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There was no such thing as the Scientific Revolution, and this is a 1
book. about it."Some time ago, when the academic world offered
more certainty and more comforts, historians announced the real ex-
istence of a coherent, cataclysmic, and climactic event that funda- ”‘
mentally and irrevocably changed what people knew about the i
natural world and how they secured proper knowledge of that |
world. It was the moment at which the world was made modern, it
was a Good Thing, and it happened sometime during the period
from the late sixteenth to the early eighteenth century. In 1943 the
French historian Alexandre Koyré celebrated the conceptual changes
at the heart of the Scientific Revolution as “the most profound revo-
lution achieved or suffered by the human mind” since Greek antig-
uity. It was a revolution so profound that human culture “for
centuries did not grasp its bearing or meaning; which, even now, is
often misvalued and misunderstood.” A few years later the English
historian Herbert Butterfield famously judged that the Scientific i
Revolution “outshines everything since the rise of Christianity and "
reduces the Renaissance and Refortnation to the rank of mere e

sodes. . . . [It is] the real origin both of the modern world and of the
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modern mentality.” It was, moreover, construed as a conceptual revo-
lution, a fundamental reordering of our ways of thinking about the
natural. In this respect, a story about the Scientific Revolution might
be adequately told through an account of radical changes in the fun-
damental categories of thought. To Butterfield, the mental changes
making up the Scientific Revolution were equivalent to “putting on a
new pair of spectacles.” And to A. Rupert Hall it was nothing less
than “ana priori redefinition of the objects of philosophical and scien-
tific inquiry.”

This conception of the Scientific Revolution is now encrusted
with tradition. Few historical episodes present themselves as more
substantial or more self-evidently worthy of study. There is an estab-
lished place for accounts of the Scientific Revolution in the Western
liberal curriculuin, and this book is an attempt to fill that space eco-
nomically and to invite further curiosity about the making of early
modern science.! Nevertheless, like many twentieth-century “tradi-
tions,” that contained in the notion of the Scientific Revolution is not
nearly as old as we might think. The phrase “the Scientific Revolu-

"tion” was probably coined by Alexandre Koyré in1939;-and it first
“becamera book-title'in" Al Rupert Hall's The Scientific Revolution of
1’954.2 Before that time there was no event to be studied in the liberal
curriculum, nor any discrete object of historical inquiry, called the
Scientific Revolution. Although many seventeenth-century practi-
tioners expressed their intention of bringing about radical intellec-
tual change, the people who are said to have made the revolution
used no such term to refer to what they were doing.




