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Projects in the History of Knowledge

An Introduction

▼ Special iSSue  in Knowledge and Power: Projecting the 
Modern World
▼ abStract  The Panama Canal, the silkworm, a sugar 
plantation, the South Sea Bubble, an industrial workschool: 
they may seem to have little in common, but these, and 
other disparate interventions from around the globe, share 
a common epistemology relating knowledge and power in 
a specific dynamic: the project. A category new to the early 
modern period that still structures the world around us, the 
project offers tools for the critical and historical analysis of 
the large-scale, entangled changes that made modernity. 
Projects were, to borrow a phrase from Foucault, 
“technologies of power” that brought together, in a short 
span of time, many of the social mores, spiritual ends, and 
epistemic values associated with the modern world. Yet, 
even as projects claimed to offer new mechanisms for 
eradicating waste, solving problems, and realizing untold 
profits by mobilizing peoples and materials, they also 
engineered large-scale displacement and devastation. The 
history of projects centers not only the dynamism and 
ambition but also the violence and ignorance built into 
economically rationalized visions of the future. For projects 
were not the laughable schemes many satires suggested; 
they were integral to global capitalism, epistemic and 
financial risk-taking, labor exploitation, and environmental 
degradation. This special issue shows what their impacts 
were, how projects were configured as forms of knowledge, 
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and how they interrelated with a global landscape of risk 
and possibility. Addressing their legacies requires critically 
exploring projects as modes of intervention in the world.
▼ KeywordS  projects; knowledge; power; situation; 
violence; risk; labor; information
▼ iSSue  Volume 6 (2025)

Projects are so pervasive today that they might seem impossible to pin down; 
they were recognizably new in the early modern period. What made them so 
was the way they defied customary categorization. The identity of the projec‐
tor appeared around 1600, in English: a figure whose interventions across a 
wide range of endeavors and crafts made him impossible to pigeonhole in any 
traditional trade or office. Projects have never been exclusively commercial, 
political, or scientific; they are world-building exercises that entangle each 
and all of these with interests and emotions, as well as with shifting and 
contested notions of space, time, and society. Historiographical approaches 
that naturalize and isolate these categories conceal the world of relationships 
in which their subjects operate. The history of knowledge, broader than the 
history of any one intellectual discipline, can render such entanglements pre‐
cise, even revelatory, rather than opaque or obscure. It is thus an essential 
point from which to analyze projectors. It is this, for example, that allows Reut 
Ullman, in her contribution to the present volume, to reconsider the figure of 
Michael Lomonosov, ordinarily classified as the “father of Russian science,” 
as instead working where “the personas of courtier, scholar and entrepreneur 
intersected.”

What differentiates projects from other types of entanglement is their ambi‐
tion to transform the web of material and ideological relationships from which 
they emerge: to enclose lands, uproot and transplant people, and, generally, 
re-categorize and mobilize knowledge, materials, and relationships as portable, 
mutable, salable, and scalable resources—within Europe as well as without.1

Projectors launched world-making efforts to delegitimize indigenous, local, 
and customary relationships between people, places, meaning, knowledge, and 
ignorance, exemplified in this special issue by the Royal African Company’s 
“projects of nutmeg and indigo,” which, Kate Murphy shows, simultaneously 
appropriated and ignored African knowledge. Projects did not deploy a single 
tool, such as a survey or a statute, but an armory of interlinked protocols, 
esthetics, mores, theories, emotions, and sociotechnical imaginaries.2

The project, whose proximate aim was ordinarily the acquisition of a patent 
or some legal entitlement to knowledge and resources, enclosed knowledge 
as the property of the project’s investors and patrons. This might include the 

1 Whitt, “Science, Colonialism”; Robson, “Improvement.”
2 Krajewski, World Projects; Jasanoff and Kim, Dreamscapes of Modernity.
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enclosure of knowledge within the bodies of laborers that projectors owned. 
It was for this reason, as Murphy argues, that the Royal African Company, 
“leverag[ing] the infrastructure of the slave trade,” preferred to process the 
more noxious Asian indigo in West Africa rather than the existing West African 
indigo that locals knew and preferred. The Company removed people and 
plants from their homes to enclose knowledge in bodies the Company con‐
trolled. The aim of a project was to “put [knowledge] in use” or “reduce it to 
practice”: epistemic interventions aimed at physical interventions. However, as 
Keith Pluymers’s essay emphasizes, the “undertakers” (whence terms such as 
“entrepreneur” derive) of a project were not its projectors. Projects remained 
firmly in the realm of knowledge, even as they initiated an iterative dynamic 
with practice.

