
Three Most Significant Social Changes through Modern History (1500-1950) 

The three most significant social changes since the sixteenth century in order of importance are: the 

Reformation, the Printing Press and the Enlightenment. The reformation marks the impact on the 

relationship between the ruler and the ruled, specifically between the church and the congregation. The 

Printing Press allowed for the spread of knowledge which leads to the decrease in power of the church, and 

therefore the beginning of individualism. Lastly the Enlightenment showed the shift in relationship between 

power and knowledge and between the state and citizen. This led to the growth in individualism, secularism 

and rationalist belief.  

 ‘The Reformation is the event that probably more than any other shaped many of the fundamental patterns 

of the ideas and the assumptions by which we live’ (Evans  2006: 6) because it was the first successful 

challenge to the Catholic Church. It began in the early sixteenth century and is most famously marked by 

Martin Luther’s  95 Theses nailed on the church door of Wittenberg, questioning the religious authority of 

the Pope and the church (Luther, 1517). ‘He claimed that repentance can only be done through faith and not 

through sale of forgiveness to those who have sinned (Evans 2006: 7)’. This began the reformation in 

Germany as many people were dissatisfied with the Catholic Church’s approach to the sale of indulgences. 

Many followed Luther’s reformed New Testament Sermons, which was also implemented by Zwingli in 

Switzerland marking the beginning of their reformation towards Protestantism.  Other intellectuals that 

shared Luther’s views include John Calvin and Thomas Cranmer who all publicly debated the churches 

authority in explaining the world’s origin and order.  It was Thomas Cranmer who suggested to King Henry 

VIII, at the time known as ‘Defender of Faith’, a legal approach to absolve his marital problems that would 

not be absolved by the Catholic Church. This resulted in the Act of Supremacy declaring King Henry VIII 

the Supreme Head of the Church as he was no longer supported by the Roman Catholic Pope. Many civil 

and national wars divided Europe into the northern Protestantism and southern Catholicism, including the 

Thirty Years War between the Catholic Habsburg and German Princes. Max Weber argues that as a result of 

this historical religious movement, capitalism was developed. He believes that Protestants have shown a 

special tendency to develop economic rationalism which cannot be observed to the same extent among 



Catholics (Weber 2003 [1958]).  The reformation brought many drastic changes to Europe which aided in 

the movement of other social changes. (Evans 2006) 

Printing first arrived to Europe in the mid fifteenth century but was largely implemented during the sixteenth 

century. It allowed for the spread of knowledge and literacy to occur not just to people in authority, but also 

to their locals. It is argued that due to the printing of the bible, the Reformation was created. It allowed 

Luther’s messages to move rapidly through the community with a demoralising effect. Diarmaid 

MacCulloch stated that ‘the coming of printing changed the shape of religion’ (MacCulloch 2004: 73). This 

meant that religious authorities could no longer manipulate the manuscripts of the bible without being 

questioned or overthrown. Printing encouraged the spread of literacy during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century and people were able to deduce conclusions on their own without being confined to the Church’s 

ideologies. This was a great threat to the Catholic Church as they no longer had power over what 

information was shared with their public. It allowed for secular findings to be published, especially those of 

scientific nature that were highly unwelcomed by the church. This spread the ideas of people such as 

Aristotle and Copernicus across Europe, no longer confining the individual’s mentality to creationism. 

Printing granted scholars uncorrupted works in which they could continue to use to aid their own findings 

(Diderot, 1755). By the seventeenth century, this process lead to the Scientific Revolution of the 

Enlightenment and in turn drastically changed how Europeans examined the world. The spread of 

knowledge released the individual’s ideologies, which in turn made it more susceptible for individualism. 

(Evans 2006) 

It is commonly disputed when the Enlightenment period began. Some date it as far back as Descartes’ 

Discourse on the Method and others commonly associate it with the eighteenth century. The enlightenment 

is distinguished by the recognition of humanity and the use of reason as the source of authority. Descartes 

did not abolish the existence of God but he made belief subject to reason (Evans 2006).Following his 

theories, Immanuel Kant describes it as a man's emergence from his self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity is 

the inability to use one's own understanding without the guidance of another (Kant 1784). People thought 

that human social and political life moved in cycles; this was implemented by people of authority. But it was 

during the renaissance period that characters such as Copernicus, Galileo, Newton and Boyle created new 



knowledge which shifted the search of knowledge from past to future. Believing in God was no longer 

achieved through persuasion of the church but through rational thought of understanding. It was no longer 

mandatory but optional. This led to the shift between power and knowledge and in turn led to secularization 

where people discussed social organisation within secular spaces. This changed the European ideology 

drastically and shaped modernity as people were using reason and evidence to come to conclusions instead 

of the Bible and the Catholic Church. This provoked civil wars and persecution forcing migration and 

relocation which resulted in poverty and poor lifestyles. By the eighteenth century the people who escaped 

these conditions did so because they were drawn into the growing infrastructure. Grow in industrial 

technology and dramatic political changes introduced that the world could not only be understood but 

controlled (Kant 1784).  

The combination of all three significant social changes led to the progress of Modernity because it 

encouraged the development of new ideologies and concepts that were once eradicated. This allowed for the 

movement of society to continue forward developing in a rapid form which was no longer controlled by the 

Church. As a result of these advancements, changes such as: the American and French Revolution, the 

Industrial Revolution and the Scientific Revolution, took place.  
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