Before Einstein changed the world, these thinkers changed Einstein.
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Niels Bohr and Albert Einstein. Image by Welcome to All from Pixabay

“The reading of all good books is like a conversation with the finest men of past
centuries.” Philosopher and scientist René Descartes said that. Einstein didn’t
think alone. He was in great company. He wasn’t a lone genius. Or a singular brain
working in isolation. Einstein was a thinker who learned and studied other
thinkers. He did this deliberately. More often than you know. The books he read

and the minds he returned to, again and again, influenced his thought.

Spinoza

“I believe in Spinoza’s God.” — Einstein

Baruch Spinoza was a 17th-century Dutch philosopher. He got excommunicated
from his own Jewish community for thinking too freely. He believed God and
nature were the same thing. Like Einstein, he didn’t believe in a personal God. Or a

God who intervenes in human affairs or answers prayers. But a God that is the
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universe: its laws, order and mathematical structure. Einstein read this and
recognised himself. When people asked Einstein whether he believed in God, he
said: “I believe not in a God who concerns himself with the fate and the doings of
mankind, but in Spinoza’s God, who reveals himself in the harmony of all that

exists.”
That’s how he understood the cosmos.

As something ordered, knowable and with an internal logic that the human mind
could, painstakingly, understand. This was the backbone of his work. Einstein was
attracted to Spinoza’s pantheism, which equated God with nature (Deus sive
Natura), aligning with his own scientific pursuit to understand the universe’s

divine force.

Spinoza’s Ethics, one of Einstein’s favourite books, influenced his view of a
rational, non-superstitious universe. “The most beautiful thing we can experience
is the mysterious,” Einstein wrote. But mystery, for him, wasn’t an excuse to stop
thinking. Spinoza believed that people are determined by forces larger than

themselves. And that free will is an illusion.
He wrote, “there is no absolute, or free, will.”
Einstein agreed. He said so explicitly.

If you're part of an ordered cosmos, then understanding the cosmos is the highest
thing you can do. Einstein returned to Spinoza his whole life as a foundation for his

curiosities.

Kant

Immanuel Kant is notoriously difficult to read. But Einstein went through him
anyway. Starting as a teenager, he formed a study group with friends in Bern called
the Olympia Academy. They read Critique of Pure Reason. Kant’s central
question was this: what can human beings know? Not what is there, but what can
we perceive and understandgiven the structure of our own minds? His answer was
radical. Kant argued that space and time are not external things we discover, but
rather “forms of intuition.” Frameworks the mind imposes on experience. They're

the lenses through which we see everything.



Now think about what Einstein did with special relativity. He proved that space
and time are not fixed absolutes. That they bend and stretch depending on the
observer. That two people moving at different speeds will measure time differently.
And both will be right. Was Einstein just applying Kant? No. He went further than
Kant, in some ways contradicting him. Einstein disagreed with Kant on

the rigidity of these categories. But the habit of mind, the willingness to question

whether our intuitive categories of space and time are accurate, is Kantian.

Kant’s work influenced Einstein’s thoughts on assumptions we haven’t examined.
The things we take for granted about the structure of reality might be a limitation
of our own perception.

Those ideas were key to relativity.

Strip away your assumptions about how time, simultaneity and space work, and
everything opens up. Kant believed reason has limits. That there are things we
can’t know through pure logic alone. That experience matters, that empirical
investigation matters. “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions
without concepts are blind,” he wrote. Einstein was not a pure rationalist. He

believed in the interplay of theory and experiment.
He thought pure logical thinking could not yield knowledge.

“Pure logical thinking cannot yield us any knowledge of the empirical world. All
knowledge of reality starts from experience and ends in it,” he said. That
quote is a Kantian intuition. Einstein used “thought experiments” to bridge that

gap between logic and reality.

Schopenhauer

Einstein was a huge fan of Schopenhauer, who was himself a “Simplified Kantian.”
Now, Schopenhauer is the philosopher people read when they’re ready to be
honest about suffering. He thought the world is driven by a blind, striving Will. An
irrational force that underlies all of nature, all of human desire, all of biological
life. And this Will doesn’t care about you. It doesn’t care about meaning or
happiness. It just strives.

Einstein found something in it.



Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation helped Einstein
internalise the idea that the “thing-in-itself” (reality as it truly is) might be forever
hidden from us. Schopenhauer believed escape from the tyranny of the Will comes
through aesthetic experience, especially music. And through a kind of
philosophical renunciation. By seeing through the illusions of desire, by detaching
yourself from ego, you could find a kind of peace. Einstein played the violin
obsessively.

