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Freshman Seminar 173: 
Einstein 

 
 
Course Description: 
Albert Einstein is the most renowned (and most recognizable) scientist of the twentieth 
century, and possibly of all time — as well as bearing the even more impressive 
distinction of being Princeton’s most famous resident.  This Freshman Seminar will begin 
with Einstein as a way of introducing three broader themes relating to various aspects of 
historical analysis:  the development and growth of the position of the scientist in society; 
the core elements that constitute Einstein’s unique contribution to science; and the 
manifold and complex resonances of Albert Einstein for philosophy, religion, politics, 
and modern Jewish history and culture.  Readings will focus on primary sources by 
Einstein himself as well as scholarship from the history of science, and even a novel set 
in the rough-and-tumble world of German science. 
 
 
Course Requirements: 

Participation : 20% 
Assignments (5 out of 10): 20% 
Short Paper:  20% 
Presentation:  10% 
Final Project:  30% 

 
Participation:  Participation is a vital part of the course. There are two 

components to your participation grade:  active participation in the discussions in class; 
and sending in six (6) weekly response papers to the instructor by 6pm the day before that 
particular class session.  These response papers should be 300 words long, and should 
reflect critically on the readings for that meeting, how they relate to the themes of the 
course, and/or questions they pose that would make for fruitful classroom discussion. 

Assignments:  For each week in the syllabus, you will see a designated 
“assignment.”  With the exception of the first assignment, these are due in class the week 
after the session in question.  Week #1’s assignment is obligatory, will not be graded, and 
is due in the class itself.  Of the remaining ten assignments, you must do five (5) of them; 
the choice is entirely up to you. 

Short Paper:  A five-page book-review of a biography of any scientific 
contemporary of Einstein’s.  (That means their careers must have overlapped with 
Einstein’s in some way, even if they were substantially younger or older. For our 
purposes, that means they had to have been active scientists between 1900 and 1955.)  In 
your review, you should not only describe and analyze the argument of the book, but 
draw some comparisons to Einstein’s life and career.  How “typical” was your subject?  



Is it helpful or useful at all to use Einstein as a benchmark, or is it only distracting?  Due 
at the start of Meeting 6! 

Presentation:  In the final class, each student will be required to give an oral 
presentation of their final research project.  The entire time for each presentation is 10 
minutes maximum, including time for questions from the rest of the class.  Students must 
meet with the instructor beforehand to discuss format of presentations and general 
structure. 

Final Project:  Below, there is a list of potential final projects for the course, 
designed to give you a sense of the kinds of projects that would qualify as appropriate.  
Each of these involves some degree of original research, and is due on Dean’s Date.  If 
you select to write a paper, it should be 15-18 pages long, employing proper citational 
style.  These are intended only as suggestions; if you have an idea for another kind of 
project, just come and see me, and we’ll discuss it.  Whichever project you select, don’t 
forget that it has to have an argument (and this includes the website project)! 
 
 
Required Books: 
Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, tr. Sonja Bargmann (New York:  Three Rivers 

Press, 1995). [$13.95; ISBN: 978-0517884409] 
Fred Jerome and Rodger Taylor, Einstein on Race and Racism (New Brunswick, NJ:  

Rutgers University Press, 2005). [$17.95; ISBN: 978-0813539522] 
Russell McCormmach, Night Thoughts of a Classical Physicist (Cambridge, MA:  

Harvard University Press, 1991). [$31; ISBN: 978-0674624610] 
David E. Rowe and Robert Schulmann, eds., Einstein on Politics:  His Private Thoughts 

and Public Stands on Nationalism, Zionism, War, Peace, and the Bomb 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2007). [$29.95; ISBN: 978-0691120942] 

 
Readings on the syllabus marked with a (*) are available on Blackboard as e-reserves for 

downloading. 
 
 



Possible Project Topics: 
 

1. Choose the topic of any meeting from weeks 2 to 11.  In consultation with the 
professor, select a research question that investigates the theme of that week, 
using primary sources (possibly including material from the Einstein Duplicate 
Archive) and engaging with previous historical interpretations.  Examples:  from 
Week 7, discuss the debate over offering Einstein the Presidency of Israel, or the 
founding of Hebrew University; or from Week 3, explain how, historically, 
Einstein moved from Special to General Relativity. 

2. Select five (5) biographies of Albert Einstein.  Take one episode that is treated in 
all five of them (for example, the Patent Office, the Einstein-Russell Manifesto, 
the visit to Japan) and analyze the differences in how the historians account for 
the event in question.  Which features does each emphasize?  How does each 
explain the course of events?  Do some research into the primary sources yourself, 
and evaluate which of these historians (it could be more than one!) does the best 
job of narrating and explaining the past. 

