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Ideas and Sentiments

T

he age of revolutions of the eighteenth century was
a time of transformation in political and economic
relationships, and in ways of thinking about the world.
This book is about some of the changes of the times,
from the point of view of a large, odd, and enterprising
family, the Johnstones, and of their households, friends,
servants, and slaves.
The four Johnstone sisters and seven Johnstone broth
ers grew up in Scotland in the 1720s and 1730s and
made their way, in imagination or in reality, to the ex
tremities of the British, French, Spanish, and Mughal em
pires. Two of the brothers became rich, in many scenes
and over many setbacks. The family lived at the edges of
the enlightenment, and they were friends, at least from
time to time, of David Hume, Adam Smith, and the poet
James “Ossian” Macpherson. They were unusually in
temperate, unusually literary, and there were unusually
many of them.
All I knew about the Johnstones, when I came across
the oldest brother’s letter book in a library in Edinburgh,
was that another brother, John, had been a candidate in
a contested parliamentary election in 1774, in Adam
Smith’s home town of Kirkaldy.1 They were not a cele
brated family, even at the moments of their greatest suc
cesses. But they lived amidst new empires, and they were
confronted throughout their lives with large and abstract
questions about commerce and the state, laws and regu
lations, and slavery and servitude. They were expressive
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observers of the “Anguish Vexation & Anxiety” of mod
ern life, in the oldest brother’s words, and of the chang
ing scenes that Elizabeth Carolina Keene, who married
John Johnstone in Calcutta in 1765, described as the
“troublesome, fluctuating state of human affairs,” in the
“constitution of states and empire.”2
The history of the Johnstones is a story of the multiple
or multiplier effects of empire, in which individuals at
home were connected, by information and expectations,
to events in the East and West Indies. It is a family his
tory, in the sense that the sisters and sistersinlaw in the
Johnstones’ story, including the sisters who stayed at
home in Scotland, were at the center of the exchanges of
economic, political, and personal information in which
the family prospered. It is also a history of other people
in the family’s lives, and in particular of two individu
als—a young woman known as “Bell or Belinda,” who
described herself as a native of Bengal, the “slave or ser
vant” of John Johnstone, and Joseph Knight, the African
slave whose lawsuit against Margaret Johnstone’s son
inlaw ended slavery in Scotland—who are the most im
portant figures in the story, in the retrospect of two cen
turies of public life.3
The economic and the political were intertwined in
the Johnstones’ lives, and so were the public and the
private, commerce and law and conscience. Their his
tory is a vista of the new ideas and sentiments of the
times and of the eighteenthcentury enlightenment. The
political thought of the philosophers of enlightenment
was concerned in multiple respects with the dilemmas of
overseas commerce and conquest.4 The relationships of
the Scottish enlightenment to the Johnstones suggest a
more intimate proximity, to the domesticity of empire.
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The Johnstones were not themselves economists or ge
ologists or historians. But they were involved through
out their lives with the philosophes of eighteenthcentury
Edinburgh, and with the milieux of the enlightenment,
in the sense of the booksellers, proofcorrectors, law
yers, and clerks by whom the “lights of science” or the
“atmosphere of society,” in the description of their friend
the philosopher Adam Ferguson, were “communicable
to others by mere information.”5
The Johnstones’ history is a story of how individuals
made money in the eighteenthcentury empires, and es
pecially of making money by the use of information. It is
also a history of the institution of slavery, from the East
to the West Indies. At least six of the seven brothers be
came owners of slaves. Two of them were public oppo
nents of slavery, and one was a prominent defender of
the slave trade. The Johnstones flourished in the half
century that has been identified, since the imperial histo
ries of the nineteenth century, with the political institu
tions of modern times: a new British empire in India, a
new land empire in North America, and a new and more
enlightened (or less benighted) Atlantic economy in the
West Indies and Spanish America.6 It was a founding
period of modern ideas in a vaster sense: of the com
petitive economy, of individual rights and the govern
ment of law, and of industrial or industrious transfor
mation.7 It was a time when laissezfaire was new and
when even the idea of the economy or of economic life—
of a distinctive space or territory of economic exchanges
—was unusual and insecure.8 But the Johnstones’ em
pire, or the empire of economic opportunity to which
they looked forward, was not the empire that was even
tually founded. Their history is in this respect a story of
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possible futures that did not come to be, and of life in
uncertainty, including uncertainty about the frontiers of
economic life and the frontiers of the law.
