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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF A
TIMELESS PHRASE

Few quotations in the
history of human

thought have
resonated as
powerfully and

persistently as "On the
Shoulders of Giants."
This elegant metaphor,
often attributed to Sir
Isaac Newton,
encapsulates a
profound truth about
the cumulative nature
of knowledge,
creativity, and human
progress. At its heart,
the phrase

acknowledges that
every breakthrough,
every discovery, and
every work of genius is
built upon the
foundations laid by
those who came
before. It is a humble
nod to the past and an
inspiring call to
contribute to the
future. This article
explores the rich
history, deep meaning,
and wide-ranging
influence of the "On
the Shoulders of
Giants" quote,
examining why it
continues to be a
cornerstone of
intellectual and
creative philosophy
across centuries and


https://everybodystreet.com/

disciplines.

THE MOST
FAMOUS
ATTRIBUTION: SIR
ISAAC NEWTON

The version of the
quote most recognized
today comes from a
letter written by Sir
Isaac Newton in 1675
to his fellow scientist
Robert Hooke. In the
midst of a scientific
debate about optics,
Newton wrote: "If |
have seen further it is
by standing on the
shoulders of giants."
This single sentence
has become a
shorthand for scientific
humility,
acknowledging that
even the most
revolutionary
discoveries are part of
a longer conversation.

Newton’s use of the
phrase is particularly
fascinating given his

complex relationship
with Hooke. Some
historians suggest that
the remark carried an
ironic or even sarcastic
undertone, as Hooke
was a man of short
stature and the two
were rivals. Regardless
of any personal
subtext, the phrase
itself transcended its
immediate context.
Newton, one of the
most brilliant minds in
history, used this
metaphor to explain
that his work was not
born in a vacuum. He
stood upon the insights
of Copernicus, Galileo,
Kepler, and countless
others whose patient
work had charted the
heavens and laid the
groundwork for his
laws of motion and
universal gravitation.

HISTORICAL
ROOTS: WHO SAID

2 On The Shoulders Of Giants

2024-01-31

Quote



On The Shoulders Of Giants Quote 3

IT FIRST?

While Newton
popularized the
phrase, the sentiment
has much older roots.
The concept of
dwarves standing on
the shoulders of giants
is frequently traced
back to the 12th
century and the
medieval philosopher
Bernard of Chartres.
His original
formulation, recorded
by John of Salisbury in
the 12th-century work
Metalogicon, is
considered the earliest
known expression of

the idea. Bernard
compared modern
scholars (his

contemporaries) to
dwarves perched on
the shoulders of giants
(the ancients). He
argued that they could
see farther than the
ancients, not because
their own vision was

sharper, but because
they were physically
lifted higher by the
giants’ immense
stature.

This metaphor spread
through medieval and
Renaissance

intellectual circles. It
was used by thinkers
to express both
admiration for classical
knowledge and the

belief that it was
possible, indeed
necessary, to build

upon that knowledge.
The "dwarves on the
shoulders of giants"
idea acknowledges the
debt owed to the past
while justifying the
pursuit of new
discoveries. It was a
way of saying that the
present could surpass
the past, precisely
because it honored the
past as a foundation,
not a ceiling.




matuECONSTRUCTING

THE METAPHOR® The Cumulative

WHAT DOES IT

REALLY MEAN?

The beauty of the "On
the Shoulders of
Giants" quote lies in its
layered meaning. It is
not simply a polite
thank-you to previous
generations. At its
core, the metaphor
offers  several key
insights:

e Humility in
Achievement:
The quote is a
powerful antidote
to arrogance. It
reminds even the
greatest
innovators that
their work is
derivative in the
best possible
sense. No one
starts from zero.
Recognizing the
contributions of
others is a sign
of intellectual

Nature of
Progress:
Science, art, and
philosophy are
not isolated
events. They are
collaborative,
multi-
generational
projects. Each
generation
inherits a body of
knowledge, adds
its own
discoveries, and
passes a larger
body of
knowledge to the
next.
Perspective
and Vision: The
metaphor
literally suggests
a higher vantage
point. Standing
on a giant’s
shoulders allows
one to see a
wider horizon. In
an intellectual
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sense, this
means that by
mastering the
work of those
who came
before, we gain
the perspective
necessary to ask
new questions
and solve more
complex
problems.
Community
Over
Individuality:
While Western
culture often
celebrates the
lone genius, this
quote
emphasizes
community and
continuity. It
suggests that
greatness is
rarely a solo
performance but
a relay race, with
each runner
passing the
baton of insight.

