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Pass It On: Spread Physics 
Awareness in 2005
Stage a trivia contest. Screen a film.

Open your lab to tours. Post sci-
ence facts in shop windows. Whatever
it is, do something to show the public
how physics is relevant in everyday
life. That’s what physics organiza-
tions everywhere are exhorting their
members to do in 2005, the
World Year of Physics.

Next year is the cente-
nary of Albert Einstein’s
“annus mirabilis,” when he
published his pioneering
papers in special relativity,
quantum mechanics, and
Brownian motion. Cele-
brating Einstein’s achieve-
ments and their impact on society
“was the ideal choice” for a World Year
of Physics, says Martial Ducloy, chair
of the project’s international steering
committee and past president of the
European Physical Society.

The idea grew out of a conversation
Ducloy had in late 2000 with Nobel
laureate Claude Cohen-Tannoudji
and a few other physicists. “2000 was
the World Mathematical Year, and
naturally we came to the idea that a
World Year of Physics should be or-
ganized as well,” says Ducloy. The
aim, he adds, is to raise awareness
about physics in the general public
and in educational systems. “We hope
there will be many events in many
countries.”

With only loose coordination, activ-
ities for the World Year of Physics are
being planned around the globe.
Events are aimed variously at the
wider public, schoolchildren, college
students, women, and people in devel-
oping countries. Like its counterparts
around the world, says Alan Chodos,
associate executive officer of the Amer-
ican Physical Society, “the APS is doing
a lot to stimulate physicists to partici-
pate. In some ways that is the most im-
portant thing we can do. Our bottom-
line goal is for people to notice that the
Year of Physics happened.”

To attract media attention, a Jan-
uary kickoff event featuring high-
profile politicians and scientists is
planned at the Paris headquarters of
the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). Many events will tie in to
the World Year of Physics, including a
conference in Durban, South Africa,
on physics and sustainable develop-
ment, and one in Bern, Switzerland,
that will focus on the public under-
standing of physics and on a histori-

cal overview of Einstein’s life and
achievements and their legacy for
today’s physics challenges.

The events planned by APS, many
in collaboration with the American
Institute of Physics and the American
Association of Physics Teachers, de-

pend on getting funding.
They include traveling
physics shows; an experi-
ment in which high-school
students measure the ra-
dius of Earth; and a treas-
ure hunt in which a fic-
tional “secret section” of
Einstein’s will challenge
middle-school children to

perform experiments that yield clues
about the location of a buried prize.

The UK’s Institute of Physics will
launch the year with some sort of
mass participation experiment—for
which a competition is in progress.

Among other activities the IOP is ar-
ranging are a dance based on Ein-
stein’s theories, a pantomime per-
formance that takes audiences on a
voyage through the universe, and par-
ties around the UK to celebrate Ein-
stein’s birthday. In France, various ac-
tivities for the public are being
organized along four themes: the 
universe, energy and environment,
physics and life sciences, and light
and communications. One example is
laser cleaning of monuments. The Ko-
rean Physical Society plans to hold an
exhibition in Seoul highlighting rela-
tivity and Einstein’s other work. And
in Pakistan, radio and television pro-
grams on science will be aired in local
languages. That’s just a taste of
what’s taking shape in these and
other countries.

On a global scale, activities will in-
clude shining lasers in relay around
the planet; scouting for 2005 youths
who are talented in physics; creating
physics toys; and highlighting physics
advances over the past 4000 years 
with a traveling exhibition that covers

Proposed Tuition Sparks Marathon Physics Lecture

Across Europe, student strikes over the past few months have disrupted univer-
sity classes. In Berlin, Germany, they also led to a new world record for the

longest-ever physics lecture.
The strikes are to protest budget cuts and the introduction or raising of tuition

fees. In the case of Berlin, the local government wants to cut its universities’ budg-
ets by a total of €75 million ($100 million) over five years, slash 200 academic
posts, and, for the first time, charge students—between €400 and €2000 per se-
mester. Besides fighting tuition fees—which are currently banned by German fed-
eral law—the city’s students are demanding an increase from 85 000 to 135 000
undergraduate slots.

In addition to standard forms of protest such as making barricades, storming city
hall, and marching, students and professors drew attention to their plight by staging
a 72-hour physics lecture last December on Potsdamer Platz, one of the busiest pub-
lic squares in central Berlin. In two-hour shifts, they spoke on everything from
buckyballs to the theory of relativity. “When I lectured on laser optics at 3 AM, all
seats were taken, with dozens of students listening from outside even though it was
freezing,” says Paul Fumagalli, chair of the physics department at Berlin’s Free 
University. Berlin students are planning other public physics lectures as the strike
continues. Paul Guinnessy
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