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1. esis, Background, and Significance

Few know that Sir Isaac Newton—discoverer of classical physics and co-inventor of the calculus—
was a biologist. And not only was he a biologist, but his research on human sensory per-
ception helped motivated his account of universal gravitation and gravitation’s relation to
space and matter. Newton’s experimental physiology motivated key components of his univer-
sal, mathematical physics.

Or so I argue.

e standard story regarding the scientiĕc revolution is this: the basis of modern science
was laid down in western and southern Europe during the Renaissance and seventeenth
century, ĕrst by artists and artisans (Da Vinci, Brunelleschi, Tartaglia) and then by math-
ematicians and mathematical physicists (Galileo, Fermat, Newton). Once mathematical
physics was off and running, other sciences followed suit, yet delayed by decades and even
centuries: ĕrst came chemistry, then the earth sciences and biology, then modern psychol-
ogy, anthropology, and the social sciences. Activity in certain disciplines—geography, botany,
and zoology—remained fairly constant, but these did not come into their modern “scien-
tiĕc” guise until well aer the birth of mathematical physics. Mathematical physics, the
story goes, ushered in modern science, while the other disciplines only belatedly learned
their lessons from mathematical physics.
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Recent scholarship has revealed that this standard story is inaccurate and quite dismissive of
the early importance of the life sciences and medicine to the arc of the scientiĕc revolution.
My project will contribute to this cutting-edge trend by stressing the importance of physiol-
ogy in the work of Isaac Newton, undoubtedly the central ĕgure of the scientiĕc revolution.

2. Preliminary Findings

Newton was interested in biology since his student days. His Cambridge University note-
books attest that he not only studied the leading physiological theories of his time, but con-
ducted experiments on the physiology of perception.1 Interestingly, scholars have been
well-aware of these notebooks for the past 40 years,2 but not much has been made of the
link between Newton’s physiological experiments and his physics. e reason, I believe, is
that the link runs through an unexpected disciplinary domain: theology.

For Newton, as humans are capable of perceiving and moving their bodies, so God is ca-
pable of perceiving and moving all bodies. Human action is limited to the human body, of
course, but this was not a limit placed on God. Rather, Newton held that God’s perception
took place throughout the “immensity of space,” throughout what he came to call, in anal-
ogy with the human body, God’s “sensorium”.3 is physiological link provided him with
an inductive research program in physics: In order to ĕnd out how everything moves—i.e.,
how God perceives and controls bodies—ĕrst determine the nature of human perception,
then extrapolate to God. Physiology, through its analogy with divine perception, provided
an inroad to physics.

To discover the nature of human perception, Newton conducted experiments on how im-
ages are transferred from the eyes to the brain. With rather striking proĕciency, he was able
to isolate the (tiny!) optic nerve and hypothesized that the only medium of image trans-
mission consistent with the structure of the nerve was an exceedingly rare “aether,” a sub-
stance so ĕne that it could transmit the motion of small particles but could not affect or be
affected by them. Visual images from the eye, encoded by these small particles, thus ‘Ęoated’
through the optic nerve to the brain, where they were decoded. Voluntary motions worked
in the same way, but in reverse: motions started in the brain and lead out to the rest of the
body through the ‘aetherial’ nervous system.

1. ese notebooks are recently available at: http://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-ADD-03996/.
2. J. E. McGuire and M. Tamny, Certain Philosophical Questions: Newton’s Trinity Notebook (Cambridge:

cup, 1983).
3. Isaac Newton, e Principia, Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy: A New Translation, trans.

I. Bernard Cohen and Anne Whitman (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1999 (1726)), 942
and Martin Tamny, “Newton, Creation, and Perception,” Isis 70, no. 1 (1979): 48–58.
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When Newton was pressed by his contemporaries to explain how his curious “universal
gravitation” worked, he invoked this aetherial mechanism. Gravity, by itself, was deemed
rather counterintuitive in the late 17th century: How, aer all, could every bit of matter in
the universe attract every other bit of matter without the intervention of some medium?
How does gravity ‘reach’ from one bit to another? An aetherial explanation answered such
questions: what connects bits of matter to one another is the aether, an exceedingly rare
substance that carries the gravitational force but does not affect and is not affected by bodies
moving through it. Moreover, the aether behaves according to exact mathematical propor-
tions because it is not a chaotic, unruly Ęuid, but is the mechanism by which God directs
the motion of bodies according to his ĕxed laws; namely; the laws of motion and gravity.
e physical explanation thus mirrored the physiological one.