THE QUOTE IN
SCIENCE AND
INNOVATION

Nowhere is the "On the
Shoulders of Giants"
philosophy more
evident than in the
history of science. The
scientific method itself
is built on this
principle. Scientists
spend years studying
the work of their
predecessors before
even attempting their
own experiments.
Every peer-reviewed
paper begins with a
literature review, a
formal

acknowledgment of the
"giants" upon whom
the current research
stands.

Consider the example
of Albert Einstein. His
theory of relativity did
not emerge from
nothing. It was built
upon the classical
mechanics of Newton



(the giant), the
mathematical

frameworks of
Riemann and
Minkowski, and the
experimental puzzles
posed by the

Michelson-Morley
experiment. Einstein,
like Newton before
him, saw further
because he stood on a
giant’s shoulders. The
same can be said for
the discovery of the
structure of DNA, the
development of
guantum mechanics,
and the creation of the
internet. Each
monumental leap
forward is a testament
to the collaborative,
incremental nature of
discovery.

In the modern world of
technology and
innovation, the quote
has been embraced by
entrepreneurs and
inventors. Steve Jobs
famously referenced

the importance of
standing on the
shoulders of giants
when discussing the
development of the
graphical user
interface (GUI), which
was pioneered by
Xerox PARC. This open
acknowledgment of
borrowing and building
upon existing ideas is a
hallmark of successful
innovation ecosystems.

An
Example
from
Computin
g:
Google's
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"Standing

on the
Shoulders

of Giants"

One of the most direct
modern references to
the quote comes from
the tech industry.
Google Scholar, the
academic search
engine, proudly
displays the phrase
"Stand on the
shoulders of giants" as
its motto. This is a
deliberate and
powerful choice. It
signals that the
platform is designed to
help researchers find
and build upon the vast
body of existing
scholarly work. It
embodies the idea that
the best research is not
created in isolation but

through a deep
engagement with the
literature that has
come before. The
phrase serves as both
a mission statement
and a philosophical
anchor for the service.

APPLICATIONS
BEYOND SCIENCE:
ART, LITERATURE,
AND BUSINESS

The wisdom of the "On
the Shoulders of
Giants" quote extends
far beyond the
laboratory. It is a
universal principle that
applies to virtually
every field of human
endeavor.

In Art and
Literature

Every artist and writer
is influenced by the
giants who preceded
them. T.S. Eliot wrote




extensively about the
"tradition" in his essay
"Tradition and the
Individual Talent,"
arguing that the best
new art is created
through a deep
awareness of and
conversation with the
art of the past. Great
painters study the
masters. Great
musicians transcribe
the solos of their idols.
The Romantic poets
were deeply influenced
by Milton, who was
deeply influenced by
the Bible and classical
texts. The tapestry of
culture is woven from
threads borrowed and
transformed from
previous generations.
The concept of
"originality" is often
misunderstood; true
originality, in this light,
is not about creating
something from
nothing, but about
making a new and

meaningful synthesis
of existing ideas.

In
Business
and
Leadershi

P

Successful business
leaders often talk
about learning from
the failures and
successes of their
predecessors. The
concept of "best
practices" is a direct
application of the
shoulders-of-giants
philosophy. Instead of
reinventing the wheel,
wise leaders stand on
the shoulders of those
who have already
solved certain
problems. Venture
capitalists often look
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for startups that can
"disrupt" an industry,
but even disruption is a
form of standing on the
shoulders of giants.
The  disruptor  first
understands the
existing paradigm (the
giant) and then uses
that understanding to
build something that
makes it obsolete.
Management theories,
from Lean to Agile to
Six Sigma, are all built
upon the accumulated
wisdom of previous
thinkers.

