; it does
show interference. In fact the mathematics is given by this
funny formula that the probability of arrival is the square
of an amplitude which itself is the sum of two pieces,
N;2 = (a;+a,)%. The question is how it can come about
that when the electrons go through hole No. 1 they will be
distributed one way, when they go through hole No. 2 they
will be distributed another way, and yet when both holes are
open you do not get the sum of the two. For instance, if I
hold the detector at the point q with both holes open I get
practically nothing, yet if I close one of the holes I get
plenty, and if I close the other hole I get something. I leave
both holes open and I get nothing; I let them come through
both holes and they do not come any more. Or take the
point at the centre; you can show that that is higher than
the sum of the two single hole curves. You might think that
if you were clever enough you could argue that they have
some way of going around through the holes back and
forth, or they do something complicated, or one splits in
half and goes through the two holes, or something similar,
in order to explain this phenomenon. Nobody, however, has
succeeded in producing an explanation that is satisfactory,
because the mathematics in the end are so very simple, the
curve is so very simple (fig. 30).

I will summarize, then, by saying that electrons arrive in
lumps, like particles, but the probability of arrival of these
lumps is determined as the intensity of waves would be. It
is in this sense that the electron behaves sometimes like a
particle and sometimes like a wave. It behaves in two dif-
ferent ways at the same time (fig. 31).

That is all there is to say. I could give a mathematical
description to figure out the probability of arrival of elec-
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trons under any circumstances, and that would in principle
be the end of the lecture — except that there are a number
of subtleties involved in the fact that nature works this way.
There are a number of peculiar things, and I would like to
discuss those peculiarities because they may not be self-
evident at this point.

To discuss the subtleties, we begin by discussing a propo-
sition which we would have thought reasonable, since these
things are lumps. Since what comes is always one complete
lump, in this case an electron, it is obviously reasonable to
assume that either an electron goes through hole No. 1 or it
goes through hole No. 2. It seems very obvious that it
cannot do anything else if it is a lump. I am going to discuss
this proposition, so I have to give it a name; I will call it
‘proposition A’.

Prposition. . f.
ﬁ;ﬁla«. olecivw, qees W
°l ov i qoed g
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Now we have already discussed a little what happens
with proposition A. If it were true that an electron either
goes through hole No. 1 or through hole No. 2, then the
total number to arrive would have to be analysable as the
sum of two contributions. The total number which arrive
will be the number that come via hole 1, plus the number
that come via hole 2. Since the resulting curve cannot be
easily analysed as the sum of two pieces in such a nice
manner, and since the experiments which determine how
many would arrive if only one hole or the other were open
do not give the result that the total is the sum of the two
parts, it is obvious that we should conclude that this pro-
position is false. If it is not true that the electron either
comes through hole No. 1 or hole No. 2, maybe it divides
itself in half temporarily or something. So proposition A is
false. That is logic. Unfortunately, or otherwise, we can test
logic by experiment. We have to find out whether it is true
or not that the electrons come through either hole 1 or hole
2, or maybe they go round through both holes and get
temporarily split up, or something.

All we have to do is watch them. And to watch them we
need light. So we put behind the holes a source of very in-
tense light. Light is scattered by electrons, bounced off them,
so if the light is strong enough you can see electrons as they
go by. We stand back, then, and we look to see whether
when an electron is counted we see, or have seen the mo-
ment before the electron is counted, a flash behind hole 1
or a flash behind hole 2, or maybe a sort of half flash in
each placeat the sametime. We are going to find outnow how
it goes, by looking. We turn on the light and look, and lo,
we discover that every time there is a count at the detector
we see either a flash behind No. 1 or a flash behind No. 2.
What we find is that the electron comes one hundred per
cent, complete, through hole 1 or through hole 2 — when
we look. A paradox!

Let us squeeze nature into some kind of a difficulty here.
I will show you what we are going to do. We are going to
keep the light on and we are going to watch and count how
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many electrons come through. We will make two columns,
one for hole No. 1 and one for hole No. 2, and as each
electron arrives at the detector we will note in the appro-
priate column which hole it came through. What does the
column for hole No. 1 look like when we add it all together
for different positions of the detector? If I watch behind
hole No. 1 what do I see? I see the curve N, (fig. 30). That
column is distributed just as we thought when we closed
hole 2, much the same way whether we are looking or not.
If we close hole 2 we get the same distribution in those that
arrive as if we were watching hole No. 1; likewise the num-
ber that have arrived via hole No. 2 is also a simple curve
N,. Now look, the total number which arrive has to be the
total number. It has to be the sum of the number N, plus
the number N,; because each one that comes through has
been checked off in either column 1 or column 2. The total
number which arrive absolutely has to be the sum of these
two. It has to be distributed as N, +N,. But I said it was
distributed as the curve Ny,. No, it is distributed as N; +N,.
It really is, of course; it has to be and it is. If we mark with
a prime the results when a light is lit, then we find that N,’,
is practically the same as N,, without the light, and Ny’ is
almost the same as N,. But the number N,,’, that we see
when the light is on and both holes are open is equal to the
number that we see through hole 1 plus the number that we
see through hole 2. This is the result that we get when the
light is on. We get a different answer whether I turn on the
light or not. If I have the light turned on, the distribution is
the curve N; +N,. If I turn off the light, the distribution is
Njs. Turn on the light and it is N; +N, again. So you see,
nature has squeezed out! We could say, then, that the light
affects the result. If the light is on you get a different answer
from that when the light is off. You can say too that light
affects the behaviour of electrons. If you talk about the
motion of the electrons through the experiment, which is a
little inaccurate, you can say that the light affects the motion,
so that those which might have arrived at the maximum
have somehow been deviated or kicked by the light and
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arrive at the minimum instead, thus smoothing the curve
to produce the simple N;+ N, curve.

Electrons are very delicate. When you are looking at a-
baseball and you shine a light on it, it does not make any
difference, the baseball still goes the same way. But when
you shine a light on an electron it knocks him about a bit,
and instead of doing one thing he does another, because
you have turned the light on and it is so strong. Suppose we
try turning it weaker and weaker, until it is very dim, then
use very careful detectors that can see very dim lights, and
look with a dim light. As the light gets dimmer and dimmer
you cannot expect the very very weak light to affect the
electron so completely as to change the pattern a hundred
per cent from Nj, to N; +N,. As the light gets weaker and
weaker, somehow it should get more and more like no light
at all. How then does one curve turn into another? But of
course light is not like a wave of water. Light also comes
in particle-like character, called photons, and as you turn
down the intensity of the light you are not turning down the
effect, you are turning down the number of photons that
are coming out of the source. As I turn down the light I am
getting fewer and fewer photons. The least I can scatter
from an electron is one photon, and if I have too few photons
sometimes the electron will get through when there is no
photon coming by, in which case I will not see it. A very
weak light, therefore, does not mean a small disturbance, it
just means a few photons. The result is that with a very
weak light I have to invent a third column under the title
‘didn’t see’. When the light is very strong there are few in
there, and when the light is very weak most of them end in
there. So there are three columns, hole 1, hole 2, and didn’t
see. You can guess what happens. The ones I do see are
distributed according to the curve N;+N,. The ones I do
not see are distributed as the curve N;,. As I turn the light
weaker and weaker I see less and less and a greater and
greater fraction are not seen. The actual curve in any case
is a mixture of the two curves, so as the light gets weaker it
gets more and more like N, in a continuous fashion.
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I am not able here to discuss a large number of different
ways which you might suggest to find out which hole the
electron went through. It always turns out, however, that
it is impossible to arrange the light in any way so that you
can tell through which hole the thing is going without
disturbing the pattern of arrival of the electrons, without
destroying the interference. Not only light, but anything
else — whatever you use, in principle it is impossible to do it.
You can, if you want, invent many ways to tell which hole
the electron is going through, and then it turns out that it is
going through one or the other. But if you try to make that
instrument so that at the same time it does not disturb the
motion of the electron, then what happens is that you can
no longer tell which hole it goes through and you get the
complicated result again.