The sisters and brothers lived at a time in which even
the distinctions that were most selfevident a generation
later—between law and political power, or private and
public life, or the economic and the political—were the
subject of endless, anxious inquiry: over “what was,
and what was not law,” in the oldest brother’s words, or
“what [was] the state,” or who was a servant and who
was a slave.9 The idea of empire was itself, in the John
stones’ and their friends’ understanding, an idea about
interior as well as exterior influence, “empire” in the
sense of dominion or information or the power of
words. Their story is a portrait of the outer lives of the
sisters and brothers and of their households—of their
voyages and marriages and debts, their petitions and
packages and lawsuits. But it is also a history of their
inner lives and of what the new ideas of the time, and
the new connections of empire, meant to this eighteenth
century family. It is about large and abstract ideas in the
lives of individuals who were not themselves philoso
phers or theorists of enlightenment. The frontiers be
tween philosophical and political and popular ideas
were indistinct, like so many other frontiers, in these
new and modern times: a world of “internal and ex
ternal sentiment,” in David Hume’s description of the
“fluctuating situations” of moral evaluation.10
The Johnstones were no more than minor figures in
the public events of the times, and they had an unusual
capacity in their political ventures for being on the
wrong side of history, or the losing side. But they left
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behind them an amazing amount of evidence or traces
of their lives: lists of things to do, wills, codicils, mort
gages, diaries about carrots, inventories, complaints
about torture to the Privy Council, evidence in favor of
Armenian plaintiffs, letters about bundles of muslin,
lists of the names of their slaves, decrees of alimony, an
nuities to their servants, descriptions of the different
kinds of paper used in Persian correspondence, mar
riage settlements, mausolea, lawyers’ invoices, love let
ters from their lawyers, legal documents in successive
lawsuits against each other and against others. They
were interested in family history and in the techniques
of searches in libraries; they wrote letters about sorting
letters; and they were complicit, or so it seems, in the
falsification of the records of their own dates of birth.
There are traces of all the sisters and brothers, the most
successful and the most obscure, and of many of their
servants and slaves.
The history of the Johnstones and of their extended
households is a story of women and men who were in
volved in one way or another in each other’s lives, and
in the vast changes of the times. But the evidence of the
lives of the different individuals is extraordinarily di
verse and disproportionate. It is as though there are
some who can be seen in intimate detail, and from mul
tiple points of view, and others who are a blur, or figures
in a distant landscape. There are some, like Bell or Be
linda, who have no names (or only the most implausible
of names), no dates of birth or dates of death, and whose
words are no more than the words of the clerks of courts.
Joseph Knight, who was brought from Africa to Jamaica
when he was “very young,” remembered only that he
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could not remember: “he does not know anything of his
being sold.”11
The family’s story is a microhistory, or a prosopogra
phy, a history of persons (of the face or the person in
front of one’s eye.) It is inspired in this respect by the
prosopographies or family histories of the Roman em
pire, and the Johnstones were in a sense a very Roman
family: “new men,” or men who wanted not to be new,
in a new empire.12 It is inspired, too, by the microhisto
ries of early modern Europe and the “prosopography of
the lower orders,” in which the poor as well as the rich
can be the subject of a qualitative history.13 It is a case
study of the Johnstones and their extended connec
tions.14 But the history of the Johnstones is also a new
kind of microhistory, in several different respects. It is a
large history in relation to space, in the sense that the
brothers, two of the women with whom they lived, and
at least four of their slaves moved over very great dis
tances, and in the sense that the story of the Johnstone
sisters is a history, in part, of the consequences at home
in Scotland of distant events.15 It is a history of individu
als of diverse legal conditions and social classes: a story
that includes mistresses and servants and slaves in the
same history. It extends across the frontiers between dif
ferent kinds of historical inquiry, in that it is a history of
economic life, of political ideas, of slavery, and of family
relationships. Economic evidence, in the family’s history,
has been a source for political history, political evidence
has been a source for the history of sentiments, the his
tory of the law has been a source for family history, and
family relationships have been a source for the history
of enlightenment.16
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The Johnstones’ history is a new kind of microhistory,
too, because it is an exploration of new ways of connect
ing the microhistories of individuals and families to the
larger scenes of which they were a part: to important or
“macrohistorical” inquiries. One connection is that the
individuals are themselves important (as Joseph Knight
was important). Another is of illustration, as the history
of the Johnstones is an illustration, or a case study, of
the larger history of their times. Yet another is of repre
sentativeness, or of the absence of representativeness.
