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Great Voyages of Discovery

The Big Idea

European explorers made discoveries that brought 
knowledge, wealth, and influence to their countries.

Main Ideas

• Europeans had a desire and opportunity to explore.

• Portuguese and Spanish explorations led to discoveries of 
new trade routes, lands, and people.

• English and French explorers found land in North America.

• A new European worldview developed because of the 
discoveries.
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Main Idea 1:
Europeans had a desire and 

opportunity to explore.

An interest in discovery and exploration grew in Europe in 
the 1400s. Improvements in navigational tools, cartography, 
and shipbuilding allowed European sailors to go farther than 
ever before.
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Reasons to Explore

• People in Europe wanted goods from Asia. Italy and Egypt 
controlled the trade routes and charged high prices. 
Europeans wanted to find their own trade routes so they 
wouldn’t have to pay the fees.

• Christians wanted to spread their ideas about religion to 
other parts of the world.

• Some explorers were simply curious about what lay on the 
other side of the ocean.
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Advances in Technology

• Sailors now had instruments such as the astrolabe and the 
compass to find new routes.

• More accurate maps allowed sailors to travel from one 
port to the next using the open sea and not having to 
follow the coast.

• Shipbuilding, especially by the Portuguese, made new 
ships with better sails and better steering.
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Main Idea 2:
Portuguese and Spanish explorations led to 

discoveries of new trade routes, 
lands and people.

A man who never went on any sea voyages was responsible 
for most of Portugal’s success on the seas. Known as Prince 
Henry the Navigator, he built an observatory and a 
navigation school, and paid people to sail on explorations.
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Exploration

• Even with new technology, travel on the open seas was 
still very dangerous.

• In spite of the dangers, Portuguese explorers sailed south 
looking for a water route to Asia.

• As they traveled south, they set up ports along the way.

• In 1488 Bartolomeu Dias sailed around the southern tip of 
Africa but had to turn back due to the raging sea.

• In 1498 Vasco de Gama sailed around Africa and landed 
on the west coast of India.

• This established the sea route to Asia.
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A “New World”

• One Italian sailor, Christopher Columbus, believed that he could 
reach Asia by sailing west across the Atlantic.

• The king and queen of Spain gave Columbus the money to make 
his journey. 

• In October 1492, Columbus landed on a small island in the 
Bahamas. He believed that he had reached Asia.

• Ferdinand Magellan was the first explorer to sail around the tip of 
South America and go around the globe. 

• The lands that were discovered on these explorations were known 
as the “New World.” Before these journeys, the continent of the 
Americas was not known to have existed.

• Spanish explorers in the New World found gold and silver as they 
conquered the empires there, but passed along diseases to the 
native peoples that killed possibly more than three-quarters of 
them.
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Main Idea 3:
English and French explorers found land in 

North America.

• Like Spain and Portugal, England and France wanted to 
find a route to Asia to bring back spices and other goods. 

• They also hoped to find riches in the New World.
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Exploring New Lands

• Since the Spanish and Portuguese already held the 
southern routes through the Americas, the English and 
French explored northern routes.

• John Cabot, sailing for England, sailed west to the coast of 
Canada.

• Jacques Cartier, a Frenchman, sailed up the Saint 
Lawrence River into Canada.

• Although a northern route to Asia was not established, 
these explorers claimed northern lands for England and for 
France.
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The Spanish Armada

• The Spanish controlled the gold and silver from the former 
Aztec and Inca empires. 

• An English sailor named Francis Drake began stealing gold 
and silver from the Spanish ships.

• The Spanish were angry with the English for these raids 
and sent 130 ships, known as the Spanish Armada, to 
attack England.

• However, the English ships were faster and had better 
weapons. They were able to defeat the Spanish and 
destroy over half their fleet.

• This weakened the Spanish Empire and allowed England to 
gain power.
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Main Idea 4:
A new European worldview developed 

because of the discoveries.

