Collecting in the Colonies: Hidden Histories of British Science, 1660-1838
0.0 – Module Lesson Plan


This module is part of the History for the 21st Century project (H/21). History for the 21st Century is a collaborative project designed to serve students in introductory college history courses and their instructors. Together we build, assess, and progressively improve free, online, educative, enquiry-based curriculum. You can find out more about H/21 by visiting https://www.history21.com/.

Module overview

This module explores the hidden connections between British scientific advancement, imperial expansion, and the transatlantic slave trade during the early modern period (1660–1838). Students will discover that the development of “Western science” was deeply interconnected with empire and slavery, and that many contributors to scientific knowledge—particularly enslaved and free Africans—were systematically excluded from traditional historical narratives despite their crucial contributions.

This exploration will challenge students to think critically about how knowledge is produced, credited, and preserved. By examining how the Royal Society and other scientific institutions built their collections through imperial networks that relied on enslaved labor and African expertise, students develop essential skills in analyzing power structures and recognizing whose voices have been marginalized in historical records. As the module shows, these skills transfer directly to contemporary discussions about institutional reform and social justice.

Students will be introduced to and practice the “reading against the grain” methodology, a crucial historical thinking skill that enables them to uncover marginalized perspectives within elite sources. This approach helps students become more sophisticated consumers and producers of historical knowledge while connecting past patterns to current efforts to decolonize scientific institutions. 

Over the course of the module, students will engage with the following key questions:

· How did British scientific advancement become interconnected with imperial expansion and the transatlantic slave trade?
· What role did the Royal Society play in institutionalizing both scientific knowledge and imperial networks?
· Whose contributions to scientific knowledge have been hidden or minimized in traditional narratives, and why?
· How can we “read against the grain” of historical sources to recover marginalized voices and experiences?
· What can historical patterns teach us about contemporary efforts to decolonize science and reform institutions?

The module consists of one pre-module activity and four lessons, to be completed over two weeks. Included in this module are brief introductory readings, a series of primary sources, instructor guides, slide decks with images, and some suggested final assessments. Feel free to adapt the materials to suit your needs. If you want to share an adaptation you find particularly successful or have a suggestion for a revision or update, feel free to contact the folks at History for the 21st Century for them to share with others. 

Note on historical language and student support 

Historical sources often contain language that modern readers may find outdated or offensive. Despite this problematic language, it is important to preserve it when analyzing history because it helps us recognize how perspectives and power dynamics have shifted over time. This warning is included in student-facing documents which contain such language.

Primary sources may also contain difficult or unfamiliar language from earlier periods. Source excerpts have been edited and annotated to aid comprehension while preserving historical authenticity. Students are encouraged to use the module glossary, annotations, and reliable outside sources for unfamiliar terms. If students encounter other challenging historical language, ideas, or events in this module, such as the exploitative colonial relationship between Stedman and Joanna in Lesson 3, they are encouraged to discuss it with their instructor. Instructors should be prepared to facilitate these discussions and provide additional context when students need support processing difficult historical language and events in these sources.

Module Map

Lesson 1: The Royal Society: Institutionalizing Science and Creating Imperial Global Networks 
Examines the establishment of the Royal Society in 1662 and its role in advancing scientific knowledge while creating imperial networks. Students analyze the Royal Society's founding charter and contemporary poetry to understand how "gentlemanly" science became institutionalized alongside empire-building. Key figures include Hans Sloane and James Petiver, whose specimen collections relied heavily on networks connected to the slave trade.

Lesson 2: From Cramped Cabins to “Floating Laboratories”: Transporting Knowledge and Collections 
Explores British maritime scientific exploration and how ships evolved from "cramped cabins" to purpose-built "floating laboratories." Students examine how naturalists solved practical challenges of specimen collection and preservation while identifying "traces" of diverse contributors—including enslaved Africans and free Black sailors—who made this work possible. Spans from Edmond Halley's pioneering voyage through Charles Darwin's Beagle expedition, with focus on networks like James Petiver's colonial collecting systems.

Lesson 3: African Naturalists: Recovering Hidden and Documented Contributions 
Focuses on the often-overlooked contributions of enslaved and free people of African descent to early modern British science. Students practice “reading against the grain” techniques through primary sources including Olaudah Equiano's memoir and John Gabriel Stedman's accounts. Key figures include Graman Quacy (discoverer of bitterwood), Joanna (medical knowledge), and Clara (inoculation practices), demonstrating how scientific racism and slavery shaped whose contributions were documented.

Lesson 4: Conclusion: Decolonizing Science and Collections 
Connects historical patterns to contemporary institutional reform efforts. Students examine how modern institutions like the British Museum and Natural History Museum are working to acknowledge colonial legacies and tell more inclusive histories. The final assessment asks students to apply their analytical skills to current challenges in decolonizing science and collections, by reviewing the Royal Society’s website and writing a letter recommending specific improvements to it. 
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