The new possibility, in latemodern microhistories, is of
connecting micro and macrohistories by the history of
the individuals’ own connections.17 It is this possibility
that I have tried to explore in the Johnstones’ story: to
proceed, encounter by encounter, from the history of a
family to the history of a larger society of empire or en
lightenment or ideas. But the Johnstones’ history is also
the story of disconnections or discontinuities: of depar
tures and loss, and of individuals (like Bell or Belinda)
who vanish without trace, or out of history. This, too,
was the experience of eighteenthcentury commerce and
eighteenthcentury empires.
The prospect in these new kinds of microhistory is of
a new way of thinking about one of the oldest historical
inquiries, or the history of the inner life. This is a his
tory, in Adam Smith’s description, that recounts the un
folding of public events by leading the reader “into the
sentiments and mind of the actors.”18 It is an eighteenth
century sort of history, in the sense of a history of the
ideas and sentiments of large numbers of people and
how these ideas change over time.19 The distinction
between the inner and the outer life, or between an
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interior, private existence of the mind and an exterior
universe of events and circumstances, is very difficult to
identify in the lives of the Johnstones (as it is in our own
lives). So too is the distinction between the intimate and
the official, the universe of sentiment and the universe
of reason. Adam Smith used eleven different words to
describe the inner experience in the first few lines of
The Theory of Moral Sentiments.20 These elusive, fluc
tuating conditions are alluded to amazingly often, as
will be seen, in the evidence of the Johnstones’ lives and
of the other people in their households.
The Johnstones’ history begins, in what follows, with
the narrative of their lives: setting out from their home
in the west of Scotland, establishing themselves in Cal
cutta, Grenada, and Pensacola, coming home from the
empire, and recollecting their earlier existence, as elderly
men and women. I will use their own words, to a great
extent, and the words of contemporary records; I have
made no changes to the spelling of eighteenthcentury
letters and other writings. Their history in the first three
chapters of the book is more like a novel than like an
epic or epopeia, in Sir Walter Scott’s distinction: “rather
a history of the miscellaneous adventures which befall
an individual [or a number of individuals] in the course
of life, than the plot of a regular and connected epopeia,
where every step brings us a point nearer to the final
catastrophe.”21 But it is not a novel, or a historical novel.
It is an eighteenthcentury history, and one which has
conveyed in a very exigent respect the limits of historical
inquiry. The limits have their own story, and this is the
subject, or one of the subjects, of the endnotes that are a
substantial part of the book.
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I then turn in the next three chapters to larger histori
cal questions about the commercial empires and the en
lightenment of the eighteenth century: about the new
economic theories and sentiments of the times; about
the Johnstones’ own experiences of empire, in relation
to the institution of slavery, to the new exchanges of in
formation, to family relationships, and to the intimacy
of empire; and about the enlightenment of the times,
also from the point of view of the Johnstones’ lives and
connections. I return, in conclusion, to the history of the
inner life, in the sense of the interior of the household or
the home, and the interior of the mind, or the intentions,
character, and conscience of individuals that were dis
cussed so endlessly in the Johnstones’ own lives—and in
the sense, too, of the ideas and sentiments that are the
subject, or one of the subjects, of historical understand
ing. I return, too, to Bell or Belinda’s story and to her
importance in history.
This is a family portrait, and the relationships be
tween the Johnstones and the other individuals in their
extended households are at the heart of the story. But
the view from the family is also a vista of larger circum
stances that are themselves, in part, the circumstances
of the interior as well as the exterior world. At least
some of the women and men with whom the story will
be concerned were continually evaluating their own
and other people’s inner sentiments in the light of their
outer circumstances; others were the subject of the
evaluations of other people, in courtrooms, market
places, prisons, and parish churches. Events, for them,
were the source of information about intentions and
values. This was the unending, reflexive observation
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that Smith described in The Theory of Moral Senti
ments: of seeing one’s own sentiments “with the eyes of
other people, or as other people are likely to view
them.”22 It is this eighteenthcentury world of the mind
that I have tried to describe.

