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The Scientific Revolution brought a new mechanical conception of nature, which enabled westerners to discover and explain the laws of nature mathematically. They came to see nature as composed of matter and governed by force. This construction rendered the world knowable and manageable. With the Scientific Revolution came a new mathematics, calculus, but philosophers became convinced that all nature could be expressed mathematically. Mathematics became so complex that John Locke (1632-1704) could not understand the mathematics used by Newton in the Principia. The medieval understanding of the world rested on a blend of Christian and Greek thought. The explanations given by Aristotle for the motion of heavy bodies permeated medieval scientific literature. Aristotle’s physics fitted into his cosmology, or world picture. The earth lay at the center of the universe, and everything revolved around it. Aristotle presumed that since the planets were round, the most natural movement for them should be circular, for it is perfect motion. His sciences were unified. He could put the earth at the center of the universe. He presumed that all the planets were held in their orbits by luminous spheres, or tracks. These spheres possessed a certain reality, although invisible to humans, and became known as the crystalline spheres. He believed that everything in motion had been moved by something else that was in motion. By inference, this belief led back to some object or being that began the motion. Christians said that it was God. For Aristotle, who did not know an afterlife or a single God, this was meaningless. Aristotle’s cosmology never gained that status of orthodoxy by the Greeks, but by the 2nd century in Alexandria, Ptolemy produced the Almagest, and handbook of Greek astronomy based on Aristotle’s theories. By the Late Middles Ages, Ptolemy’s handbook was standard astronomical wisdom. As late as the 17th century, Europeans still believed that the earth held the central position, a century after Copernicus proved otherwise. In the 13th century, Thomas Aquinas adapted Aristotle’s thought to Christian beliefs. He emphasized that order pervaded nature and that every effect has a cause. The tendency in his thought was to search for these causes-to ask why things move, rather than how they move. Aquinas insisted that nature proves God’s existence; God is the first cause of everything. Despite his adaptations, the church condemned many of Aristotle’s theories in 1277. Medieval thinkers integrated the cosmology of Ptolemy and Aristotle into a Christian framework that made the earth separate from the other planets. Earth could not compare with the heavens in spirituality, but God placed it in the center of the universe. Earth deserved this position because only here was the drama of salvation performed. This view of the universe was about to be shattered by the Scientific Revolution. The scholastics (Aquinas’ followers) argued that matter was lifeless, and that form gave it shape and identity, soul being form. The mechanical philosophy of the Revolution denied the existence of form. Matter was composed of atoms, which were impenetrable and governed by the laws of force. Such a conception of nature threatened medieval and Christian doctrine. Plato taught that the philosopher must look beyond the appearance into an invisible reality which is abstract, simple, and best explained mathematically. Renaissance Platonists interpreted him from a Christian perspective, and they believed that the Platonic search for truth about nature was an aspect of the search for God. The Italian universities became centers were the revival of Plato flourished among teachers, who came to be known as Neo-Platonists. Central to their curriculum was philosophy, math, music, Greek and Latin, and sometimes Arabic. Those languages made knowledge available. The thinkers of the Scientific Revolution were inspired by Neo-Platonism. There revered Plato’s search for a truth that was abstract. The rediscovery of nature found expression in the study of anatomy, as well as in the study of objects in motion. Renaissance art shows this, and is somewhat linked to an interest in the natural world and to Neo-Platonism. The thinkers of the Revolution drew on a tradition of magic that went back to the ancient world. In the 1st and 2nd centuries, writers wrote about the magical approach to nature. They believed they were in contact with the Hermetic tradition. They believed there had once been an Egyptian priest, Hermes Trismegistus, who possessed knowledge about nature and forces in the universe. In the 2nd century, this tradition was written down. When Renaissance Europeans rediscovered these writings, they assumed the author to be Hermes. This literature glorified the magical. It stated that true knowledge comes from a contemplation of the One or Whole-a reality higher than and yet embedded in nature. Some of these writings say the sun was the symbol of this Oneness, which gave weight to a heliocentric view of the universe. This approach to nature incorporated Pythagorean and Neo-Platonic traditions. The early modern debt to Hermeticism could be expressed in ways that seem to be contradictory. The Renaissance followers of Hermes indulged in magic and science without seeing a difference. The Renaissance revival of ancient learning contributed a new approach to nature, one that was mathematical, experimental, and magical. The impulse to search for nature’s secrets presumes a degree of self-confidence best exemplified by the magician. One of the byproducts of the Scientific Revolution was that the main practitioners of the science repudiated magic, because of its secretiveness and association with culture and religion. 


