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And the Nature of Science
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Rerum fores aperuisse, Anaximander Milesius traditur primus.

It is said that Anaximander of Miletus first opened the doors of nature.

—Pliny, Natural History 2
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Figure 1a, left. Most early human civilizations viewed the world as the Heavens above and the Earth below. Figure 1b, right. The ancient Greeks saw the Earth as a stone floating in space.




CONCLUSION

Anaximander’s Heritage

I have considered the legacy of Anaximander from the point of view of a contemporary scientist, and I have used this analysis to reflect on the nature of scientific thinking.

Anaximander emerges as a giant of human thinking, standing at one of the deep roots of modernity. It was he who created what the Greeks called Περὶ φÚσεως ἱστορία, peri phuseos istoria (hence “physics”), the “inquiry into nature,” giving birth to a tradition that would form the basis for the entire scientific revolution to come. Even the literary form of this tradition, a treatise in prose, starts with him. His is the first rational view of the natural world. For the first time, the world of things and their relations is seen as directly accessible by the investigation of thought.

In the words of Daniel Graham, “Anaximander’s project, in any case, proved in the hands of his successors a program capable of endless development and, in light of its modern incarnation, productive of the greatest advances in knowledge the world has ever known. In a sense his private project has become the grand quest for knowledge of the world.”1

Anaximander is the first geographer. The first biologist, contemplating the possibility that living beings evolved over time. He is the first astronomer, making a rational study of the movements of heavenly bodies and seeking to reproduce them with a geometrical model. He is the first to propose two conceptual tools that would prove fundamental to scientific activity: the idea of natural law, guiding the unfolding of events over time and by necessity; and the use of theoretical terms to postulate new entities, hypostases used to make sense of the observable world. More important, Anaximander founds the critical tradition that forms the basis of today’s scientific thinking: he follows his master’s path while at the same time searching for his master’s mistakes.

Finally, Anaximander realizes the first great conceptual revolution in the history of science. For the first time, the map of the world is redrawn in depth. The universality of falling bodies is questioned, and a new image of the world is proposed, where space is not structured in “up” and “down,” and the Earth floats free in space. It is the discovery of the worldview that will characterize the West for centuries, the birth of cosmology, and the first great scientific revolution. Even more, it is the discovery that scientific revolutions are possible: in order for us to understand the world, we must be aware that our worldview may be mistaken and we can redraw it.

This is the main characteristic of scientific thinking: what seems most obvious to us about the world can be false. Scientific thinking is, therefore, a continuous quest for novel ways of conceptualizing the world. Knowledge is born from a respectful but radical act of rebellion against what we currently think. This is the richest heritage the West has bequeathed to today’s global culture, its finest contribution.

This act of rebellion is a
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Figure 19. Earth indeed floats in space, suspended in a void.
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