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WAVE THEORY WITHIN THE CORPUSCULAR VIEW
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(School of Information Science and Engineering, Shandong University, Qingdao, Shandong 266237)
Abstract The “corpuscular theory” is an early viewpoint in classical optics, proposing that
light consists of tiny, indivisible particles propagating in straight lines. Newton, as one of its
principal advocate, suggested that the motion and interactions of light particles could explain
fundamental optical phenomena such as reflection and refraction. This paper examines how
the “corpuscular theory” accounts for interference, diffraction, and polarization—phenomena
typically associated with wave optics—and reveals the wave-like ideas it implicitly contains.
Newton introduced the concept of “fits” to explain interference from the perspective of particle
motion, while Malus and Biot further proposed laws governing the motion of light particles
under forces, theoretically unifying phenomena such as total reflection, interference, and po-
larization, thereby elevating the corpuscular theory to new heights. Although the theory re-
garded light as composed of particles, its explanations of polarization and interference already
incorporated periodic features characteristic of waves, albeit unconsciously. These early stud-
ies not only laid a solid experimental and theoretical foundation for the rise of the wave theo-
ry, but also vividly demonstrate the internal logic of scientific development—the opposition

and unity of contradictions. Incorporating this historical perspective into teaching can help

Wfm B #: 2025-08-09

EE&TH.: HEARPAIES(62205180) ; IR K AR HF B AT H —BIH .

BIEEE . 5, yuan. gao@sdu. edu. cn; ZE #§1 , liluxi@sdu. edu. cn,

SIcA&sC: MR R, LR S S G — BT U B S T, MBS TR, 2026,36(1) :102-106, 114,

Cite this article: GAO Y, LI L X. Opposition and unity in optics: Traces of wave theory within the corpuscular view[J]. Physics and Engi-
neering, 2026, 36(1): 102-106, 114. (in Chinese)



WS T Vol.36 No.l1l 2026

students better appreciate the complexity of scientific progress, cultivate critical thinking and

creativity, and inspire a strong interest in scientific inquiry.
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