Heisenberg noticed, when he discovered the laws of
quantum mechanics, that the new laws of nature that he had
discovered could only be consistent if there were some basic
limitation to our experimental abilities that had not been
previously recognized. In other words, you cannot experi-
mentally be as delicate as you wish. Heisenberg proposed
his uncertainty principle which, stated in terms of our own
experiment, is the following. (He stated it in another way,
but they are exactly equivalent, and you can get from one
to the other.) ‘It is impossible to design any apparatus what-
soever to determine through which hole the electron passes
that will not at the same time disturb the electron enough to
destroy the interference pattern’. No one has found a way
around this. I am sure you are itching with inventions of
methods of detecting which hole the electron went through;
but if each one of them is analysed carefully you will find
out that there is something the matter with it. You may
think you could do it without disturbing the electron, but
it turns out there is always something the matter, and you
can always account for the difference in the patterns by the
disturbance of the instruments used to determine through
which hole the electron comes.

This is a basic characteristic of nature, and tells us
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somethingabouteverything. If a new particle is found tomor-
row, the kaon—actually the kaon has already been found, but
to giveita name let us callit that — and I use kaons to interact
with electrons to determine which hole the electron is going
through, I already know, ahead of time — I hope — enough
about the behaviour of a new particle to say that it cannot
be of such a type that I could tell through which hole the
electron would go without at the same time producing a
disturbance on the electron and changing the pattern from
interference to no interference. The uncertainty principle can
therefore be used as a general principle to guess ahead at
many of the characteristics of unknown objects. They are
limited in their likely character.

Let us return to our proposition A — ‘Electrons must go
either through one hole or another’. Is it true or not?
Physicists have a way of avoiding the pitfalls which exist.
They make their rules of thinking as follows. If you have an
apparatus which is capable of telling which hole the electron
goes through (and you can have such an apparatus), then
you can say that it either goes through one hole or the other.
It does; it always is going through one hole or the other -
when you look. But when you have no apparatus to deter-
mine through which hole the thing goes, then you cannot
say that it either goes through one hole or the other. (You
can always say it — provided you stop thinking immediately
and make no deductions from it. Physicists prefer not to say
it, rather than to stop thinking at the moment.) To conclude
that it goes either through one hole or the other when you
are not looking is to produce an error in prediction. That
is the logical tight-rope on which we have to walk if we wish
to interpret nature.

This proposition that I am talking about is general. It is
not just for two holes, but is a general proposition which
can be stated this way. The probability of any event in an
ideal experiment — that is just an experiment in which every-
thing is specified as well as it can be - is the square of some-
thing, which in this case I have called ‘a’, the probability
amplitude. When an event can occur in several alternative
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ways, the probability amplitude, this ‘a’ number, is the
sum of the ‘a’s for each of the various alternatives. If an
experiment is performed which is capable of determining
which alternative is taken, the probability of the event is
changed; it is then the sum of the probabilities for each
alternative. That is, you lose the interference.

The question now is, how does it really work? What
machinery is actually producing this thing? Nobody knows
any machinery. Nobody can give you a deeper explanation
of this phenomenon than I have given; that is, a description
of it. They can give you a wider explanation, in the sense
that they can do more examples to show how it is impos-
sible to tell which hole the electron goes through and not at
the same time destroy the interference pattern. They can give
a wider class of experiments than just the two slit inter-
ference experiment. But that is just repeating the same thing
to drive it in. It is not any deeper; it is only wider. The
mathematics can be made more precise; you can mention
that they are complex numbers instead of real numbers,
and a couple of other minor points which have nothing to
do with the main idea. But the deep mystery is what I have
described, and no one can go any deeper today.

What we have calculated so far is the probability of arrival
of an electron. The question is whether there is any way to
determine where an individual electron really arrives? Of
course we are not averse to using the theory of probability,
thatis calculating odds, when a situation is very complicated.
We throw up a dice into the air, and with the various resis-
tances, and atoms, and all the complicated business, we are
perfectly willing to allow that we do not know enough de-
tails to make a definite prediction; so we calculate the odds
that the thing will come this way or that way. But here what
we are proposing, is it not, is that there is probability all
the way back: that in the fundamental laws of physics there
are odds.

Suppose that I have an experiment so set up that with the
light out I get the interference situation. Then I say that
even with the light on I cannot predict through which hole
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an electron will go. I only know that each time I look it will
be one hole or the other; there is no way to predict ahead
of time which hole it will be. The future, in other words, is
unpredictable. It is impossible to predict in any way, from
any information ahead of time, through which hole the
thing will go, or which hole it will be seen behind. That
means that physics has, in a way, given up, if the original
purpose was — and everybody thought it was — to know
enough so that given the circumstances we can predict what
will happen next. Here are the circumstances: electron
source, strong light source, tungsten plate with two holes:
tell me, behind which hole shall I see the electron? One
theory is that the reason you cannot tell through which
hole you are going to see the electron is that it is determined
by some very complicated things back at the source: it has
internal wheels, internal gears, and so forth, to determine
which hole it goes through; it is fifty-fifty probability, be-
cause, like a die, it is set at random; physics is incomplete,
and if we get a complete enough physics then we shall be
able to predict through which hole it goes. That is called the
hidden variable theory. That theory cannot be true; it is not
due to lack of detailed knowledge that we cannot make a
prediction.

I said that if I did not turn on the light I should get the
interference pattern. If I have a circumstance in which I get
that interference pattern, then it is impossible to analyse it
in terms of saying it goes through hole 1 or hole 2, because
that interference curve is so simple, mathematically a com-
pletely different thing from the contribution of the two other
curves as probabilities. If it had been possible for us to
determine through which hole the electron was going to go
if we had the light on, then whether we have the light on or
off is nothing to do with it. Whatever gears there are at the
source, which we observed, and which permitted us to tell
whether the thing was going to go through 1 or 2, we could
have observed with the light off, and therefore we could have
told with the light off through which hole each electron
was going to go. But if we could do this, the resulting curve
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would have to be represented as the sum of those that go
through hole 1 and those that go through hole 2, and it is
not. It must then be impossible to have any information
ahead of time about which hole the electron is going to go
through, whether the light is on or off, in any circumstance
when the experiment is set up so that it can produce the
interference with the light off. It is not our ignorance of the
internal gears, of the internal complications, that makes
nature appear to have probability in it. It seems to be some-
how intrinsic. Someone has said it this way — ‘Nature her-
self does not even know which way the electron is going to
go’.