Projects operated at radically different scales, transcending boundaries be‐
tween private and public, church and state, body and multitude. Will Cavert’s 
contribution analyzes a late Stuart project to make the English state not only 
the nation’s scientific intelligencer but also the shepherd of individual eco‐
nomic decisions. Meagan Wierda explores ostensibly emancipatory, antislavery 
projects in the antebellum United States that sought to relocate and remake 
racialized populations not only via large-scale, transnational mobilizations but 
through the “colonization” of individual wombs. Kelly Whitmer’s account of 
a German project that removed youth from their homes and schools and 
set them instead to planting profitable trees shows, in a similar way, how 
local displacements of people promised intertwined transformations of society, 
agricultural economy, and landscape—with the end of “happiness” (discussed 
also by Cavert and Pluymers here). Such happiness, however, was defined as 
public, not individual. Its demands overrode not just the personal proclivities 
but even the customary rights of subjects or citizens. It was for these reasons, 
Ullman notes, that Lomonosov wanted recently enserfed peasants rather than 
waged laborers as factory workers. To put it another way, following Cavert, the 
public was constructed in the apologetic texts of projectors, not found among 
“the people.”

Even as they productively entangled different scales and spheres of inter‐
vention, then, projects depended on abstractions and enclosures of the good, 
the true, and the useful—as well as the right to determine these. They thus 
“carve[d] nature at its joints” in a way scholars now seek to analyze and over‐
come through ontologies of entanglement.3 A project offered a single-point 
perspective, spread out across time and space. It curated certain optics, a tele‐
scopic view looking beyond and hence negating current conditions in favor of 
an imagined future. As Ted McCormick writes in his contribution, the goal of 
this double gaze of surveillance and erasure was the mobilization of power in 
the name of possibility. Projects often discounted the entangled relationships 
they aimed to surpass, while strategically concealing their own, often similar, 

3 Pendleton-Jullian and Brown, “Ontologies of Entanglement.”
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destroy’d as the worst of Vermine.”36 Rather than eliminating beggars through 
real violence, he suggested “imaginary” ways, or what we might call epistemic 
violence—that is, a framing and visualization of knowledge that tended to the 
destruction of beggars. Such visualizations, of course, might quickly lead to real 
or material violence. His analysis found that enslaved labor in the Americas 
contributed most to the “Wealth, Power, and Glory of the Nation” in contrast 
to other workers, such as the clergy, who were useless, and he deployed a table 
to make this visible.37

Its matter-of-fact presentation works to embed racial violence in a seem‐
ingly unremarkable way into practices of cost–benefit analysis. The ethics of 
categorizing humans as sources of profit do not factor into this table. “White 
Men” and “Blacks” appear as self-evident categories of colonial labor, even 
as Thomas’s own use of enslaved people alongside English craftsmen on the 
African coast exposed their illogic.38 The tabulation of neat round numbers 
(“10” and “50”) makes the institution of slavery appear coolly rational, blinker‐
ing our gaze from the debilitation and death that constantly stalked the ranks 
of the enslaved (making it always difficult to “make up” a full shipload of 
people kept in a barely living state).39 As Stephanie Smallwood has written 
concerning the visual logic of the slave merchant’s ledger, by “[c]ontaining 
only what could fit within the clean lines of their columns and rows, they 
reduced an enormous system of traffic in human commodities to a concise 
chronicle of quantitative ‘facts.’”40 Seemingly objective statistical presentations 
at once concealed and entrenched colonial ideology.41 Meanwhile, Thomas 
accused those who criticized his views on ethical grounds as deploying “false 
and envious Opticks”; they were not able to see the true interest of the 
nation, which his “right scrutiny” laid bare.42 It was for such interventions 
that Thomas’s accountant, Daniel Defoe, dedicated his famous 1697 Essay on 
Projects to Thomas.43 As Koji Yamamoto points out, Defoe protested too much 
that Thomas did not deserve “the Despicable Title of a Projector.”44

Unlike real wealth, such as gold, neither interest nor labor nor statistical 
taxonomies exist as mundane objects. They are epistemic objects, brought 
into being through acts of projection that aim to embed countercultural ideas 
and mores as a commonsensical part of a new civic epistemology. Jonathan 
Swift, in his 1733 Serious and Useful Scheme to make an Hospital for Incurables, 
picked up on the ways that people were processed into epistemic objects for 