These voyages of discovery changed the way the Europeans 
thought of the world and their place in it. 
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A New European Worldview

• The explorations brought new knowledge and geography 
and proved that some old beliefs were wrong.

• Improved mapmaking, or cartography, showed new 
lands and new possible trade routes. 

• New trade routes gave new opportunities for wealth and 
resources.

• Europeans could now spread their influence around the 
world. 
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The Columbian Exchange

The Big Idea

The exchange of plants, animals, ideas, and technology 
between the Old World and the New World brought many 

changes all over the world.

Main Ideas

• Plants and animals were exchanged among Europe, Asia, 
Africa, and the Americas.

• Culture and technology changed as ideas were exchanged 
between Europe and the Americas.

• Society and the economy changed in Europe and the 
Americas.
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Main Idea 1:
Plants and animals were exchanged among 

Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas.

European explorers set out to find routes to Asia, but their 
discovery of new lands and new people had an effect they 
never imagined. 
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The Columbian Exchange

• The exchange of plants, animals, and ideas between the 
New World (the Americas) and the Old World (Europe) is 
known as the Columbian Exchange.

• Exchanges occurred when Europeans took seeds to plant 
crops in the New World. 

• Europeans also took animals such as cows, goats, sheep, 
horses, and chickens to the New World.

• Accidental exchanges took place when Europeans brought 
over diseases or animals such as rats that hid in ships. 

  
  
  
De
pa
rt
me
nt
 o
f 
Ge
og
ra
ph
y

Ja
wa
ha
rl
al
 N
eh
ru
 C
ol
le
ge
, 
Pa
si
gh
at



New World Plants and Animals

• While Europeans introduced plants and animals to the New 
World, they also found things they had not known about.

• They took samples back to their home countries as well as 
to Africa and Asia.

• Vegetables such as tomatoes, potatoes, and squash, as 
well as plants such as tobacco, had never been seen 
before.

• These products went around the world. Many of them 
grew well in other countries, so they are now a part of 
those cultures.
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Main Idea 2:
Culture and technology changed as ideas 

were exchanged between Europe 
and the Americas.

Along with plants and animals, ideas were also exchanged. 
Technology and culture were taken to the new lands that 
were explored. 
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Exchanges of Culture

• Two of the biggest cultural changes that the Europeans 
brought to the New World were religion and language.

• Christians set out to convert people in the new lands to 
their religion.

• Missionaries went all over the world. In some places their 
religion blended with the local religion to create new kinds 
of religion.

• Missionaries also built schools and taught the natives 
European languages such as Spanish, Portuguese, and 
Dutch. 
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Exchanges of Technology

• Europeans took guns and steel to parts of Africa and to 
the Americas. They also introduced ways to use the wheel 
in the Americas.

• Horses were introduced for riding, as well as for carrying 
heavy loads. Oxen were introduced for plowing fields. 

• Animals were used to carry the silver from mines. Sheep 
created a new industry when people began making 
textiles.  

• People began to grow sugarcane on plantations, or large 
farms.
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Main Idea 3:
Society and the economy changed in Europe 

and the Americas.

As industries changed in some places, Europeans increased 
trade with Asia and the Americas. Their change had huge 
social and economic effects, especially in Africa and in the 
Americas.
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Treatment of American Indians

• Plantations and mines made money for Portugal, Spain, 
and some colonists in the Americas.

• However, the plantation life and mining made for bad 
treatment of American Indians.

• The Spanish colonists forced American Indians to work on 
the plantations. Hard work and disease killed many. 

• Some clergy in the Americas called on the Spanish 
government to help the Indians. Laws were passed to 
protect them, but not all colonists followed the new laws.
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Slavery

• So many American Indians died that colonists looked 
elsewhere for laborers. 

• Since African slaves had already developed immunity to 
European diseases, the colonists began to ship thousands 
of slaves from Africa to the Americas.

• Social order in the Americas consisted of Europeans as the 
upper class, and Africans, American Indians, and others of 
mixed race as the lower class. 

