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ABSTRACT. Within one only year, 1905, Einstein framed the three
epoch-making theories of relativity, of Brownian movement and of
photoelectricity. This year of creative outbreak - Einstein’s ANNUS
MIRABILIS - raises the crucial question : what was the common
source of these seemingly different problems within the context of
physics at the time ? In the proposed here symmetrized connection
of the physical theories centred around the phenomena of light,
Einstein’s research program is represented as a response of the genius
to the state of physics at the turn of 20 century and a problem
addressed to the science of coming 21 century.

RÉSUMÉ. Au cours d’une seule année, 1905, Einstein a élaboré trois
théories qui font époque : de la relativité, du mouvement Brownien et
de la photoélectricité. Cette année d’explosion créatrice - l’ANNUS
MIRABILIS d’Einstein - soulève une question crucialle : qui est la
source commune de ces problèmes apparemment différents dans le
contexte de la physique de l’époque ? Dans la liaison symétrique des
théories physiques ici proposée, centrée autour des phénomènes de la
lumière, la programme de recherche d’Einstein est présentée comme
la réponse du génie à l’état de la physique à l’aube du 20-ème siècle
et comme un problème adressé au 21-ème siècle

“I will never stop pondering on the question
of the essence of light.”

A. Einstein [1]

1. ANNUS MIRABILIS

In 1905 the 26-year-old expert in a patent office in Bern, Albert
Einstein, published in ANNALEN DER PHYSIK 5 papers which later
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turned to be the prime sources of three fundamental fields in physics :
quantum theory (QT), theory of Brownian movement (BM) and theory
of relativity (TR). The distance of time as well as the overall development
of scientific thought during the coming to its end 20th century, brightly
illuminated by Einstein’s prophetic ideas found in his 1905 works allow
to unhesitatingly call this year Einstein’s ANNUS MIRABILIS [2,3]. Let
us recall some basic facts about these works :
1. On an heuristic viewpoint about the emergence and conversion of
light [4] - submitted in March. For the first time the idea of light
quanta (photons) was applied to explain the photoelectric effect, the
photoionization and related phenomena. In 1921 Einstein won the Nobel
prize “For services to Theoretical Physics, and especially for his discovery
of the law of the photoelectric effect”.
2. A new determination of the molecular dimensions [5] - submitted
in April. This was Einstein’s doctoral thesis in which a relation was
established between drift mobility and diffusion coefficient.
3. On the movement, required by the molecular theory of heat, of particles
suspended in a motionless fluid [6] - submitted in May. The theory is built
of Brownian movement, the reality of molecules is demonstrated as well
as of their heat motion, and the statistical methods for the analysis of
this motion are elaborated.
4. Towards the electrodynamics of moving bodies [7] - submitted in June.
The special theory of relativity (STR) is built in which the dynamics of
bodies and fields is unified by the relativistic invariance of movements
in the four-dimensional space-time continuum.
5. Does the inertia of a body depend on the energy it contains ? [8) -
submitted in September. It is shown that the answer to this question is
positive, and the inference is made that : “If the theory corresponds to
the facts, then radiation transmits inertia between the emitting and the
absorbing bodies”.

Each one of these works solves specific physical problems. At the
same time each of them reveals easily discernible features of a program
vision. The latter is confirmed by the further investigations of Einstein
on QT (specific heat capacities of bodies, emission and absorption of
radiation, quantum theory of a monoatomic ideal gas), on quantum
statistics (the series of papers on Bose - Einstein statistics), and on
TR (whose development culminated in the General Theory of Relativity
and continued in the works on cosmology and the attempts to build a
unified field theory).
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2. The enigma of ANNUS MIRABILIS

The 1905 papers of Einstein treat three so different areas of physics
that one can only be astonished by the ability of the author to cover them
essentially at one and the same time in his studies. It is a matter of fact
that even today, at the end of the century, TR, QT and BM represent
rather distant sections in the courses of theoretical physics. In the
abundant biographical studies about Einstein and in the memoirs of his
collaborators and contemporaries the separate discussion predominates
of the works from ANNUS MIRABILIS.

“But how could such a miracle originate in his mind ? This question
is . . . illogical. For if our mind could cope with this “how”, then there
would be no more miracle”. This is what Einstein himself wrote about
Newton [9].

It is not my intention to step on the shaky ground of the psychology
of creativity by asking the question : how could such a miracle occur in
Einstein’s mind ? Instead I shall make an attempt to understand by what
logic of the situation in physics at the beginning of 20 century Einstein’s
1905 studies are parts of one and the same problem.

That such a formulation of the question is not only possible but is
also quite sensible one can detect in the writings of closely related to
Einstein scientists, such as Louis de Broglie, Max Born and Wolfgang
Pauli. In 1949 De Broglie wrote : “It is by no accident that the creator
of the theory of relativity is also the precursor of wave mechanics and of
modern quantum theory” [10]. Again in 1949 Born stated : “Einstein’s
view of the physical world cannot be divided into waterproof sections,
and we could not even imagine that he would bypass some of the
fundamental problems of his own times” [11] . And Pauli, in his habitual
point-blank manner, noted in 1958 : “One can clearly see from Einstein’s
lecture, given in 1908 at the congress of natural scientists in Salzburg,
how closely related were at that time (1905) his works on TR and QT”
[1] . It is only to be regretted that such a perceptive thinker as Pauli did
not set himself the task of thoroughly retracing the relationship between
the three mentioned directions of study.

