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Note from the Publisher

This book attempts to introduce to its readers major chapters in the his-
tory of science. It tries to present science as a human endeavor - a great
achievement, and all the more human for it. In place of the story of progress
and its obstacles or a parade of truths revealed, this book stresses the con-
tingent and historical nature of scientific knowledge. Knowledge, science
included, is always developed by real people, within communities, answer-
ing immediate needs and challenges shaped by place, culture and historical
events with resources drawn from their present and past.

Chronologically, this book spans from Pythagorean mathematics to
Newton'’s Principia. The book starts in the High Middle Ages and proceeds
to introduce the readers to the historian’s way of inquiry. At the center of
this introduction is the Gothic Cathedral - a grand achievement of human
knowledge, rooted in a complex cultural context and a powerful metaphor
for science. The book alternates thematic chapters with chapters concen-
trating on an era. Yet it attempts to integrate discussion of all different
aspects of the making of knowledge: social and cultural settings, challenges
and opportunities; intellectual motivations and worries; epistemological
assumptions and technical ideas; instruments and procedures. The cathe-
dral metaphor is evoked intermittently throughout, to tie the many themes
discussed to the main lesson: that the complex set of beliefs, practices and
institutions we call science is a particular, contingent human phenomenon.

The wide scope and varied audience of this book required sacrificing
footnotes for the sake of fluency - not without some professional anxiety -
and I provide exact references only for direct quotations. The place of refer-
encing within the text is taken by a list of Suggested Readings at the end of
each chapter, and the book’s main resources are in the “Secondary Sources”
part of these. For any factual error I bear full responsibility. The “Primary
Texts” listed in the Suggested Readings are easily accessible, English trans-
lations of sources from the period or theme discussed. For the instructor,
they should serve as suggestions for tutorial readings; for the student, they
present an exercise in the interpretation of texts remote in place and time.
The discussion questions are offered to help the instructor in preparing for
tutorials, and the reader may find in them clues to the main insights that
the story attempts to convey.
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