He called music the highest art form. He once said that if he weren’t a physicist, he
would have been a musician. When he was stuck on a problem, he would stop
thinking about it and play Mozart.

That’s Schopenhauer in practice.

The idea that there’s a mode of experience that transcends ordinary suffering. That
beauty in music, in mathematics, in the structure of a physical law is a form of

access to something better than the ego wants. Schopenhauer had a great influence
on Einstein’s famous detachment. His social indifference. His ability to work alone,

for years, in apparent isolation from the approval of others.

Schopenhauer was suspicious of what other people think. He thought reputation
and social status were among the greatest sources of human suffering. Einstein
absorbed this. He famously didn’t care about status or institutional prestige in the
way his colleagues did. He could be shockingly blunt with authorities. He walked
away from comfortable positions when they conflicted with his thinking. That
independence, the ability to sit with a problem for a decade without needing

external validation, has Schopenhauer’s fingerprints all over it.

Hume

David Hume, an 18th-century Scottish philosopher, shook the world of ideas by
questioning causality, the simple belief that one thing makes another thing
happen. For example, in a game of pool, what we see is one billiard ball roll across
the table, hit a second ball, and the second ball moves. We naturally assume the
first ball caused the second one to move. Hume argued that we don’t see “cause.”
In short, Hume suggested that our belief in cause and effect is just a habit of the
mind, not something we can prove is true.

He says you didn’t see a “cause”.



You saw the sequence.

You saw one thing happen, then another thing happened. The causality is
something your mind adds. It’s a habit of thought, not something you directly
observe. People thought it was a “dangerous” thought.

But Einstein took it seriously.

He read Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature, which helped him develop the
special theory of relativity. Einstein also admired the physicist Ernst Mach. Mach
followed Hume’s lead by arguing that science should focus only on observable
measurements rather than hidden causes. Einstein’s special relativity is, in one
sense, a Humean act. He took two concepts that everyone assumed they
understood: space and time.

And asked what we can observe.

How do we measure simultaneity? When you’re on a moving train, and I'm on a
platform, what does it mean for two events to happen at the same time? When you
apply Hume’s scepticism to those questions. Get rid of the theories and ideologies.
And ask only what observation can give you, the “default” picture dissolves. You
arrive at relativity.

Like Hume, Einstein was sceptical of concepts that couldn’t be understood in
terms of observable quantities. And of absolute space, time and rest. If you can’t
measure it, it’s not a scientific concept.

Mach

Ernst Mach was a physicist and historian of science. But his influence on Einstein
was very direct. Einstein described The Science of Mechanics as having made a
good impression on him as a young man. Mach argued that if you can’t measure it
or experience it, it isn’t “real” science. He says you cannot define motion unless you
are moving relative to something else (like stars or planets). He rejected Newton’s
absolute space, a fixed, invisible stage on which all events take place. If the entire
universe were empty except for one object, you couldn’t say if that object was
moving or spinning. Therefore, inertia is caused by the gravitational pull of all the
other matter in the universe, not by “space” itself.

This was radical.



Newton was essentially untouchable.

But Mach’s historical and critical analysis proved that what we call scientific laws
are really just patterns of observation, organised for convenience. The minute you
start treating them as metaphysical truths, you’ve overstepped. Einstein thought
Mach had a strong argument. His special theory removes the concept of absolute
rest. His general theory addresses Mach’s concern about absolute space even more.

“You have also correctly seen that this trend of thought [positivism] was of
great influence on my efforts, and specifically E. Mach and still much
more Hume, whose treatise on understanding I studied with fervor and
admiration shortly before the discovery of the theory of relativity. It is very well
possible that without these philosophical studies I would not have arrived at the
solution.” — A 1915 letter Einstein wrote to Moritz Schlick

There’s a real irony here, though.

Later in life, Einstein grew uncomfortable with quantum mechanics. A theory that
takes Mach’s empiricism to its logical extreme, insisting that physical reality only
“exists” when observed. Einstein couldn’t accept that. He believed there was a real
world under all the observations. So he was a Machist when it suited him and a
Realist when it suited him. That tension was never fully resolved. But the early

influence was undeniable.

Dostoevsky

Einstein didn’t just read science and philosophy. He read fiction. And his favourite
novelist, the one he said gave him more than almost any scientist was Fyodor
Dostoevsky. “Dostoevsky gives me more than any thinker,” Einstein said.
“More than Gauss.” It’s extraordinary thing to say. Gauss was one of the greatest

mathematicians in history.
Einstein is saying a novelist beat him.
What did Dostoevsky give him?