A philosopher once said ‘It is necessary for the very exis-
tence of science that the same conditions always produce the
same results’. Well, they do not. You set up the circumstan-
ces, with the same conditions every time, and you cannot
predict behind which hole you will see the electron. Yet
science goes on in spite of it — although the same conditions
do not always produce the same results. That makes us un-
happy, that we cannot predict exactly what will happen.
Incidentally, you could think up a circumstance in which it
is very dangerous and serious, and man must know, and
still you cannot predict. For instance we could cook up -
we’d better not, but we could - a scheme by which we set
up a photo cell, and one electron to go through, and if we
see it behind hole No: 1 we set off the atomic bomb and start
World War III, whereas if we see it behind hole No. 2 we
make peace feelers and delay the war a little longer. Then
the future of man would be dependent on something which
no amount of science can predict. The future is unpredict-
able.

What is necessary ‘for the very existence of science’, and
what the characteristics of nature are, are not to be deter-
mined by pompous preconditions, they are determined
always by the material with which we work, by nature her-
self. We look, and we see what we find, and we cannot say
ahead of time successfully what it is going to look like.
The most reasonable possibilities often turn out not to be
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the situation. If science is to progress, what we need is the
ability to experiment, honesty in reporting results — the
results must be reported without somebody saying what they
would like the results to have been — and finally — an im-
portant thing — the intelligence to interpret the results. An
important point about this intelligence is that it should not
be sure ahead of time what must be. It can be prejudiced,
and say ‘That is very unlikely; I don’t like that’. Prejudice
is different from absolute certainty. I do not mean absolute
prejudice — just bias. As long as you are only biased it does
not make any difference, because if your bias is wrong a
perpetual accumulation of experiments will perpetually
annoy you until they cannot be disregarded any longer. They
can only be disregarded if you are absolutely sure ahead of
time of some precondition that science has to have. In fact
it is necessary for the very existence of science that minds
exist which do not allow that nature must satisfy some pre-
conceived conditions, like those of our philosopher.
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Seeking New Laws

What I want to talk about in this lecture is not, strictly
speaking, the character of physical law. One might imagine
at least that one is talking about nature when one is talking
about the character of physical law; but I do not want to
talk about nature, but rather about how we stand relative to
nature now. I want to tell you what we think we know, what
there is to guess, and how one goes about guessing. Some-
one suggested that it would be ideal if, as I went along, I
would slowly explain how to guess a law, and then end by
creating a new law for you. I do not know whether I shall
be able to do that.

First I want to tell you what the present situation is, what
it is that we know about physics. You may think that I have
told you everything already, because in the lectures I have
told you all the great principles that are known. But the
principles must be principles about something; the principle
of the conservation of energy relates to the energy of some-
thing, and the quantum mechanical laws are quantum
mechanical laws about something — and all these principles
added together still do not tell us what the content is of the
nature that we are talking about. I will tell you a little, then,
about the stuff on which all of these principles are supposed
to have been working.

First of all there is matter — and, remarkably enough, all
matter is the same. The matter of which the stars are made
is known to be the same as the matter on the earth. The
character of the light that is emitted by those stars gives a
kind of fingerprint by which we can tell that there are the
same kinds of atoms there as on the earth. The same kinds
of atoms appear to be in living creatures as in non-living
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creatures; frogs are made of the same ‘goup’ as rocks, only
in different arrangements. So that makes our problem sim-
pler; we have nothing but atoms, all the same, everywhere.

The atoms all seem to be made from the same general
constitution. They have a nucleus, and around the nucleus
there are electrons. We can make a list of the parts of the
world that we think we know about (fig. 32).

electrons Meutrons
photons protows
gravitons
neukrines

+ anti-pavticles

Figure 32

First there are the electrons, which are the particles on the
outside of the atom. Then there are the nuclei; but those
are understood today as being themselves made up of two
other things which are called neutrons and protons — two
particles. We have to see the stars, and see the atoms, and
they émit light, and the light itself is described by particles
which are called photons. In the beginning we spoke about
gravitation; and if the quantum theory is right, then the
gravitation should have some kind of waves which behave
like particles too, and these are called gravitons. If you do
not believe in that, just call it gravity. Finally, I did mention
what is called beta-decay, in which a neutron can disinte-
grate into a proton, an electron and a neutrino - or really an
anti-neutrino; there is another particle, a neutrino. In
addition to all the particles I have listed there are of course
all the anti-particles; that is just a quick statement that
takes care of doubling the number of particles, but there is
no complication.
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With these particles that I have listed, all of the low
energy phenomena, in fact all ordinary phenomena that
happen everywhere in the Universe, so far as we know, can
be explained. There are exceptions, when here and there
some very high energy particle does something, and in the
laboratory we have been able to do some peculiar things.
But if we leave out these special cases, all ordinary pheno-
mena can be explained by the actions and the motions of
particles. For example, life itself is supposedly understand-
able in principle from the movements of atoms, and those
atoms are made out of neutrons, protons and electrons. I
must immediately say that when we state that we under-
stand it in principle, we only mean that we think that, if we
could figure everything out, we would find that there is
nothing new in physics which needs to be discovered in
order to understand the phenomena of life. Another in-
stance, the fact that the stars emit energy, solar energy or
stellar energy, is presumably also understood in terms of
nuclear reactions among these particles. All kinds of details
of the way atoms behave are accurately described with this
kind of model, at least as far as we know at present. In fact,
I can say that in the range of phenomena today, so far as I
know there are no phenomena that we are sure cannot be
explained this way, or even that there is deep mystery about.

This was not always possible. There is, for instance, a
phenomenon called super-conductivity, which means that
metals conduct electricity without resistance at low tem-
peratures. It was not at first obvious that this was a con-
sequence of the known laws. Now that it has been thought
through carefully enough, it is seen in fact to be fully ex-
plainable in terms of our present knowledge. There are other
phenomena, such as extra-sensory perception, which can-
not be explained by our knowledge of physics. However,
that phenomenon has not been well established, and we
cannot guarantee that it is there. If it could be demon-
strated, of course, that would prove that physics is in-
complete, and it is therefore extremely interesting to physi-
cists whether it is right or wrong. Many experiments exist
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which show that it does not work. The same goes for astro-
logical influences. If it were true that the stars could affect
the day that it was good to go to the dentist — in America
we have that kind of astrology — then physics theory would
be proved wrong, because there is no mechanism under-
standable in principle from the behaviour of particles which
would make this work. That is the reason that there is some
scepticism among scientists with regard to those ideas.

On the other hand, in the case of hypnotism, at first it
looked as though that also would be impossible, when it
was described incompletely. Now that it is known better
it is realized that it is not absolutely impossible that hypnosis
could occur through normal physiological, though as yet
unknown, processes; it does not obviously require some
special new kind of force.