It should be noted that though Einstein himself emphasized in the
above mentioned lecture [12] the profound interrelation between TR, QT
and statistics, he left behind the screen the logic he was guided by in his
1905 studies.

However, he left no doubt that there was such a logic, as well
as a problem connected with his 1905 publications. In 1922, when his
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collected works were published for the first time, in Japan, Einstein wrote
a short preface to this publication. There we find the significant words :
“I would like to especially draw the attention of my younger colleagues
to the works on special relativity, on the theory of Brownian movement
and quantum theory, published in the period between 1905 and 1917,
and containing certain ideas which, as it seems to me, have not received
enough attention” [13].

It is utterly reasonable to assume that Einstein spoke, in particular,
of a problem emerging on the crossing of the mentioned by him three
directions of study, a problem related to deeply hidden common roots of
relativity, quanta and statistics.

3. Light and contradictions

What was the state of physics on the eve of ANNUS MIRABILIS ?
On the threshold of 20 century the scientific community felt inclined to
generally appraise the situation in physics as more or less serene and
unclouded. Lord Kelvin saw only “two small clouds” on the horizon
of physics, and within the physical community the opinion was widely
shared that the edifice of physics was practically completed [14]. As a
matter of fact, the idea of “the end” of the scientific enterprise in physics
was floating in the air.

A talented person solves problems which others cannot, while a ge-
nius solves problems which others cannot perceive. The feature which
emphatically distinguished Einstein from his contemporaries is the com-
prehension of the state of ideas in physics toward the beginning of 20
century. His numerous subsequent publications contained a critical ana-
lysis of the theories existing at that time and thereby revealed the areas
of contradictions not realized even by the most distinguished represen-
tatives of the scientific community of the time. Here is how Einstein
characterized in his Autobiographical Notes (1949) the situation in phy-
sics toward the beginning of 20 century : “Although in separate areas
physics was flourishing, in the questions of principle a dogmatic stag-
nation dominated. At the beginning (if there was such) God created
Newton’s laws of motion along with the necessary masses and forces.
In this way everything was finished, and the rest has to be deduced by
inference, as a result of the elaboration of the appropriate mathematical
methods” [15].

The fundamental physical theories that had taken shape by the end
of 19 century were : Galilei - Newton’s dynamics (D), Faraday - Maxwell’s
electrodynamics (ED) and phenomenological thermodynamics (ThD).
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Dwelling on thermodynamics, Einstein stated plainly that this is
the only physical theory which, within the frames of validity of its basic
concepts, will never be refuted [15].

Newton’s dynamics was qualified by Einstein as “the foundation
of mechanics” and as “the program of all theoretical studies in physics
until the end of 19 century”, the program of optics (corpuscular and
subsequently wave optics) and the foundation of the kinetic theory of
heat [16]. Weak points of this theory are the concepts of absolute space
and time, the understanding that light consists of particles of substance,
the arbitrary character of the interaction forces, and so on [17].

Electrodynamics raised the continuity of fields as an opposition to
the discrete character of material particles in dynamics and became the
basis of the wave theory of light confirmed by experiments. ED was the
second program in theoretical physics ; it was not complementary to D
but even competed with it [18].

Einstein was the first to discern the areas of conflict between the
fundamental theories.

The conflict between D and ED was particularly expressed in the
phenomena of light propagation (e.g. the Michelson - Morley experi-
ment). The electron theory of H. Lorentz (ETL) was an attempt to
unify D and ED through a compromise between the continuity of elec-
tromagnetic fields and the discreteness of electric charges (Newtonian
particles). However, this theory encountered too certain difficulties po-
sed by light ; for example, the Michelson - Morley experiment cannot be
explained without additional ad hoc hypotheses [19].

The problem of black-body radiation was the arena where ThD
and ED clashed. The way out of the contradiction was shown by Max
Planck (1900) who raised the hypothesis that the energy of a system
of electromagnetic resonators consists of discrete energy quanta. Thus
light was rooted again in the contradiction which necessitated (once
more ad hoc) the quantum hypothesis [20] . Finally, D and ThD clashed
not only on the ground of the kinetic theory (where the contradictions
reversibility-irreversibility and atomism-energetism were most expressed
[21] ) but also in connection with the behavior of a material body under
the action of light pressure.

Thus we conclude that the fundamental theories clashed on the
ground of problems at the root of which light unavoidably lurked [22].
The theories which Einstein found at the beginning of the century,
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as well as those which embodied the attempts to solve the existing
contradictions between the fundamental theories, were as follows : (I)
the contradiction D + ED - the electron theory of Lorentz (ETL) ;
(ii) the contradiction D + ThD - statistical mechanics (SM) ; (iii) the
contradiction ThD + ED - quantum hypothesis (QH). This is illustrated
by Figure 1.

