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The critical factor in the Scientific Revolution was the acceptance and use of the sciences by the elite. Without it, the knowledge would have remained the knowledge of few, or even a heretical approach to nature. Access to the printing press was also critical to the acceptance of the mechanical understanding of nature. Another factor was the dream that mechanical knowledge offered power to governments and industries. This dream caused people to give money to academies. The achievements of the new science were institutionalized in academies dominated by the state or by the elite. The academies became centers for the dissemination of science when many universities were hostile to its attack on scholasticism. The new learning was first applied in England during the latter half of the 18th century. The mechanics that improved the steam engine and utilized it in coal mining and water engineering stemmed from Newton. The road from the Scientific Revolution led to the Industrial Revolution. Political factors affected it too. Descartes’ emphasis on order can be understood in relation to the chaos in France. He stressed the order and stability coming from the new science. While he struggled to create the philosophical foundations for order and authority, Boyle and Newton formulated a philosophy of nature that required the rule of law. They sought order in nature that could be copied by the elite without the absolute authority of a monarch. Newton’s universe was ruled by law, and his universe would become a model for Britain in the 18th century. The Scientific Revolution shattered the medieval view of the universe. The universe was now viewed as a giant machine functioning according to universal laws, which could be expressed mathematically. The methodology that produced this view played a crucial role in reorienting Western thought. In the late Middle Ages, most men were learning Aristotelian physics. By the mid 18th century, Newtonian science and the dissemination of useful learning had become the goal of the educated classes. All knowledge could emulate scientific knowledge: it could be based on observation, experimentation… This new approach used the scientists of the 16th and 17th centuries as proof that no institution had a monopoly on truth; the scientific approach would yield knowledge overnight if properly applied for the common good. Such an outlook gave thinkers new confidence in the power of mind over matter. Thus, the reformers of the 18th century would seek to create and Age of Enlightenment. The Scientific Revolution weakened Christianity. God’s role in a mechanical universe was not clear. Newton argued that God set everything in motion and left room for miracles. Soon other Christian teachings came under attack as contrary to the standards of the new science. Other philosophers’ teachings led thinkers to question the validity of Christian teachings. Theology became a separate and irrelevant area of thought. Magic, witchcraft, and astrology were regarded with disdain. The Scientific Revolution widened the gap between the rich and the poor. The masses of people remained devoted to Christianity. In Catholic countries, hostility toward scientific ideas gathered strength in the early 1600’s. The mentality of the Counter Reformation enabled lesser minds to exercise their fears against any idea they regarded as suspicious. Galileo was caught in this, and the Copernican system was condemned by the church in 1616. In Spain and Poland, it was not taught until the 1770’s. Science had become a Protestant phenomenon. Science also proved to be more compatible with Protestant emphasis on individual striving and material gain. The Scientific Revolution laid the groundwork for the Age of Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. 