36 Thomas, Historical Account, 3.
37 Ibid., 30, 2.
38 Newman, New World of Labor, 145–47.
39 Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery; Puar, The Right to Maim.
40 Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery, 98.
41 Sussmann, “Colonial Afterlife.”
42 Thomas, Historical Account, 6.
43 Defoe, Essay upon Projects. On Defoe as a projector himself, Novak, Age of Projects.
44 Yamamoto, Taming Capitalism, 2.
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consumption by projects via statistical tabulations. His chart [Fig. 4] outlines 
nine incurables and the costs for perpetually confining them to promote the 
“felicity of the kingdom.”45

The characteristics of Swift’s table—the nice round numbers for each 
category, the debatable taxonomies, the massive total sums, the ambition to 
enter into the most intimate details of people’s lives on a national scale—were 
humorous to contemporaries because they had become familiar in projects. 
Defoe himself had advocated erecting a “Fool House” in his Essay on Projects.46

Making a project was a paper technology a bit like map making, some 
contemporaries argued: an exercise in information-gathering, analysis, and 
imagination. Writing in 1744, for example, a professor of political economy 
(Oeconomie) and cameralism at the University of Leipzig named Georg Hein‐
rich Zincke (1692–1769) described how:

The French word Projet, or the Latin-German word Projecte, seems to 
have originated in Mathematics (Mathematique). This is because an idea 
of a sphere shown on a glass board a certain distance away as it would 
appear to the eye in one glance, when all the rays are drawn into the 
eye from every point, is called a projection; and it is well known that 
the same designs (Entwerfungen) are useful for making maps and offer an 
advantage in that they allow one to bring future focused intentions into the 
present more vividly and conveniently, with the help of the imagination, 
memory and precise observation, especially in art and architecture. But 
there is also a resemblance between precisely this and a reliable sketch 
that in state and economic things (Staats- und oeconomischen Sachen) we 
call a Project, because it also presents something far off in the distance 
in a single glance, indeed an entire undertaking, the thing, the purpose, 
the means and obstacles (Mittel und Gegenmittel), so that one is able to 
undertake a precise consideration before making a decision about if and 
how to skillfully implement it.47

“Precise consideration” hinged on imagination, memory, and observation. But 
how to ensure that those to whom a project was being pitched would each 
see the same thing? The atmosphere of confusion that projects often created—
What are we looking at? Are we being deceived? Is there actually anything to 
see?—is powerfully presented in the image below [Fig. 5]. In it, several men 
look through the windows of a project as if it were a “peep show.” It offers 
tantalizing glimpses and clearly generates interest in all viewers; however, none 
of them can agree on exactly what they are seeing, on its scale or scope. There 
is no consensus, only a variety of competing impressions. One figure (on the 

45 Swift, Serious and Useful Scheme, 2.
46 Defoe, Essay upon Projects, 181.
47 Zincke, “Vorrede,” Section 4.
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Figure 4. Swift, Serious and Useful Scheme, 20. Wellcome Collection EPB/MST/102. Public 
domain.
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Figure 5. The project as a “peep show.” From Curieuser Raritäten-Kasten, in welchen vorgestellt 
wird die Wind-Macherey, als ein heute zu Tage überhand genommenes Laster, aus aufrichtiger 
Neigung zu allen Menschen herausgegeben von einer Liebhaber der Wahrheit [transl.: Curious 
Chamber of Rarities, in Which the Art of Wind-Making is Presented …] (Leipzig: n.p., 1733). 
Used with permission of the Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Göttingen. 
Shelfmark DD92 A 33435.
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left) says, “My lord, do you see something?” Another (on the right) says, “I saw 
a little something.” The figure below him says, “I can see it from here!” Mean­
while another one across the way says, “I see nothing at all.”

The Three Keywords of Projects

Projects spread domestically and globally through practices of enclosure and 
colonialism. In the early modern period, notions of public utility, like the later 
Enlightenment idea of “universal reason,” claimed a commonly shared human 
position that in fact was not shared in common. We ask to whom, in particular, 
was “useful knowledge” of use? And who shaped what use looked like? We 
have identified three key elements of projected futures that bring out these 
questions: situation, violence, and risk.

