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Bodies, particles, and corpuscles in Newton's Principia

In his Principia (mathematica Philosophiae naturalis) Newton considers the motion of bodies, their change in space with time. Accordingly he carefully discusses and defines the notions of space and time right at the beginning. But even looking closer into the Principia there is neither a definition of a body nor an explanation. Moreover, Newton applies his laws also to ‘particles’ and ‘corpuscles’, without defining the difference or relationship between these three concepts. And beyond he also uses the word ‘matter’ without making the connection to the foregoing concepts. Although Newton apparently envisages a body to be rigid and to be built from (smaller) particles he does not enter the question of how the body is formed by particles or corpuscles and in particular, why bodies are stable under the influence of gravitational forces exerted by other bodies. 

If some of these circumstances are touched upon at all in the literature, it is customary to refer to some of Newton’s other published and unpublished works, where he is said to have expressed ideas about the constitution of matter. But in view of the outstanding consistency and the carefully designed logical composition of the Principia, it is amazing that the concepts body, particle, and corpuscle are not presented in the Principia, though Newton certainly was aware of their importance. Moreover, when understanding the Principia as an antithesis to Descartes’ ‘Principia philosophiae’ a discussion of the forms of appearance of matter is also lacking. Why did Newton not state his suppositions concerning bodies (and fluids) in the Principia as he did for space and time?
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