
THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION
After 1648, Scientists began to challenge the teachings of the 
Church, as well as the ideas of Ptolemy, Aristotle, Galen, 
and other ancient authorities that had gained prominence 
during Renaissance Humanism. Participants in the 6FLHQWLȴF�
Revolution used empiricism, the idea that truth should be 
based on observation and experimentation, and rationalism, 
WKH�LGHD�WKDW�DQ\�VFLHQWLȴF�LGHDV�VKRXOG�EH�EDVHG�RQ�UHDVRQ�
rather than emotion, to form their conclusions using the 
6FLHQWLȴF�0HWKRG�

Galileo� XVHG� WKH� REVHUYDWLRQDO� WHFKQLTXHV� RI� WKH� 6FLHQWLȴF�
Method, in combination with the Renaissance era ideas 
of Copernicus, to argue for� KHOLRFHQWULVP. His ideas led 
WR� LPPHGLDWH� FRQȵLFW� ZLWK� WKH� &DWKROLF� &KXUFK� DQG� WKH�
Inquisition, which accused him of KHUHV\. He was forced to 
recant before spending the rest of his life under house arrest. 
2WKHU� VFLHQWLȴF� WKLQNHUV� GXULQJ� WKH� 6FLHQWLȴF� 5HYROXWLRQ� DOVR� IDFHG� FKDOOHQJHV� IURP� WKH� &DWKROLF� &KXUFK�� LQFOXGLQJ�
William Harvey��ZKR�EURNH�WKH�&KXUFKȇV�EDQ�RQ�DXWRSVLHV�WR�VWXG\�WKH�KXPDQ�ERG\��DQG�René Descartes, whose 
GHIHQVH�RI�GHGXFWLYH�UHDVRQLQJ�ODQGHG�KLV�ERRN�RQ�WKH�&KXUFKȇV�ΖQGH[�RI�3URKLELWHG�%RRNV. 
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NEOCLASSICISM
Enlightenment ideas about rationality and 
VHULRXVQHVV� LQȵXHQFHG� WKH� GHYHORSPHQW� RI�
1HRFODVVLFLVP� LQ� DUW� DQG� DUFKLWHFWXUH�� %RWK� DUW�
DQG� DUFKLWHFWXUH� GUHZ� LQVSLUDWLRQ� IURP� WKH� DUW� RI�
FODVVLFDO�DQWLTXLW\��7KH�YLVXDO�DUWV�ZHUH�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�
WKURXJK� WKH� XVH� RI� FOHDQ� OLQHV�� VWURQJ� VKDGLQJ��
DQG� WKH� DEVHQFH� RI� EUXVK� VWURNHV� LQ� SDLQWLQJV���
1HRFODVVLFDO�DUFKLWHFWXUH��VXFK�DV�WKH�&KXUFK�RI�/D�
0DGHOHLQH�LQ�3DULV��)UDQFH��IHDWXUHG�FROXPQV��IULH]HV�
WKDW� HPSKDVL]HG� FODVVLFDO� WKHPHV�� V\PPHWU\�� DQG�
GHFRUDWLYH�JDUODQGV��

THE ENLIGHTENMENT
Inspired by new innovations in astronomy, anatomy, and mathematics, 
many intellectuals in the eighteenth century started to apply the guiding 
SULQFLSOHV�RI� WKH�6FLHQWLȴF�5HYROXWLRQ� WR�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�VRFLHW\�DQG�
human institutions. Many Enlightenment� SKLORVRSKHV, such as -RKQ�
/RFNH and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, focused on the idea of the social 
contract��7KLV�ZDV�D�ZD\�RI� WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�
political leaders and the people they ruled that posited that rational 
governments should respect the will of the people as a political force, 
UDWKHU� WKDQ� VLPSO\� DOORZLQJ� WKH� UXOHU� WR� KDYH� XQFKHFNHG� SRZHU� E\�
claiming the GLYLQH�ULJKW�RI�NLQJV. 

$GDP�6PLWK�� DQRWKHU�(QOLJKWHQPHQW� WKLQNHU�� FKDOOHQJHG� WKH� LGHD�RI�
mercantilism by suggesting that a more rational way of promoting 
the economy of nations would be to foster free trade. He argued 
that HFRQRPLF�OLEHUDOLVP��GHȴQHG�DV�D�IUHH�PDUNHW�HFRQRP\��ZRXOG�
ultimately promote economic growth if each participant in the system 
was allowed to act in their own VHOI�LQWHUHVW. 



THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND GOVERNMENT
Government institutions were not immune from the intellectual challenges of 
the Enlightenment. Many states, especially those in the eastern and central 
Europe began to explore ways of combining some Enlightenment ideas with 
hereditary monarchy. (QOLJKWHQHG�DEVROXWLVW�PRQDUFKV, such as )UHGHULFN�
WKH�*UHDW�RI�3UXVVLD�GHYHORSHG�SROLFLHV�WKDW�UHȵHFWHG�(QOLJKWHQPHQW�LGHDV��
such as his decision to allow UHOLJLRXV�WROHUDQFH towards minorities in his 
territory. As a result of the power vacuum that resulted after the Holy Roman 
Empire declined after the 3HDFH�RI�:HVWSKDOLD, Prussia with its enlightened 
PRQDUFK\�WRRN�D�PRUH�DFWLYH�UROH�LQ�(XURSHDQ�DDLUV�

In western Europe, the ideas of the Enlightenment led to more direct 
challenges to the structure of national governments and concepts of hereditary 
VRFLDO�DXWKRULW\��5HVHQWPHQW�DJDLQVW�KHUHGLWDU\�PRQDUFK\�EHJDQ�WR�OHDG�WR�
increasing secularization and a gradual loss of authority for the Church and 
the hereditary nobility. In France, this discontent over hereditary authority 
would become a long term cause of the )UHQFK�5HYROXWLRQ.

18th-CENTURY SOCIETY AND CULTURE
In the %ULWLVK�$JULFXOWXUDO�5HYROXWLRQ, new agricultural technologies meant that 
PRUH�IRRG�FRXOG�EH�SURGXFHG�ZLWK�OHVV�HRUW��7KLV�OHG�WR�D�FKDLQ�UHDFWLRQ�ZKHUH�
the population expanded, and the new availability of healthy food, in conjunction 
with the development of 
the inoculation against 
VPDOOSR[, led to overall 
higher levels of health and 
higher life expectancies.  
The British Agricultural 
5HYROXWLRQ�DOVR�GLVSODFHG�
many people from rural 
areas who were forced to 
VHHN�LQFUHDVHG�HFRQRPLF�
opportunity in urban 
VHWWLQJV�� &LWLHV� RHUHG�
economic opportunities 
for the people displaced 
by agricultural technology, but also created social challenges for new urbanites 
and city governments that needed to address challenges of communal living and 
urban health and sanitation. Intellectual life in the cities centered around the 
FRHHKRXVHV, where people gathered together to discuss Enlightenment ideas.

With Europeans living longer overall, and infant mortality decreasing as a 
UHVXOW�RI�QHZ�VFLHQWLȴF� LQQRYDWLRQV��(XURSHDQV�EHJDQ�WR�GHGLFDWH�PRUH�WLPH�
and resources to domestic family life. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, notable 
for his Enlightenment ideas in political theory, also developed ideas about 
WKH� HGXFDWLRQ� RI� FKLOGUHQ� WKDW� HQFRXUDJHG� IUHH� WKLQNLQJ� DQG� UHGXFHG� URWH�
memorization in the classroom. 
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TIMELINE
 1632 Galileo publishes 

“Dialogue on the Two 
Chief Systems of the 
World,” which used 
VFLHQWLȴF�REVHUYDWLRQ�
to argue that the earth 
rotated around the sun.

 1648 The Peace of 
Westphalia ends the 
Thirty Years War and 
leads to the rise of 
Prussia in European 
politics. 

 1689 /RFNH�SXEOLVKHV�KLV�
“Second Treatise 
on Government,” 
which argues that 
governments derive 
their power through 
the consent of the 
governed. 

 1740 )UHGHULFN�WKH�*UHDW�
begins his reign 
in the Kingdom of 
Prussia. He attempts 
to implement many 
Enlightenment ideas 
while ruling as an 
absolute monarch.

 1776 Adam Smith 
challenges the 
principles of 
mercantilism in “The 
Wealth of Nations.”

CAUSATION
*XLGHG�E\�QHZ�PHWKRGV�RI�WKH�6FLHQWLȴF�5HYROXWLRQ��(QOLJKWHQPHQW�SKLORVRSKHV�EHJDQ�
to reevaluate the political structures and social values of European nations.

7KH�6FLHQWLȴF�5HYROXWLRQ�GHYHORSHG�D�QHZ�ZD\�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�ZRUOG�E\�SODFLQJ�DQ�
emphasis on observation and rationality, which led to advances in astronomy, anatomy, 

mathematics, and philosophy.