Today, although our theory of what goes on outside the
nucleus of the atom seems precise and complete enough, in
the sense that given enough time we can calculate anything
as accurately as it can be measured, it turns out that the
forces between neutrons and protons, which constitute the
nucleus, are not so completely known, and are not under-
stood at all well. What I mean is that we do not today
understand the forces between neutrons and protons to the
extent that if you wanted me to, and gave me enough time
and computers, I could calculate exactly the energy levels
of carbons, or something like that. We do not know enough.
Although we can do the corresponding thing for the energy
levels of the outside electrons of the atom, we cannot for
the nucleus, since the nuclear forces are still not understood
very well.

In order to find out more about this, experimenters have
gone on to study phenomena at very high energy. They hit
neutrons and protons together at very high energy to pro-
duce peculiar things, and by studying these peculiar things
we hope to understand better the forces between neutrons
and protons. Pandora’s box has been opened by these ex-
periments! Although all we really wanted was to get a better
idea of the forces between neutrons and protons, when we
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hit these things together hard we discovered that there are
more particles in the world. In fact more than four dozen
other particles have been dredged up in an attempt to
understand these forces; we will put these four dozen others
into the neutron/proton column (fig. 33), because they inter-

electrons heutrous
photous protons
gravitons

neutrinos

mu mesons (mnons)| ( aver 4 dogen more)
ma newtrines

+all anti- particles

Figure 33

act with neutrons and protons, and have something to do
with the forces between them. In addition to that, while the
dredge was digging up all this mud it picked up a couple of
pieces that are irrelevant to the problem of nuclear forces.
One of them is called a mu meson, or muon, and the other
is a neutrino which goes with it. There are two kinds of
neutrino, one which goes with the electron and one which
goes with the mu meson. Incidentally, most amazingly, all
the laws of the muon and its neutrino are now known, as
far as we can tell experimentally, and the law is that they
behave in precisely the same way_as the electron and its
neutrino, except that the mass of the mu meson is 207 times
heavier than the electron; but that is the only difference
known between those objects, which is rather curious.
Four dozen other particles is a frightening array — plus the
anti-particles. They have various names, mesons, pions,
kaons,lambda, sigma . . . it does not make any difference . . .
with four dozen particles there are going to be a lot of names!
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But it turns out that these particles come in families, which
helps us a little. Actually some of these so-called particles
last such a short time that there are debates about whether
it is in fact possible to define their very existence, but I will
not enter into that debate.

In order to illustrate the family idea, I will take the cases
of a neutron and a proton. The neutron and the proton have
the same mass, within a tenth of a per cent or so. One is
1,836, the other 1,839 times as heavy as an electron. More
remarkable is the fact that for the nuclear forces, the strong
forces inside the nucleus, the force between two protons is
the same as between a proton and a neutron, and is the same
again between a neutron and a neutron. In other words, from
the strong nuclear forces you cannot tell a proton from a
neutron. So it is a symmetry law; neutrons may be sub-
stituted for protons without changing anything — provided
you are only talking about the strong forces. But if you
change a neutron for a proton you have a terrific difference,
because the proton carries an electrical charge and the
neutron does not. By electrical measurement you can im-
mediately see the difference between a proton and a neutron,
so this symmetry, that you can replace one by the other, is
what we call an approximate symmetry. It is right for the
strong interactions of nuclear forces, but it is not right in
any deep sense of nature, because it does not work for
electricity. This is called a partial symmetry, and we have
to struggle with these partial symmetries.

Now that the families have been extended, it turns out
that substitutions of the type of neutron for proton can be
extended over a wider range of particles. But the accuracy
is still lower. The statement that neutrons can always be
substituted for protons is only approximate — it is not true
for electricity — but the wider substitutions which have been
found possible give a still poorer symmetry. However, these
partial symmetries have helped to gather the particles into
families and thus to locate places where particles are missing
and to help to discover new ones.

This kind of game, of roughly guessing at family relation-
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ships and so on, is illustrative of the kind of preliminary
sparring which one does with nature before really discover-
ing some deep and fundamental law. Examples are very
important in the previous history of science. For instance,
Mendeleev’s* discovery of the periodic table of the elements
is analogous to this game. It is the first step; but the com-
plete description of the reason for the atomic table came
much later, with atomic theory. In the same way, organiza-
tion of the knowledge of nuclear levels was made by Maria
Mayer and Jensenf in what they called the shell model of
nuclei some years ago. Physics is in an analogous game, in
which a reduction of the complexity is made by some ap-
proximate guesses.

In addition to these particles we have all the principles
that we were talking about before, the principles of sym-
metry, cf relativity, and that things must behave quantum
mechanically; and, combining that with relativity, that all
conservation laws must be local.

If we put all these principles together, we discover that
there are too many. They are inconsistent with each other.
It seems that if we take quantum mechanics, plus relativity,
plus the proposition that everything has to be local, plus a
number of tacit assumptions, we get inconsistency, because
we get infinity for various things when we calculate them,
and if we get infinity how can we ever say that this agrees
with nature? An example of these tacit assumptions which
I mentioned, about which we are too prejudiced to under-
stand the real significance, is such a proposition as the
following. If you calculate the chance for every possibility —
say it is 509, probability this will happen, 25%, that will
happen, etc., it should add up to 1. We think that if you

*Dimitri Ivanovitch Mendeleev, 1834-1907, Russian chemist.

fMaria Mayer, American physicist, Nobel Prize 1963, Professor of
Physics at University of California since 1960. Hans Daniel Jensen,
German physicist, Nobel Prize, 1963. Director of Institute for Theore-
tical Physics at Heidelberg since 1949.
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add all the alternatives you should get 1009, probability.
That seems reasonable, but reasonable things are where the
trouble always is. Another such proposition is that the
energy of something must always be positive — it cannot be
negative. Another proposition which is probably added in
before we get inconsistency is what is called causality, which
is something like the idea that effects cannot precede their
causes. Actually no one has made a model in which you
disregard the proposition about the probability, or you dis-
regard the causality, which is also consistent with quantum
mechanics, relativity, locality and so on. So we really do not
know exactly what it is that we are assuming that gives us
the difficulty producing infinities. A nice problem! However,
it turns out that it is possible to sweep the infinities under
the rug, by a certain crude skill, and temporarily we are
able to keep on calculating.

O.K., that is the present situation. Now I am going to
discuss how we would look for a new law.

In general we look for a new law by the following process.
First we guess it. Then we compute the consequences of the
guess to see what would be implied if this law that we guessed
is right. Then we compare the result of the computation to
nature, with experiment or experience, compare it directly
with observation, to see if it works. If it disagrees with ex-
periment it is wrong. In that simple statement is the key to
science. It does not make any difference how beautiful your
guess is. It does not make any difference how smart you are,
who made the guess, or what his name is — if it disagrees
with experiment it is wrong. That is all there is to it. It is
true that one has to check a little to make sure that it is
wrong, because whoever did the experiment may have re-
ported incorrectly, or there may have been some feature in
the experiment that was not noticed, some dirt or something;
or the man who computed the consequences, even though it
may have been the one who made the guesses, could have
made some mistake in the analysis. These are obvious re-
marks, so when I say if it disagrees with experiment it is
wrong, I mean after the experiment has been checked, the
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calculations have been checked, and the thing has been
rubbed back and forth a few times to make sure that the
consequences are logical consequences from the guess, and
that in fact it disagrees with a very carefully checked experi-
ment.

