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Overview

Building on our exploration of how the Royal Society institution-
alized science (Lesson 1), how maritime networks transported
knowledge and collections (Lesson 2), and how African natural-
ists’ contributions were both essential and marginalized (Lesson
3), this conclusion examines how contemporary institutions are
working to address these historical patterns through decoloniza-
tion efforts.

Introduction

In 1860, The London Review & Weekly Journal published a tribute
to Hans Sloane’s contributions to British natural science. It praised
Sloane’s knowledge and significant contributions to natural histo-
ry. It also emphasized Sloane’s incredible collections of specimens
and his donation to national institutions. The author argued that
Sloane’s collections laid the foundations for British natural his-
tory collections and knowledge. The article noted, “The principle
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[goal] of Hans Sloane in collecting was

to bring together from distant parts of the
earth all objects remarkable and interest-
ing and to place them in such way that
they might admit of comparison.” The
article noted his journey and collecting ef-
forts in Jamaica and suggests much of his
collecting work relied on a global network
of gentlemanly collaborators. It did not
reference how this work was related to
British imperialism’s civilizing missions,
connections to the transatlantic trade of :
enslaved people, and the knowledge and Engraving of the botanical room of the British
labor of enslaved Africans. Given the arti- Museum, 1858.
cle’s publication date, this is not surprising. However, recent scholarly work, on which
this module relies, is helping to change this Eurocentric narrative.

Since the late 1990s, some scholars have embraced re-envisioning the history of “West-

ern science,” which this Module presents as problematic because what Europeans called
Western science actually incorporated extensive African, Indigenous, and other non-Eu-

ropean knowledge—often without acknowledgment. This terminology itself reflects the

erasure this Module is trying to uncover, including revealing its connections to imperial-
ism and the slave trade.

These shifts in historical perspectives, often referred to as the imperial turn in history or
the decolonization of science, broadened the British and “Western” history of science.
The goal is to better recognize the global exchanges and actors who helped advance
global science. Historians’ and archivists” work has also turned to decolonizing collec-
tions of specimens and knowledge stored in museums and archives.

These efforts directly address the histori-
cal patterns we’ve studied throughout this
module: how “gentlemanly” institutions
like the Royal Society from Lesson 1 sys-
tematically excluded the very voices that
made their global networks successful,
how the maritime collecting systems from
Lesson 2 depended on African expertise
while marginalizing those contributors,
and how the “reading against the grain”
methodology from Lesson 3 helps us
recover these hidden histories.

The Coral room of the British Museum shown with ~ On its 2024 website, the British Museums
with visitors, 1847. Association states, “[Decolonization] is

a long-term process that seeks to recognize the integral role of empire in British muse-
ums—from their creation to the present day. Decolonization requires a reappraisal of our
institutions and their history and an effort to address colonial structures and approaches
to all areas of museum work.” In Britain, the British Museum, the Natural History Muse-
um, and Kew Gardens have begun this work. These institutions are revising their mis-
sions and goals to tell more inclusive stories, including the colonial origins of specimens,
reinterpreting existing displays to include hidden stories of non-white contributors, and
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creating public tours focused on
overlooked histories. Their 2024
websites include statements recog-
X nizing their historical reliance on
{ (SMCE o global knowledge and the erasure
e \\\ of Black and Indigenous contrib-
’ utors to the history of British and
Western science.

The Royal Society’s 21st-century
description of itself reflects chang-
es through time in British sciences.
Their website states, “Our origins
lie in a[n] ‘invisible college’ of
naturalists and physicians. Today,
we are the UK’s national science
academy and a Fellowship of
1,600 of the world’s most eminent
scientists.” While the scientific
work the Society has contributed
to the world is undeniable, recent
scholarship has emphasized the
Society’s connections to British
imperialism and the slave trade.
The Society’s journal, Notes and
Records of the Royal Society of
London, now features scholarship
that reveals its connections to im-
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Contemporary view of the Palm House in Kew Gardens, o
London. perialism and the slave trade.

Challenging work remains due to the erasure or marginalization of the labor of enslaved
and free Africans in the Atlantic World; official accounts, archival descriptions, and ear-
lier scholarship often do not refer to their contributions. We may never recover a detailed
history. Despite these challenges, some 21st-century historians and archivists strive to fill
in the gaps in the historical record, provide more inclusive research and scholarship, and
rethink museum exhibits. Scientists, too, have begun to address structural racism in the
history of science and its continuing limitations of equity and inclusion in the sciences.

This ongoing work requires the same critical
thinking skills we’ve practiced throughout
this module. Just as we learned to “read
against the grain,” for example in Lesson 3,
to uncover African contributions in European -,‘
sources, contemporary scholars and insti-
tutions must systematically examine their
collections and narratives to identify whose
voices have been excluded and whose contri-
butions have been minimized.

