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A CARIBBEAN ENLIGHTENMENT

Exploring the intersection of Enlightenment ideas and colonial real-
ities among White, male colonists in the eighteenth-century French
and British Caribbean, A Caribbean Enlightenment recovers a
neglected aspect of the region’s history. Physicians to planters, mer-
chants to publishing entrepreneurs were as inspired by ideologies of
utility and improvement as their metropolitan counterparts, and they
adapted “enlightened” ideas and social practices to understand their
place in the Atlantic World. Colonists collected botanical specimens
for visiting naturalists and books for their personal libraries. They
founded periodicals that created arenas for the discussion and debate
of current problems. They picked up the pen to complain about their
relationship with the home country. And they read to make sense of
everything from parenting to personal salvation, to their new societies
and the enslaved Africans on whom their prosperity depended.
Ultimately, becoming “enlightened” was a colonial identity that
rejected metropolitan stereotypes of Caribbean degeneracy while
validating the power to enslave on a cultural basis.

APRIL G. SHELFORD is Associate Professor Emerita in the
Department of History at American University, Washington, DC.
She won the Selma Forkosch prize for best article published in the
Journal of the History of Ideas in 2002. She is the recipient of fellow-
ships at the John Carter Brown Library, Brown University, and the
Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities, University of
Edinburgh. For two years she was Visiting Professor at the University
of the West Indies, Jamaica, which inspired the research for
this project.
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IDEAS IN CONTEXT

Edited by DAVID ARMITAGE, RICHARD BOURKE and JENNIFER
PITTS

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of
related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and vocabularies that were gener-
ated will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the contemporary
frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of
such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it is hoped that a
new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts. By
this means, artificial distinctions between the history of philosophy, of the various
sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at: www.cambridge.org/IdeasContext
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Note on the Text

Unless explicitly indicated, translations from the French are my own.
Orthography and punctuation of eighteenth-century texts in English have
sometimes been lightly modernized for clarity.
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