This will give you a somewhat wrong impression of
science. It suggests that we keep on guessing possibilities
and comparing them with experiment, and this is to put
experiment into a rather weak position. In fact experimen-
ters have a certain individual character. They like to do
experiments even if nobody has guessed yet, and they very
often do their experiments in a region in which people know
the theorist has not made any guesses. For instance, we may
know a great many laws, but do not know whether they
really work at high energy, because it is just a good guess that
they work at high energy. Experimenters have tried experi-
ments at higher energy, and in fact every once in a while
experiment produces trouble; that is, it produces a dis-
covery that one of the things we thought right is wrong. In
this way experiment can produce unexpected results, and
that starts us guessing again. One instance of an unexpec-
ted result is the mu meson and its neutrino, which was not
guessed by anybody at all before it was discovered, and even
today nobody yet has any method of guessing by which
this would be a natural result.

You can see, of course, that with this method we can
attempt to disprove any definite theory. If we have a definite
theory, a real guess, from which we can conveniently com-
pute consequences which can be compared with experiment,
then in principle we can get rid of any theory. There is
always the possibility of proving any definite theory wrong;
but notice that we can never prove it right. Suppose that
you invent a good guess, calculate the consequences, and
discover every time that the consequences you have calcula-
ted agree with experiment. The theory is then right? No, it
is simply not proved wrong. In the future you could com-
pute a wider range of consequences, there could be a wider
range of experiments, and you might then discover that the
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thing is wrong. That is why laws like Newton’s laws for the
motion of planets last such a long time. He guessed the law
of gravitation, calculated all kinds of consequences for the
system and so on, compared them with experiment — and it
took several hundred years before the slight error of the
motion of Mercury was observed. During all that time the
theory had not been proved wrong, and could be taken
temporarily to be right. But it could never be proved right,
because tomorrow’s experiment might succeed in proving
wrong what you thought was right. We never are definitely
right, we can only be sure we are wrong. However, it is
rather remarkable how we can have some ideas which will
last so long.

One of the ways of stopping science would be only to do
experiments in the region where you know the law. But
experimenters search most diligently, and with the greatest
effort, in exactly those places where it seems most likely that
we can prove our theories wrong. In other words we are
trying to prove ourselves wrong as quickly as possible, be-
cause only in that way can we find progress. For example,
today among ordinary low energy phenomena we do not
know where to look for trouble, we think everything is all
right, and so there is no particular big programme looking
for trouble in nuclear reactions, or in super-conductivity.
In these lectures I am concentrating on discovering funda-
mental laws. The whole range of physics, which is interest-
ing, includes also an understanding at another level of these
phenomena like super-conductivity and nuclear reactions, in
terms of the fundamental laws. But I am talking now about
discovering trouble, something wrong with the fundamental
laws, and since among low energy phenomena nobody
knows where to look, all the experiments today in this field
of finding out a new law, are of high energy.

Another thing I must point out is that you cannot prove
a vague theory wrong. If the guess that you make is poorly
expressed and rather vague, and the method that you use
for figuring out the consequences is a little vague — you are
not sure, and you say, ‘I think everything’s right because it’s
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all due to so and so, and such and such do this and that more
or less, and I can sort of explain how this works . ..’, then
you see that this theory is good, because it cannot be
proved wrong! Also if the process of computing the con-
sequences is indefinite, then with a little skill any experi-
mental results can be made to look like the expected
consequences. You are probably familiar with that in other
fields. ‘A’ hates his mother. The reason is, of course, because
she did not caress him or love him enough when he was a
child. But if you investigate you find out that as a matter of
fact she did love him very much, and everything was all
right. Well then, it was because she was over-indulgent when
he was a child! By having a vague theory it is possible to
get either result. The cure for this one is the following. If it
were possible to state exactly, ahead of time, how much love
is not enough, and how much love is over-indulgent, then
there would be a perfectly legitimate theory against which
you could make tests. It is usually said when this is pointed
out, ‘When you are dealing with psychological matters
things can’t be defined so precisely’. Yes, but then you
cannot claim to know anything about it.

You will be horrified to hear that we have examples in
physics of exactly the same kind. We have these approximate
symmetries, which work something like this. You have an
approximate symmetry, so you calculate a set of conse-
quences supposing it to be perfect. When compared with
experiment, it does not agree. Of course — the symmetry
you are supposed to expect is approximate, so if the agree-
ment is pretty good you say, ‘Nice!’, while if the agreement
is very poor you say, ‘Well, this particular thing must be
especially sensitive to the failure of the symmetry’. Now you
may laugh, but we have to make progress in that way. When
a subject is first new, and these particles are new to us, this
jockeying around, this ‘feeling’ way of guessing at the
results, is the beginning of any science. The same thing is
true of the symmetry proposition in physics as is true of
psychology, so do not laugh too hard. It is necessary in the
beginning to be very careful. It is easy to fall into the deep
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end by this kind of vague theory. It is hard to prove it
wrong, and it takes a certain skill and experience not to walk
off the plank in the game.

In this process of guessing, computing consequences, and
comparing with experiment, we can get stuck at various
stages. Wemay get stuck in the guessing stage, when we have
no ideas. Or we may get stuck in the computing stage. For
example, Yukawa* guessed an idea for the nuclear forces in
1934, but nobody could compute the consequences because
the mathematics was too difficult, and so they could not
compare his idea with experiment. The theories remained
for a long time, until we discovered all these extra particles
which were not contemplated by Yukawa, and therefore it
is undoubtedly not as simple as the way Yukawa did it.
Another place where you can get stuck is at the experimen-
tal end. For example, the quantum theory of gravitation is
going very slowly, if at all, because all the experiments that
you can do never involve quantum mechanics and gravita-
tion at the same time. The gravity force is too weak com-
pared with the electrical force.

Because I am a theoretical physicist, and more delighted
with this end of the problem, I want now to concentrate
on how you make the guesses.

As I said before, it is not of any importance where the
guess comes from; it is only important that it should agree
with experiment, and that it should be as definite as pos-
sible. ‘Then’, you say, ‘that is very simple. You set up a
machine, a great computing machine, which has a random
wheel in it that makes a succession of guesses, and each time
it guesses a hypothesis about how nature should work it
computes immediately the consequences, and makes a com-
parison with a list of experimental results it has at the other
end’. In other words, guessing is a dumb man’s job. Actually
it is quite the opposite, and I will try to explain why.

