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Story of the Atom 

 

Have you ever wonder what things look like on the inside? If our eyes could zoom 

into things, what would we see? Humans have been fascinated by the question: 

What are things made up off? Philosophers and scientists over the centuries have 

been trying to answer this question.   

Placing a wooden figurine over Greece say, A long time ago, around 450 BCE 

Empedocles believed that everything was made up of four elements: earth, water, 

air, and fire. We believed this idea for a while but around 450 BCE the philosopher 

Democritus, who had been questioning what we knew, stated that everything was 

made out of particles known as atoms. Democritus, had been examining clay over 

time. Observing clay gave him the idea that materials or objects could be divided 

into smaller pieces until it was impossible to divide it any further. It was that 

"indivisible" piece of clay that gave Democritus the idea that something that 

couldn't be divided anymore was an atom. And so the word atom was born.  

The great Aristotle (add a third wooden figure) continued this idea of the atom, 

but he was also intertwined it with the four elements. As time passed, we began to 

better understand the particulate world and more scientists and philosophers were 

interested in how things were made off and how they reacted to each other. Great 

scientific discoveries were made. 
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Around 1850, scientists were able to identify the sub-atomic particles of an atom. 

Thomson and then others (add a new figurine in England) identified the electron  

and the proton. Because scientists are always curious and asking questions, 

Rutherford (add new wooden figure in England), in around 1920 discovered the 

neutron. Wow, so many new pieces of evidence that augmented our scientific 

explanations of an atom! 

Today, our understanding of atoms and sub-atomic particles is even greater. 

Scientists, today, have organized some of this information in what we call a 

periodic table. Can we figure out what information has been included in this 

'special' table and how it can help us further answer questions?  

  

 