The Natural History Museum, for example,
in 2007 (to help commemorate the abolition
of the British slave trade) began to reevaluate Exterior view of the Natural History
their collections and the failure of scientists and cu- Museum, London, 2020.
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rators to acknowledge the hidden labor and knowledge
of enslaved Africans. The project, “Slavery and the
Natural World,” is described on their 2024 website as,

[Clontribut[ing] a unique angle to the dialogue
on the transatlantic slave trade. We were found-
ed within the context of empire, colonization,
and exploration. As such, there are many con-
nections between the transatlantic slave trade,
our history, and the specimens and objects we
look after.

This message reflects a UK Museums Association
statement. They note: “Over the past decades, muse-
ums have begun to recognize the trauma and suffering
caused by the display and representation of objects that
were obtained during or made as a result of the British A view of a juvenile female Blue

Empire.” Some people in Britain, as well as around the Whale skeleton named “Hope™ at
p peop i the Natural History Museum, Lon-

world, are also working to decolonize collections and don, 2024.
institutional histories.

A way forward

These institutions must continue their
work, realizing that “decolonizing sci-
ence” and collections is a long-term and
multifaceted project. These institutions
and modern scholars emphasize the
importance of using inclusive historical
understanding to inform contemporary
practices. This includes addressing on-
going debates about decolonizing knowl-
edge and striving for more equitable and
inclusive institutions.

Bust of Hans Sloane at the British Museum.

The work of decolonizing science and collections builds directly on the historical under-
standing we’ve developed throughout this module. By understanding how the Royal So-
ciety’s institutional networks systematically excluded certain voices (Lesson 1), but that
maritime collecting depended on diverse
expertise that went unrecognized (Lesson
2), and how we can recover marginalized
contributions through careful analysis and
methodologies like “reading against the
grain,” (Lesson 3), we can better under-
stand and help support contemporary ef-
forts to create more inclusive and accurate
narratives.

In her 2019 Boundless article, “The
Silencing of Black Scientists,” Gha-
naian-Canadian novelist Esi Edugyan

A “Decolonize Science” supporter carries a sign

in a March for Science on Earth Day in Melbourne, et - .
Australia. argues, “Science is meant to be a method,
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both color-blind and culture-blind. . . When we look at the history of scientific progress,
we usually look at the story of European ingenuity, the European mind. It is a careful-
ly curated story, curated by the prejudices of the current moment. But like any story, it
changes in the telling, and it is in the telling that truths are remembered . . ..”

Through this module, you’ve developed skills to examine how scientific knowledge

has been shaped by diverse voices throughout history. You’ve practiced using advanced
methodologies to uncover marginalized contributions and learned to challenge narratives
that have excluded important perspectives. These analytical skills will serve you well as
you continue your studies in history and engage with the world around you.

Having studied this topic, you’re now better equipped to question incomplete stories and
contribute fresh insights into ongoing scholarly conversations. When you visit muse-
ums, you’ll notice how collections are presented and can engage meaningfully with staff
about different approaches to storytelling. Most importantly, you’ve strengthened your
ability to think critically about whose voices are heard in historical accounts—a skill that
extends far beyond the history of science to every area of historical inquiry.

Discussion questions

* How do the decolonization efforts described in this reading connect to the
historical patterns we studied in Lessons 1-3?

* How has the concept of “decolonizing science” changed our understand-
ing of scientific history, particularly regarding British imperialism and the
transatlantic slave trade?

» Many prestigious scientific institutions, as well as a variety of museums,
archives and other institutions around the world have begun to acknowl-
edge their historical connections to imperialism and slavery. How might
these acknowledgments impact public perception of science and history,
and how might this changed perception influence scientific and historical
practices going forward?

*  What role can the “reading against the grain” methodology play in con-
temporary institutional reform?
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Further Reading

Natural History Museum. “Slavery and the History of the Collections We
Care For.” https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/slavery-and-the-natu-
ral-world.html.

Natural History Museum. “Chapter 1: The Project.” In Slavery and the
Natural World. Natural History Museum, 2024. [Provides de-
tailed documentation of the museum’s methodology for institu-
tional decolonization, including community consultation process-
es and research approaches. |

British Museum. “Collecting and the Empire Trail.” https://www.brit-
ishmuseum.org/visit/object-trails/collecting-and-empire-trail.

Cornish, Caroline. “Kew and Colonialism: A History of Entanglement.”
Royal Botanic Gardens,

Kew, March 10, 2020. https://www.kew.org/read-and-watch/kew-em-
pire-indigo-factory-model.

Museums Association. “Our Statement on Decolonization.” https://www.
museumsassociation.org/campaigns/decolonising-museums/

our-statement-on-decolonisation/#.

The Royal Society. “History of the Royal Society.” https://royalsociety.
org/about-us/who-we-are/history/.
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