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Albert Einstein (1879-1955) probably still represents the most well known embodiment of the popular image of a physicist. Although it is fifty years since he died, there remains a wide interest in his ideas and opinions outside the narrow confines of physics. He is the archetypal ‘wise scientist’ a caricature re-enforced by pictures of him in later life.

Einstein, as photographed by Trude Fleischmann in 1946. 

[Image from: http://condor.stcloudstate.edu]
In this sheet we will focus on Einstein’s views regarding God and religion as they reflect on his philosophy and we will see how this philosophy may have influenced his scientific thinking as well.

Einstein’s views form in early life
The following is an excerpt Albert Einstein's Autobiographical Notes, Open Court Publishing Company, LaSalle and Chicago, Illinois, 1979. 

“When I was a fairly precocious young man I became thoroughly impressed with the futility of the hopes and strivings that chase most men restlessly through life. Moreover, I 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. […
] 
As the first way out there was religion, which is implanted into every child by way of the traditional education-machine. Thus I came - though the child of entirely irreligious (Jewish) parents - to a deep religiousness, which, however, reached an abrupt end at the age of twelve. Through the reading of popular scientific books I soon reached the conviction that much in the stories of the Bible could not be true. The consequence was a positively fanatic orgy of freethinking coupled with the impression that youth is intentionally being deceived by the state through lies; it was a crushing impression. Mistrust of every kind of authority grew out of this experience, a skeptical attitude toward the convictions that were alive in any specific social environment-an attitude that has never again left me, even though, later on, it has been tempered by a better insight into the causal connections.”
Questions:

1. 
What sort of “hopes and strivings” do you think Einstein is referring to in the first paragraph? Remember according to this account he is supposed to be less than twelve years old at this point.

2
. 
Is it important that many of the bible stories cannot be literally true according to science, as we understand it?

Einstein’s later thinking
"I believe in Spinoza's God who reveals himself in the orderly harmony of what exists, not in a God who concerns himself with fates and actions of human beings." 

Einstein: The Life and Times, Ronald W. Clark, Page 502.

“I cannot conceive of a personal God who would directly influence the actions of individuals, or would directly sit in judgment on creatures of his own creation. I cannot do this in spite of the fact that mechanistic causality has, to a certain extent, been placed in doubt by modern science. My religiosity consists in a humble admiration of the infinitely superior spirit that reveals itself in the little that we, with our weak and transitory understanding, can comprehend of reality. Morality is of the highest importance -- but for us, not for God”

 Albert Einstein  The Human Side, 1954

“Nobody, certainly, will deny that the idea of the existence of an omnipotent, just, and omnibeneficent personal God is able to accord man solace, help, and guidance; also, by virtue of it simplicity, it is accessible to the most undeveloped mind. But, on the other hand, there are decisive weaknesses attached to this idea in itself, which have been painfully felt since the beginning of history. That is, if this being is omnipotent, then every occurrence – including every human action, every human thought, and every human feeling and aspiration – is also His work; how is it possible to think of holding men responsible for their deeds and thoughts before such an almighty Being? In giving out punishment and rewards, He would, to a certain extent, be passing judgement on Himself. How can this be combined with the goodness and righteousness ascribed to Him?”

 “We have penetrated far less deeply in to the regularities obtaining within the realm of living things [than we have in other areas of science], but deeply enough, nevertheless, to sense at least the rule of fixed necessity. One need only think of the systematic order in heredity, and in the effect of poisons, as, for instance, alcohol, on the behaviour of organic beings. What is still lacking here is a grasp of connections of profound generality, but not a knowledge of order in itself.”

“The more a man is imbued with the ordered regularity of all events, the firmer becomes his convictions that there is no room left by the side of this ordered regularity for causes of a different nature. For him, neither the rule of human nor the rule of divine will exists as an independent cause of natural events. To be sure, the doctrine of a personal God interfering with natural events could never be refuted, in the real sense, by science, for this doctrine can always take refuge in those domains in which scientific knowledge has not yet been able to set foot.”

Last few quotations from Ideas and Opinions
Questions
1. What is the  “mechanistic causality” that Einstein refers to above and which development in physics “placed in doubt” this view of the universe?

2. What is Einstein’s view on free will? How does this impact on his thinking about the existence of a personal God?

3. Briefly outline Einstein’s thinking, as illustrated above, on the problem of evil.

4. 
5. 
“Quantum mechanics is very worthy of regard. But an inner voice tells me that this is not yet the right track. The theory yields much, but it hardly brings us closer to the Old One's secrets.”

“That question of causality worries me also a lot. Will the quantum absorption and emission of light ever be grasped in the sense of complete causality, or will there remain a statistical residue? I have to confess, that I lack the courage of a conviction. However I should be very, very loath to abandon complete causality…”

Letter to Max Born 1920

“But I don’t want to let myself be driven to a renunciation of strict causality before there has been a much stronger resistance against it that up to now. I cannot bear the thought that an electron exposed to a ray [of light] should by its own free decision choose the moment and the direction in which it wants to jump away. If so, then I’d rather be a cobbler or even an employee in a gambling house than a physicist.”

Letter to Max Born 1924 – Einstein’s italics.

“a final abandonment of strict causality is very hard for me to tolerate”

Letter to Paul Ehrenfest 1924

In the above quotes Einstein is outlining his objections to the quantum theory that was being developed at the time. It seems clear from these that Einstein’s main issue revolves round his strict belief in absolute causality (everything has a cause). Indeed, some aspects of the statements made in these excerpts from letters compare interestingly with his earlier thoughts about free will and God. 

Questions or points for discussion.

1. Do you think that it is inevitable that a scientist’s theories will be influenced by their philosophical beliefs?
2. If it were to be shown scientifically that electrons and other particle do obey a strict causality, would this make it difficult for you to believe that humans have free will?
3. This worksheet has attempted to suggest that there might be a connection between Einstein’s thinking on quantum theory and his rejection of a personal God (in that both views stem from his convictions about causality). Evaluate the case that has been made.  
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