Although this explanation of gravitation was mostly abandoned in the years aer Newton’s
death, it is not a mere footnote in the history of science. Partly through Newton’s repeated
invocation of the “aether,” the mysterious physical mechanism became entrenched in the
language of physics, popping up over the next 300 years to explain any motion that seemed
otherwise inexplicable. By the end of the 19th century, for example, light itself—then con-
sidered a wave, but a wave in what medium?—was explained as a propagation in the aether,
a conception that was rejected only through the work of Einstein and the Michelson-Morely
experiment. Mendeleev, in the 1870s, even tried to place the aether in his newly-formulated
periodic table below the lightest element, hydrogen. Yet the beginnings of this story in New-
ton and his physiological research is mostly unknown and in need of signiĕcant historical
and conceptual clariĕcation.

3. Plan ofWork

I intend to use the Ta Summer Support fellowship to Ęesh out the historical evidence for
the above sketch and to answer the following crucial questions regarding Newton’s use of
the aether. First, little is known about the nature of Newton’s experiments. Where did he
learn to operate on the optic nerve? Did he interact with Cambridge surgeons and members
of the faculty of medicine? What presuppositions were embodied in his experimental prac-
tice? Second, was his explanation of human perception novel or did he emulate explana-
tions already provided by the physiologists of his time? If the latter, did those explanations
have the same relation to theology as Newton’s? ird, evidence should be found to recon-
cile Newton’s avowed skepticism regarding arbitrary hypotheses in science (“Hypothesim
non ĕngo”) with his invocation of the aether. Since to modern eyes his ‘divine physiology’
seems rather arbitrary, on the basis of what evidence did argue that it was not an illicit ex-
trapolation from necessarily human faculties? Finally, Newton’s story needs to be tied back
to the overall historiography of the scientiĕc revolution, in order to further facilitate the re-
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orientation of the standard account away from the primacy of the physical sciences, towards
the now evident importance of the medical and life sciences.

Newton’s notebooks are recently available online, so the budget request is for summer salary
only. I am currently engaged in Newton-oriented projects (editing a volume for Oxford
University Press and writing a commissioned essay on his scientiĕc methodology), so am
steeped in the subject matter. I am conĕdent this project can be completed by Fall 2013. It
will contribute both to my reputation as a Newton scholar and to my engagement with the
cutting edge of scholarship on the life-sciences in the early-modern period.

Zvi Biener
Ta Summer Research Fellowship Proposal

Jan. 28, 2013 | p. 4



4. Budget Justification

RESEARCH SUPPORT BUDGET BREAKDOWN Amount

Summer Support $8000

TOTAL REQUESTED: $8000

All primary materials—Newton’s notebooks and laboratory notes—are recently available
through Cambridge University as high-res online scans. Material on other physiologists
working in Cambridge in the late seventeenth century in available directly from Cambridge,
or through secondary sources. Consequently, only summer support is requested.

Zvi Biener
Ta Summer Research Fellowship Proposal

Jan. 28, 2013 | p. 5



ZVI BIENER

Department of Philosophy 
McMicken Hall, 261B
ML 0374
Cincinnati OH 45221
Tel: 513-556-6329

Tel: 513-556-6341
Tel: 513-827-8463

zbiener@gmail.com
http://homepages.uc.edu/~bienerzi/

EDUCATION
2008  Ph. D. History and Philosophy of Science, University of Pittsburgh.
2005 M. A. Philosophy, University of Pittsburgh.
1995 B. A. Philosophy, with Honors, Rutgers University. 
1995 B. A. Physics, with university wide High Honors, Rutgers University.

ACADEMIC APPOINTMENTS
2011 – present. Assistant Professor (tenure-track). University of Cincinnati.

2008 – 2011. Assistant Professor (tenure-track). Western Michigan University.

2007 – 2008. Lecturer. Western Michigan University.

PUBLICATIONS

Edited Books:

Biener, Zvi and Schliesser, Eric (2013). Newton & Empiricism. Oxford University Press. Under 
Contract.

Peer Reviewed:

Biener, Zvi and Smeenk, Chris (2012). “Cotes’ Queries: Newton’s Empiricism and Conceptions 
of Matter”. In Janiak, Andrew and Schliesser, Eric (eds.). Interpreting Newton, Cambridge 
University Press.
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Modern Philosophy. Malincrav, Romania; July 2008.
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