
 

 
Magnetic Mystery 
Electricity gets the applause. Magnetism does the turning. 
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When we hear the word electricity, what do we picture? Perhaps a spark jumping from a 
doorknob, a flash of lightning, a glowing bulb, a battery, or an unpleasant shock. Electricity is 
dramatic. It flashes, crackles, glows, and occasionally bites, so naturally it attracts our attention. 

Magnetism is much quieter. A magnetic field does not glow or make a sound, and we cannot 
watch it moving through space. Yet it can pull, push, lift, twist, and turn. Inside an electric 
motor, electricity supplies the energy, but magnetic fields produce the turning force. We might 
say that electricity gets the applause while magnetism does the turning. 

To see how this happens, let us imagine shrinking to the size of ants and climbing inside an 
electric motor—an unplugged one, of course. We would find two main parts. The outside part 
remains still and is called the stator. The inside part can rotate and is called the rotor. The 
names are helpful: the stator stays, while the rotor rotates. 

Around the stator are coils of copper wire. When electric current passes through these coils, it 
creates a magnetic field. That fact alone is remarkable: invisible magnetism appears simply 
because electric charges are moving through a wire. But the cleverest part is what engineers do 



next. They arrange the current in the coils so that the magnetic field does not remain in one 
place. Instead, its pattern appears to travel around the inside of the motor. 

Think of spectators in a stadium doing “the wave.” Each person stands up and sits down in the 
same seat, yet the wave seems to race around the entire stadium. No individual spectator runs 
around the building; it is the pattern that moves. Something similar happens inside a motor. 
The copper coils remain fixed, but the magnetic pattern travels around them like an invisible 
wave circling a racetrack. 

The rotor feels this moving magnetic field and responds to it. It is pulled and pushed around the 
circle, so the rotor turns, its shaft turns, and anything connected to that shaft can turn as well. 
This simple chain of events makes a fan blow, a drill bite into wood, an elevator rise, a washing 
machine spin, and an electric car move down the road. 

Different kinds of electric motors accomplish this in somewhat different ways. In some motors, 
the rotor follows slightly behind the rotating magnetic field, as though it were always trying to 
catch up. In others, the rotor moves in step with the field. The details may differ, but the central 
mystery remains the same: nothing visible reaches out and grabs the rotor. A magnetic field 
crosses a space and produces a turning force, which engineers call torque. 

That space deserves our attention. Between the stator and the rotor is a very narrow opening 
known as the air gap. At first glance, it appears to be nothing more than a thin ring of empty 
air. Yet this “nothing” is one of the most important parts of the motor, because the magnetic 
interaction must cross it. 

The rotor must be close enough to the stator for the magnetic connection to be strong, but it 
must not be so close that the two parts touch. This sounds simple until we remember that the 
rotor may be spinning thousands of times per minute. The motor heats up, materials expand, 
bearings vibrate, and the shaft may bend by a microscopic amount. In a car, the entire machine 
is shaken by bumps, turns, and sudden acceleration. Through all of this motion, the gap must 
remain narrow and reasonably even around the rotor. 

Imagine spinning a wheel inside a metal ring with barely any daylight between them. Now spin 
it much faster, heat it, shake it, and put it inside a car traveling over a rough road. The wheel 
must continue turning without touching the ring. This is not only a problem of electricity and 
magnetism; it is also a problem of extraordinary mechanical precision. 

If the air gap is unnecessarily large, the magnetic coupling between the stator and rotor 
becomes less effective. The motor may require more material or more electrical input to 
produce the desired force. If the gap is too small, however, the rotor may scrape against the 
stator and damage the machine. The ideal gap is therefore not zero. It is a gap that is precisely 
right. 

Modern manufacturing allows engineers to shape the rotor and stator accurately, position the 
bearings carefully, and maintain a small, consistent separation while the motor is operating. 
This precision is one reason modern motors can be compact, light, efficient, and extremely 
powerful. A fraction of a millimeter may not sound exciting, but in engineering, a fraction of a 
millimeter can separate an ordinary machine from an extraordinary one. 



Electric cars themselves are not a recent invention. People were driving them more than a 
century ago, so the more interesting question is why it took so long to create practical electric 
vehicles with the speed, range, and acceleration we enjoy today. There is no single answer, 
because a modern electric vehicle is more like an orchestra than a solo instrument. 

The battery stores energy. Power electronics control how that energy flows. Computer 
software coordinates the system. Advanced materials reduce weight and tolerate heat. Cooling 
systems protect the components, while the motor converts electrical energy into motion. 
Precision manufacturing helps all these parts work together without wasting space, energy, or 
force. 

It would therefore be a mistake to say that one invention alone created the modern electric car. 
Better batteries mattered, as did better electronics, magnetic materials, cooling systems, 
software, and motor designs. Manufacturing precision is one of the quieter members of this 
orchestra, but it deserves more attention than it usually receives. 

When I press the accelerator in my Tesla, there is almost no waiting. There is no long 
mechanical preparation and no rising roar from an engine struggling to reach its most powerful 
speed. Electric current is controlled, magnetic fields respond, the rotor develops torque, and 
the car moves. The acceleration feels immediate, and the silence makes the force seem even 
more astonishing. 

For a moment, it can feel almost supernatural. But nothing supernatural is happening. It is 
nature following a few basic rules, combined with engineers learning how to use those rules 
with remarkable skill and precision. 

Electric motors are now everywhere: in refrigerators, washing machines, fans, pumps, tools, 
trains, drones, factory equipment, toys, and cars. We see these machines move, feel an 
elevator rise, and experience a vehicle accelerate, but we do not see the magnetic field 
performing its work. 

The next time you switch on a fan, imagine what is happening inside it. Picture an invisible 
magnetic wave traveling around a narrow circular track, with the rotor responding to that wave 
and turning the blades. There are no tiny mechanical hooks, invisible ropes, or magic hands. 
There is only electric current creating magnetic fields, magnetic fields producing torque, and 
torque setting the physical world in motion. 

Electricity attracts our attention because it flashes. Magnetism deserves our respect because it 
turns. The mysterious hidden mover was there all along.  
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