
A BRIEF HISTORY OF A BRIEF HISTORY 
 
APPROACH 
 
A Brief History of Time by Steven Hawking is a best selling book dealing with sophisticated 
scientific information. It has been translated into 33 languages and sold 3 million copies. So what 
is it that has made this book, which has also been described as a “surprisingly difficult read for 
such a best selling book,” so popular and why are we reading it in this course? There are several 
ways to approach this material including:  
 

1. Teach the theory of relativity and quantum mechanics in a lecture format (not 
recommended).  

 
2. Discuss the importance of Hawking’s book, and unifying theories in general, in terms of 

how we learn about the natural environment (the approach I will take).  
 
BACKGROUND  
 
Stephen Hawking was born in North London on January 8, 1942, 300 years after the death of 
Galileo. At age 11, Stephen went to Saint Albans School (about 20 miles north of London) and 
then onto University College, Oxford, his father’s College. Stephen wanted to do mathematics, 
although his father would have preferred medicine. Mathematics was not available at University 
College, so he studied physics instead. After 3 years and not very much work, he was awarded a 
first class honors degree in natural science.  
 
Stephen then went on to Cambridge to pursue research in cosmology, there being no one 
working in that area at Oxford at time. After gaining his Ph.D. he became first a research fellow 
and then a professional fellow at Gonville and Caius College. After leaving the Institute of 
Astronomy in 1973, Steven came to the Department of Applied Mathematics and Theoretical 
Physics, and since 1979 has held the post of Lucasian Professor of Mathematics. The chair was 
founded with money left in the will of Reverend Henry Lucas, who had been the Member of 
Parliament for the university. It was held in 1663 by Isaac Newton.  
 
Stephen Hawking has been described as a rare “celebrity scientist.” He has even had a TV cameo 
role on Star Trek in which he plays poker with Sir Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein. Yet, when 
asked about comparisons between himself and the two scientists, he calls it “media hype.” Once 
asked how he felt being labeled the world’s smartest person he responded “It is very 
embarrassing. It is rubbish, just media hype. They just want a hero, and I fill the role model of a 
disabled genius. At least I am disabled but I am no genius.” 
 
Hawking has ALS (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis) or Lou Gehrig’s Disease, a neuromuscular 
disease that progressively weakens muscle control. As a 21-year-old graduate student in 
cosmology at Cambridge, doctors predicted an early death. Today he is in his late 50’s and 
married with 3 children. He gets around in a wheelchair and after completely loosing the use of 
his vocal chords in an operation to assist his breathing in 1985, he communicates through a 
computer. A speech synthesizer speaks for him after he punches in what he wants to say, 
selecting words in the computer software by pressing a switch with his hand. Unfortunately, it 



makes him sound as if he has an American accent, he says. Despite his humorous, self-effacing 
manner, Hawking is one of the world’s leading theoretical physicists.  

A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIME – SYNOPSIS  

For much of his academic life, Hawking has been among a group of theoretical physicists 
searching for a “Theory of everything” – one unified scientific theory that explains the big 
cosmological questions like how did the universe begin? Why is the universe the way it is? And 
how will it end? The generally accepted answer to the first question is the big bang theory, which 
says that the universe began 12 to 15 billion years ago. Infinitely dense matter – what has been 
called the initial singularity – began to expand in all directions in the form of a hot gas as it 
created space.  

As the gas continued to expand, it cooled and allowed the matter to condense into structures like 
stars and galaxies, and formed the world as we know it today. Observations support this theory. 
For example, we know from observation that the farther the galaxy is from us, the faster it is 
moving away. However, this is a big problem. Scientists do not know what caused the “initial 
singularity” to expand into the universe in the first place. At the time of the big bang, when all 
the matter in the universe was compressed into a state of infinite density, all equations we use to 
describe the universe “break down irretrievably.” That means that our standard physical theories 
like Einstein’s general theory of relativity cannot deal with the start of the universe. So, scientists 
use two partial theories to describe the start of the universe.  

Einstein’s general theory of relativity describes the force of gravity and the large-scale structure 
of the universe after the universe started to expand. As for the initial singularity, scientists think 
the answer lies in quantum mechanics, the theory that deals with phenomena on extremely small 
scales. The problem however is that these two theories are inconsistent with one another. So 
Hawking, among a group of theoretical physicists, has been on a quest to come up with a theory 
of quantum gravity that would incorporate both theories, i.e., the theory of everything which 
would solve the problem of what caused the universe to start expanding.  

Hawking explains where we are today (i.e., the theories of general relativity and quantum 
mechanics) in a very relaxed and entertaining manner. The theory of general relativity requires 
that we accept the fact that time is not fixed but is linked with space, in what is called “space 
time” and suggests that both space and time would have a beginning in the big bang and an end 
in black holes. Quantum mechanics on the other hand, which deals with phenomena on 
extremely small scales, requires us to accept the fact that the position of an object can never be 
measured; therefore we can not accurately make predictions regarding the future. Once again 
these two theories are known to be inconsistent with one another, they cannot both be correct. 
One of the major endeavors by Hawking and other physicist today is the search for a new theory 
that will incorporate them both - a quantum theory of gravity.  
  
QUESTIONS/DISCUSSION TOPICS  
 

1. Why has this book become so popular? Is it that Hawking has the ability to communicate 
very complicated material to the public? His use of humor? His ability to broaden the 
material beyond pure science? What are the practical applications?  



2. What is a unifying theory? Why are unifying theories important in science? Maybe ask 
students if they can think of other unifying theories in other fields, including both science 
and non-science.  

 
3. Should questions such as “Does the universe have a beginning and an end?” or “Does 

time have a beginning and an end?” really be answered? Who cares? What practical use 
would this be? What are the implications for a Supreme Being?  

 
4. Theories such as Einstein’s theory of general relativity are generally difficult to grasp. 

Yet it is theories such as this are often the most important for large advances in a specific 
branch of science. Why is this? Most major advances in science have required a paradigm 
shift, e.g. general relativity requires us to accept that time is not fixed but varies and is 
linked with space into what we call space-time. This may be illustrated by the example of 
two people, one fixed on the earth’s surface and another flying at 500 mph measuring the 
same speed of light. The only way this can be resolved is having time linked with space, 
i.e., not fixed … and it works!  

 
WEB SITES:  
 

http://hawking.org.uk/text/public/bot.html 
 

http://hawking.org.uk/text/about/about.html 
 

http://hawking.org.uk/text/disable/disable.html 
 
 


