
4/1/13 Lecture outline

⋆ Reading: Zwiebach chapters 1 and 2.

• Physics develops in patches, which sometimes seem to clash; this can lead to major

conceptual advances. Examples: • Maxwell theory of electromagnetism vs. Newtonian

mechanics: “what do you see in the mirror if your train moves at the speed of light?” led

to special relativity. Physics the same in all inertial references frames, leads to space and

time getting mixed up in different inertial frames. Some bizarre consequences, like the

ultimate speed limit of light, length contraction, time dilation, twin paradox.

The speed of light is a fundamental quantity but perhaps better viewed as merely a

conversion factor, relating space and time. Indeed, we can – and will – choose units where

c = 1.

Special relativity was a radical departure from previous physics. Many physicists

initially thought it was wrong. Completely counterintuitive, since we don’t have everyday

intuition about speeds v ∼ c. (Fun: read Mr. Tomkins in Wonderland, by George Gamow!)

• Maxwell theory vs. thermodynamics: blackbody radiation UV catastrophe led to

quantum mechanics. E = h̄ω and ~p = h̄k, which we can write in relativistic notation as

pµ = h̄kµ. ∆p∆x ≥ h̄/2, quantum fuzziness, and fundamentally probabilistic (”God plays

dice?”). Leads to bizarre consequences, e.g. matter probability waves and interference.

Schrodinger’s cat, etc..

Planck’s constant is a fundamental quantity but, actually, it can also be viewed as

merely a conversion factor; we can – and will – choose units where h̄ = 1.

Quantum mechanics was a radical departure from previous physics. Many physicists,

including Einstein, initially thought it was wrong. Completely counterintuitive, since we

don’t have everyday intuition about systems where S ∼ h̄ (our usual intuition is about the

limit S ≫ h̄). (More fun: read Mr. Tomkins in Wonderland, by George Gamow!)

• Special relativity vs Newtonian Mechanics. Led Einstein to general relativity, which

posits a simple ideas, (i) Principle of equivalence: a local (small) observer in free-fall frame,

over short time, feels no gravity – indistinguishable from inertial frame in empty space.

(ii) General coordinate invariance, symmetry under general changes xµ → xµ′

(x). Gravity

is a consequence of this symmetry. (All the fundamental forces, gravity, E&M, and the

two nuclear forces are based on symmetries, but gravity is fundamentally different from

the others.) Many surprising consequences. Clocks run slower in stronger gravitational

fields, black holes, etc. Dynamical metric gµν(x), Einstein’s equations, black holes. Lot’s

of counter-intuitive stuff. The pinnacle of classical physics.
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• Special relativity vs quantum mechanics. Led to quantum field theory (QFT) . All

matter and interactions arise as fluctuations of fields. Light consists of photons, which

are fluctuations of the field Aµ. Electrons and quarks are fluctuations of the electron

and quark fields, etc. Such fluctuations can be created and/or destroyed, and can even

exist only temporarily (virtually). Bizarre consequences, e.g. the existence of anti-matter,

predicted by Dirac in 1928 and discovered by Anderson (at Caltech) in 1932.

Quantum field theory is one of humankind’s most accurately tested theories! E.g. the

magnetic moment of the electron, can compute using theory and compare with experiment,

get better than 1 part in 1012 agreement. A particular model, the “Standard Model”,

describes the strong, weak, electromagnetic interactions. What about gravity? Gravity is

very different from other forces. Other forces carried by spin 1 object: photon, W±, Z,

gluons. Gravity is carried by a spin 2 object: the graviton ∼ δgµν . Spin 2 is very different

than spin 1, especially at high energies!

Aside: the Higgs boson is the only known fundamental particle with spin 0. This is

what makes it unusual, and also leads to conceptual challenges, e.g. naturalness vs fine

tuning. Finding the Higgs and nothing else is something like finding a pencil balancing on

its tip, with nothing to keep it balanced. This is what the LHC is telling us (so far).

• Quantum mechanics (or QFT) vs general relativity. Long standing clash. Write

G = 1/M2

pl in h̄ = c units. Quantum effects ∼ (GE2)ℓ, blow up for E ∼ Mpl (Epl =

(h̄c5/G)1/2 = 1.22× 1019GeV ) . Also many conceptual problems; black holes, meaning of

quantum ideas when the metric itself can have quantum fluctuations.

String theory is the only known theory for resolving this clash, i.e. which gives a

“UV completion” of quantum gravity. In string theory, replace point particles with tiny

(ℓ ∼ ℓp = (Gh̄/c3)1/2 = 1.62× 10−33cm) bits or loops of string. Turns out to lead to some

bizarre consequences, like extra dimensions. Is it right? We don’t know. At the very least,

it is the only known well-defined theoretical framework which can be used to explore the

mysteries of quantum gravity. Lessons learnt should be useful even if string theory isn’t

the last word on the subject. Has led to many interesting spin-offs and insights into topics

which can be divorced from string theory, e.g. susy, gauge theories.
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