
Why is Physics Important? 

Ranging from the infinitesimally small, to the inconceivably large, physics, be it evidently on the 

surface or buried deeper under layers of equations, is almost everywhere around us. It holds a 

significant if unacknowledged place in both the past and present, and is certain to in the future. 

 

From the birth of scientific concepts during the Renaissance, there emerged the first understandings of 

the scientific process - hypothesis, experiment and conclusion (the core basis of physics). The idea of 

having a theory and subsequently testing it permeated through the freshly-enlightened world. The first 

real example of this was the shift from a geocentric model of the universe to a heliocentric model; 

Galileo proving that there were other celestial bodies orbiting different planets (Jupiter’s moons) and 

Copernicus, providing a clearer basis for a heliocentric model¹. The significance of this burst of 

scientific ideas (also including Snell, famous for creating the law of refraction)² cannot be 

understated. Through the proliferation of these ideas and methods of thinking - the core principles of 

physics - the progression to an industrial society emerged in the late 18th and 19th centuries. 

Engineering and machine focused - a fresh growth from an otherwise fairly stagnant society of 

religion and feudalism. 

 

Moving to the modern era, physics remains integral to many engineering endeavours - including 

nuclear fission reactors. Despite the predictions made in 1940, there is not a single active fission 

reactor in the world today. This does not equate to physics being unimportant; it indicates that a better 

understanding of physics is needed to develop the technology to make nuclear fission feasible, 

demonstrating that theorised physics can take years (or even decades) to be realised. 
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And physics will certainly be more significant in the future. Disasters can occur that affect entire 

continents or even the planet. Asteroid collisions are an extreme example, but pose a very real risk. In 

February 2013, a 12,000 tonne asteroid entered Earth's atmosphere and disintegrated over 

Chelyabinsk - causing massive damage. However, the deadliest in recent history was the Tunguska 

impact of 1908, which saw the equivalent of the US’ most powerful hydrogen bomb explode over 

Siberia, flattening 800sq. miles of forest - this scale of event is estimated to occur roughly every 300 

years.³ Far from being a statistical improbability, these are inevitable risks that so far we cannot avoid. 

It is a necessity for the study of physics to advance even further, in order to be able to meet and 

counter these threats, should we as a species wish to continue. The Sun will expand to become a red 

giant in 4 billion years, engulfing the inner planets - including Earth.⁴ Though this is unimaginably far 

in the future, it demonstrates that we must progress beyond our own solar system for our survival - 

physics is integral to this. 

 

In conclusion, physics has been pivotal (and will continue to be) for our technological (and 

subsequently societal) advancement as a species. Spurred into being by the works of Galileo and 

Copernicus, it is the cornerstone in improving our understanding of the world and solving many of the 

issues we face - both in today’s engineering and the projects of the future. What will the next major 

physics discovery be? In the words of Stephen Hawking: “We won’t know for a few years”⁵. 
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