3. Design a half-hour-long walking tour of “Einstein’s Princeton.”  You must not 
only select the relevant sites, but also engage in original research to accumulate 
relevant anecdotes and information.  Remember, a guide doesn’t just have to 
know what to say at individual stops, but also has to intersperse stories along the 
way, and answer questions.  The final assignment requires a five-page 
bibliography and narrative, explaining how you did your research and why you 
picked the sites you did — and you must take the Professor and whomever else 
you like on the tour (before Dean’s Date)! 

4. Alternatively to #3, you can design a virtual tour of “Einstein’s Princeton” in the 
form of a website.  This must include a minimum of five different sites (each with 
its own page), complete with text.  All sources must be properly cited, including 
the images embedded in the site. 

5. Collect ten (10) distinct obituaries of Albert Einstein from 1955.  (Please note:  
many newspapers simply reprinted a standard obituary from another paper.  These 
must all be different obituaries.)  Discuss how they present Einstein’s life.  Which 
features do they emphasize, and which features do they ignore?  Is there a pattern 
in the image of Einstein they are creating? 

6. Albert Einstein had a very complicated relationship with women.  Select at least 
three women with whom Einstein had a close, personal relationship (at least one 
of these must be one of his two wives), and discuss them.  Did Einstein’s attitude 
to women evolve over time?  Was it different in romantic or non-romantic 
contexts?  Did it matter whether the woman was also a scientist?  How do you 
account for Einstein’s particular behaviors? 



How to Write a History Paper 
 
1. EVERY ESSAY IS AN ARGUMENT.  This is the cardinal rule of writing history 
papers, or any other academic paper, for that matter.  This means you must both make a 
claim and provide a logical structure in which to argue it.  Think of the paper like a one-
sided discussion you are having with your instructor.  Try to convince me of what you 
believe. 
 
2. You must defend your argument; this is done with evidence.  I know it sounds obvious.  
There is a clear hierarchy of what counts as reasonable evidence.  In particular, material 
available online, especially with respect to these kinds of topics, must be treated gingerly.  
If you use a website as a primary source, be sure to explain why you find it credible; for 
that matter, you should get in the habit of doing this for all sources.  One important 
caveat:  I consider Wikipedia to be highly unreliable on many of the topics discussed in 
this class.  Don’t rely on it in framing your essay, don’t quote from it as an authority, and 
certainly do not plagiarize from it.  Remember that a quotation is not evidence until you 
argue why it is.  Texts say many different things; when you select a quotation from one to 
support your argument, make sure that you articulate why it supports your point. 
 
3. You need to consider alternative points of view.  Part of making an argument is to 
consider other reasonable positions and explain why you don’t find them as compelling 
as your own.  Remember, you are trying to convince me of your position — which means 
you must be able to refute objections.  This is hard to do in the space constraints of these 
papers, but it is a vital part of what it means to make an argument — and will help you in 
making your points concisely and clearly. 
 
4. Anytime you quote anything, you must provide a reference.  The most common way to 
do this is with a footnote, and there are many different formats, such as those in the MLA 
Handbook or the Chicago Manual of Style.  Pick one, and use it consistently.  In addition 
to footnotes, include a bibliography at the end of the paper.  If you have questions about 
how to do this, where to learn various formats, or so on, talk to the instructor or the 
Writing Center.  You will be MARKED DOWN for poor and/or inadequate referencing. 
 
5. Proofread. It is amazing how many errors can creep into a short paper.  After you are 
done making all your points, read it through at least once ON PAPER so that you can 
correct typos, grammatical errors, and so on.  (For bizarre and unexplained reasons this is 
infinitely harder to do on the computer screen.)  This sort of thing counts — and will 
always count. 
 
6. Put page numbers on it. It drives me crazy when they are absent. 
 
7. Don't forget to sign it!  Remember to reproduce and sign the language concerning 
academic fraud and integrity of work at the end of your paper. We cannot accept any 
papers that do not adhere to University codes of conduct.  Suspected violations of 
University regulations will be taken very seriously. 
 



Schedule of Meetings 
 
Meeting 1, 17 November: Images of Einstein 
Readings: 
* Albert Einstein, “Autobiographical Notes,” tr. Paul Arthur Schilpp (La Salle, IL:  Open 

Court, 1979 [1949]): 2-17. {16} [Please do this before the first class.  You will 
notice that the German original faces the English translation; you of course only 
have to read the English, but take a peek at the German along the way.] 

 
Assignment #1: Bring in a hard-copy of an image of Einstein used 

in an advertisement. [This assignment is obligatory, due on 
the day of class, and it isn’t graded (that is, it doesn’t 
count as one of your five).] 

 
Note:  During this session, we will visit Firestone Library’s Division of Manuscripts and 

Special Collections, and hear about the Einstein Duplicate Archive stored there. 
 
