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This is a lively, versatile and controversial book about the conceptual structure of the Scientific Revolution in the seventeenth century. It is not intended, however, as a systematic exposition of the development of ideas during that period nor is it an attempt to explain the philosophical assumptions of the scientists who were the pioneers of the new way of looking at the world. It systematically neglects all questions of origin, influence, actual formation of ideas, or the vagaries of their history. It could be described as Platonic inasmuch as it attempts to discover the real, hidden, essential structure in the thought of the scientists who fashioned our modern understanding of the world. It might also be described as a philosopher’s musing about the history of science in the seventeenth century. Taken in this spirit it is a useful and provocative reminder that detailed scholarship is no substitute for critical reflection. Historians will find that Bechler rides roughshod over much of the available evidence, but they will be challenged by the question that he raises about basic issues in historiography. Bechler’s strategy is to examine the writings of prominent historians of science and to ask why their interpretations are at variance. The answer, he suggests, lies in their implicit epistemological and philosophical commitments. For instance, in a provocative chapter on the historiography of Newton’s absolute space, he examines the views of R.S. Westfall, and I. Bernard Cohen. Bechler argues that Westfall’s analysis is based on a blend of Aristotelianism and positivism inspired by Ernst Mach. Westfall asks whether Newton’s insistence on absolute motion had any practical consequences for his mechanics when we consider the direction in which his dynamics was tending, by which Westfall means the elimination of inertia as a causal force. Bechler argues that the question is both misleading because we cannot say that Newton’s dynamics was taking a new direction and irrelevant because Newton was not concerned about the practical consequences of his physics the way a modern physicist is. Turning to Cohen, Bechler attacks the importance that Cohen ascribes to the expression quantum in se est. These words were used by Newton himself and I.B. Cohen traces the expression (which literally means “as much as there is in it”) to Descartes’ first law of nature and further back to Lucretius to arrive at the conclusion that both Newton and Descartes were using quantum in se est in a way that transforms the language of the new physics. Bechler objects that although Descartes used a Lucretian phrase this does not entail that he understood it in a Lucretian sense, and that although Newton repeats a Cartesian phrase we should not assume that he subscribed to Descartes’ own sense. In fact neither could be the case since Descartes and Newton did not share an ontology of space, motion, force or God that is even remotely similar to Lucretius. Nature is different in each of the physical systems and so must be derivative concepts such as natural and naturally. According to Bechler, Cohen’s neglect of the fact that terms denote concepts which have meaning only within a given ontological and epistemological system is to be ascribed to a tacit Aristotelian interpretation of Cartesian and Newtonian physics.


Neither Westfall nor Cohen are as naïve as Bechler would have them. Although they offer no detailed justification of their method, they are both aware of the subtle interplay of words and concepts and they have repeatedly stressed the importance of seeing problems in their context. Bechler is entitled to raise philosophical issues but he damages his own case by assuming too readily that his questions are novel and his answers daring. He is right in emphasizing the perennial contribution of philosophical ideas to the history of science. He is less felicitous in his characterization of the way these ideas were understood at a given time and how they actually influenced the thought of the pioneers of the Scientific Revolution. 
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