Collecting in the Colonies: Hidden Histories of British Science, 1660–1838
0.2 – About this Module for Students


Module overview

This module explores the intricate relationships between scientific advancement, British imperialism, and the transatlantic slave trade during the early modern period (1660–1838). You'll discover that the development of Western science was deeply interconnected with empire, slavery, and that many contributors to scientific knowledge—particularly enslaved and free Africans—were largely forgotten in traditional historical narratives. In fact, you'll find that what is often called “Western science” is deeply indebted to global knowledge and labor.

The module teaches you to analyze primary sources using a “reading against the grain” technique for uncovering the experiences and contributions of people who didn’t leave their own written records. This method for analyzing sources created by elite groups is used by scholars to help uncover information about marginalized people whose voices may not be directly preserved in the historical record.

By the end, you'll understand how scientific institutions like the Royal Society created imperial global networks that relied on diverse contributors while systematically excluding many of those same contributors from formal recognition. Along the way, you’ll work to answer 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?

We designed this module to require about six hours of class time over two weeks and about twice that amount preparing for class. If it takes significantly more than that, you should talk to your professor. It may be that they can offer some useful guidance to you, or to the History for the 21st Century project to adjust the lesson for future students.

Note on historical language 

Historical sources often contain language that modern readers may find outdated or offensive.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 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. You are encouraged to use the module glossary, annotations, and reliable outside sources for unfamiliar terms. If you encounter other challenging historical language, ideas, or events in this module, such as the exploitative colonial relationship between Stedman and Joanna in Lesson 3, please feel free to discuss it with your instructor.

Schedule and Readings

	Topic
	Readings before the class
	In-class activities/Assessments

	Before the module
	· About this module
	· Introductory activity

	Lesson 1: The Royal Society
	· Reading 1: The Royal Society
· Primary Source: Charles II’s Charter to the Royal Society
· Primary Source: Ode to the Royal Society

	· Visual analysis: Hummingbird display 
· Primary source analysis: Charles II’s Charter to the Royal Society
· Primary source analysis: Ode to the Royal Society

	Lesson 2: From Cramped Cabins to “Floating Laboratories” 
	· Reading 2: From Cramped Cabins to “Floating Laboratories”
· Primary Source: Darwin’s Cabin
· Primary Source: Petiver’s Instructions
	· Primary source analysis: Darwin’s Cabin
· Primary source analysis: Petiver’s Instructions

	Lesson 3: African Naturalists

	· Reading 3: African Naturalists
· Primary Source: Stedman’s Narrative “Against the Grain”
· Primary Source: Olaudah Equiano’s Arctic Voyage

	· Visual analysis: Skinning of the Aboma Snake
· Primary source analysis: Stedman’s Narrative
· Primary source analysis: Olaudah Equiano’s Arctic Voyage

	Lesson 4: Conclusion: Decolonizing Science and Collections 
	· Reading 4: Conclusion: Decolonizing Science and Collections
	· Analyzing Natural History Museum videos
· Final Assessment: Letter to the Royal Society
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