• This social order was based on conquest and racism.  
Racism is the belief that some people are better than 
others because of racial traits, such as skin color.

• Slave labor continued in the Americas until the 1800s.  
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Origins of Capitalism

The Big Idea

Changes in international trading and marketing patterns 
influenced the development of a new economic system 

called capitalism.

Main Ideas

• A new economic system called mercantilism emerged.

• New trading patterns developed in the 1600s and 1700s.

• Power in Europe shifted as a result of new trade routes, 
banking, and increased manufacturing.

• Market economies changed business in Europe.
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Main Idea 1:
A new economic system called 

mercantilism emerged. 

The exchange of products between European countries and 
their colonies changed economic relations around the world. 
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Mercantilism

• Mercantilism is a system in which a government controls all 
economic activity in a country and its colonies to make the 
government stronger and richer.

• Mercantilism was the main economic policy in Europe between 
1500 and 1800.  

• European colonies were allowed to trade only with their home 
country. The colonies acquired raw materials such as wood, fur, 
cotton, and dye and sent them back to Europe. 

• The home country would take the raw materials and turn them 
into manufactured goods, which they would then sell back to the 
colonies. 

• This allowed the countries to build up their wealth, and the trade 
created markets for their manufactured goods. 

  
  
  
De
pa
rt
me
nt
 o
f 
Ge
og
ra
ph
y

Ja
wa
ha
rl
al
 N
eh
ru
 C
ol
le
ge
, 
Pa
si
gh
at



Main Idea 2:
New trading patterns developed 

in the 1600s and 1700s.

Mercantilism created new trading patterns around the world.
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New Trading Patterns

• One major trading pattern involved the exchange of raw 
materials, manufactured products, and slaves among 
Europe, Africa, and the Americas. This type of trade was 
called triangular trade.

• The Atlantic slave trade was a major part of the trade 
network. The Portuguese, Dutch, and English were all 
active in the slave trade. 

• Between the 1500s and 1600s, millions of slaves were 
shipped to the colonies in the New World. Enslaved 
Africans were crammed onto ships and sent mainly to 
South America and the Caribbean.
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Main Idea 3:
Power in Europe shifted as a result of 

new trade routes, banking, and 
increased manufacturing.

New trade routes, banking, and increased manufacturing 
brought more wealth to England and the Netherlands. They 
also shifted the economic power in Europe.
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The Shift of Power

• England benefited greatly from increased trade with China and 
India, as well as with North America. 

• The Netherlands became a great trading power when Dutch 
merchants formed a company that traded directly with Asia.

• The Netherlands also became a center for banking. Jews who had 
migrated to the Netherlands to avoid religious persecution played 
a role in the banking industry. The Christian Church did not want 
its members to lend money, so the Jews entered the banking 
business. 

• The Jews were so successful in the banking business that the 
English invited them to come to England to improve business 
there as well. 

  
  
  
De
pa
rt
me
nt
 o
f 
Ge
og
ra
ph
y

Ja
wa
ha
rl
al
 N
eh
ru
 C
ol
le
ge
, 
Pa
si
gh
at



Main Idea 4:
Market economies changed 

business in Europe.

Economic growth and new wealth changed business in 
Europe. Because more people had wealth, they were buying 
more manufactured goods. The demand for goods increased.
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Economic Growth

• The growth of manufacturing economies was caused by 
increased demand.

• Demand was increased by a growing population, lower 
expenses for food, and more colonies. 

• As demand grew, businesspeople tried to find new and 
better ways to produce their goods.  They wanted to 
increase their supply to meet the demand. 
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Capitalism and Market Economies

• Capitalism is an economic system in which individuals 
and private businesses run most industries. Competition 
among these businesses affects the cost of goods. 

• Competition works best in a market economy, in which 
individuals decide what goods and services they will buy.

• In the 1800s, capitalism would become the economic 
system of most countries in the world.
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Click window above to start playing.
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