The first problem is how to start. You say, ‘Well I'd
start off with all the known principles’. But all the principles

*Hideki Yukawa, Japanese physicist. Director of Research Institute for
Fundamental Physics at Kyoto. Nobel Prize 1949.
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that are known are inconsistent with each other, so some-
thing has to be removed. We get a lot of letters from people
insisting that we ought to makes holes in our guesses. You
see, you make a hole, to make room for a new guess. Some-
body says, ‘You know, you people always say that space is
continuous. How do you know when you get to a small
enough dimension that there really are enough points in
between, that it isn’t just a lot of dots separated by little
distances ?° Or they say, “You know those quantum mechani-
cal amplitudes you told me about, they’re so complicated
and absurd, what makes you think those are right? Maybe
they aren’t right’. Such remarks are obvious and are per-
fectly clear to anybody who is working on this problem. It
does not do any good to point this out. The problem is not
only what might be wrong but what, precisely, might be sub-
stituted in place of it. In the case of the continuous space,
suppose the precise proposition is that space really consists
of a series of dots, and that the space between them does not
mean anything, and that the dots are in a cubic array. Then
we can prove immediately that this is wrong. It does not
work. The problem is not just to say something might be
wrong, but to replace it by something — and that is not so
easy. As soon as any really definite idea is substituted it
becomes almost immediately apparent that it does not work.

The second difficulty is that there is an infinite number of
possibilities of these simple types. It is something like this.
You are sitting working very hard, you have worked for a
long time trying to open a safe. Then some Joe comes along
who knows nothing about what you are doing, except that
you are trying to open the safe. He says “‘Why don’t you
try the combination 10:20:30?° Because you are busy, you
have tried a lot of things, maybe you have already tried
10:20:30. Maybe you know already that the middle number
is 32 not 20. Maybe you know as a matter of fact that it is
a five digit combination. . .. So please do not send me any
letters trying to tell me how the thing is going to work.
I read them - I always read them to make sure that I have
not already thought of what is suggested — but it takes too

161



The Character of Physical Law

long to answer them, because they are usually in the class
‘try 10:20:30’. As usual, nature’s imagination far surpasses
our own, as we have seen from the other theories which are
subtle and deep. To get such a subtle and deep guess is not
so easy. One must be really clever to guess, and it is not
possible to do it blindly by machine.

I want to discuss now the art of guessing nature’s laws.
It is an art. How is it done? One way you might suggest is
to look at history to see how the other guys did it. So we
look at history.

We must start with Newton. He had a situation where he
had incomplete knowledge, and he was able to guess the
laws by putting together ideas which were all relatively close
to experiment; there was not a great distance between the
observations and the tests. That was the first way, but today
it does not work so well.

The next guy who did something great was Maxwell, who
obtained the laws of electricity and magnetism. What he
did was this. He put together all the laws of electricity, due
to Faraday and other people who came before him, and he
looked at them and realized that they were mathematically
inconsistent. In order to straighten it out he had to add one
term to an equation. He did this by inventing for himself a
model of idler wheels and gears and so on in space. He found
what the new law was — but nobody paid much attention
because they did not believe in the idler wheels. We do not
believe in the idler wheels today, but the equations that he
obtained were correct. So the logic may be wrong but the
answer right.

In the case of relativity the discovery was completely
different. There was an accumulation of paradoxes; the
known laws gave inconsistent results. This was a new kind
of thinking, a thinking in terms of discussing the possible
symmetries of laws. It was especially difficult, because for
the first time it was realized how long something like New-
ton’s laws could seem right, and still ultimately be wrong.
Also it was difficult to accept that ordinary ideas of time
and space, which seemed so instinctive, could be wrong.
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Quantum mechanics was discovered in two independent
ways — which is a lesson. There again, and even more so, an
enormous number of paradoxes were discovered experi-
mentally, things that absolutely could not be explained in
any way by what was known. It was not that the knowledge
was incomplete, but that the knowledge was too complete.
Your prediction was that this should happen - it did not.
The two different routes were one by Schrddinger,* who
guessed the equation, the other by Heisenberg, who argued
that you must analyse what is measurable. These two dif-
ferent philosophical methods led to the same discovery in
the end.

More recently, the discovery of the laws of the weak
decay I spoke of, when a neutron disintegrates into a proton,
an electron and an anti-neutrino — which are still only partly
known - add up to a somewhat different situation. This time
it was a case of incomplete knowledge, and only the equation
was guessed. The special difficulty this time was that the
experiments were all wrong. How can you guess the right
answer if, when you calculate the result, it disagrees with
experiment ? You need courage to say the experiments must
be wrong. I will explain where that courage comes from later.

Today we have no paradoxes — maybe. We have this in-
finity that comes in when we put all the laws together, but
the people sweeping the dirt under the rug are so clever that
one sometimes thinks this is not a serious paradox. Again,
the fact that we have found all these particles does not tell
us anything except that our knowledge is incomplete. I am
sure that history does not repeat itself in physics, as you can
tell from looking at the examples I have given. The reason
is this. Any schemes — such as ‘think of symmetry laws’, or
‘put the information in mathematical form’, or ‘guess
equations’ — are known to everybody now, and they are all
tried all the time. When you are stuck, the answer cannot
be one of these, because you will have tried these right away.

*Erwin Schrodinger, Austrian theoretical physicist. Won Nobel Prize
for Physics 1933 with Paul Dirac.
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There must be another way next time. Each time we get into
this log-jam of too much trouble, too many problems, it is
because the methods that we are using are just like the ones
we have used before. The next scheme, the new discovery,
is going to be made in a completely different way. So his-
tory does not help us much.

I should like to say a little about Heisenberg’s idea that
you should not talk about what you cannot measure, be-
cause many people talk about this idea without really under-
standing it. You can interpret this in the sense that the
constructs or inventions that you make must be of such a
kind that the consequences that you compute are comparable
with experiment - that is, that you do not compute a con-
sequence like ‘a moo must be three goos’, when nobody
knows what a moo or a goo is. Obviously that is no good.
But if the consequences can be compared to experiment,
then that is all that is necessary. It does not matter that moos
and goos cannot appear in the guess. Youcan have as much
junk in the guess as you like, provided that the consequences
can be compared with experiment. This is not always fully
appreciated. People often complain of the unwarranted ex-
tension of the ideas of particles and paths, etc., into the
atomic realm. Not so at all; there is nothing unwarranted
about the extension. We must, and we should, and we always
do, extend as far as we can beyond what we already know,
beyond those ideas that we have already obtained. Dan-
gerous? Yes. Uncertain? Yes. Butit is the only way to make
progress. Although it is uncertain, it is necessary to make
science useful. Science is only useful if it tells you about
some experiment that has not been done; it is no good if it
only tells you what just went on. It is necessary to extend the
ideas beyond where they have been tested. For example, in
the law of gravitation, which was developed to understand
the motion of planets, it would have been no use if Newton
had simply said, ‘I now understand the planets’, and had
not felt able to try to compare it with the earth’s pull on the
moon, and for later men to say ‘Maybe what holds the
galaxies together is gravitation’. We must try that. You
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could say, “‘When you get to the size of the galaxies, since
you know nothing about it, anything can happen’. I know,
but there is no science in accepting this type of limitation.
There is no ultimate understanding of the galaxies. On the
other hand, if you assume that the entire behaviour is due
only to known laws, this assumption is very limited and
definite and easily broken by experiment. What we are
looking for is just such hypotheses, very definite and easy
to compare with experiment. The fact is that the way the
galaxies behave so far does not seem to be against the
proposition.

