
© Boardworks 20121 of 13

Enlightenment and 
Revolution

An Age of Revolutions 
(1750–1914)



© Boardworks 20122 of 13

Teacher notes included in the Notes pageFlash activity (these activities are not editable)

For more detailed instructions, see the User Guide

Contents



© Boardworks 20123 of 13

Who were the important thinkers during the 
Scientific Revolution?

By the end of this section, you will have learned about 
the Scientific Revolution and be able to answer the 

following key questions:

What was the Scientific Revolution and 
how did it change methods of thinking?

What were some of the key developments 
of the period?

The Scientific Revolution
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Looking back timeline



© Boardworks 20125 of 13

The Scientific Revolution

The Scientific Revolution was a period of history in the 16th

and 17th centuries during which new methods of scientific 
inquiry were developed and embraced.

It was strongly influenced by the early 
industrial revolution beginning in England. 
Its pioneers believed that the world could be 
explained in mechanical terms. There was 
less emphasis on divine mystery and 
greater emphasis on a more complicated, 
interrelated natural mechanistic world.

As the scientist J.D. Bernal put it, “Religion, superstition and 
fear were replaced with reason and knowledge.”

How did the revolution affect people’s everyday lives?
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Scientific learning and beliefs
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A new understanding of the heavens

From the time he wrote Almagest in 150 C.E., Ptolemy’s
explanation of a geocentric universe, with the Earth in the 
center, had been accepted.

In 1543, a Polish astronomer 
named Nicolaus Copernicus
wrote On the Revolutions of 
the Celestial Spheres. 
This gave the western world 
an alternative explanation – a 
heliocentric universe with the 
Sun at the center.

Why do you think this idea was so revolutionary?
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The heliocentric universe
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Francis Bacon

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was an English philosopher and 
scientist. He believed that empirical methods of observation 
and experimentation were better than assumption. He did not 
believe that all knowledge had already been discovered.

He advocated that knowledge should be 
used to improve the human condition and 
that people could actually be improved.

How does the quote fit in with the Scientific Revolution?

“If a man will begin with 
certainties, he shall end in 

doubts; but if he will be 
content to begin with doubts, 
he shall end in certainties.”
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René Descartes

René Descartes (1596–1650) was a French philosopher and 
mathematician. He invented analytic geometry and also 
helped to develop the scientific method, a systematic way of 
deducing information from uniform observations.

Descartes believed that each person had 
the ability to reason and therefore grasp 
the world around them. This challenged 
the social structure because it meant that 
everyone could improve themselves and 
better their position in life.

The thoughts of Descartes, along with Bacon’s ideas on the 
improvement of the human condition also challenged the idea 
of a social class with no movement.
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Medical pioneers



© Boardworks 201212 of 13

Progress during the period

What other developments were made at this time?
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Was it a revolution?

Many people doubt the revolutionary nature of the period, as 
revolution infers a relatively fast, far-reaching change.

Do you think it was a revolution?

The ideas of the time were built slowly 
over decades and few people were 

impacted by them. In society very little 
changed as a result. Not all of the ideas 

were new; many great thinkers of the 
time built upon earlier thought. Science 
did not replace religion as the primary 
source of natural understanding, but 

approaches to thinking changed, 
allowing for further changes later.
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