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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.

÷÷÷ÿÿ ÷ . ÷ÿ÷ÿøÿ÷÷ 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 ÷÷÷÷. 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 modiûcation by diûerent audiences, it is hoped that a
new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts. By
this means, artiûcial 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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ENLIGHTENMENT

Intellectual Life in the British and French
Colonial Worlds, öþþ÷–öþþ÷

APRIL G. SHELFORD
American University

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cb2 8ea, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

3143321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi 3 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05306/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University9s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009360838

÷ÿi:  10.1017/9781009360821

© April G. Shelford 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take 

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2023
First paperback edition 2025

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

naÿe÷: Shelford, April, author.
÷i÷ÿe: A Caribbean enlightenment : intellectual life in the British and

French colonial worlds, 1750-1792 / April G. Shelford, American
University, Washington DC.

÷e÷c÷i÷÷iÿn: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge
University Press, 2023. | Series: Ideas in context | Includes

bibliographical references and index.
i÷en÷i÷ie÷÷: ÿccn 2023005864 (print) | ÿccn 2023005865 (ebook) | i÷bn

9781009360807 (hardcover) | i÷bn 9781009360838 (paperback) | i÷bn
9781009360821 (epub)

÷÷bÿec÷÷: ÿc÷ÿ: Caribbean area3Intellectual life318th century. |
Enlightenment3Caribbean area. | Colonists3Caribbean area3Intellectual

life318th century. | Great Britain3Colonies3America3Intellectual
life318th century. | France3Colonies3America3Intellectual life318th

century.
cÿa÷÷i÷ica÷iÿn: ÿcc ÷2169 .÷535 2023 (print) | ÿcc ÷2169 (ebook) | ÷÷c

972.9/033dc23/eng/20230331
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023005864

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023005865

i÷bn   978-1-009-36080-7   Hardback
i÷bn   978-1-009-36083-8   Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this 

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 
remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

For my teachers

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of Figures page ix
List of Maps xi
List of Tables xii
Acknowledgments xiii
Note on the Text xv
List of Abbreviations xvi

ö What Is a Caribbean Enlightenment? ö

÷÷÷÷ ÿ ÷÷øÿ÷÷ ÷÷÷÷÷ø÷øÿ÷ : ÿ÷÷ø÷÷ÿ ÿÿ÷÷ÿ÷ÿ ,
÷ÿ÷ÿ÷÷ÿÿÿ÷ÿ , ÷ÿ÷ ÷ÿÿÿÿÿ÷ÿ ÿ÷÷ÿ÷ÿ÷ÿ ÿÿ ÿ÷ÿ÷ÿ÷÷

Introduction to Part I ÷ö

÷ Jamaica’s Patrick Browne ö÷

ö Birds of a Feather þþ

Conclusion to Part I þö

÷÷÷÷ ÿÿ ÷÷÷÷÷ÿÿ÷ ÷ÿÿÿ÷ÿ÷÷ÿ÷÷ ÷ÿ÷ÿÿ÷ÿ÷ :
÷ÿ÷ ÷÷÷ÿÿ÷ÿ÷÷ÿ÷ ÿø ÷÷ÿÿ÷-÷ÿÿÿÿ÷ø÷ ÿÿ ÷ÿ÷ öþÿ÷÷

Introduction to Part II þþ

÷ Making the Aûches, Making Americans ö÷ÿ

þ American Exceptionalism, Political Economy, and the
Postwar Order in the Journal de Saint-Domingue ö÷þ

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ÿ A Slave Named Voltaire; or, Gender and the Making of
American Taste ö÷ö

Conclusion to Part II öÿ÷

÷÷÷÷ ÿÿÿ ÷÷ÿ÷÷÷÷ÿ ÿÿ ÷ÿ÷ ÷÷ÿ÷ÿ÷÷ : ÿ÷ , ÷÷÷÷ÿÿ÷
ÿÿ ÿ÷ÿ÷ÿ÷÷

Introduction to Part III öÿþ

þ Whence, Whither, and Which Books? öþ÷

ÿ “Truth Hard to be Discovered”: The Commonplace
Books of Thomas Thistlewood öþþ

þ Containing the Overûowing Fountain of His Brain:
Robert Long’s “Reûections” ÷÷÷

Conclusion to Part III ÷÷ö

÷÷÷÷ ÿ÷ ÷øÿ÷ÿ÷÷÷ÿÿ÷ ÿÿÿ÷ÿ÷÷÷÷ : ÷÷÷ÿ÷øÿ÷ø÷÷ÿ
÷ÿÿÿ÷ÿ÷÷ÿÿ÷ÿ÷ ÿÿ ÷ÿ÷ ø÷÷ÿ÷ÿ ÷÷÷ÿ÷÷÷÷ÿ