The psychology of inner conflict. The radical knowledge of the human experiences.
Dostoevsky wrote on our contradiction, guilt, intensity, and desire. Crime and
Punishment is about a man who constructs a brilliant logical justification for
murder, commits the act, and is then destroyed by something the logic couldn’t



account for. Einstein read and praised Dostoevsky’s “The Brothers
Karamazov.” A novel on faith, doubt, suffering, and whether life has meaning in
the face of the injustice done to children.

He called it the “most wonderful book” he had ever read. Einstein was not naive
about human nature. He lived through two world wars. He saw the way his own
work was weaponised. He watched European civilisation tear itself apart. He didn’t
have a sentimental view of human beings. Dostoevsky had given him a language
for the full scale of what people are capable of: good and terrible. There’s also
something in Dostoevsky’s method that aligns with Einstein’s thinking. Dostoevsky
didn’t resolve his characters’ contradictions.

He held them in tension.

He let opposing truths coexist. His novels are not comfortable. They don’t arrive at
conventional conclusions. They insist that reality is more complex than any single
framework. Einstein’s physics is like this. He sat with paradoxes. Light behaves as
a particle and a wave. Fine. Time passes differently for different observers. That
was okay for him. The universe is stranger than our intuitions, and you have to be

willing to let it be strange.

Dostoevsky trained him for that.

Cervantes

“The final and greatest utterance of the human mind.” That’s what
Dostoyevsky described spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes’ book, Don
Quixote. Einstein loved it. Leopold Infeld, who worked with Einstein, wrote in his
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autobiography “The Quest,” “Einstein lay in bed without shirt or pajamas,
with Don Quixote on his night table. It is the book which he enjoys most and

likes to read for relaxation...”

The book is a story of a man who has read so many books about medieval romance
that he starts living inside that story. Seeing the world through a lens of his own
construction. On one level, it’s comedy. On another level, it’s about the relationship
between the human mind and reality. How we construct meaning. And the nobility
and the tragedy of believing fiercely in something that others cannot see. Einstein
spent years believing in the unified field theory. He worked on it until the end of
his life.



The physics community largely moved on.

Quantum mechanics became dominant. Einstein fought it, challenged it, produced
thought experiments designed to reveal its incompleteness. He lost most of those
arguments. Was he, in some way, a kind of Don Quixote? Possibly. He may have
known it. And yet like Cervantes’s hero, there’s something admirable about
someone who refuses to surrender their vision of how the world should be, even
when the world disagrees.

Cervantes gave Einstein permission to take a long view. To hold on to an idea long
enough without needing immediate validation. What he took from Quixote was the
courage to begin. The willingness to commit to a vision, to take it seriously, to
refuse the easy path of just seeing what everyone else sees. Most people never
charge. Cervantes’s character reminded Einstein that the distance between genius
and madness is not as wide as comfortable people like to think. That the visions
worth having are, almost by definition, the ones that look unreasonable from
outside. He carried the book through a life that asked him, repeatedly, to choose

between reasonable and insanity.
He chose the latter every time.

And changed our perception of the world.

The recurring pattern across all these minds are too important to ignore. The
courage to question the obvious. Spinoza questioned received religious orthodoxy.
Kant wanted to know whether our perception of space and time is accurate. Hume
dangerously questioned causality. Einstein absorbed this as a way of life. He went
deep into a small number of thinkers and kept returning to them. Spinoza wasn’t a

phase. He was a companion.

None of Einstein’s favourite thinkers drew a line between scientific thinking and

philosophical thinking.

Kant wrote about physics and metaphysics. Einstein said that a physicist without a
philosophical sensibility is mediocre at best. The willingness to live with

uncertainty. Dostoevsky didn’t resolve his novels. Schopenhauer never made



people comfortable. Kant admitted the limits of human knowledge. Einstein’s
cosmology is big and indifferent. And yet none of these thinkers gave in to despair.
They all, in different ways, found a way to live with the open questions. The books
Einstein read were working tools. Put down and picked back up. As many times as

necessary.
That’s the thing about genius.

It’s rarely one lone brain in isolation. It’s almost always a conversation. With the
living, the dead, across centuries, across disciplines. And the willingness to let
other minds push you past your working knowledge. Einstein had that

conversation for decades.



