Ron Dennison

February 11th, 2004

Dennison, E

Western Civilization 2 - HIST 102


Religious and Political Reform spread throughout early modern European society


New Ideas such as scientific method, constitutionalism, heliocentrism, advancements in understanding anatomy, and religious reform helped change Europe during the Renaissance. Constant war, economic depression, and political religious and social reform inflicted major stress on the people of Europe, causing some to act out unfairly against other citizens. People challenging the traditional order of society forced those in power to reform their institutions and means of control over the people.


Michel de Montaigne, a resigned French magistrate, was also a philosopher.  After his resignation, he wrote about a need for tolerance and open mindedness.  Though he was a  catholic, he questioned certainty and revived the ancient doctrine of skepticism.  He also questioned the use of the words barbarian and savage to describe people of the new world, claiming that everyone used the words to describe anything that is not of their own country.  He was hated by protestants and catholics alike.


In 1543, Nicolaus Copernicus, a Polish clergyman, questioned the Greek astronomer Ptolomy's theory that the universe revolved around the earth, and beyond the planets and the sun was god who controlled it all.  Copernicus came up with the idea of heliocentrism which states that the earth and other planets revolve around the sun.  In the early seventeenth century, astronomers collected evidence that debunked Ptolomy's theory.


Galileo Galilei opposed the doctrine stating that the heavens were unchanging.  In 1609 he observed the sun, moon, and a number of planets with an improved telescope that he developed.  He came to find that none of them were perfect, and they were just as imperfect as the earth.  He supported The heliocentric view.  The catholic church didn't approve of his work since it challenged the bible.  In 1616, The Catholic church ordered him to stop teaching his ideas.  In 1633 the church forced him to appear in front of the inquisition.  Fearing torture or death, he publicly renounced his ideas and was placed under house arrest where he was only allowed to publish his work in the Dutch Republic which was a haven for scientists and thinkers who opposed the accepted ways of thinking.


Strides were also made in anatomy mostly during the sixteenth century. Andreas Vesalius published a text on the anatomy from witnessing dissections of the human body at Universities.  William Harvey used Dissection to examine the blood flow of the human body, claiming that the heart worked as a pump.  The scientific method based on systematic experiments and rational deduction was becoming popular and undermining the churches and their ancient beliefs.


Although Scientific method was based on logic, it was still closely linked with magic and alchemy.  Witchcraft was not a new idea in the seventeenth century, yet trials for people accused of being witches peaked between 1560 and 1640.  This was also the same time that new science was being developed and becoming popular.  In such chaotic times, witch trials served as an outlet for all of the stresses of society.  It also served as an agent of religious reform for both Protestants and Catholics.


Scientific thinking began to question one's ability to truly know if someone was a witch.  In 1693, jurors who convicted 20 witches in Salem Massachusetts admitted that they really had no way of knowing weather or not the people they convicted were witches. When physicians and judges believed in witches, they came to attack anyone who seemed like they might be a witch. When these people began thinking outside the normal way of thinking, they stopped persecuting people for being witches.


With Europe in a constant state of war between governments and churches, constant takeovers of land, political and religious reform, economic trouble, and the black plague, the people of the lands grew irritant. In the witch trials, people took their stress out on social recluses as witches. During the time of the plague, even the people already infected with the plague couldn't help but take their social stress out on other more fortunate individuals by infecting them. “Another thing might render the country more strict with respect to the citizens, and especially with respect to the poor... there was a seeming propensity or a wicked inclination in those that were infected to infect others”


In 1628, Charles I of England was forced not to raise taxes by the parliament which had been in effect for over one hundred years. The puritans strongly opposed the Anglican Prayer book. The Presbyterian Scots invaded Northern England in spite of the Anglican Prayer Book and Charles I called parliament into session to raise money for the war against the Scots. In 1642, Charles I and his army attacked parliament and attempted to arrest those who had opposed the King's power. This civil war lasted 4 years. “Some historians view the English civil war of 1642-1646 as the last great war of religion because it pitted Puritans against those trying to push the Anglican church toward Catholicism, but it should be considered the first modern revolution because it gave birth to democratic political and religious movements.”


Reform became a common trend during the early modern period in Europe.  Between astronomers reshaping the worlds view on how the universe is made up, Physicians conducting experiments on human bodies, Politicians and Clergymen conducting political and religious reform, and the black plague ravaging the land, Great change gave way to more change which continues even today. Many revolutions took place in Europe during early modern times, but one might even call early modern Europe it's self one big religious socio-political revolution.
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