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Science and Medieval Society - Charlemagne, Scholasticism and the
Scientific Method

Many historians and scientists regard the Western Europe, after the fall of the Roman Empire,
as completely devoid of interest, a barren wilderness in the history of science.
Contemptuously, they give medieval Europe the Dark Ages, and this epithet evokes pictures
of filthy, illiterate peasants and rulers, with medieval society a pale, superstitious shadow of
the Greek and Roman ages of reason and high philosophy.
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The Dark Ages - Was Science Dead in Medieval Society?
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Byzantium, scholasticism acted as a nucleus for the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.

Early Medieval Society - The Dark Ages After the Collapse
of Rome

The Early Medieval period, from about AD 500 to 1000, is regarded as the true Dark Ages,
where medieval society slipped into barbarism and ignorance. There is some truth in this
view, but even this era saw scientific and technological advances amongst the maelstrom of
constant war and population shifts. This period was not a complete desert and, whilst we
understand that raiding Saxons, Vikings, and other people halted progress, to a certain extent,
there were still faint glimmerings that great minds were exploring the universe and trying to
find answers.
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Theorica Platenarum by Gerard of Cremone. (Public Domain)
The Norse sailors were master navigators and, whilst lacking compasses, could use the stars
and a few instruments to navigate the trackless ocean to Iceland, Greenland, and Vinland. For
those of us in Western representative republics, such as the UK, US, and Scandinavia, our
political model and idea of Parliament or congress was built upon the Norse model.
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Despite these advances, it is safe to say that the centuries immediately after the fall of Rome,
from the 5th Century until the 9th Century, saw little progress in what we come to regard as
the scientific method. Classical thought and philosophy were lost to the west and became the
preserve of Islam and Byzantium, as an increasingly rural and dispossessed population began
to rebuild after the collapse of Rome.

However, monastic study kept some of the scientific processes alive and, while most of their
scholastic endeavors concerned the Bible, the monks of Western Europe also studied
medicine, to care for the sick, and astronomy, to observe the stars and set the date for the all-
important Easter. Their astronomy kept alive mathematics and geometry, although their
methods were but an echo of the intricate mathematical functions of the Romans and the
Greeks.

The Middle Ages - Charlemagne, Science, and Learning
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However, all was not lost, and some centers of learning clung stubbornly to scholarly pursuits
throughout the political and social upheaval, forming a nucleus around which the First
European Renaissance would grow. The teaching of logic, philosophy, and theology would
fuel the growth of some of the greatest Christian thinkers ever seen, as Western European
medieval society moved into the High Middle Ages.

The High Middle Ages - The Rebirth of Science and
Scholasticism

This era, from 1000 until 1300, saw Western Europe slowly begin to crawl out of the endless
warring, as populations grew and the shared Christian identity gave some unity of purpose,
from the Ireland to Italy, and from Denmark to Spain. It is tempting to think of this era as a
time of prolonged war between Christian and Muslim and, in Spain and the East, constant



territorial bickering and the Crusades support this view.

However, trade and the sharing of ideas were common, and merchants and mercenaries
brought back ideas from Moorish Spain, the Holy Land, and Byzantium. The Muslims
translated many of the Ancient Greek texts into Arabic and, in the middle of the 11th Century,
scholars from all around Europe flocked to Spain to translate these books from Arabic into
Latin. This provided a conduit for the knowledge of the Greeks to pass into Europe, where the
schools set up by Charlemagne were now blossoming into universities. Many of these
scholars, such as Gerard of Cremona (c. 1114-1187), learned Arabic so that they might
complete their task.

By the 12th Century, centers of learning, known as the Studium Generale, sprang up across
Western Europe, drawing scholars from far afield and mixing the knowledge of the Ancient
Greeks with the new discoveries of the great Muslim philosophers and scientists. This blend

of ideas formed the basis of Christian scholasticism and, whilst much of the scholastic school
of thought turned towards theology, it also began to integrate scientific empiricism with religion.

This period may not have seen the great technological advances of the Greeks, Romans,
Chinese, Persians, or Muslims, but the contribution of great thinkers such as Thomas
Aquinas, Grosseteste, Francis Bacon, and William of Ockham to the creation of the Scientific
Method cannot be underestimated.
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Roger Bacon - The Shining Light of Science in Medieval
Society
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The Late Middle Ages - Scholasticism and the Scientific
Method
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It seems strange that the advances of many of these philosophers and scholars became
forgotten and underplayed in favor of the later thinkers that would drive the Renaissance and
the Age of Enlightenment. However, the first Renaissance of the Middle Ages was halted by a
natural phenomenon, the Black Death, which killed over a third of Europeans, especially in the
growing urban areas.

The mass disruption to medieval society caused by the plague set the progress of science
and discovery back, and the knowledge would not reemerge until the Renaissance.
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Was Science Important to Medieval Society?

In Western Europe, the centuries immediately after the collapse of Rome saw huge socio-
economic upheaval, barbarian raids, and the return to a rural culture. However, we must be
careful not to label the entire medieval period as the Dark Ages. The High and Late Middle
Ages may not have rivaled the Classic Age or the later Renaissance in scope, but they saw
the growth of empiricism and the scientific method.

The development of scholasticism lay in stark contrast to the Hollywood films that depict the
era as filled with superstition and the dictatorial control of the church. Medieval society saw
Christian philosophers make reasoned arguments, showing that there should be no conflict
between the Church and scientific discovery, and many of their theories formed the nucleus of
later discoveries.

The Middle Ages saw the growth of the first universities, and the development of the scientific
method. It is certainly fair to say that the Rising Star of Islam and the Golden Walls of
Byzantium were the true centers of learning, with scholars flocking to Moorish Spain,
Byzantium, or the houses of learning in Baghdad.

This does not mean that medieval Europe was a superstitious backwater, and great minds,
influenced by the Muslim philosophers and the translation of the work of the Greeks into Latin,
developed their own ideas and theories, many of which underpin modern scientific
techniques.The great cathedrals of the age, the formation of universities, the contribution of
scholasticism to the philosophy of science and logic, showed that medieval Europe was not a
poor relation of the East.
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