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  Context


  Maxwell Planck was born in the midst of what would later be seen as a golden age of Germany. By the time he died, the once great country would be laid to ruins, ravaged by two world wars and the economic depression, political extremism, and international disdain that followed them.


  But in the mid-nineteenth century, when Planck came of age, Germany was flourishing. It was a cultural mecca for sophisticated Europeans, a center of literature, philosophy, culture, and, most importantly for Planck, science. The German man was held up as the epitome of the civilized human being. No group benefited more from these heady times than the scientific community.


  German science led the nineteenth century charge to discover the fundamental workings of the universe. German physicists were second to none, and scientists from all over the world came to study at Germany's prestigious universities. The country's days of glory continued into the early twentieth century. German science, and the reputation of the country as a whole, received a huge boon when Albert Einstein came on the world scene with his theory of relativity. Soon Einstein was the toast of Europe, and Germany came along for the ride. This success was–thanks in part to Planck–closely followed by another, as German physicists led a revolution in physics, developing the new field of quantum mechanics.


  But the golden era could not last for long. In 1914, Germany entered into the World War I. As the aggressor, Germany stormed the battlefield, fighting what it believed to be a devoutly righteous cause. Planck joined thousands of his fellow countrymen in loudly singing the praises of the fatherland, certain of triumph, and he joined them four years later in surprised defeat.


  Suddenly the Germany of Planck's youth was gone. In its place was a war-ravaged, poverty-filled country, plagued by inflation, overproduction, anti-Semitism, and a populace wary of science, technology, and foreigners. The new Weimar government was ineffective, weakened from the start by their acceptance of the humiliating Treaty of Versailles. The treaty put Germany on unequal footing with the rest of Europe. The country, once supreme, was now isolated and looked down upon by its neighbors, and it would be forced to claw its way back to its former greatness.


  Planck believed that the best way for Germany to win back its former supporters would be for it to excel to such a degree that no one would be able to deny German excellence, and thus no one would be able to deny a place on the world stage. But he was never able to carry out his plan, as another German visionary had a far more powerful one. In 1933 Adolf Hitler, the head of the Nazi party, capitalized on the discontent of the German people and swept into power. The Germany Planck knew and loved, damaged by the World War I, was heading toward a far worse fate.


  Germany had been riddled by anti-Semitism in the years following World War I, but with Hitler in power, the ugly discrimination spun out of control. Jews in all industries were fired for the crime of being Jewish, and, as a result, fields dominated by Jews, such as theoretical physics, were decimated. Once the other countries of the world realized what Germany was doing, they recoiled in disgust. Isolated by its neighbors, insulated by its distrustful, ultra- nationalist, foreigner-hating attitude, Germany soon became alienated from the European civilization it had once led.


  The country was on a collision course toward war. In 1939 the war arrived. The next several years would see the well-known horrors of World War II, on the battlefield and in the concentration camps. By the time the war ended, Germany had become a bitter enemy of much of the world, and, for many, it became the personification of evil. Even now, over fifty years later, it struggles with the heavy legacy of those dark days.


  General Summary


  Maxwell Ludwig Planck was born in 1858 to a distinguished German family of theologians and lawyers. Like his father and grandfather before him, Planck was quickly drawn to the academic life, but Planck's studies took on a more practical bent. From an early age, he became fascinated with science, and he went on to study physics at the university. Planck soon became an expert in classical physics, concerning himself specifically with the laws of thermodynamics. An unpopular field when he began studying it, thermodynamics soon became a popular area of study, and experts were in high demand. At a young age, Planck was already well known and well respected by his scientific peers.


  This would have been good enough for Planck, who never expected to discover anything new as a physicist. In fact, his thesis advisor had warned him away from the field, suggesting that there was nothing new to be learned there. But Planck quickly proved him wrong. At the end of the nineteenth century, Planck turned his attention to a new problem: blackbody radiation. Planck tried for years to derive a formula for the spectral distribution of energy emitted by the blackbody. He found his answer, but only by taking a revolutionary step. Planck made the radical assumption that energy was emitted by the blackbody in discrete energy packets, rather than in a continuous wave. His resulting equation, E = hv, made him famous.


  But most physicists, including Planck, were slow to realize the significance of the remarkable formula. Only one, a young patent clerk named Albert Einstein, understood its full implications. Einstein's paper on the blackbody formula posited that light actually came in packets of energy. Before him, everyone had assumed energy was a continuous wave, and even Planck figured his formula was only a mathematical abstraction. Soon Planck's formula and Einstein's paper had spawned a new field, quantum physics. Ironically, both Planck and Einstein were among the biggest critics of the theories of the quantum physicists. When the quantum physics community agreed that light came in neither particles nor waves, but both, depending on how the experiment was constructed, Einstein and Planck agreed that such a suggestion was ludicrous. Nonetheless, the quantum physicists persisted, and their theories soon became accepted–the doubting Planck became known as the father of such a field.


  As the years went on, Planck's scientific contributions diminished. However, his prominence in the physics community grew and grew. By 1914, Planck was one of the most well respected German scientists, and when the World War I broke out, his colleagues looked to him for guidance. A staunch German nationalist, Planck was fully behind the war. He believed Germany was engaged in a noble battle and that it was only a matter of time before the rest of the world would have to agree. He was surprised and dismayed when the Germans lost the war and even more dismayed when Germany's neighbors punished the country for its aggression by isolating it in every way possible. Politically, Germany was humiliated by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles; scientifically, Germany was alienated from the international scientific community by the punitive actions of other European scientists.


  By the end of World War I, Planck had emerged as the unofficial spokesperson of German science. Desperate to help Germany regain its place on the world stage, Planck attempted to raise the country's fortunes by supporting promising new scientific research. In this way, he was able to both help his colleagues and increase the chances that Germany would make a scientific breakthrough that would stun the world into acceptance of its former enemy.


  Unfortunately, as Planck was struggling to get his community back on its feet, his country was falling down around him. Torn apart by war and post-war economic depression, the German people were reeling. Adolf Hitler, the leader of the Nazi party, took advantage of their anger and discontent, coming to power on a platform of nationalism and blame. He blamed the outside world for Germany's problems, and he blamed the Jews. Already an anti-Semitic country, Germany soon completely turned on its Jewish citizens. In the early 1930s, Jews were fired from their jobs and persecuted in the streets. Many of them, fearing what might come next, fled the country.


  Among these émigrés were most of the best and brightest of German science. Some were Jews who feared for their livelihood and their lives. Others were not Jews, but nonetheless could no longer stand to live under such hateful policies. Others, like Planck, stayed. Planck disapproved of Hitler's policies but felt that it was his duty as a German and as a scientist to do what he could for what remained of his scientific community and his country.


  So Planck stayed put. He advocated for he thought was right when he felt that he could, which was rarely. He tried his best to protect his Jewish colleagues and keep the institutions he was affiliated with out of the hands of the Nazis. But he did so quietly, careful not to rock the boat. He helped many, but he stayed silent while many others were persecuted.

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to Max Planck



		Title Page



		Context



		General Summary



		Important Terms, People, and Events



		Summary and Analysis		The Early Years



		The Black Box



		The Reluctant Revolutionary



		The Golden Age



		Wartime Physics



		An Uphill Battle



		The Quantum Mystery



		Physics Under Hitler



		Stuck in the Middle



		End of Days









		Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
sparrnotes

When your books and teachers don’t make sense, we do.