 
Meeting 2, 24 September: The Classical Physicist 
Readings: 
McCormmach, Night Thoughts of a Classical Physicist, entire novel. {160} 
* Paul Langevin, “The Relation of Physics of Electrons to Other Branches of Science,” in 

Katherine R. Sopka, Physics for a New Century:  Papers Presented at the 1904 
St. Louis Congress ([Los Angeles]:  Tomash, 1986): 195-230. {36} 

Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, 220-227, 270-276. {15} 
 
Assignment #2:  Find a physics textbook from 1870-1910, and 

copy down its definition of “physics.”  Find one from 1930-
1960 and do the same.  And find a third from 1980-
present and do it again.  (Make sure to use proper 
citational format!)  Write a paragraph comparing the three 
definitions of physics.  Be sure to include the full 
quotations from the original attached to your analysis. 

 
 
Meeting 3, 1 October: Special Relativity 
Readings: 
* Albert Einstein, “On the Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies [1905; selections],” in 

John Stachel, ed., Einstein’s Miraculous Year:  Five Papers that Changed the 
Face of Physics (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1998): 123-139. {17} 

Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, 227-249, 276-290, 360-377. {56} 
* Peter Galison, “Einstein’s Clocks:  The Place of Time,” Critical Inquiry 26, no. 2 

(Winter 2000): 355-389. {35} 
 



Assignment #3:  Einstein’s most famous equation is E = mc2, 
which is derived from the special theory of relativity.  But 
how?  In no more than 500 words, describe in prose (not 
equations) how the equivalence of mass and energy 
follows from the special theory. 

 
 
Meeting 4, 8 October: Quantum Theory 
Readings: 
Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, 290-335. {46} 
* Niels Bohr, “The Bohr-Einstein Dialogue,” in A. P. French and P. J. Kennedy, eds., 

Niels Bohr:  A Centenary Volume (Cambridge, Massachusetts:  Harvard 
University Press, 1985): 121-140. {20} 

* Arthur Fine, “Einstein’s Critique of Quantum Theory:  The Roots and Significance of 
EPR,” in The Shaky Game:  Einstein, Realism, and the Quantum Theory, 2d. ed. 
(Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1996): 26-39. {14} 

* David Kaiser, “Bringing the Human Actors Back on Stage:  The Personal Context of 
the Einstein-Bohr Debate,” British Journal for the History of Science 27, no. 2 
(June 1994): 129-152. {24} 

 
Assignment #4:  Find two (2) academic discussions of 

“Schrödinger’s cat.”  (An “academic” discussion does not 
include encyclopedias like Wikipedia, but you may use 
Wikipedia to guide you to sources.)  Draw your own image 
of the thought experiment, and in no more than 500 words, 
write a description of it and explain what you believe is 
supposed to prove.  (Remember to include citations!) 

 
 
Meeting 5, 15 October: Einstein, Philosophy, and God 
Readings: 
* Ernst Mach, “The Analysis of Sensations:  Antimetaphysical,” The Monist 1, no. 1 

(October 1890): 48-68. {21} 
* Gerald Holton, “Mach, Einstein, and the Search for Reality,” in Thematic Origins of 

Scientific Thought:  Kepler to Einstein (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University 
Press, 1988): 237-278. {42} 

Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, 36-54. {19} 
* Matthew Stanley, “Myth 21.  That Einstein Believed in a Personal God,” in Ronald L. 

Numbers, ed., Galileo Goes to Jail and Other Myths about Science and Religion 
(Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 2009): 187-195. {9} 

 



Assignment #5:  Locate a published sermon from any religious 
tradition that invokes Einstein’s views to prove a point 
about the nature of God or religion.  In 500 words, 
analyze the sermon’s argument and use the readings for 
this week to evaluate whether they represent an accurate 
understanding of Einstein’s stated theological views.  Be 
sure to include a copy of the text you are analyzing when 
you turn in the paper. 

 
 
Meeting 6, 22 October: Einstein the Celebrity 
Readings: 
Rowe and Schulman, Einstein on Politics, 64-66, 93-135. {46} 
* Alistair Sponsel, “Constructing ‘A Revolution in Science’:  The Campaign to Promote 

a Favourable Reception for the 1919 Solar Eclipse Experiments,” British Journal 
for the History of Science 35, no. 4 (December 2002): 439-467. {29} 

* Marshall Missner, “Why Einstein Became Famous in America,” Social Studies of 
Science 15, no. 2 (May 1985): 267-291. {25} 

* Desmond J. McRory, “Shaw, Einstein and Physics,” Shaw 6 (1986): 33-67. {35} 
 
Assignment #6:  Find a poem or piece of visual art (painting, 

sculpture) created between 1910 and 1930 that invokes 
Albert Einstein or the theory of relativity (special or 
general).  Hand in a copy of the poem or an image of the 
artwork, and append a 500-word analysis of the piece.  
What was the artist attempting to do with the piece?  Why 
did he or she believe Albert Einstein was an appropriate 
vehicle for expressing those views? 

