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The Scottish

Enlightenment
“We look to Scotland for all our ideas of civilisation.” – Voltaire
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How did all this come about? In 1560, for his own readily identifiable reasons, Knox’s “Book of Discipline” called for a national system
of education. In 1640 the first statute to this effect was pursued and in 1676 the “Act for the Setting of Schools” set out to ensure
every parish in Scotland not already with such should have one with a suitable building and salaried teacher (with a pay scale!). Hence,
Knox’s intention of all being able to read (at least) Holy Scripture was to be met. So by the early 1700s virtually every parish did have
some sort of school served by a regular teacher. Education was therefore available and in large measure free. By 1750 or so literacy
had reached some 75% of the population. Thus Scotland became Europe’s first modern literate society, not until 1880 did England
catch up. As religious and other constraints became less onerous in the 18th century, the availability of books and tracts, beyond
the Bible and religious, rapidly became commonplace. Virtually any town of even modest size had a local lending library open to all
with little restriction. Library records show that more than half the books borrowed were secular in theme and content. Printing and
publishing flourished, so even with relatively modest means, almost anyone could have a personal book collection, as many did. In
Edinburgh, with a population around 60,000 by 1760 or so, there were six publishing houses, by 1790 there were sixteen. Attendant
activities: book selling, printing, paper and ink making burgeoned. By 1795 from a national population around 1.5 million, some
20,000, one way or another, were depended on publication and writing for their living, with a further 10,500 or so involved in teaching.
At the same time the then five Scottish Universities, though relatively small in size, were of international renown. These were In
effect centres of popular education (including recognisable examples of “Outreach”) as well as of mainstream academic learning and
enquiry. Between 1720 and 1840 student numbers trebled. University admission, inter alia, required knowledge of Latin (often taught
thoroughly at parish schools). Education at university level was relatively cheap, social status was of little consequence in contrast with
the then situation in England.

I

n this hive of activity Allan Ramsay flourished, though not without setbacks, in the social and
intellectual turmoil at the time in “Auld Reekie” and its environs. As the city became more relaxed in
outlook, like-minded groups of worthies formed “Clubs” to nurture their own intellectual interests,
while socialising and drinking. One such, the “Easy Club” was started by Ramsay and other users
of his shop and library. Indeed, the Easy Club first published original poems by Ramsay along with other
native works he collected. His own writings grew in quality and stature as exemplified by The Gentle
Shepherd published in 1725. Like Burns later did, he wrote and composed in good Scots or in near perfect
English as the need arose in response at the time to the growing anglification of Edinburgh. Aspects of this
were seen as having adverse effects on Scottish culture. In effect, the Scots became English speakers and to
some extent absorbers of English culture. Importantly, they remained thoroughly Scots even though their
culture was clearly threatened. Ramsay’s son, also Allan, the renowned portrait painter, founded in 1754
the “Select Society”, a debating club, whose members included Adam Smith and David Hume, important
figures of the Edinburgh Enlightenment.
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European thinking by the late 18th century was dominated by the works of Adam Smith,
David Hume, William Robertson, Adam Ferguson, John Millar and Thomas Reid.
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