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PROJECT

Biological Motion

  I am currently working on a book about biological motion.
The book takes its departure from my previous research on the notion of development that arose around 1800. I
have argued elsewhere that the concept of development was invented anew in this period, when the analysis of
development was translated into an analysis of motion, notably rhythmic motion. I want to incorporate those
insights and elaborate on the role of motion and its representations in modern biology in a broader and more
systematic perspective.
The basic premise of the work is that one of the central features of modern biology is its ability to account for
organic change: the growth of a plant, the development of the embryo, the metamorphosis of a larva into a
butterfly or even the transformation of a healthy into a diseased body are all phenomena in which change cannot
be accounted for in simple physical terms.
Developing a few historical case studies from the 19th century to the latest research, my aim is to explore how
biology developed a conceptual framework, practices, ways of seeing, forms and media of representation to
reformulate these transformations in terms of motion.
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"Tell me how to find you and I will tell you what you are."

On the motion of animate beings

  My project at Wiko is about the history of biological motion. Surprisingly, very little has hitherto been written on
the epistemology of motion in the life sciences - compared, for example, to studies on the concept of motion in
physics.

But motion was always a central category for the apprehension and conceptualization of living processes. My thesis
is that much of the history of modern biology could be told as the story of attempts to make sense of biological
motion. Historically considered, there is no single kind of "biological motion", but a multitude of ways in which
motion was perceived and envisioned in and around organisms.

The basic premise of the work is that one of the central features of modern biology is its ability to account for
organic change: the death of a cell, the growth of a plant, the development of the embryo, and the metamorphosis
of a larva into a butterfly are all phenomena in which change cannot be accounted for in simple physical terms. For
all and each of these examples, biology (and medicine) had to develop a conceptual framework that would enable a
rational, "scientific" explanation of these transformations. In many if not most of these cases, the explanation
amounted to a reformulation of these phenomena in terms of motion.

I argue that in the history of modern biology the epistemology of motion is a product of practices and theories,
ways of seeing and methods of representing, techniques and media of visualization, all inextricably interwoven.

In my talk I will present three historical case studies. In the first part I will argue that the concept of development
when it first emerged around 1800 was framed as motion. In the second I will examine whether and to what extent
the use of cinematographic techniques around 1900 introduced a new epistemology of motion, and in the final part
I will look at recent attempts to simulate motion, especially of cells.

Two questions I would like to think about in particular: 1) How and in what respect are the representation and
conceptualization of motion linked? 2) What concepts of animacy are put forward in the way motion is observed,
experimented upon, and visualized?
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