Introduction to Part IV ÷÷þ

ö÷ “Je sçais par une longue expérience” ÷þþ

öö Agricultural Enlightenment in the Saint-Domingue Press ÷ÿ÷

ö÷ The Enlightened Planter ö÷÷

Conclusion to Part IV ö÷ö

öö Concluding Reûections ö÷þ

Bibliography ööö

Index öþ÷

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figures

ö.ö Commonalities of Enlightenment intellectual culture page ö
ö.÷ Philip Wickstead (active öþÿö–ÿÿ), Portrait of Benjamin

and Mary Pusey (c. öþþþ) ö÷

÷.ö Manchineel, Hans Sloane, A Voyage to the Islands (öþ÷þ) öÿ

÷.÷ Manchineel description, Patrick Browne, The Civil and
Natural History of Jamaica (öþþÿ) öþ

ö.ö Robinson’s sketch of an elephant caterpillar (öþÿÿ) þþ

ö.÷ Robinson’s drawings of Marcgravia scandens (a) and
Clarendon or Wild Rose (b) þþ

ö.ö (a) Sloane’s hog-doctor or Boar-wood tree. (b) Browne’s
hog-gum tree ÿ÷

ö.÷ Edward Long’s and Anthony Robinson’s sketch of the
petchary þ÷

÷.ö Chronology of the founding of periodicals in
Saint-Domingue during the öþÿ÷s öö÷

÷.÷ Chronology of Brittany Aûair and Stamp Act Crisis
in the Aûches Américaines, January–June öþÿÿ ö÷÷

þ.ö British book exports from London to Jamaica and
New York, öþþ÷–þ÷ öþþ

þ.÷ Thomas Thistlewood’s book exchanges, öþþ÷ öþ÷

ÿ.öa Commonplace indexing in Chambers’s Cyclopaedia (öþ÷ÿ) ÷÷÷

ÿ.öb Indexing page from ûrst volume of Thistlewood’s
commonplace books ÷÷ö

ö÷.öa Now iconic mill from Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau
voyage (öþ÷÷) ÷ÿ÷

ö÷.öb Design for “improved” sugar mill (b) from Jean-Baptiste
Labat, Nouveau voyage (öþ÷÷) ÷ÿö

ö÷.÷ Indigo works, Élie Monnereau, Le parfait indigotier (öþÿþ) ÷þ÷

ö÷.ö Indigo works, Jean-Baptiste du Tertre, Histoire générale des
Antilles (öÿÿþ) ÷þö

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ö÷.÷ Indigo works, Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau voyage (öþ÷÷) ÷þþ

ö÷.þ Indigo works, Encyclopédie (öþÿ÷) ÷þÿ

ö÷.ÿ Indigo works, M. de Beauvais-Raseau, L’art de l’indigotier
(öþþ÷) ÷ÿ÷

öö.ö Cierge épineux, Mémoires de l’Académie Royale des Sciences
(öþöÿ) ÷ÿþ

x List of Figures

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Maps

÷.ö Proportional distribution by parish of places mentioned in
Patrick Browne, The Civil and Natural History of Jamaica
(öþþÿ) page ÷ÿ

ö.ö Place names and geographic locations mentioned in
Anthony Robinson’s manuscript notes (öþþÿ–ÿÿ) ÿ÷

÷.ö Subscription locations for Aûches Américaines and Journal
de Saint-Domingue öö÷

þ.ö Distribution of subscribers to the Journal de Saint-Domingue ö÷þ

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Tables

÷.ö Patrick Browne’s subscribers by residence page þ÷
ö.ö Sloane’s and Robinson’s descriptions of “wild” ginger þÿ

þ.ö Breakdown of subscribers of the Journal de Saint-Domingue
by profession ö÷ÿ

þ.÷ Content analysis of nonûction section, Journal de
Saint-Domingue ö÷ÿ

þ.ö Estimated value of books advertised for sale by James
Brands öþþ

þ.÷ Frequency and average value of books in Kingston estates,
öþþ÷–þþ öþÿ

ö÷.ö Compilation of Poyen de Sainte-Marie’s calculations for
planting slips and rattoons ööþ

xii

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

The subject of my ûrst book, the French érudit Pierre-Daniel Huet,
described a beloved teacher as a father to his soul, “not only my teacher,
but a friend and like a parent to me.” I have had many such parents, and
I dedicate this book to them. I hope to have honored them by emulating
their generosity with my students and colleagues.
As this book nears completion, I am overwhelmed with gratitude

towards those who sustained me through its creation.
I probably would not have survived long enough in the academic

