
Newton’s first law is often thought of as basic and obvious.  But is it really so?   
The first part of it reads: “An object at rest will remain at rest, unless acted upon by an outside force” Now that
sounds pretty obvious and simple.  We agree - all objects in the office seem to obey. The objects are stationary
because there is no outside force!   Wait! Think! Really?   No outside force . .?   How about gravity’s pull on your
computer?  No force . . . ?  Can't be. Gravity is always on!    Let's think: All objects in the room and outside, are being
pulled towards the centre of the Earth, but gravity is balanced by forces such as the matter in the floor and the desk,
that push upwards. These forces are known as normal forces.  The “outside force” should be interpreted as an
unbalanced force or net force.  Objects only move when an unbalanced force is acting on them. This is true for a
football, my car and an aircraft.
 

How about the second part of Newton’s first law?  “Objects in
motion remain in motion, unless acted upon by an
unbalanced force”  Again, this sounds pretty obvious and
simple.  But hey, show me one object in your world that keeps
moving forever without anything pushing it. Can you?  In our
world, objects come to rest because of forces acting on them,
not because they naturally do.  The acting forces are
unbalanced, such as friction and wind. How then, can you
demonstrate the law to your students?  Grab or make a toy!  A
“hover air disk” and a DIY hovercraft both have low friction.   

Summary
Newton’s first law does hold true in our world.  Objects tend to keep on doing whatever they’re doing (staying at rest or
moving) unless an unbalanced force acts on them. We always need to account for all forces present. 
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The sheep stands still on the table (balanced
forces) but moves along the inclined plane as
a small unbalanced gravitational force exists.  

View video at
www.profbunsen.com.au
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In the case of the camel, the unbalanced force is transferred from the vertical to the horizontal by the “pulley” string
system. Gravity pulls and creates the unbalanced horizontal force so the camel waddles along.  But why does it stop at
the edge?  The horizontal force falls away, and the other two forces (gravity and normal force), balance each other.