COMMON
MISINTERPRETATI
ONS AND
CRITICISMS

Despite its widespread
popularity, the "On the
Shoulders of Giants"
quote is sometimes
misunderstood. One
common

misinterpretation s
that it promotes blind
deference to authority

or tradition. This is not
the case. The
metaphor is not about
worshiping the past; it
is about using the past
as a launching pad for
the future. It
encourages one to
climb up, see more,
and then contribute
something new.

Another criticism is
that the metaphor can
be used to dismiss the
contributions of
marginalized or less-
famous thinkers.
Historically, the
"giants" were often
those with access to
power and resources.
Modern scholarship is
actively working to
broaden the canon and

recognize the
contributions of
women, people of

color, and non-Western
thinkers whose work
was previously
overlooked. The
philosophy behind the



quote remains valid,
but it challenges us to
be more inclusive in
who we recognize as
giants. The shoulders
we stand on belong to
a diverse and global
community of thinkers.

There is also a risk of
"gigantism," where the
authority of a great
figure becomes so
overwhelming that it
stifles new ideas. This
happened for a time in
physics after Newton,
when his authority was
used to resist new
discoveries. The
healthy application of
the quote requires a
balance between
honoring the past and
maintaining the
courage to challenge it.

THE QUOTE IN
POPULAR CULTURE
AND EVERYDAY
LANGUAGE
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Shoulders of Giants"
has permeated popular
culture. It appears in
books, movies,
speeches, and even as
the title of a bestselling
book by Stephen

Hawking, who
compiled a collection
of classic scientific

texts to illustrate this
very principle. It is
used in
commencement
speeches to remind
graduates of their debt
to teachers, parents,
and previous
generations. It is a go-
to phrase for any
context that requires
an acknowledgment of
heritage and
foundation.

In everyday language,
people might say, "We
are standing on the
shoulders of giants,”
when referring to the
legacy of civil rights

The phrase "On the activists, pioneering
doctors, or
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technological
inventors. It has
become a shorthand
for gratitude and
recognition of
collective effort. The
phrase has a gravitas
that elevates
conversation,
reminding us that our
present achievements
are part of a larger,
ongoing story.

WHY THE QUOTE

ENDURES

The "On the Shoulders
of Giants" quote
endures because it
speaks to a
fundamental truth
about the human
condition. We are
historical creatures.

We are born into a
world that is already
rich with knowledge,
culture, and
infrastructure. The
quote provides a
framework for
understanding our

11

place in this world. It
gives us a model for
how to relate to the
past: not as a burden
to be escaped, but as a
gift to be used and

then passed on,
enriched.
In an age of

information overload
and rapid change, the
quote is more relevant
than ever. It
encourages us to be
discerning about what
knowledge we build
upon. It teaches us the
value of history,
mentorship, and
collaboration. It warns
against the hubris of
thinking we are the
first to have good
ideas. It is a call to
both humility and
ambition—stay
grounded in the
wisdom of the past, but
aim to see a little
further.




LEGACY WE BUILD

The "On the Shoulders
of Giants" quote is far
more than a clever
turn of phrase. It is a
profound philosophical
insight into the nature
of progress and
creativity. From its
origins with Bernard of
Chartres to its famous
articulation by lIsaac
Newton and its
continued wuse in
modern science, art,
and business, the
metaphor has proven
to be an enduring and
essential guide for how
we grow. It reminds us
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that no on€CNCIKEUSION: THE

greatness alone and
that our greatest
contributions are made
possible by the work of
those who came before
us. As we continue to
innovate and explore,
this quote challenges
us to be worthy of the
giants upon whose
shoulders we stand
and to become giants
ourselves for the
generations that will
follow. The journey of
knowledge is a never-
ending ascent, and the
view from the
shoulders of giants
remains the most
inspiring vista of all.
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