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In 1985 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer published their Leviathan and the air-
pump, the first integrated treatment of the role of the air-pump in seventeenth-
century science. The book soon acquired the status of the most authoritative
source on early air-pumps. Yet, Leviathan and the air-pump was not meant to be
a full account of the early history of these instruments. As Shapin and Schaffer
themselves put it, their objective was to study "the nature and status of ex-
perimental practices"." Their treatment of Boyle’s pneumatical research is a case
study in the social history of scientific knowledge. Roughly stated, their claim is
that the extent to which experiments were thought to provide scientific knowled-
ge, depended on the theoretical framework, the philosophical stance and the
political views of the scientist.

As one product of their variegated pursuit Shapin and Schaffer contributed
much to the historiography of the air-pump. In this paper, some additional
historical facts will be examined, from a somewhat different angle, to take the
analysis of the role of the air-pump in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
science one step further. At first glance, one might think that the air-pump had
settled the century-old vacuum debate. But this is not what happened, and, so
long as it was applied to the vacuum debate, the air-pump was of little sig-
nificance. It was only when Boyle employed the instrument to address entirely
new questions, that the air-pump became important. His usage of the ‘pneumat-
ical engine’ to search for the properties of a vacuum became very influential.
Many young scientists took much more interest in Boyle’s new branch of science
than in the old debate. During and after Boyle’s time the instrument gradually
changed from a specialist piece of equipment into a readily available demonstra-
tion tool. And in the course of this process the scientist’s role in designing and
constructing air-pumps was taken over by the instrument makers.

! Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the air-pump. Hobbes, Boyle and the
experimental life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 3.
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