profession to write this book at all if David Armitage and Darrin
McMahon had not acted swiftly to support my candidacy for a visiting
professorship at the University of the West Indies from öþþþ to ÷÷÷ö.
There, in the Special Collections of the University of the West Indies
Library, an encounter with the journals of Thomas Thistlewood began my
transformation from an intellectual historian of the seventeenth-century
Republic of Letters into one of the Enlightenment. I and this project
beneûted incalculably from the warm welcome of my students and my
colleagues in the History Department: James Robertson, who encouraged
me to broaden my scholarly interests into the eighteenth century, his wife
and fellow historian Linda Sturtz, Jonathan Dalby, Philip Ainsworth,
Kathleen Monteith, Swithin Wilmot, Glen Richards, Jenny Jemmott
and especially Aleric Josephs.
The unûagging enthusiasm of a trio of exemplary scholars, colleagues,

and friends – Richard Sha, Eileen Findlay, and Kathleen Wellman –

rekindled mine when my conûdence in this project wavered.
Anthony Grafton, David Bell, James Robertson, Darrin McMahon, and

James McClellan III kindly wrote letters of recommendation for fellow-
ships so I could devote more time to research and writing. As a result of
their eûorts, the American Philosophical Society, the John Carter Brown
Library, and the Institute for Advanced Study at the University of
Edinburgh welcomed me into stimulating intellectual communities. In

xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

my footnotes, I tally my debts to many other archives and libraries. Of
special note are Tracy Commock and Leleka Johnson at the Institute of
Jamaica and Rhian Rowson at Bristol Museums, Galleries & Archives.
They made available to me manuscripts that transformed this project.

Kathleen Wellman, Natalie Zacek, James Livesey, and Mark Towsey
reviewed the entire manuscript for a Book Incubator at my home institu-
tion, American University (AU). Their insights were critical to completing
the penultimate version. This project was enriched, too, by the commen-
tary of many colleagues who read complete drafts or portions of the book:
James Delbourgo, David Bell, Sue Peabody, Philip Katz, Joyce Chaplin,
Kate Haulman, Pam Nadell, Eileen Findlay, Richard Sha, Eric Lohr, and
Elke Stockreiter, who gave me an unexpected and heartening compliment.
I am indebted to the many auditors at colloquia and conferences for their
questions and comments. The organizational aplomb of Erica Munkwitz,
on whose dissertation committee I proudly served, brought order out of
the library inventories I had gathered. Carmen Bolt did the same with a
very unruly bibliography. The Interlibrary Loan Oüce of the AU Bender
Library always delivered. Online teaching during the pandemic and the
return to the classroom, even masked, reminded me of just how much my
students have taught me. Other colleagues at AU and elsewhere as well as
old and new friends outside academia sustained this eûort in many ways,
from the scholarly and collegial to the psychological: François Regourd,
Jordan Kellman, Nick Dew, Françoise Waquet, Meghan Roberts, Dan
Watkins, Sarah Benharrech, Julie Landweber, Beth Hyde, Sarah Marsh,
Thomas Merrill, Caroline Meyers, Louise Papile, Martha Pleasure, and the
artists of the Washington Glass Studio.

My thanks to everyone at Cambridge University Press who made this
book a reality, beginning with the editors of the “Ideas in Context” series,
Liz Friend-Smith, the manuscript’s readers, and Lisa Carter.

I mourn the absence of dear colleagues and friends who have passed
away: Donna F. Ryan, Sharon Kettering, and most recently and much too
soon, Andrea Tschemplik.

Last, but emphatically not least, I thank my husband and fellow
historian, Philip M. Katz. I simply could not do without his intellectual
acuity, probing questions, and editorial vigilance; his steadfast compan-
ionship through the vicissitudes of an academic career; and his
enduring love.

xiv Acknowledgments

www.cambridge.org/9781009360838
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36083-8 — A Caribbean Enlightenment
April G. Shelford 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

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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de France, Paris, France
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.uchicago.edu/
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IoJ-Rob Robinson papers, Institute of Jamaica, Kingston,

Jamaica
JFSGR Jamaican Family Search Genealogy Research Library,
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(Philadelphia, öþþþ–þÿ), ÷ volumes
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Chd’Ag
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Sgard-Dict Dictionnaire des journaux öÿ÷÷–öþÿþ, ed. Jean Sgard,
https://dictionnaire-journaux.gazettesöÿe.fr/journaux

UCL Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery,
University College of London, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs

Periodicals of Saint-Domingue
AA Aûches Américaines
AdC Avis du Cap
Avis Avis divers et Petites Aûches Américaines
Gaz Gazette de S. Domingue
IA Iris Américaine
JdSD Journal de Saint-Domingue
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