Situation

The term “situation” was ubiquitous in early modern European writing about 
politics, history, geography, and economy. Situation was both ambiguous and 
indispensable—indeed, its ambiguity was no smart part of its use. In its sim‐
plest sense it denoted location, whether that of an estate nestled in a valley, 
a castle commanding a promontory, a port exploiting a natural harbor, or 
a republic squeezed between kingdoms. Yet it increasingly came to connote 
a strategic position wherein there was a unique relationship—ideally one 
that could be measured, or mathematized—between the assets or virtues of 
particular places.48 The genre of the geographic “description” or “relation” 
analyzed how the situation of each place conferred strategic advantages or 
disadvantages, as exemplified in numerous instances in the work of Ludovico 
Guicciardini's Description of the Low Countries, and methodical travelers were 
urged to do the same.49 In the reason of state, the climate and terrain where 
peoples were situated could explain aspects of their temperament and indicate 
how they should be dealt with.50

Situation straddled the boundary between art (including labor, technology, 
and policy) and nature. Or rather, it transcended this boundary by furnishing 
the context for action of all kinds. Rather than mapping onto presumably 
stable geopolitical orders, situation was an Archimedean point from which they 
might be upended. And at any given moment, in any given locale, situation 
was at once the product of planned interventions made to past environments 
and the expression of natural advantages that new projects alone could realize. 
Building canals, in seventeenth-century France or twentieth-century Panama 

48 “Lage,” in Zedler, Großes vollständiges Lexicon, 218.
49 Guicciardini, Descrittione. Botero, Relations; Zwinger, Methodus apodemica, 74.
50 Botero, “Del Sito,” 56–60; Henin, Del sitio.
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(as discussed by Keiner), could transform a place’s strategic potential, and 
re-engineering streetscapes in eighteenth-century Philadelphia (examined by 
Pluymers) could diminish the risks of disease. Each transformation set a new 
stage for further projects.

Just as it could redraw lines between center and periphery, situation could 
be intensely local or expansively global. In the context of imperial rivalries and 
long-distance trades, intervention at one scale might confer power at quite 
another. A late-seventeenth-century “proposal for better securing the West In‐
dia trade, and for hindering commerce between France and Ireland” involved 
little more than spending £160 fortifying Inis Arcáin (Sherkin Island), opposite 
the Munster port of Baltimore.51 Despite this radical disparity between means 
and ends, however, such projection was not simply tall talk; sea lanes, wind 
patterns, and the vulnerability of fleets tied local causes to global effects. At 
the other end of the scale, enterprises sited in far-flung colonies, targeting large 
numbers at the margins of society, or involving large-scale mobilizations of 
people and things, promised greater profits and better futures for those at some 
center—whether metropolitan or not. Cromwell’s grand and costly strategic 
project, the “Western Design” (entangled with related designs by Spanish, 
Dutch, Portuguese, and French powers, as discussed by Keller in this issue) 
ended in the conquest of Jamaica, making that island “the present Scittuacion, 
& Center of the Interests of his Highnes and this Commonwealth in America”
—a platform “most pernicious to the Spanyard” and hence a vital site for 
fortification and plantation alike.52 Mastery of such dynamic connections, 
grounded in shifting constructions of situation, was central to projecting.

Risk

In his 1668 Essay towards… a philosophical language, John Wilkins listed the 
actions taken before the beginning of any business. These included acts of 
“designing,” such as to “project,” and, at the “first entrance” of any business, 
acts of “essaying” or testing, including running the “risk or adventure.”53 Con‐
tra Wilkins’s classification, however, risk entered any business well before any 
actual risk was run. Projectors routinely outlined the costs, risks, and benefits 
within the design of their proposals.

Since the publication of Ulrich Beck’s The Risk Society, risk has been seen 
as an organizing feature for modern societies which respond to the ways 
they are put at risk by modernity itself.54 While Beck argued that modern 
risk societies differ fundamentally from the forms of danger run in the early 
modern period, the history of projecting shows throughlines in risk-taking 

51 “A proposal for better securing the West India trade,” 287–88.
52 Report to [of] the Committee of the Councill, f. 157r.
53 Wilkins, Essay, 40.
54 Beck, Risk Society; Mohun, “History of Risk.”
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across these centuries. Risk involves potential benefits and harms in a situation 
of unknowns. The history of ignorance has addressed risk through the forms of 
knowledge developed to delimit it, such as the history of maritime insurance.55

However, it has not addressed how ignorance and harm persist within knowl‐
edge. This is not only the case, as Beck argued, of the ways in which the far-
flung, complicated networks of risk impinge upon the “cognitive sovereignty” 
of individuals who must make choices and take action with unequal knowledge 
concerning their risks.56 Rather, risk and ignorance are built into the design 
of projects, plans for the unknown that often function by displacing risk from 
some people to others, including to future generations.