I can give you another example, even more interesting
and important. Probably the most powerful single assump-
tion that contributes most to the progress of biology is the
assumption that everything animals do the atoms can do,
that the things that are seen in the biological world are the
results of the behaviour of physical and chemical pheno-
mena, with no ‘extra something’. You could always say,
‘When you come to living things, anything can happen’.
If you accept that you will never understand living things.
It is very hard to believe that the wiggling of the tentacle of
the octopus is nothing but some fooling around of atoms
according to the known physical laws. But when it is investi-
gated with this hypothesis one is able to make guesses quite
accurately about how it works. In this way one makes great
progress in understanding. So far the tentacle has not been
cut off — it has not been found that this idea is wrong.

It is not unscientific to make a guess, although many
people who are not in science think it is. Some years ago I
had a conversation with a layman about flying saucers — be-
cause I am scientific I know all about flying saucers! I said
‘I don’t think there are flying saucers’. So my antagonist
said, ‘Is it impossible that there are flying saucers ? Can you
prove that it’s impossible ?” ‘No’, I said, ‘I can’t prove it’s
impossible. It’s just very unlikely’. At that he said, “You are
very unscientific. If you can’t prove it impossible then how
can you say that it’s unlikely ?” But that is the way that is
scientific. It is scientific only to say what is more likely and
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what less likely, and not to be proving all the time the pos-
sible and impossible. To define what I mean, I might have
said to him, ‘Listen, I mean that from my knowledge of the
world that I see around me, I think that it is much more
likely that the reports of flying saucers are the results of the
known irrational characteristics of terrestrial intelligence
than of the unknown rational efforts of extra-terrestrial
intelligence’. It is just more likely, that is all. It is a good
guess. And we always try to guess the most likely explana-
tion, keeping in the back of the mind the fact that if it does
not work we must discuss the other possibilities.

How can we guess what to keep and what to throw away ?
We have all these nice principles and known facts, but we
are in some kind of trouble: either we get the infinities, or
we do not get enough of a description — we are missing some
parts. Sometimes that means that we have to throw away
some idea; at least in the past it has always turned out that
some deeply held idea had to be thrown away. The question
is, what to throw away and what to keep. If you throw it all
away that is going a little far, and then you have not much
to work with. After all, the conservation of energy looks
good, and it is nice, and I do not want to throw it away. To
guess what to keep and what to throw away takes con-
siderable skill. Actually it is probably merely a matter of
luck, but it looks as if it takes considerable skill.

Probability amplitudes are very strange, and the first
thing you think is that the strange new ideas are clearly
cock-eyed. Yet everything that can be deduced from the
ideas of the existence of quantum mechanical probability
amplitudes, strange though they are, do work, throughout
the long list of strange particles, one hundred per cent.
Therefore I do not believe that when we find out the inner
guts of the composition of the world we shall find these
ideas are wrong. I think this part is right, but I am only
guessing: I am telling you how I guess.

On the other hand, I believe that the theory that space is
continuous is wrong, because we get these infinities and other
difficulties, and we are left with questions on what deter-
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mines the size of all the particles. I rather suspect that the
simple ideas of geometry, extended down into infinitely
small space, are wrong. Here, of course, I am only making a
hole, and not telling you what to substitute. If I did, I should
finish this lecture with a new law.

Some people have used the inconsistency of all the prin-
ciples to say that there is only one possible consistent world,
that if we put all the principles together, and calculate very
exactly, we shall not only be able to deduce the principles,
but we shall also discover that these are the only principles
that could possibly exist if the thing is still to remain con-
sistent. That seems to me a big order. I believe that sounds
like wagging the dog by the tail. I believe that it has to be
given that certain things exist — not all the 50-odd particles,
but a few little things like electrons, etc. — and then with all
the principles the great complexities that come out are prob-
ably a definite consequence. I do not think that you can get
the whole thing from arguments about consistencies.

Another problem we have is the meaning of the partial
symmetries. These symmetries, like the statement that
neutrons and protons are nearly the same but are not the
same for electricity, or the fact that the law of reflection
symmetry is perfect except for one kind of reaction, are very
annoying. The thing is almost symmetrical but not com-
pletely. Now two schools of thought exist. One will say that
it is really simple, that they are really symmetrical but that
there is a little complication which knocks it a bit cock-eyed.
Then there is another school of thought, which has only one
representative, myself, which says no, the thing may be com-
plicated and become simple only through the complications.
The Greeks believed that the orbits of the planets were
circles. Actually they are ellipses. They are not quite sym-
metrical, but they are very close to circles. The question is,
why are they very close to circles? Why are they nearly
symmetrical ? Because of a long complicated effect of tidal
friction — a very complicated idea. It is possible that nature in
her heart is completely unsymmetrical in these things, but
in the complexities of reality it gets to look approximately
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as if it is symmetrical, and the ellipses look almost like
circles. That is another possibility; but nobody knows, it is
just guesswork.

Suppose you have two theories, A and B, which look
completely different psychologically, with different ideas in
them and so on, but that all the consequences that are com-
puted from each are exactly the same, and both agree with
experiment. The two theories, although they sound different
at the beginning, have all consequences the same, which is
usually easy to prove mathematically by showing that the
logic from A and B will always give corresponding con-
sequences. Suppose we have two such theories, how are we
going to decide which one is right? There is no way by
science, because they both agree with experiment to the
same extent. So two theories, although they may have deeply
different ideas behind them, may be mathematically identi-
cal, and then there is no scientific way to distinguish them.

However, for psychological reasons, in order to guess new
theories, these two things may be very far from equivalent,
because one gives a man different ideas from the other. By
putting the theory in a certain kind of framework you get
an idea of what to change. There will be something, for
instance, in theory A that talks about something, and you
will say, ‘I’ll change thatidea in here’. But to find out what
the corresponding thing is that you are going to change in
B may be very complicated - it may not be a simple idea at
all. In other words, although they are identical before they
are changed, there are certain ways of changing one which
looks natural which will not look natural in the other. There-
fore psychologically we must keep all the theories in our
heads, and every theoretical physicist who is any good
knows six or seven different theoretical representations for
exactly the same physics. He knows that they are all equiva-
lent, and that nobody is ever going to be able to decide
which one is right at that level, but he keeps them in his
head, hoping that they will give him different ideas for
guessing.

That reminds me of another point, that the philosophy or
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ideas around a theory may change enormously when there
are very tiny changes in the theory. For instance, Newton’s
ideas about space and time agreed with experiment very well,
but in order to get the correct motion of the orbit of Mer-
cury, which was a tiny, tiny difference, the difference in the
character of the theory needed was enormous. The reason
is that Newton’s laws were so simple and so perfect, and
they produced definite results. In order to get something
that would produce a slightly different result it had to be
completely different. In stating a new law you cannot make
imperfections on a perfect thing; you have to have another
perfect thing. So the differences in philosophical ideas be-
tween Newton’s and Einstein’s theories of gravitation are
enormous.

What are these philosophies? They are really tricky ways
to compute consequences quickly. A philosophy, which is
sometimes called an understanding of the law, is simply a
way that a person holds the laws in his mind in order to
guess quickly at consequences. Some people have said, and
it is true in cases like Maxwell’s equations, ‘Never mind the
philosophy, never mind anything of this kind, just guess the
equations. The problem is only to compute the answers so
that they agree with experiment, and it is not necessary to
have a philosophy, or argument, or words, about the equa-
tion’. That is good in the sense that if you only guess the
equation you are not prejudicing yourself, and you will
guess better. On the other hand, maybe the philosophy helps
you to guess. It is very hard to say.

