AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTES*

ERE I sit in order to write, at the age of 67, something
Like my own obituary. I am doing this not merely be-
cause Dr. Schilpp has persuaded me to do it; but because I do,
in fact, believe that it is a good thing to show those who are
striving alongside of us, how one’s own striving and searching
appears to one in retrospect. After some reflection, I felt how
insufficient any such attempt is bound to be. For, however brief
and limited one’s working life may be, and however predomi-
nant may be the ways of error, the exposition of that which
is worthy of communication does nonetheless not come easy—
today’s person of 67 is by no means the same as was the one of
50, of 30, or of 20. Every reminiscence is colored by today’s
being what it is, and therefore by a deceptive point of view.
This consideration could very well deter. Nevertheless much
can be lifted out of one’s own experience which is not open to
another consciousness.

Even when I was a fairly precocious young man the nothing-
ness of the hopes and strivings which chases most men restlessly
through life came to my consciousness with considerable vital-
ity. Moreover, 1 soon discovered the cruelty of that chase,
which in those years was much more carefully covered up by
hypocrisy and glittering words than is the case today. By the
mere existence of his stomach everyone was condemned to par-
ticipate in that chase. Moreover, it was possible to satisfy the
stomach by such participation, but not man in so far as he is a
thinking and feeling being. As the first way out there was re-
ligion, which is implanted into every child by way of the tradi-
tional education-machine. Thus I came—despite the fact that I
was the son of entirely irreligious (Jewish) parents—to a deep
religiosity, which, however, found an abrupt ending at the age
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to give one’s self an account of their mechanical nature; thus
mechanics as the basis of physics was being abandoned, almost
unnoticeably, because its adaptability to the facts presented
itself finally as hopeless. Since then there exist two types of
conceptual elements, on the one hand, material points with
forces at a distance between them, and, on the other hand, the
continuous field. It presents an intermediate state in physics
without a uniform basis for the entirety, which—although un-
satisfactory—is far from having been superseded. — — —

Now for a few remarks to the critique of mechanics as the
foundation of physics from the second, the “interior,” point of
view. In today’s state of science, i.e., after the departure from
the mechanical foundation, such critique has only an interest in
method left. But such a critique is well suited to show the type
of argumentation which, in the choice of theories in the future
will have to play an all the greater role the more the basic
concepts and axioms distance themselves from what is directly
observable, so that the confrontation of the implications of theory
by the facts becomes constantly more difficult and more drawn
out. First in line to be mentioned is Mach’s argument, which,
however, had already been clearly recognized by Newton
(bucket experiment). From the standpoint of purely geometri-
cal description all “rigid” co-ordinate systems are among them-
selves logically equivalent. The equations of mechanics (for
example this is already true of the law of inertia) claim validity
only when referred to a specific class of such systems, i.e., the
“inertial systems.” In this the co-ordinate system as bodily
object 1s without any significance. It is necessary, therefore, in
order to justify the necessity of the specific choice, to look for
something which lies outside of the objects (masses, distances)
with which the theory is concerned. For this reason “absolute
space” as originally determinative was quite explicitly intro-
duced by Newton as the omnipresent active participant in all me-
chanical events; by “absolute” he obviously means uninfluenced
by the masses and by their motion. What makes this state of
affairs appear particularly offensive is the fact that there are
supposed to be infinitely many inertial systems, relative to each




AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 29

other in uniform translation, which are supposed to be dis-
tinguished among all other rigid systems.

Mach conjectures that in a truly rational theory inertia would
have to depend upon the interaction of the masses, precisely
as was true for Newton’s other forces, a conception which for
a long time I considered as in principle the correct one. It pre-
supposes implicitly, however, that the basic theory should be
of the general type of Newton’s mechanics: masses and their
interaction as the original concepts. The attempt at such a solu-
tion does not fit into a consistent field theory, as will be imme-
diately recognized.

How sound, however, Mach’s critique is in essence can be
seen particularly clearly from the following analogy. Let us
imagine people construct a mechanics, who know only a very
small part of the earth’s surface and who also can not see any
stars. They will be inclined to ascribe special physical attributes
to the vertical dimension of space (direction of the acceleration
of falling bodies) and, on the ground of such a conceptual
basis, will offer reasons that the earth is in most places hori-
zontal. They might not permit themselves to be influenced by
the argument that as concerns the geometrical properties space
is isotrope and that it is therefore supposed to be unsatisfactory
to postulate basic physical laws, according to which there is
supposed to be a preferential direction; they will probably be
inclined (analogously to Newton) to assert the absoluteness of
the vertical, as proved by experience as something with which
one simply would have to come to terms. The preference given
to the vertical over all other spatial directions is precisely ana-
logous to the preference given to inertial systems over other
rigid co-ordination systems. '

Now to [a consideration of] other arguments which also
concern themselves with the inner simplicity, i.e., naturalness,
of mechanics. If one puts up with the concepts of space (includ-
ing geometry) and time without critical doubts, then there ex-
ists no reason to object to the idea of action-at-a-distance, even
though such a concept is unsuited to the ideas which one forms
on the basis of the raw experience of daily life. However, there
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