The displacement of risk queries the ways that Foucault has related knowl‐
edge to power in his account of modern security. Deploying a carceral frame‐
work of police, discipline, and security, Foucault argued that state technologies 
replaced dangers with security. He explored one early-eighteenth-century 
project, that of Jean-Paul Abeille for the lowering of the cost of grain and 
thus preventing famines by abandoning the dole and relying upon free trade. 
Foucault argued that the varied phenomena considered in this project would 
“cancel out” one another, so that scarcity “is gradually corrected, compensated 
for, checked, and finally nullified.”57 In fact, this project centers, rather than 
eliminates, scarcity. True security would entail providing food to anybody 
who hungered, precisely the idea Abeille opposed. He relied on scarcity in 
the marketplace to eventually adjust supply and demand. This puts people 
at risk; while the market adjusts, some will starve. Abeille does not propose 
eliminating people by directly seeking out and killing any individuals. In 
Abeille’s project, deaths instead fall within a margin of ignorance created 
by probabilism. Those most at risk would likely die, but who precisely these 
would be was not mathematically certain.

Abeille accepted uncertainty, suffering, and death as the central mechanism 
that allowed his project to function to the ultimate overall benefit of the 
state, he claimed. Calculations of state benefit undermined previous legal un‐
derstandings of every individual’s right to survive.58 Abeille explicitly rejected 
the maxim salus populi supremus lex esto (the good of the people is the supreme 
law). The good of the people should only be considered, he claimed, if it was 
salutary to the nation.59 Likewise, as Ullman discusses, for Lomonosov and 
other projectors, human and monetary “loss” were construed as necessary “for 
the expansion of navigation, commerce, power” and for “the state and national 
glory.”

55 Zwierlein, “Introduction,” 28.
56 Beck, Risk Society, 53.
57 Foucault, Security, 40. Thanks to Steven Vanden Broecke for the suggestion of this passage.
58 Van Duffel, “Distributive Justice.”
59 Abeille, Lettre, 23.
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Violence

In a restrained tone claiming to serve generous ends of the public good 
(reminiscent of the rhetoric discussed by Will Cavert in this issue), Jonathan 
Swift advocated that poor parents sell their children as food for the wealthy 
in his A Modest Proposal for preventing the children of poor people from being 
a burthen to their parents or country, and for making them beneficial to the public 
(1729).60 Jennifer Morgan has pointed out how similar violence had already 
been realized in the slave trade. Political economic rationalization made what 
had “previously been unspeakable into palatable speculative planning.”61 The 
knowledge acts of a project—calculating (and redistributing) risks, framing 
perspectives, and surveying waste resources, lands, and people—were acts of 
epistemic violence.

The history of projects draws attention to the agency in planning and 
carrying out coercive social disruption in contrast to the agentless and minute 
or “channelized” forms of power that Foucault preferred to see humming 
everywhere throughout a particular cultural episteme. Our approach attends to 
the powerful critique of Foucault and others launched by historians of slavery 
such as Morgan.62 Political economists from Marx onward have dismissed the 
centrality of slavery to European modernity and the very act of enslavement 
itself as the remaking of human kin into inheritable consumer goods. Related 
epistemic maneuvers remade kinship and humanity in Atlantic enslavement 
into commodities, and European workers into disposable and retrainable la‐
borers or forms of biopower. Likewise, they enclosed common lands in Europe 
and colonized the lands of others throughout the world. Moreover, they not 
infrequently did so in intertwined ways in the scope of a single project, as some 
of the essays in this special issue discuss.

Conclusion

The Panama Canal, the silkworm, a sugar plantation, the South Sea Bubble, 
an industrial workschool: they may seem to have little in common, but these 
and other disparate interventions from around the globe share a common 
epistemology relating knowledge and power in a specific dynamic: projects. 
A category new to the early modern period yet still structuring the world 
around us, projects offer tools for critical and historical analysis of the large-
scale entangled changes that made modernity. Yet, even as projects claimed to 
offer new mechanisms for eradicating waste, solving problems, and realizing 
untold profits by mobilizing peoples and materials, they engineered large-scale 

60 Swift, Modest Proposal.
61 Morgan, Reckoning with Slavery, 106.
62 Morgan, Reckoning with Slavery; Hogarth, Medicalizing Blackness; Nacol, Age of Risk.
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devastation. The history of projects centers the violence and ignorance built 
into economically rationalized visions of the future. Projects were not the 
laughable schemes many satires suggest, but integral to global capitalism, epis‐
temic and financial risk-taking, and environmental degradation. Our special 
issue shows what their impacts were, how projects were configured as forms 
of knowledge, and how they interrelated with a global landscape of risk and 
possibility. Addressing their damaging legacies requires critically exploring 
projects as modes of intervention in the world.
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