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The Creation of Science

Science has done much to shape both the world we
live in and the way in which we think about that
world. But what are the origins of science? What
came before science, and how and why was that
transformed into a new and progressive way of
thinking about and investigating our world? Who
were the people who effected this transformation?
When and where did science begin?

Prior to science, there was technology. People
knew how to do many useful things, without under-
standing quite why they happened, or why natural
phenomena occurred. When they attempted to
explain their world, it was in terms of myths and
anthropomorphic® gods. So thunder, lightning,
earthquakes and disease were all due to the actions
of the gods, while the origins of the world and
human beings were a matter of myth. These myths
often involved the sexual coupling of the gods—
such as those of sea and sky to create earth—since
procreation® was one of the few models for the pro-
duction of something new that the ancients pos-

sessed. These gods were supposed to have many

(Danthropomorphic/ ;@nfropau'mo:fik/adj. # . AR M€ HY
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human fallibilities®. They sometimes acted in
anger, jealousy or spite, and their actions were
often unpredictable to humans.

A good example here is the daily passage@ of
the sun across the sky. What do we see,and how
do we explain 1t? To a pre-scientiﬁc society , the
sun might well be a god driving his chariot® across
the heavens. Many primitive cosmologies® sup-
posed the universe to be hemispherical®. There
was a {lat earth with a hemispherical bowl of the
heavens above it. So the sun would disappear in
the evening and reappear each morning, but what
happened in between was a mystery—the subject
of myth. Many ancient societies could accurately
predict the time that the sun would rise, and at
what point on the horizon. Any sort of scientific
explanation of the sun or its motions, though, was
beyond them.

At some point,a new and more critical attitude
came about. People began to reject myths and
explanations in terms of the gods as arbitrary and
fanciful. Instead, they began to use theories for

which they could gather evidence and debate the

(Dfallibility/ feeli'biliti/n. 545 . 5%
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merits. They considered their world to be a natural
place,in the sense that it was free from supernatu-
ral intervention,and so in need of natural explana-
tions. Thunder and lightning were to be explained
in terms of storm clouds, and not the anger of the
gods. The world was now seen as a place where
events happened in a regular and predictable man-
ner,and were not dependent on the whims of the
gods.

In many ways, it is remarkable that science came
about at all. Science is not a ‘ natural’ activity in
the sense that it comes easily or instinctively to
humans. Technology , the ability to manipulate? our
environment to our benefit, may come relatively
easily; but science, involving understanding and
explaining our world, does not. Nor is science a
‘ natural’ way of thinking,as we can see from the
fact that the first societies were dominated by myth
and anthropomorphic deities. One might also con-
sider the prevalence@ of non-scientific thought in
the world today. Nor is science merely applied
common sense. Many of the ideas of science,even
at its very outset,have been quite contrary to com-
mon sense. Nor, one must say,was science a pro-

ductive activity in the sense that it would reap

(Dmanipulate/mo'nipjuleit/v. | FH , #EH\
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immediate material benefits. So why, and how, did
the transition to scientific thinking occur? Who was
responsible for it? These are the questions that this
book will investigate.

When and where this transformation occurred is
relatively easy to pin down. The first steps towards
scientific explanation were taken in ancient Greece
around 600 BC. Prior to that,the Babylonians and
the Egyptians had evolved advanced technologies,
but had not progressed beyond mythological expla-
nations. The Greeks drew deeply on these technolo-
gies, especially in astronomy, geometry and medi-
cine,and began to produce the first crude theories
of how the world might work in an entirely natural
manner. This book will follow the Greeks on their
adventure in this new type of thinking, looking at
the ideas and approaches that they created,and the
increasing sophistication of their theories. It will
also look at the social background that allowed
them to initiate and develop a radically new way of
looking at the world.

This book is not a comprehensive® treatment of
Greek science. That would require a work many
times longer than this. Rather, it attempts to cap-

ture the essence® and the spirit of the Greek

(Dcomprehensive/ kompri hensiv/odj. £WHY, ] 12K
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achievement, and something of the excitement of
the debate between the Greek thinkers. It attempts
to convey what the Greeks thought their world was
like,,and how they went about investigating it. The
Greek picture of the world is of great relevance for

several reasons:

1) It was formative for virtually all Western thought
down to the scientific revolution of the seven-
teenth century,not merely in science but in phi-
losophy and religion as well. The dominant mode
of thought—and most of the alternatives to it—
was a combination of Greek science, Greek phi-
losophy and Christian theology® ( which in turn
was deeply influenced by Greek philosophy and
theology ) . To understand the nature of the scien-
tific revolution, one needs to understand Greek
science and its strengths and weaknesses.

i1) The influence of Greek ideas did not come to an
end with the scientific revolution. Many of their
ideas,such as atomism ,are still alive and well,
and many of the principles laid down by the
Greeks for understanding and investigating the
universe are still valid today.

ii1) Greek science displays fascinating differences

from modern science. The spirit of investigation

Dtheology/0i’ slod3i/n. Fi*E




may have remained the same, but the content
of science has changed radically. The Greeks
had many wonderful ideas, but some look
somewhat strange to the modern eye,and some
are wrong. That is no great surprise, since we
are talking of the pioneers of science, and a
time gap of over two millennia®, What I shall
try to explain is why,given the resources avail-
able to the Greeks, intelligent people would
have found these ideas attractive. Often the

Greeks had very good reasons for their odder
beliefs.

The project begun by the ancient Greeks is one
that has deeply affected every aspect of thinking in
the modern world, and every aspect of our lives.
Our conception of the natural world traces its an-
cestry to the ancient Greeks, and our science has
its roots there. This book is the story of the origins
of a great quest to understand the world we live in,
a quest that continues today and that still owes a

great deal to its originators.
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