Light

D

ETL SM

ED ThD

QH

Figure 1. The theoretical background by ANNUS MIRABILIS : fundamental
theories (D - dynamics, ED - electrodynamics, ThD - thermodynamics),
their contradictions related with light, and the attempts to solve these (ETL
- electron theory of Lorentz, QH - quantum hypothesis, SM - statistical
mechanics).

4. Einstein’s program

Einstein never offered explicitly the above picture. Still it is to a
great extent extracted from his writings. If we assume that such a picture
underlied Einstein’s research program by ANNUS MIRABILIS, then we
shall arrive at some fascinating results :

1. The earliest publications of Einstein, those from 1901 to 1904,
represent his research on molecular-kinetic theory and statistical mecha-
nics [23] . They are continued in the papers (2) and (3) from ANNUS
MIRABILIS. With regard to this cycle of works Einstein says : “My pri-
mary goal was to find out such facts which would confirm in the most
reliable way the existence of atoms of definite finite sizes” [24] . It is
clear that in these works Einstein concentrated his efforts on the part
of the program containing D-SM- ThD. The outcome were his findings



A note on Einstein’s Annus Mirabilis 385

in the theory of fluctuations and specifically of the Brownian movement.
Thus he came to the irrefutable proof of the atomistic hypothesis [25]
and alongside with that attained the conviction that statistical mecha-
nics incorporates features of mechanical as well as of thermodynamical
description.

2. Einstein was the first to accept (Planck’s hypothesis of) quanta as
physical reality and considered radiation as an aggregate of independent
quanta [26]. This allowed him to approach the problem of heat radiation
as a problem of gas of particles, viz. light quanta, in a closed volume.
Considering a semitransparent mirror in the field of such a radiation
(i.e. a lamella in photon gas), Einstein came to the obtained earlier
by him expression for the average momentum of a Brownian particle.
This was a natural road to the problems of ED-QT-ThD (Fig. 1), where
Einstein explored specifically the phenomena of photoelectric effect,
photoionization, etc. Thus the idea of the structural nature of radiation
(corpuscular aspect of light) won recognition, and on the ground of the
dilemma wave or particle character of light the contradiction D-ED came
to the fore. The photoelectric effect proved the restricted validity of
Maxwell’s theory.

3. Making his way into the third part of the program, ED-ETL-
D, Einstein leaned on the relativistic invariance of ED [27]. However,
knowing the restricted validity of the theory of Maxwell (e.g. the pho-
toelectric effect), he postulated the general covariance of natural laws
with respect to Lorentz transformations. In his special relativity (SR)
he obtained the unification of D+ED which was free of the flaws of ETL
and also allowed him to come to the celebrated relation between energy
and mass. The idea of mass of the radiation convinced him that radia-
tion must possess specific structure. The (reversible) conversion of light
quantum hν into energy of the electron ε brought Einstein back to the
photoelectric effect [28].

Thus the complete cycle was closed of the program in the center
of which stood light. In this cycle the cell ETL (Fig. 1) was superseded
by SR, QH turned already into QT, and in the cell of SM atomism also
gained the status of a theory. Einstein had an acute sense not only of the
contradictions but also of the asymmetry in a theoretical construction
[29]. It is quite credible that the three theories created by him, namely,
SR, BM and that of the photoelectric effect (PhE), - came as a result
of his marked pursuit of unification and symmetry of the theories, for
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instance of the type shown in Fig. 2.
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Figure 2. The unified, and symmetrized, picture of the physical theories (SR -
special relativity, SM - statistical mechanics and QT - quantum theory) which
came into being after ANNUS MIRABILIS.

It is the belief of the present author that this picture of a symme-
trized unification holds a clue to Einstein’s ANNUS MIRABILIS.

5. Einstein’s aporias

Einstein’s ANNUS MIRABILIS gathers as if into a focus the whole
creative work of the great scientist. In it the analysis is contained of
the physical picture of the world found by Einstein, as well as his own
scientific program. The centre of this program, at least in the early
stage, was the question of the essence of light. Looking for the answer,
Einstein faced the dilemmas : fields - particles, continuity - discreteness,
determinacy - indeterminacy. They remind of the centuries-old Zeno’s
aporias (all the time solved and never completely resolved). Einstein not
only came to the formulation of these aporias (e.g. the famous Bohr -
Einstein debate, the EPR paradox, etc.) but, in his inclusive program
embracing the General Relativity, made titanic efforts to solve them.

This is a grandiose program addressed to the future. It demonstrates
that “in science the movement forward is always a return back to the
foundations” (G. F. Hegel) ; it also shows that every paradigm is only a
limited stage in the cognitive process, and for this reason a phrase like
“end of science” should be interpreted simply as the end of the existing
paradigm [30].

On approaching the end of 20 century one feels an urge to turn
back to its main achievements. No matter how controversial the image is
of the expiring century, Einstein’s ANNUS MIRABILIS marks a bright
vision of human nature(31).
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