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Plate tectonics is a major new paradigm*, or scientific world-view, that profoundly changes our
ideas about how the earth works. It has been compared to the Bohr theory of the atom in its
simplicity, its elegance, and its ability to explain a wide rage of experiments and observations.
Tectonics is the study of the forces within the earth that give rise to continents, ocean basins,
mountain ranges, earthquake belts, and other large-scale features of the earth’s surface. A revolution
in tectonic thinking was brought about by plate tectonics and two closely related ideas, seafloor
spreading and the use of geomagnetic reversals. The latter is a method for clocking plate tectonic
processes. These three ideas were advanced between 1962 and 1968 by a handful of scientists
working on problems that at first seemed unrelated but which suddenly came together to form a
tightly knit fabric. This major revolution was triggered by no more than a dozen key articles that
were published during these few years.
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A small number of the participants had been invited to speak at two public meetings sponsored by
one of the daily newspapers, the Asahi Shinbun, and the conference organizers had asked us to
accept because the newspaper had given generous support to the conference. We expected the
audience to consist mainly of university students, but when we got to the hall there were about five
thousand school children. The level of the talks we had prepared was quite unsuitable, but we could
not change them, because the talk were to be translated sentence, and the interpreters worked from a
previously prepared typescript. So we had to go through with it. The meeting was long, with about
five half-hour talks, but the audience, who could nor have understood much, sat patiently through it
all. The last speaker was Tomonaga*. His first sentence brought the house down. One of our
Japanese colleagues told us what he had said: “I am going to speak Japanese!”.
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