For those people who insist that the only thing that is
important is that the theory agrees with experiment, I would
like to imagine a discussion between a Mayan astronomer
and his student. The Mayans were able to calculate with
great precision predictions, for example, for eclipses and for
the position of the moon in the sky, the position of Venus,
etc. It was all done by arithmetic. They counted a certain
number and subtracted some numbers, and so on. There
was no discussion of what the moon was. There was no
discussion even of the idea that it went around. They just
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calculated the time when there would be an eclipse, or when
the moon would rise at the full, and so on. Suppose that a
young man went to the astronomer and said, ‘I have an
idea. Maybe those things are going around, and there are
balls of something like rocks out there, and we could cal-
culate how they move in a completely different way from
just calculating what time they appear in the sky’. ‘Yes’, says
the astronomer, ‘and how accurately can you predict
eclipses?”” He says, ‘I haven’t developed the thing very far
yet’. Then says the astronomer, ‘Well, we can calculate
eclipses more accurately than you can with your model, so
you must not pay any attention to your idea because ob-
viously the mathematical scheme is better’. There is a very
strong tendency, when someone comes up with an idea and
says, ‘Let’s suppose that the world is this way’, for people
to say to him, ‘What would you get for the answer to such
and such a problem?” And he says, ‘I haven’t developed it
far enough’. And they say, ‘Well, we have already developed
it much further, and we can get the answers very accurately’.
So it is a problem whether or not to worry about philoso-
phies behind ideas.

Another way of working, of course, is to guess new prin-
ciples. In Einstein’s theory of gravitation he guessed, on top
of all the other principles, the principle that corresponded to
the idea that the forces are always proportional to the masses.
He guessed the principle that if you are in an accelerating
car you cannot distinguish that from being in a gravitational
field, and by adding that principle to all the other principles,
he was able to deduce the correct laws of gravitation.

That outlines a number of possible ways of guessing. 1
would now like to come to some other points about the
final result. First of all, when we are all finished, and we
have a mathematical theory by which we can compute con-
sequences, what can we do? It really is an amazing thing.
In order to figure out what an atom is going to do in a given
situation we make up rules with marks on paper, carry them
into a machine which has switches that open and close in
some complicated way, and the result will tell us what the
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atom is going to do! If the way that these switches open and
close were some kind of model of the atom, if we thought
that the atom had switches in it, then I would say that I
understood more or less what is going on. I find it quite
amazing that it is possible to predict what will happen by
mathematics, which is simply following rules which really
have nothing to do with what is going on in the original
thing. The closing and opening of switches in a computer
is quite different from what is happening in nature.

One of the most important things in this ‘guess — compute
consequences — compare with experiment’ business is to
know when you are right. It is possible to know when you
are right way ahead of checking all the consequences. You
can recognize truth by its beauty and simplicity. It is always
easy when you have made a guess, and done two or three
little calculations to make sure that it is not obviously
wrong, to know that it is right. When you get it right, it is
obvious that it is right — at least if you have any experience
— because usually what happens is that more comes out
than goes in. Your guess is, in fact, that something is very
simple. If you cannot see immediately that it is wrong, and
it is simpler than it was before, then it is right. The in-
experienced, and crackpots, and people like that, make
guesses that are simple, but you can immediately see that
they are wrong, so that does not count. Others, the inex-
perienced students, make guesses that are very complicated,
and it sort of looks as if it is all right, but I know it is not
true because the truth always turns out to be simpler than
you thought. What we need is imagination, but imagination
in a terrible strait-jacket. We have to find a new view of the
world that has to agree with everything that is known, but
disagree in its predictions somewhere, otherwise it is not
interesting. And in that disagreement it must agree with
nature. If you can find any other view of the world which
agrees over the entire range where things have already been
observed, but disagrees somewhere else, you have made a
great discovery. It is very nearly impossible, but not quite,
to find any theory which agrees with experiments over the
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entire range in which all theories have been checked, and
yet gives different consequences in some other range, even
a theory whose different consequences do not turn out to
agree with nature. A new idea is extremely difficult to think
of. It takes a fantastic imagination.

What of the future of this adventure? What will happen
ultimately ? We are going along guessing the laws; how many
laws are we going to have to guess ? I do not know. Some of
my colleagues say that this fundamental aspect of our
science will go on; but I think there will certainly not be
perpetual novelty, say for a thousand years. This thing can-
not keep on going so that we are always going to discover
more and more new laws. If we do, it will become boring
that there are so many levels one underneath the other. It
seems to me that what can happen in the future is either that
all the laws become known - that is, if you had enough laws
you could compute consequences and they would always
agree with experiment, which would be the end of the line -
or it may happen that the experiments get harder and harder
to make, more and more expensive, so you get 99-9 per cent
of the phenomena, but there is always some phenomenon
which has just been discovered, which is very hard to
measure, and which disagrees; and as soon as you have the
explanation of that one there is always another one, and
it gets slower and slower and more and more uninteresting.
That is another way it may end. ButI think it has to end in
one way or another.

We are very lucky to live in an age in which we are still
making discoveries. It is like the discovery of America —
you only discover it once. The age in which we live is the age
in which we are discovering the fundamental laws of nature,
and that day will never come again. It is very exciting, it is
marvellous, but this excitement will have to go. Of course in
the future there will be other interests. There will be the
interest of the connection of one level of phenomena to
another — phenomena in biology and so on, or, if you are
talking about exploration, exploring other planets, but there
will not still be the same things that we are doing now.
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Another thing that will happen is that ultimately, if it
turns out that all is known, or it gets very dull, the vigorous
philosophy and the careful attention to all these things that
I have been talking-about will gradually disappear. The
philosophers who are always on the outside making stupid
remarks will be able to close in, because we cannot push
them away by saying, ‘If you were right we would be able
to guess all the rest of the laws’, because when the laws are
all there they will have an explanation for them. For in-
stance, there are always explanations about why the world
is three-dimensional. Well, there is only one world, and it is
hard to tell if that explanation is right or not, so that if
everything were known there would be some explanation
about why those were the right laws. But that explanation
would be in a frame that we cannot criticize by arguing that
that type of reasoning will not permit us to go further.
There will be a degeneration of ideas, just like the degenera-
tion that great explorers feel is occurring when tourists
begin moving in on a territory.

In this age people are experiencing a delight, the tremen-
dous delight that you get when you guess how nature will
work in a new situation never seen before. From experi-
ments and information in a certain range you can guess what
is going to happen in a region where no one has ever ex-
plored before. It is a little different from regular exploration
in that there are enough clues on the land discovered to
guess what the land that has not been discovered is going
to look like. These guesses, incidentally, are often very
different from what you have already seen - they take a lot
of thought.

What is it about nature that lets this happen, that it is
possible to guess from one part what the rest is going to do?
That is an unscientific question: I do not know how to
answer it, and therefore I am going to give an unscientific
answer. I think it is because nature has a simplicity and
therefore a great beauty.
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