 
 

Short Paper Due in Meeting 6! 
 
Meeting 7, 5 November: Einstein and Zionism 
Readings: 
Rowe and Schulman, Einstein on Politics, 136-188, 313-355. {96} 
* Ze’ev Rosenkranz, “Conclusion” and “Epilogue,” in Einstein before Israel:  Zionist 

Icon or Iconoclast? (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2011): 252-274. {23} 
 
Assignment #7:  Einstein’s views on Zionism and Israel have 

often been juxtaposed with those of another scientist 
involved in the movement:  Chaim Weizmann, who became the 
first president of Israel.  Locate at least two sources 
that describe Weizmann’s views on a Jewish state (be sure 
to cite them!), and compare them in 500 words with 
Einstein’s views, as reflected in the readings for this week. 

 
 



Meeting 8, 12 November: Einstein and Nazism 
Readings: 
Rowe and Schulman, Einstein on Politics, 266-312. {47} 
* Klaus Hentschel and Ann M. Hentschel, eds., Physics and National Socialism:  An 

Anthology of Primary Sources (Basel:  Birkhäuser Verlag, 1996), 1-31, 100-129, 
152-161. [71] 

* Alan Beyerchen, “What We Now Know about Nazism and Science,” Social Research 
59, no. 3 (Fall 1992): 615-641. {17} 

 
Assignment #8:  Locate three (3) different obituaries for either 

Philipp Lenard or Johannes Stark.  Write a 500-word 
analysis of these obituaries, paying particular attention to 
how “Deutsche Physik” or “Aryan Physics” is discussed in 
evaluating the careers of these individuals. 

 
 
Meeting 9, 19 November: Einstein and War 
Readings: 
Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, 93-115, 118-131. {14} 
Rowe and Schulman, Einstein on Politics, 356-405. {50} 
* Silvan S. Schweber, “Albert Einstein and Nuclear Weapons,” in Einstein and 

Oppenheimer:  The Meaning of Genius (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University 
Press, 2010), 33-100. {68} 

 
Assignment #9:  Read the “Russell-Einstein Manifesto” 

(http://www.pugwash.org/about/manifesto.htm).  Given the 
argument outlined in this document, write a short essay of 
500 words considering it in relation to Einstein’s other 
writings on pacifism and on nuclear weapons from the 
week’s reading.  Is this posthumous manifesto a 
continuation of Einstein’s earlier views on war (and/or 
nuclear weapons), or does it represent a departure? 

 
 
Meeting 10, 26 November: Einstein and Gender 
Readings: 
* John Stachel, “Albert Einstein and Mileva Marić:  A Collaboration that Failed to 

Develop,” in Stachel, Einstein from B to Z (Boston:  Birkhäuser, 2002), 39-55. 
{17} 

* Roger Highfield and Paul Carter, The Private Lives of Albert Einstein (New York:  St. 
Martin’s Press, 1993), 189-217. {29} 

* Margaret W. Rossiter, “The Matthew Matilda Effect in Science,” Social Studies of 
Science 23, no. 2 (May 1993): 325-341. {17} 

* Robert A. Nye, “Medicine and Science as Masculine ‘Fields of Honor,’” Osiris 12 
(1997): 60-79. {20} 

* Joan W. Scott, “Gender:  A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” American 
Historical Review 91, no. 5 (December 1986): 1053-1075. {23} 



 
Assignment #10:  Read Einstein’s tribute to Marie Curie (Ideas 

and Opinions, 76-77).  How does the description given here 
compare to the other statements and actions by Einstein 
described in the readings for this week?  Provide a 500-
word discussion of this question. 

 
 
Meeting 11, 3 December: Einstein at Princeton 
Readings: 
Rowe and Schulman, Einstein on Politics, 470-501. {32} 
Jerome and Taylor, Einstein on Race and Racism, 3-131. {129} 
* Alice Calaprice, “Einstein’s Last Musings,” Princeton University Library Chronicle 65, 

no. 1 (Autumn 2003): 65-78. {14} 
 
Assignment #11:  Flip through (either virtually or actually) the 

Daily Princetonian during the years of Einstein’s residence 
in Princeton (1933 to 1955).  Citing at least five (5) 
articles from this period, write a 500-word response 
analyzing how the student newspaper reacted to and 
evaluated the famous scientist. 

 
Meeting 12, 10 December: Presentations and Final Discussion 
 


