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This paper elaborates on the life and publications of Joseph Priestley, the eighteenth-century polymath.  The paper outlines his particular place in the European Enlightenment; it stresses the importance of philosophy and worldview for his contribution to discovering of the process of photosynthesis (or the ‘restoration of air’ as it was called at the time).  Clearly it is important for students to learn about the conjoined processes of respiration and photosynthesis, and their wider social, economic, cultural and ethical dimensions and impacts.  This is part of responsible citizenship.  But additionally there is great value in learning about how these fundamental processes came to be discovered and understood; such learning provides appreciation and understanding of the nature of science and the scientific enterprise. The paper indicates how by use of historical vignettes, historical-investigative teaching and by interdisciplinary teaching Priestley’s work on photosynthesis can be utilised in the school classroom.  Such teaching can advance the understanding of scientific subject matter, to promote an understanding of the nature of scientific procedure and methodology, and finally to evaluate some basic tenets of the European Enlightenment that Priestley so passionately advocated.  

